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KISS ME BEFORE ARMAGEDDON
Love in the Time of Cancel Culture


MN YANO




Act I: The Viral Incitement




1. The Séance Crasher
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The basement in Shoreditch smelled like damp masonry. It carried the desperate hope of a landlord who thought a coat of gray paint could hide a century of rot. It was the perfect backdrop for a career-defining disaster. The air was thick and stagnant, tasting of lime dust and ancient, trapped shadows. Every few seconds, the distant rumble of the Overground train vibrated through the foundation, rattling the loose mortar and sending a fine grit raining down onto the floor.

Sky Thorne stood in the center of the gloom. Her face was bathed in the clinical, angelic glow of three high-end ring lights. To her forty thousand live viewers, she was the brave queen of the supernatural. In reality, she was a woman in six-inch designer boots. She was trying very hard not to breathe in the spores of a black mold colony. The boots were a tactical error—stiletto heels on uneven stone—but they looked incredible in the low-angle shots she’d practiced in her flat earlier that afternoon.

Sky adjusted the lapel of her leather jacket. She checked her reflection in the monitor. Her performance of fear was a finely tuned instrument. A slight tremble of the hand. A wide-eyed stare into the lens. It was the kind of vulnerability that sold merch. She knew exactly how to tilt her head so the light caught the moisture in her eyes, making her look haunted rather than just annoyed by the lack of ventilation.

"Sky-Walkers, the EMF meter is hitting red," she whispered into the cardioid mic. Her voice was a mix of awe and manufactured terror. "Either a Victorian spirit is thirsty, or I’m about to lose my security deposit on this cellar. Smash that ‘Lament’ button for a vibe check! We need to hit fifty thousand likes if you want me to go into the crawlspace under the stairs."

Behind the camera, the reality was significantly less glamorous. Her tech setup was a spiderweb of USB-C cables. External power banks were taped to a crumbling stone pillar with heavy-duty gaffer tape. She stepped over a puddle of questionable liquid. Her boots clicked sharply on the stone, the sound echoing upward into the abandoned pub above.

The "Sky-Walker" community stats were scrolling fast on her peripheral tablet. The text was a blur of green and white. Hearts, ghosts, and prayer-hand emojis flooded the screen. They were peaking. This was the moment she had spent three years building toward. She checked the shadows. Nothing.

That was the problem with ghosts. They didn't respect a production schedule. They didn't care about peak engagement windows or the fact that she was burning through three separate data roaming packs to maintain the high-definition upload. She needed a jump-scare or the engagement would dip. She leaned closer to a particularly dark corner where the shadows seemed to swallow the light. The ring light cast a halo around her head. It made her look more like a saint than a scavenger.

"I can feel the temperature dropping," she lied. Her skin was actually sweating under the heat of the LEDs. "It’s heavy. Like the air is made of lead. Are you seeing this? The shadows are—"

She was going for chilling. Mostly, she was thinking about the dry-cleaning bill for her trousers. In the digital world, she was a pioneer. In the basement, she was just a girl in expensive clothes terrified of a spider.

The contrast between her online persona and her physical reality was a chasm. She spent ten hours a day bridging it. Her fans wanted "The Sky-Walker." They wanted the fearless investigator of the unseen. They didn't want Sky Thorne. They didn't want the girl who checked for bedbugs in five-star hotels. They didn't want the girl who had a standing appointment for a panic attack every Tuesday. They wanted a savior who could look into the void and tell it to subscribe for more content.

Then the door didn't just open. It ceased to exist.

A concussive wave of heat and ozone ripped through the room. It turned the heavy oak entrance into a cloud of splinters. The explosion didn't just kill the vibe. It murdered Sky’s brand in front of a global audience. The shockwave knocked the breath out of her lungs, slamming her back against the damp stone wall.

The shockwave tossed Sky’s main camera rig into the dirt. The smell of ozone was suddenly joined by the thick, cloying scent of frankincense. There was something metallic, too. It smelled like a copper pipe had been heated to a melt. Through the ringing in her ears, she could hear the tablet screen cracking, the glass spiderwebbing as it skittered across the floor.

Through the dust stepped a man. He looked like he had been designed by a committee tasked with making "intimidating" look "expensive." He emerged from the smoke like a glitch in the architecture, a silhouette defined by sharp angles and heavy gear.

Elias Sterling didn't walk. He occupied space. He was decked out in matte-black tactical gear. It looked suspiciously like a cassock reimagined by a defense contractor. High-tensile Kevlar layered over traditional priest’s blacks. In his hands, he gripped a short-barreled shotgun. Silver runes were etched into the metal. They glowed with a faint, rhythmic pulse, humming with a frequency that vibrated in Sky’s marrow.

