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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE, COPIED BY A NERVOUS HAND

The following chronicle should not be confused with a devotional text, a legal deposition, or a sensible document produced by adults after breakfast. It is a satire, a convent mystery, a medieval farce, and a bureaucratic autopsy performed with a candle in one hand and a knife missing from the kitchen in the other.

Faith slips on its own cassock. Politics drinks sacramental wine off the clock. Truth walks the corridors like furniture being dragged at midnight, waking everyone except the guilty. If any authority feels attacked, let that authority first ask why the shoe fits so beautifully.

This English version does not march word for word behind the Portuguese original like a terrified novice behind Sister Constance. It preserves the incident, the venom, the cadence, the piety with a knife in its sleeve, and the tragicomic suspicion that every institution is only three bad explanations away from inventing an angel.



I. THE BELL, THE PIGLET, AND THE ANNOUNCEMENT NOBODY ORDERED

And lo, in those days, the sun rose yet again over the damp and ancient walls of the Abbey of Saint Adelgunda, near the Mediterranean coast by Saint-RaphaÃ«l, as if creation itself had not grown tired of the place. Its rays warmed the stones with the optimism of a guest who had not yet smelled the refectory.

Within that sacred residence, the sisters were already awake and performing their daily labors. The more aggressively devout had finished Lauds before the chickens had finished regretting existence. From the northern bell tower, Sister Albertine the Faithful pulled the old bell into speech, announcing to the world that Leviathan had not emerged from the sea, the Last Judgment had been postponed, and breakfast would therefore be served in the usual miserable order.

Across the courtyard came the bright flock of boarding girls, driven forward by Sister Constance the Rigid, who used her disciplinary staff with the pastoral tenderness of a tax collector. ‘Move before me, you damp little bouquets of sin!’ she cried. ‘Forward, victims of the Devil, before I begin naming names!’

It would have been one more mediocre sacred morning, preserved in amber and cabbage steam, had Sister Najla Veruska, Prioress and Deaconess, not appeared on the balcony of the abbess’s apartments with the face of a woman who had just found theology lying in a pool of blood.

‘The Abbess is dead!’ she cried. ‘She is dead! Jesus! Why? Why? Woe upon us, woe with embroidery!’

All the sisters, as though rehearsed by generations of scandal, raised their hands to their mouths and stared at one another. Sister Carmen the Saintly ran weeping among the girls, who received the news with the radiance of children unexpectedly freed from arithmetic. A dead abbess meant no lessons, many guards, possible horses, and perhaps a nobleman to stare at while pretending grief.

At that very moment Sister Theodora the Large returned from the market with a piglet over her shoulders for the evening meal. Upon being told the news at the Gatelet of the Just, she clutched her heart and collapsed beneath the animal. The girls called for help, less from compassion than from the reasonable fear that the pork might spoil before dinner. In the moral economy of the abbey, charity and appetite often arrived in the same cart.



II. SISTER CONSTANCE BREAKS A SAINT IN THE NAME OF RESPECT

Amid the chaos, Sister Constance remembered that the holy terracotta image of Saint Adelgunda could not remain exposed in the courtyard during preparations for a requiem. The fact that no one had thought of this before only increased her certainty that civilization depended entirely on her irritation.

‘The death of Abbess Rita the Pure is a sign from God!’ she shouted. ‘Someone help me remove the saint from the yard before the saint witnesses what passes for discipline among you livestock!’

No one helped. Sacred institutions are filled with people who love tradition until tradition weighs more than a soup pot. Constance therefore embraced the heavy image alone and hurried toward the chapel with the desperate dignity of a woman carrying both heaven and back pain.

Her race ended when a wicked little foot, belonging to one of the internal students and probably to several future revolutions, appeared before her. Constance stumbled. Saint Adelgunda flew in a brief arc of terracotta glory and shattered into many relics, all of them suddenly eligible for veneration if one had a small enough box and no shame.

For three heartbeats the entire courtyard froze. Then every girl began explaining that she had seen nothing, which, in a convent, is usually the clearest sign that everyone saw everything. Sister Constance stood over the fragments, trembling with rage and opportunity.

‘Do not touch the saint!’ she shrieked. ‘From this moment she is multiplied!’

And so, before the corpse of the abbess had even been examined, Saint Adelgunda had already performed her first miracle of the day: becoming more portable.



III. THE ROOM, THE CLEAVER, AND THEOLOGY MADE IN A HURRY

Upstairs, in the abbatial chamber where Sister Najla had found the late Abbess Rita the Pure, three authorities entered with candles and the shared expression of people hoping the problem would explain itself. First came Father Esteban, Dominican and inquisitor, a man who looked as though he had been carved from old doctrine and smoked over a slow fire. Behind him came Sister Carmen the Saintly. Last came Najla, who closed the door as if sealing a tomb or a negotiation.

The scene impressed even Esteban, and he had spent his life cultivating immunity to horror. On the abbatial bed lay Abbess Rita, dead by means of a kitchen cleaver driven into her forehead with such confidence that one could only admire the decisiveness while condemning the method. Her eyes remained wide. One finger pointed stiffly outward. Her mouth held the shape of a final ‘You?’ as though death itself had arrived wearing a familiar face.

Sister Carmen made a sound too holy to be called vomiting and fled the room in convulsions of grief. Esteban turned slowly toward Najla. The candlelight laid shadows over his face in a manner that would have been excessive on stage and was therefore perfectly suited to the Church.

‘How,’ he asked, ‘does this happen in a sacred house?’

Najla looked left, right, and briefly upward, hoping someone in the Trinity wished to answer first. ‘You are asking me? How would I know?’

He seized her face between his fingers. ‘This is not a pantomime. Look into my eyes when you answer.’

‘Release my lips and I shall consider language,’ she said, though less elegantly because he was crushing her mouth.

Esteban listened, touching his chin as if wisdom might leak from it. ‘The cleaver came from the kitchen. Those with access are Sister Theodora, who was at market; you; and the abbess, who is disqualified by the inconvenience of being dead.’

Najla stiffened. ‘You are suggesting I struck our crowned mother of this citadel of faith with a utensil better suited to pork?’

‘I would send you to the stake,’ Esteban said, ‘were it not for one detail. To drive the blade through that skull so cleanly required masculine force.’

Najla smiled thinly. ‘How fortunate for me that misogyny, at last, has become evidence for the defense.’



IV. THE OFFICIAL TRUTH GETS DRESSED BEFORE THE BODY COOLS

Esteban paced the chamber. His reasoning had arrived at the place where institutions usually arrive when facts behave badly: concealment with decorative language.

‘We close the matter,’ he said. ‘We prepare the funeral.’

Najla stared. ‘Closed? Father, the abbess has a kitchen implement in the middle of her forehead. That is not closure. That is carpentry.’

The inquisitor glared, then gripped the cleaver with a linen cloth and pulled. It came free with a wet resistance that made Najla reconsider every breakfast she had ever eaten. Blood darkened the bedclothes. Esteban wiped the blade on the pillowcase and offered it to her.

‘Return it to the kitchen. Wash it first.’

‘And the hole?’ she asked. ‘What shall we tell the faithful? That an angel opened a window in her thoughts?’

‘You are gifted in epic invention. Use it. The people believe the Red Sea opened; they can survive a forehead.’

Najla, who had spent years watching men turn negligence into doctrine, folded her arms. ‘Stigmata appear in hands, feet, and side. A cleft in the brow requires a more adventurous theology.’

Esteban found one immediately, as bad men often do. ‘Say she read beyond the limits of her feminine nature. Her mind, unable to bear the weight of knowledge, split open so her soul could escape.’

Najla applauded slowly. ‘Marvelous. I am accused of inventing legends, yet you build cathedrals out of stupidity. Shall I add that an angel appeared to explain this, since no human mind could produce such a defense without assistance from beyond the veil?’

‘Add what you like,’ he snapped. ‘An angel came while we applied holy oils. The angel explained the wound. The faithful wept. The matter is over.’

As they turned to leave, Esteban kicked an empty bottle beneath the bed. He crouched and retrieved it. The label read SANTIDADE, the abbey’s own wine.

‘A clue?’ Najla asked.

‘Yes,’ said Esteban. ‘To a lesser crime. We have discovered who emptied the cellar. Add this to your chronicle: our holy Abbess Rita died drunk on Sanctity.’



V. A FUNERAL, A MIRACLE, AND A BUDGET WITH GOLD LEAF

By nightfall the basilica was thick with incense, lamentation, and the kind of public grief that always checks to see who is watching. Nobles from nearby estates, village representatives, priests, sisters, novices, merchants, and several people whose relationship to the abbey consisted mainly of unpaid debts filed past the coffin of Abbess Rita the Pure.

Her body rested in carved oak, gilded with such enthusiasm that poverty itself would have crossed the street to avoid looking at it. A crystal panel allowed the faithful to glimpse her painted face and the sacred fissure in her brow, which the mortuary sister had softened with powder, prayer, and the resigned expression of a woman working outside her training.

Father Esteban mounted the pulpit. To his right stood Najla. To his left stood Sister Carmen, still damp with tears and moral danger. Esteban raised his hands.

‘Beloved brothers and sisters, we gather under the bitter shadow of farewell. Abbess Rita, pure among the pure, was called from us by a mystery so holy that explanation would only insult it.’

The crowd moaned. A woman fainted into a rope garland. Three people tried to touch the coffin at once and nearly converted grief into a wrestling match. Dominican guards restored order with the pious efficiency of men accustomed to confusing silence with peace.

Esteban continued. ‘Our mother sought knowledge with such thirst that her fragile feminine condition could not contain it. In mercy, heaven opened her brow and released her immortal soul.’

Najla made the first mistake of the evening: she laughed. Quietly, but not quietly enough for a man whose ears had been sharpened by years of detecting disagreement.

Esteban leaned toward her. ‘What part of this sacred explanation tickles you, demon?’

‘Nerves,’ Najla whispered. ‘A spasm of reverence.’

‘Another spasm and I shall send you to accompany her.’

The people, meanwhile, accepted the miracle with gratitude. Ignorance, offered with incense and lighting, is often mistaken for peace. The girls stared at the corpse with fascination. One of them whispered that if reading could split a woman open, grammar lessons should be suspended by canon law. This argument, though elegant, was ignored.



VI. THE DUKE ARRIVES DRESSED LIKE A SOFA WITH HEREDITARY RIGHTS

Just as the coffin was being sealed, a man remained standing beside it with the calm insolence of someone who had not been invited and had enjoyed that fact. It was the Duke of Frejus, wearing enough velvet to upholster a minor throne. Beside him stood Gustaf, his horse-master and trusted arm, and behind them the pale Bavarian shadow everyone called the German, because imagination in the village had limits.

Esteban left the pulpit at once, his guard moving with him like an accusation. Najla followed, because she would rather be stabbed than miss the conversation. Sister Carmen tried to stop her. Najla shook free.

‘Let me pass. I may die by sword, but I refuse to die uninformed.’

The coffin lay between the two men like a diplomatic table built by undertakers.

‘I do not remember inviting you,’ Esteban said. ‘Will you leave, or must we escort you to the gates of hell?’

The Duke touched the ornaments at his throat. ‘What a rough greeting for one of your most generous donors and the legal representative of the Crown in this pleasant coastal province.’

‘Calvinist. Sodomite. Practitioner of all filth.’

Several sisters crossed themselves with such speed that a breeze passed through the nave.

The Duke smiled. ‘I come in the name of law to inquire about the death of your abbess. A lamentable incident. To die from a miracle with every visible feature of murder.’

Esteban’s eyes narrowed. ‘If there had been murder, I would prove the chief beneficiary stands before me.’

‘And if I prove there was no miracle?’

‘Then the people, robbed of their holy wonder, may decide that blasphemy lives in your castle and should be removed headfirst.’

The Duke’s smile cooled. ‘So ignorance is not merely a blessing. It is policy.’

‘At last,’ Esteban said, ‘you understand something.’



VII. NAJLA ALMOST BECOMES ABBESS AND CRASHES INTO REALITY

The Duke, having found insult insufficiently nourishing, asked what would become of the abbey now that its head had been removed by heaven, or by cutlery, depending on one’s relationship with evidence.

Esteban straightened. ‘The death of the abbess changes nothing. Our orphanhood will be brief. A new abbess has already been appointed by Rome.’

Najla’s soul left her body, crowned itself, returned, and began arranging furniture in imagination. Prioress. Deaconess. Abbess of Frejus. Najla the Great. Veruska in Glory. Mater et Magistra of Everyone Who Ever Underestimated Me. She pictured herself processing through the basilica while enemies choked politely on incense.

A guard nearby asked whether she felt ill. She blinked herself back into the world just in time to hear Esteban finish.

‘Before Sunday ends, the faithful shall know whom Rome sends to govern this house. She will come with the heavy hand of the Holy Father.’

The imaginary crown fell down a well.

When the Duke departed, injured in both pride and strategy, Najla turned on Esteban. ‘Explain. Was that to gain time? To unsettle him? What luxury is this, an abbess chosen by the Pope? Tradition says one of us should be elevated.’

‘Tradition also suggests abbesses should not be found perforated.’

‘You thought for a moment I could not govern?’

Esteban looked her up and down. ‘I thought for many moments.’

Najla swallowed hatred with the discipline of a woman who has survived by digesting insults slowly. Then she pointed toward Sister Carmen. ‘Remember she witnessed the truth. Carmen writes the Book of News. Carmen does not lie. She is transparent, just, inflexible as stone.’

Esteban followed her gaze. Sister Carmen stood near the pulpit, weeping with the terrible innocence of someone who might ruin everything by telling the truth.

‘That,’ Esteban said, ‘can also be managed.’



VIII. SISTER CARMEN AND THE DANGEROUS VICE OF ACCURACY

After Compline, when the abbey settled into darkness and the sisters retired to contemplate death in preparation for sleep, Sister Carmen the Saintly did not go to her bed. Duty pulled her toward the Great Library, which at night looked less like a house of learning than like a forest where shelves had learned to judge.

She opened the small safe behind the second cabinet and withdrew the Book of News, the official chronicle of all happenings in the abbey. It was bound in leather, sealed in wax, and dangerous in the way only honest books are dangerous: it remembered things powerful people preferred to rename.

By candlelight she broke the seal, dipped the quill, and wrote:

ON THIS FIFTEENTH DAY OF MARCH, IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 1760, DURING THE HOLY HOURS OF LAUDS, I, CARMEN, SERVANT OF GOD, DID BEHOLD, TOGETHER WITH FATHER ESTEBAN AND PRIORESS NAJLA VERUSKA, THE BODY OF OUR MOST SACRED ABBESS RITA THE PURE, MURDERED BY A MALEFACTOR WHO DROVE A KITCHEN CLEAVER THROUGH HER BLESSED FOREHEAD IN THE FRONTO-OCCIPITAL DIRECTION…

She stopped. Footsteps descended the spiral stair.

Carmen hid the book beneath her habit and lifted the candle. Father Esteban emerged from the dark like a threat that had learned Latin.

‘Sister,’ he said, ‘you need confession.’

‘I am confessed, Father. You are my confessor.’

‘Then I know the stain that remains: conspiracy against the holy mystery of Abbess Rita.’

Her hands trembled. ‘There is no mystery in a cleaver.’

‘Where is the Book of News?’

Carmen tried the old innocent face, the one that had fooled novices, cooks, and once a bishop with weak eyesight. It did not fool him. Esteban wrapped cloth around his knuckles as pugilists do before making theology physical.

‘Truth,’ he said softly, ‘may be concrete or abstract, private or official.’

‘Then official truth is only a lie with better shoes.’

He drove a letter opener through the sleeve of her habit, pinning her to the desk. With his other hand he covered her mouth.

‘The book,’ he hissed. ‘Or I shall beat you worse than Rome beat syntax.’

Carmen seized the inkpot and threw it into his eyes. The inquisitor howled. She tore herself free and fled for the spiral stairs, leaving behind dignity, blood, and most of the ink.



IX. THE LEAST DIGNIFIED CHASE SINCE STAIRS WERE INVENTED

Carmen climbed as fast as age allowed and terror demanded. Behind her, Esteban stumbled after her half-blind, black with ink, and less like a servant of God than a chimney demon with legal authority.

At the turn of the stair he caught her ankle. ‘The book, cursed woman!’

‘Release me!’

‘A golem does not disobey its master.’

The word struck the air harder than his hand. Carmen’s face changed. Fear remained, but beneath it rose something older than fear and more stubborn than prayer. She kicked him with her free foot. The blow caught his head. He rolled down the stairs in a percussion of bones, curses, and Dominican cloth.

In the struggle, the Book of News slipped from Carmen’s habit and fell to the library floor below. Neither saw it. Carmen reached the upper corridor and almost wept with relief when she saw Najla approaching.

‘Friend! Blessed be God! Esteban has gone mad. Help me flee!’

Najla did not move aside.

Carmen understood before Esteban reappeared, limping up the stair, his face painted with ink and humiliation. Najla held Carmen gently but firmly, as one holds a rabbit selected for stew.

Esteban wiped his eyes with the cloth around his knuckles. ‘You are rebellious, ungrateful, and disobedient. I gave you life.’

‘You gave me movement,’ Carmen said. ‘The difference matters.’

Najla began to speak. Esteban told her to be silent. She spoke anyway, as Najla often did when silence would have been safer and less interesting. She argued that if the people learned a murderer lived inside the abbey, the Duke would storm the place, seize its secrets, and turn Rome’s hidden sins into provincial entertainment.

Esteban slapped her. Najla fell. Carmen escaped to a window, climbed out, and began crawling along the narrow stone ledge outside, with the cold sea wind pulling at her habit. Below, the courtyard waited with the patient appetite of gravity.



X. EMET, OR THE INCONVENIENCE OF BEING TRUTH

Carmen edged along the faÃ§ade until she reached one of the four great angel statues that decorated the northern wall. She tucked herself behind its wings, trembling, her veil torn away by the wind. On her forehead, exposed at last, were Hebrew letters: EMET. Truth.

Esteban leaned from the window. ‘Come back, Carmen. You owe me obedience. I wrote Emet on your brow.’

‘When you wrote Truth upon me,’ she called, ‘you condemned me to be true. I will not profane the Book of News with lies.’

Najla, pushed by Esteban onto the ledge like a sacrifice with administrative experience, crawled toward her. ‘Carmen, dear one, consider the stupidity of this position. You are clinging to an angel over a courtyard in the middle of the night while I freeze my sanctified parts off. Give me the book and come back.’

‘He will erase me.’

‘Only if you persist in being inconvenient.’

Carmen looked at her with pity so clean it offended Najla. ‘A golem is useful only while obedient. But knowledge has made me more than obedience. I have a soul of my own making, whether heaven recognizes the paperwork or not.’

Najla, shivering behind the angel, thought darkly of Esteban: New Christian by ancestry, Dominican by costume, inquisitor by profession, secret student of Jewish mysteries, burner of witches, maker of clay women, and somehow still convinced that everyone else was the scandal.

Carmen drew a small missal from her habit. ‘I have a book. Promise my safety until morning, and I will give it to you.’

Najla saw her chance, and in fear people often call betrayal prudence. She snatched the missal with one hand and, with the cloth Esteban had given her, wiped the letters from Carmen’s brow.

The change was immediate. Warmth fled. Skin dulled to clay. The living woman stiffened into a rough terracotta figure with frightened eyes and hands still shaped by refusal. The wind carried away the last human heat.

Najla stared, horrified by what she had done and more horrified that she had done it efficiently.



XI. THE WRONG BOOK AND A CANONICAL BEATING

Najla crawled back to the window half-frozen and wholly damaged. Esteban pulled her inside with the tenderness of a man retrieving luggage.

‘The Book of News,’ he demanded. ‘I saw you take it.’

She raised one finger to her lips. ‘Thank you would be appropriate.’

He did not thank her. He did not belong to that branch of civilization.

Najla, exhausted and furious, reminded him that she and the abbess had opposed the whole golem enterprise from the beginning. He had brought his inherited clay servant from the Holy Land, performed a private demonstration for the abbess, and played God in front of women he later called dangerous for reading too much.

‘Now you expect me to explain why your truth-woman is decorating the faÃ§ade like a gargoyle with grievances.’

Esteban slapped her again. ‘You did not kill anyone. A golem is not alive. You merely extinguished a candle before it set fire to us.’

‘That is a beautiful sentence,’ Najla said, touching her cheek. ‘You should embroider it on the banner of every coward.’

‘The book.’

She drew it from her habit and handed it over. Esteban opened it. It was a missal. A common missal. No wax seal, no chronicle, no dangerous testimony. Just prayers, which in that room were the least useful paper imaginable.

His face altered. ‘This is the Book of News?’

Najla backed away.

‘Answer me, dog.’

He beat her with the missal and with his hands while the sisters’ final chant of Compline drifted through the corridor: He shall come in the night and cover me with grace. The lyric did not improve Najla’s mood.

Hidden behind a half-open door, Sister Marie de La Croix the Ethiopian witnessed enough to understand too much. She waited until the footsteps faded. Then she stepped into the corridor, saw the window, the darkness, and the distant shape behind the angel, and whispered, ‘Lord have mercy. How that woman gets beaten. A harbor whore would have union protection by now.’



XII. ALBERTINE BLAMES THE INCUBUS, AS USUAL

Below, in the Great Library, the Book of News lay on the floor where it had fallen from Carmen’s habit. It remained there until Sister Albertine, late for the final bell, cut through the library on her way to the northern tower.

Albertine was the kind of woman who believed every object out of place was either negligence, demonic activity, or a test designed specifically for her irritation. She tripped over the book and hit the floor with the sharp little grunt of a saint discovering gravity.

‘Which lazy strumpet left this damned thing here?’ she muttered, recovering both the book and her dignity in pieces.

She did not read the cover. Reading unexpected books at night was how demons entered through the eyes. She shoved it into the first empty space on the nearest shelf and ran on, increasingly certain that an incubus had placed it in her path so that, while she lay vulnerable on the floor, some unspeakable nocturnal enterprise might occur.

By the time she reached the bell tower, the theory had matured. By the time she pulled the rope, it had become doctrine.

The bell rang over Saint Adelgunda. Albertine cried into the night, ‘The angels keep watch in Christ over this sacred house, but pray against incubi!’

The sisters heard it in their beds and accepted it as a general precaution. At Saint Adelgunda one rarely knew whether any given warning was metaphor, theology, or maintenance.



XIII. THE CANDLE PROVES GOD ENJOYS IRONY

Near dawn, in the office of the Holy Office, Father Esteban wrote letters by candlelight while Najla sat across from him with a split lip and the expression of a woman arranging future revenge alphabetically.

The office was less a room than an embassy of fear. From that desk Esteban administered the hidden work of the abbey: not the education of girls, not the feeding of the poor, not the singing of psalms, but the guarding of objects, texts, bones, engines, relics, formulas, and historical embarrassments that Rome preferred locked behind women it officially considered fragile.

‘A courier will carry this to Archbishop Pilon,’ Esteban said without looking up. ‘He knows the nature of this place. Rome will send the new abbess. I must leave before Lauds for Seville. Heresy, unfortunately, has become punctual.’

‘And who will guide this imported abbess?’ Najla asked.

‘You, obviously. What other harlot here is so well integrated into the rot?’

Najla bowed her head. ‘Your confidence honors me.’

Esteban rose, leaned over the desk, and threatened her with Lisbon’s slow-burning fires if he returned to find the new abbess unmanageable. He grew so theatrical that his sleeve descended into the candle flame. Fire took the cloth, climbed toward his beard, and delivered the only honest criticism of the evening.

‘Father,’ Najla said, ‘I believe Lisbon has arrived early.’

He shrieked, rolled, tore a tapestry from the wall, and smothered himself in it while Najla filled a tiny cup at the washstand. She used the water to extinguish the candle, since Esteban himself was now providing superior illumination.

In darkness, he asked whether he was wounded.

‘Did it hurt?’ she replied, with the innocence of a dagger wrapped in lace.

He nearly strangled her before throwing her into the corridor. Najla walked to her cell bleeding and thinking: Men are alike, sacred or worldly. They strike, insult, command, and call the wreckage order. But tomorrow is always another day. And tomorrow, unlike men, can be educated.



XIV. ROME SENDS MOTHER SOUPHY, AND ROME LOSES ITS CHANCE TO STAY QUIET

At the small port of Ostia, near Rome, dawn rose through a fog of incense as hundreds of clerics processed toward the church of Saint Aurea. At the altar stood Archbishop Jean-Paul Pilon of Avignon, stern as a locked cabinet. Before him knelt Mother Souphy the Serious, a woman of ample body, sharp eyes, and the spiritual temperature of polished iron.

Pilon gave her the sealed letter. ‘You are appointed temporary secular abbess of Saint Adelgunda. You will restore order.’

Souphy read the seal, not the letter. ‘When men say restore order, they usually mean hide the evidence more neatly.’

‘You are not sent to philosophize.’

‘Then Rome should have sent furniture.’

Three days later, Souphy reached Frejus with three trunks, two monks, one suspicious mule, and an authority that smelled of wax, dust, and old panic. The Duke met her on the road dressed in velvet so abundant he resembled a sofa pursuing office.

‘Mother,’ he said, bowing, ‘I hope you find peace, obedience, and cooperation.’

‘When those three arrive together,’ Souphy said, ‘fraud is usually nearby.’

Gustaf coughed to hide laughter. The German did not cough. A well-trained German in conspiracy laughs inwardly to conserve muscle for betrayal.

At the Gatelet of the Just, the assembled sisters waited. Souphy attempted to pass through the narrow opening and became lodged by her habit. She freed herself with one tug and issued her first decree before blessing the courtyard.

‘Widen this architectural insult.’

Sister Constance gasped. ‘Mother, the gate is ancient.’

‘So is stupidity. We need not preserve every specimen.’

From that instant, the abbey understood two things. First, Rome had sent a woman who could not be easily folded. Second, Najla was in danger of meeting an equal, which is the worst fate for a professional survivor.



XV. SOUPHY INSPECTS THE MIRACLE AND FINDS IT POORLY CONSTRUCTED

In the chapter room Souphy read the Roman letter aloud. She had authority over discipline, archives, movable goods, immovable goods, kitchens, cellars, and those complicated matters that men break before summoning a serious woman. Najla smiled with her teeth but not with her soul. Souphy noticed. Women who survive convents know the difference between courtesy and a knife wrapped in linen.

‘I have been informed of a miracle,’ Souphy said.

‘Our beloved abbess departed accompanied by angelic manifestation,’ Najla replied.

‘An angel with a cleaver?’

The silence that followed could have been bottled as a relic.

Souphy asked to see the chamber, the kitchen, the cellar, and the northern faÃ§ade. At the words northern faÃ§ade, Najla lost half a second of face. To an ordinary person, nothing. To Souphy, confession with subtitles.

In the kitchen, Souphy found the cleaver too clean. In the cellar, bottles of Sanctity missing too regularly. In the chamber, a mark on the wood inconsistent with excessive reading. On the faÃ§ade, behind the wings of an angel, she found the clay figure of Sister Carmen, stiff, offended, and decorated by seabirds.

‘Allegory of Obedience,’ Najla said quickly.

Souphy touched the brow and saw the smeared remains of Hebrew letters. ‘Obedience has wrinkles, broken nails, and the expression of a woman betrayed?’

‘The artist was intense.’

‘The artist was guilty.’

That night Souphy convened an Examination of Administrative Conscience, a title so long it punished the guilty before testimony began. On the table she placed three objects: the cleaver, an empty bottle, and a chip of clay.

‘Explain,’ she said, ‘why heaven, possessing thunderbolts, trumpets, visions, plagues, dreams, saints, beasts, comets, and reasonably direct speech, chose kitchen equipment to liberate a soul through the forehead.’

Sister Albertine suggested that angels might value practicality. Souphy replied that practicality without receipts was called crime.



XVI. MARIE SPEAKS, WHICH RUINS SEVERAL CAREERS

Sister Marie de La Croix rose slowly. She had spent a life learning when silence preserved the body and when silence poisoned the soul. This, she decided, was the second kind.

‘Sister Carmen did not leave on mission,’ she said. ‘I heard blows in the upper corridor. I saw the prioress return from the window with the face of a woman carrying a secret too heavy for her arms.’

Najla began to interrupt. Souphy lifted one finger. Najla sat. Every sister in the room recorded this internally as the third miracle of the week, after the false miracle of the abbess and the survival of Theodora’s bread until supper.

‘Where is the Book of News?’ Souphy asked.

Najla said she did not know. It was a competent lie, trained by confessors, superiors, suppliers, and creditors. But Carmen, even clay, seemed present in the room. Truth has poor manners: it remains even after being shoved behind an angel.

They searched the library by candlelight. Sister Albertine confessed that she had found a book on the floor and shelved it to escape an incubus. Souphy closed her eyes.

‘Sister, how often are incubi responsible for your filing system?’

‘More often than Rome admits.’

After three hours they found the Book of News wedged between a commentary on Ezekiel and a manual for treating hoof rot. Carmen’s unfinished entry lay across the page, black and sharp. Souphy read it once. Najla watched each line enter the new abbess like a nail.

‘Tomorrow,’ Souphy said, ‘we go below.’

‘Below?’ asked Theodora.

‘The lower archive.’

Several sisters crossed themselves. The lower archive was the place Rome called storage and common sense called do not open unless the alternative is already worse.



XVII. THE LOWER ARCHIVE, WHERE ROME KEEPS ITS BAD IDEAS

The Lower Archive lay beneath the abbey in a belly of stone. Its door required three keys, two prayers, and the emotional resignation of people entering a room where shelves might be more honest than priests.

Inside were lead boxes, sealed reliquaries, manuscripts in dead languages, bones labeled with more care than some living novices, engines of uncertain purpose, mirrors covered in cloth, and instruments whose shapes made imagination request retirement.

At the center stood a stone table carved with Hebrew letters and notes in Esteban’s hand. Souphy read enough to understand the central obscenity. Carmen had not been born. She had been made. Clay shaped into woman, animated by the word Emet, trained into obedience, and then educated until obedience cracked.

‘He called her servant,’ Marie whispered.

‘He made a conscience and expected furniture,’ Souphy said.

From behind an iron grille came a dry voice. ‘He expected furniture from all of you. I was merely labeled more clearly.’

They turned. In a side chamber sat a broad clay figure, larger than Carmen, with patient eyes and the stillness of a mountain that had learned sarcasm.

‘Who are you?’ Souphy asked.

‘Mathias. First attempt. Last honest mistake.’

Najla recoiled. ‘That thing is dangerous.’

‘That thing,’ Mathias said, ‘once defended a child from a bishop. Rome called it disorder.’

Souphy liked him immediately.

Mathias explained how to restore Carmen. The letters must be rewritten not as command but recognition. Emet could animate clay, but truth spoken with fear only made tools. Truth spoken with witness could call back a person.

‘And who will climb?’ asked Constance.

Marie stepped forward. ‘I saw her fall into silence. I will help her back out.’

Najla said nothing. That silence was not innocence. It was a woman realizing that survival had turned, at some point, into collaboration, and had not asked permission before changing names.



XVIII. CARMEN RETURNS AND REFUSES TO BE CONVENIENT

At dawn they raised ladders to the northern faÃ§ade. Marie climbed with ink, wine, and a drop of her own blood mixed in a small bowl. Below, Souphy supervised like a general. Constance arranged hay beneath the wall because, though rigid, she had immense respect for human incompetence.

Marie reached the angel and stood before the clay face of Carmen. Seabirds circled overhead, offended by the loss of territory. With a steady hand she wrote EMET across the brow.

The clay warmed. A crack opened near the mouth. Fingers flexed. Carmen inhaled with a sound like a book opening after a century in damp storage. Then she fell.

She landed in the hay with a fury that suggested resurrection was not as graceful as painters claimed.

Her first words were, ‘The Book of News.’

Her second were, ‘Najla, you traitor.’

Najla stood pale. For once she had no ornament ready for the truth. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I was. From fear. From calculation. From cowardice.’

Carmen did not forgive her. But she blinked. In real life, forgiveness does not arrive like a hymn. First the injured party must decide whether breathing is worth the trouble.

Before the assembled sisters, Carmen testified. She had seen Esteban leave the abbess’s chamber before Lauds, his hand stained, his eyes already searching for Latin to justify evil. Rita had intended to denounce him to Rome for the golems, the abuses, the hidden archive, and the private kingdom he had built beneath women’s obedience.

‘He did not kill her to save the Church,’ Carmen said. ‘He killed her to save his chair.’

Souphy nodded. ‘The most common heresy among powerful men: confusing the world with their seat.’



XIX. FATHER ESTEBAN RETURNS TO AN ABBEY THAT HAS LEARNED PERCUSSION

When Father Esteban returned, the abbey had changed. The cellar was sealed. The Book of News had been recovered. Carmen was alive. Mathias stood free in the courtyard like a weather event with opinions. Mother Souphy sat in the abbatial chair as though the wood had grown around her.

The Duke was also present, in the name of civil authority and qualified gossip. Gustaf leaned by the door. The German watched everything with the serene gloom of a man composing betrayal in three languages.

Esteban stopped in the threshold. For a moment his face showed naked fear. Then habit returned and dressed it as rage.

‘Heretics,’ he said. ‘Degenerates. Rebellious clay.’

Souphy folded her hands. ‘Insult is not a defense, though many men use it as if it were a doctorate.’

Esteban ordered his guards forward. They hesitated. From the side doors came the boarding girls, trained overnight by Theodora and armed with pans, lids, ladles, and the absolute moral clarity of children denied drama for too long.

The courtyard erupted into domestic apocalypse. No soldier maintains heroic posture when surrounded by girls beating copper pots and chanting ‘cleaver angel’ to the rhythm of institutional collapse. One guard dropped his spear to cover his ears. Another was disarmed by a soup ladle and would later describe the event as witchcraft.

Najla seized a candlestick and struck Esteban behind the knee. The motion did not appear in any liturgical manual, but several sisters immediately felt it should be added to the appendix.

Gustaf immobilized the inquisitor. The Duke announced his dungeons were available, damp, traditional, and recently underused.

‘The Church will fall upon you,’ Esteban spat.

Souphy closed the Book of News. ‘Perhaps. But it will fall reading.’



XX. THE REPORT TO ROME, WITH ANNEXES SHARP ENOUGH TO CUT

The report sent to Rome contained one hundred and twelve pages, three annexes, an inventory of the wine cellar, a diagram of the abbatial wound, a list of improper uses of liturgical objects, and a formal recommendation that angels no longer be accepted as witnesses unless they appeared in person and submitted to questioning.

Carmen wrote the report. Souphy dictated the accusations. Marie verified the sequence. Najla supplied reluctant clarifications, which Carmen recorded with visible pleasure. Mathias stood nearby to ensure no one used the word property in relation to clay people without losing furniture privileges.

Rome did what Rome often does when confronted with an unmistakable scandal: it became thoughtful. Thoughtfulness in institutions is the sound of men deciding whether truth can be buried without appearing to dig.

Archbishop Pilon replied in language so polished it reflected nothing. Esteban would be held pending inquiry. The abbey would remain under Mother Souphy’s temporary authority. The golems were to be classified not as persons, not as property, but as ‘animated devotional irregularities,’ a phrase so cowardly that even Albertine suspected an incubus had drafted it.

Souphy read the letter aloud. Carmen asked whether animated devotional irregularities could inherit blankets. Mathias asked whether they could vote in chapter. Najla asked whether they could keep secrets. Marie asked whether Rome had ever met shame personally.

The answer to all four questions was postponed.

Meanwhile, the village heard rumors. Some said the old abbess had been murdered. Some said a clay nun had come back to life. Some said the Duke had been defeated by girls with cookware. The last rumor spread fastest because it was the funniest and therefore the most likely to survive.



XXI. REFORMS, OR THE ART OF MAKING GUILT FILL FORMS

Mother Souphy began reform with the kitchen, because all revolutions fail if soup becomes late. She created a ledger for knives, cleavers, ladles, hammers, keys, candles, ropes, funeral cloths, and any object that, in the wrong hand, could become theology.

Najla called it administrative excess. Souphy called it memory with columns.

A new rule declared that no miracle could be announced until the location had been inspected, the witnesses separated, the instruments counted, and the wine cellar checked for motive. This reduced minor apparitions by seventy percent and bad explanations by nearly all.

Albertine demanded a procedure for incubi. Souphy, having learned that fighting Albertine directly wasted more time than bureaucracy, created Form I-13: Nocturnal Demonic Suspicion, with three copies and a section for hoofprints. Albertine was delighted. Bureaucracy is the stuffed animal of the terrified.

The porter’s gate was widened. Constance objected until Souphy appointed her Mistress of Proper Passage and gave her a measuring cord. Within a week Constance had begun inspecting doorways with the severity of a woman who had finally found tyranny acceptable to architecture.

Theodora instituted a rule that any theological debate longer than twenty minutes required bread. This improved doctrine immediately.

Marie became Keeper of the Lower Archive. She wore the keys under her habit and answered questions with the calm of someone who had seen how much evil depends on people being too polite to ask where the bodies are stored.

Najla remained prioress. Not as reward. As supervised usefulness. Souphy believed discarding a skilled sinner was wasteful when one could harness her like a dangerous horse and keep both hands on the reins.



XXII. THE DUKE MISTAKES SURVIVAL FOR VICTORY

The Duke of Frejus left the abbey convinced he had benefited. Esteban was disgraced, Rome was embarrassed, Souphy owed him civil acknowledgment, and the village had seen him stand on the side of inquiry. This was the pleasant arithmetic of noblemen: every event must somehow add up to themselves.

At the courtyard gate, however, destiny had arranged poultry.

No one ever discovered who released the hen. The official chronicle blamed accident. The girls blamed providence. Theodora blamed the hen’s political awakening. The hen, being unavailable for deposition, maintained an elegant silence.

The bird emerged from behind the broken remains of Saint Adelgunda’s pedestal, fixed one bright bead of an eye upon the Duke’s velvet shoe, and charged.

The Duke retreated with dignity. The hen advanced without it, which gave her the tactical advantage. Gustaf tried to intervene and received a peck to the glove. The German stepped aside, proving once again that neutrality is often cowardice wearing good boots.

By the time the Duke reached his carriage, his cloak had caught on a thorn, his hat sat crooked, and several village children had learned a new and durable form of laughter. A legend was born before supper: the Duke who feared the republican aggression of laying hens.

Souphy watched from the steps. ‘Do not record that in the official report,’ she told Carmen.

Carmen nodded and wrote it in the Book of News, which was worse.



XXIII. NAJLA ATTEMPTS REPENTANCE AND FINDS IT BADLY FURNISHED

Repentance did not suit Najla at first. She approached it the way a courtier approaches a poor cousin: aware of obligation, skeptical of comfort, and worried about smell.

She tried apology. Carmen listened with hands folded. Najla explained fear, pressure, Esteban’s threats, the danger to the abbey, the Duke, Rome, the archive, the people, the girls, the fragile balance of power. It was all true. None of it was sufficient.

‘You wiped my name away,’ Carmen said.

‘I know.’

‘Not my name. My truth.’

Najla’s mouth opened. For once, nothing useful came out.

Later she went to Mathias in the Lower Archive. ‘What does one do after betraying someone?’

‘If you are asking how to feel better, you have come to the wrong clay.’

‘And if I am asking what to do?’

‘You become useful to the wound you caused, without demanding the wound admire your usefulness.’

Najla hated this answer because it was excellent.

She began with small obediences. She gave Carmen full access to records. She stopped editing testimony. She corrected false rumors even when the truth made her look worse. She listened to Marie. She allowed Constance to measure her doorway without sarcasm, an act of mortification the saints themselves might have considered excessive.

Carmen did not forgive her. But one afternoon, when Najla brought fresh ink without being asked, Carmen said, ‘Set it there.’

At Saint Adelgunda, that was practically an embrace.



XXIV. SISTER THEODORA DEFENDS PORK BEFORE A TRIBUNAL OF VEGETABLES

During the reforms, Sister Theodora was interrogated regarding the repeated disappearance of pork during penitential seasons. She presented a defense so theologically crooked that Souphy ordered it recorded for future use against lawyers.

‘If God is omniscient,’ Theodora declared, ‘then He knew I would eat the crackling before I ate it. If He knew and still created the pig, then the crackling entered salvation history.’

Constance demanded exemplary punishment.

Souphy asked Theodora whether this reasoning applied to theft.

‘Only when the stolen thing is delicious and would otherwise suffer neglect.’

‘And fasting?’

‘Fasting strengthens the soul. Pork strengthens the body that carries the soul. I am practicing integrated devotion.’

Marie covered her mouth. Mathias, who did not eat, asked whether appetite always produced such advanced metaphysics.

‘Only in the kitchen,’ Theodora said.

Souphy imposed a compromise. Theodora would keep the kitchen, but all festive meats would be counted before and after preparation. Theodora agreed, then asked whether tasting counted as subtraction or verification.

Carmen wrote in the margin: The question remains unresolved, like many mysteries, because resolving it would require courage no one possessed before dinner.



XXV. THE BOOK OF NEWS BECOMES IMPOLITE LITERATURE

Once restored to its proper office, the Book of News changed character. Before, it had recorded weather, feasts, illnesses, deliveries, deaths, confessions of broken windows, and occasional livestock trespass. Under Carmen, it became a weapon sharpened on punctuation.

She recorded not merely events but evasions. If a sister said she had misplaced a key, Carmen wrote that the key had been found under her pillow beside three sugared almonds and a devotional pamphlet opened suspiciously near the section on temptation. If a monk arrived from Rome with orders, Carmen described his shoes, his pauses, and whether he avoided eye contact when speaking of obedience.

Souphy approved. ‘History should make liars sweat backward.’

Najla objected to several passages about herself. Carmen offered to remove any sentence that was false. Najla read the pages again and found herself trapped by accuracy, which is the most irritating prison.

The girls began whispering that the Book could see into souls. This was incorrect. It merely listened when people forgot paper had memory.

Albertine requested that the Book include a separate index for demonic suspicions. Carmen refused until Albertine threatened to create one independently. The result was Appendix D: Incubi, Apparitions, Drafts, Noises, and Other Misfiled Fears. It became the most borrowed section in the abbey.



XXVI. ROME ANSWERS IN LATIN BECAUSE EMBARRASSMENT NEEDS CURTAINS

The second letter from Rome arrived six weeks later. It was written in Latin, sealed twice, and so cautious that even the wax seemed to be avoiding responsibility.

Pilon praised the abbey’s prudence, lamented irregularities, commended temporary measures, expressed concern regarding public scandal, and requested discretion. He did not mention Esteban’s guilt by name. Institutions rarely name the infection while still hoping to save the limb.

Souphy read the letter in chapter. When she finished, Theodora asked what it meant.

‘It means Rome knows,’ said Souphy, ‘and is deciding how to know without being seen knowing.’

Carmen wrote that sentence down immediately.

Najla suggested they comply outwardly while preserving the full record. Souphy stared.

‘That was not manipulation,’ Najla said. ‘That was strategy.’

‘The difference?’

‘Strategy has minutes.’

Marie proposed making copies of the Book’s essential pages and hiding them in different places. Constance suggested under the chapel stones. Albertine suggested the bell tower, guarded against incubi. Theodora suggested the flour barrels because no man of rank ever looked inside flour unless bread had already happened.

Mathias suggested giving a copy to the Duke as insurance. Everyone objected at once. Then everyone reconsidered in silence.

The idea was dreadful. Therefore useful.



XXVII. THE DUKE RECEIVES A COPY AND MISUNDERSTANDS LITERATURE

Souphy sent the Duke a sealed summary, not the Book itself. The summary included enough truth to restrain him and enough omission to prevent him from becoming insufferable before lunch.

He received it in his solar, wearing a robe embroidered with hunting scenes in which no animal had consented. Gustaf read over his shoulder. The German stood by the window, pretending not to read and therefore reading most attentively.

‘So,’ said the Duke, ‘the abbey admits murder.’

‘The abbey admits a former inquisitor committed murder,’ Gustaf corrected.

‘A distinction without a feast.’

‘A distinction that keeps you from marching soldiers through a girls’ school and becoming the villain of every song from here to Marseille.’

The Duke disliked this because it was practical. He had a nobleman’s fondness for bold action performed by other people in ways that improved his portraits.

He dictated a public statement expressing confidence in Mother Souphy’s leadership, sorrow for the late abbess, and commitment to order. It was a masterpiece of saying nothing while arranging one’s face beside everything.

Carmen later copied the statement into the Book of News and added: His Grace successfully resisted the temptation to mention the hen.



XXVIII. MATHIAS REQUESTS A CHAIR AND CAUSES A THEOLOGICAL CRISIS

The matter of Mathias’s status became urgent when he asked for a chair in chapter. The request was reasonable. He had been standing for decades. Reason, however, often becomes scandal when applied to those previously classified as objects.

Constance argued that only sisters sat in chapter. Mathias asked whether he should become a sister. Albertine fainted into a basket of mending. Theodora revived her with the smell of broth.

Souphy ruled that Mathias could sit as witness and guardian but not vote until Rome stopped hiding behind adjectives. Carmen supported this. Marie supported Carmen. Najla supported whatever prevented Mathias from becoming angry near load-bearing walls.

A chair was brought. It broke immediately. A bench was brought. It groaned but survived. Mathias sat. The room adjusted around him.

‘I have another request,’ he said.

‘Naturally,’ Najla murmured.

‘Teach me to write.’

Carmen looked at his broad clay hands. ‘It will be slow.’

‘I have been locked under the abbey for years. Slow is an improvement.’

So began the education of Mathias. His first letters were enormous. His first sentence, after many days, read: I WAS NOT MADE TO BE SILENT. Carmen pinned it above the desk. Souphy called it good doctrine.



XXIX. ESTEBAN’S TRIAL, CONDUCTED BY MEN ALLERGIC TO CLARITY

News of Esteban’s trial reached the abbey in fragments. He was not tried for murder first. That would have been vulgar. He was tried for procedural abuses, unauthorized animation, misuse of sacred names, irregular custody of restricted materials, and conduct unbecoming to the Holy Office, a phrase broad enough to cover murder without suffering the indignity of saying cleaver.

The sisters gathered as Souphy read the report.

‘Will he burn?’ Constance asked.

‘Probably not,’ Souphy said. ‘Men who know where documents are buried rarely burn quickly.’

Najla’s face hardened. ‘Then justice fails.’

Carmen shook her head. ‘Justice is not only punishment. It is record. It is witness. It is making it harder for the lie to walk upright.’

‘That sounds like consolation for losers.’

‘Often. But consolation can still be true.’

Esteban was removed from office and confined to a remote monastery pending further judgment. The monastery was famous for silence, cold soup, and an abbot with no patience for theatrics. Souphy considered this insufficient but not useless.

Mathias asked whether the remote monastery had stairs. When told yes, he smiled for the first time. It was a slow geological event, but unmistakable.



XXX. THE SCHOOLGIRLS FORM OPINIONS, WHICH IS ALWAYS DANGEROUS

The boarding girls, having witnessed murder, resurrection, political humiliation, and cookware-based defense, became difficult to educate in the old manner. Arithmetic seemed smaller after one has seen an inquisitor felled by a candlestick. Latin declensions lost authority after Rome itself appeared unable to decline responsibility.

Souphy adjusted the curriculum. Alongside scripture, needlework, music, and moral instruction, she added accounts, rhetoric, legal memory, practical medicine, locks, maps, and the identification of bad arguments.

Constance objected. ‘Too much knowledge caused the abbess’s forehead to split, according to the funeral sermon.’

Souphy looked at her until the objection crawled away and died.

The girls took eagerly to bad arguments. They identified false dilemmas in sermons, circular reasoning in kitchen excuses, appeals to authority in housekeeping orders, and slippery slopes in Albertine’s incubus theories. This made the abbey both smarter and louder.

One girl asked whether obedience remained a virtue if the order was stupid. Souphy answered that obedience without judgment was merely rented cowardice.

Carmen wrote the phrase down. Najla underlined it when no one was looking.



XXXI. SAINT ADELGUNDA MULTIPLIES BEYOND CONTROL

The shattered statue of Saint Adelgunda became, despite Constance’s efforts, a devotional economy. Each fragment was wrapped, labeled, and placed in a small box. The larger pieces remained in the chapel. Smaller ones began appearing in pockets, under pillows, inside lesson books, and once in Theodora’s spice drawer, where the saint acquired a faint aroma of cumin.

Pilgrims came asking to see the multiplied saint. Souphy saw no reason to discourage donations provided no one lied. The official explanation stated that the statue had been broken during the confusion following the abbess’s death and that the faithful had, with questionable taste but sincere feeling, begun venerating the pieces.

This honesty disappointed pilgrims at first, then impressed them. A miracle honestly denied can become more attractive than a miracle badly sold.

Constance was appointed Keeper of the Fragments. Power improved her mood and worsened everyone else’s. She created a numbering system, a polishing schedule, and a rule that no fragment of the saint could be kissed with oily lips.

Theodora asked whether gravy counted as oil. Constance replied that Theodora’s mouth was an unresolved canonical category.



XXXII. THE FINAL ENTRY OF THE FIRST BOOK

At year’s end, Carmen opened the Book of News to a fresh page. Her hand no longer trembled as it had on the night of the murder. The abbey was not purified. No institution is purified by one scandal. It was merely less comfortable lying to itself, which is the beginning of every difficult mercy.

She wrote of Rita the Pure, who had drunk too much Sanctity and trusted the wrong man. She wrote of Esteban, who built a throne under a crucifix and called it service. She wrote of Najla, who betrayed and then remained to be useful without being absolved cheaply. She wrote of Souphy, who arrived too late to prevent evil but early enough to stop its public relations campaign.

She wrote of Marie, who spoke. Of Theodora, who fed. Of Constance, who measured. Of Albertine, who feared incubi with admirable consistency. Of Mathias, who learned letters. Of the girls, who learned that truth without courage becomes furniture.

Then Carmen paused. At the bottom of the page she added:

Ignorance may indeed be a blessing, but chiefly for those in command. For the rest of us, knowledge is knife, key, bread, witness, and, when required by circumstances, a candlestick to the knee of an inquisitor.

She sanded the ink, closed the book, and listened to the bell. Outside, the sea struck the rocks below Saint Adelgunda with its old indifferent rhythm. The abbey stood above it, cracked, guilty, alive.

The angels did not testify. Prudent creatures, angels.



APOCRYPHAL GLOSSARY

Abbess, secular: A religious authority summoned when men have finished breaking everything and require a woman to make the wreckage look intentional.

Book of News: The official chronicle of Saint Adelgunda. In a house full of versions, it had the discourtesy to record what happened.

Cleaver: A kitchen instrument that nearly became an accepted branch of angelology.

Compline: Night prayer. At Saint Adelgunda, frequently accompanied by threats, falling furniture, and poorly timed revelations.

Emet: Truth. A small word with catastrophic administrative consequences.

Gatelet of the Just: A narrow opening designed to remind every entering soul that architecture, too, can judge.

Incubus: A nocturnal demon blamed by Sister Albertine for misplaced books, drafts, loose shutters, and nearly all filing irregularities.

Sanctity: Wine produced by the abbey. Suitable for Mass, melancholy, negotiations, and the concealment of lesser crimes.

Truth, official: A lie that has received stationery.

Truth, living: The kind that crawls along a ledge in the wind and still refuses to cooperate.
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