Sky scrambled up, dusting off her leather jacket with trembling fingers. Her heart was actually hammering now. "Um, jump-scare warning? You just murdered my entire lighting setup! That was custom-balanced for a cinematic noir feel!"

Sterling didn't look at her. He swept the room with the shotgun, the barrel moving in a steady, practiced arc. His eyes were cold and filled with a clerical disdain. It made Sky feel like a bug on a windshield—something messy that needed to be wiped away for clarity.

"Move, Miss Thorne," he said. His voice was a low, melodic growl. It was a voice designed for pulpits and battlefields, possessing a gravity that made the very air in the basement feel thinner. "You are standing in a focal point for a manifestation. Your 'aesthetic' is irrelevant. Your life is not."

"My aesthetic pays for this 'focal point,' Father Tactical," Sky snapped. She backed away from the glowing barrel of his gun anyway. Her boots slipped on a patch of wet moss, and she nearly went down again. "Do you have any idea what that lens cost? That was an influencer-tier lease! I have a payment plan that lasts longer than your Church’s relevance!"

Sterling’s gaze finally flicked to her. For a second, Sky forgot about the ruined gear. His eyes were a startling, unnatural blue. They were the color of a gas flame at its hottest point. He looked at her like she was a stain he couldn't quite scrub off his boot.

"The Vatican doesn't reimburse for 'influencer-tier' stupidity," he said. He stepped forward, his heavy boots crunching the remains of her tripod. "And the Church’s relevance is currently the only thing keeping your soul from being used as a battery."

The shadows didn't just move. They curdled. A mass of oily, shifting darkness—The Lurker—coalesced in the center of the room. It detached itself from the ceiling like a spill of liquid obsidian. It didn't have a face. It just had a suggestion of teeth and a rhythmic, clicking sound. It set Sky’s teeth on edge, sounding like a thousand dead fingernails tapping on glass.

Sterling moved. It was poetic and brutally efficient. He didn't stumble. He slid through the debris with a grace that defied the weight of his gear. The shotgun barked a burst of white light. It wasn't the sound of gunpowder. It was a sharp, crystalline crack that hissed as it hit the shadow-mass. Each shot emitted a sound like a choir singing a single, aggressive note.

Sky was in full panic-pivot mode. She lunged for her backup gimbal, which was miraculously still upright. She swung the camera toward the fight, her thumb desperately swiping to recalibrate the focus. Her instincts had taken over. If she was going to die in a moldy basement, it was going to be in 4K. Her career might be ending, but the footage would be immortal.

"Don't stop the stream!" she yelled at her invisible audience. Her voice was cracking. "We are live with... whatever this is! Tell the mods to freeze the chat. It's going too fast! Someone clip this! We’re trending on the astral plane!"

Sterling reached out. He snagged Sky by the arm. He yanked her behind him with enough force to lift her off her feet. The physical contact was jarring. His grip was like iron wrapped in cordura. The leather of his glove felt cold against her skin, smelling of woodsmoke, old books, and an alarming amount of confidence.

"Put down the glowing circle!" Sterling roared over the hiss of the demon. The Lurker was expanding, its shadows reaching out like scorched tendrils. "The luminescence is agitating the spirit! It thinks you’re a rival source of power!"

"It’s a ring light, Sterling! And I’m not stopping the stream. My engagement is hitting five stars! Do you know what this kind of reach does for the Church? I'm literally doing your PR for free! I'm bringing the Gospel to Gen Z with a side of gothic horror!"

"I don't need PR. I need you to stay alive!" Sterling snarled.

He fired again. A shell of consecrated salt and silver shredded the Lurker's shoulder. The darkness knit back together instantly, the wound sealing with a sound like static interference. The Lurker lashed out. A whip of shadow-matter narrowly missed Sky’s head, slicing through the air with a whistle that made her scalp tingle.

She didn't flinch. She leaned into the shot, using Sterling's broad shoulders as a frame. She tried to get his profile against the explosion of light. He was the perfect foil. The rugged, traditionalist warrior vs. the modern, digital nomad. The comments were already shipping them, a thousand "is he single" and "protect the queen" messages scrolling past.

"Hold that pose," she muttered. She adjusted the focus, the gimbal stabilizing despite her shaking hands. "The 'brooding exorcist' look is going to trend for weeks. Give me more jawline. Less 'I hate my life' and more 'I am the vengeance of the Lord'."

Sterling’s brow furrowed. His third shot passed straight through the Lurker’s chest. The demon didn't flinch. Instead, it flickered. It didn't bleed ichor or dissolve into smoke. It stuttered.

Sky froze. She squinted at her smartphone screen, which was still miraculously transmitting. The image of the demon was stuttering. It wasn't because of her connection. She had a dedicated 5G hotspot taped to the ceiling. The entity itself was dropping frames.

As it swiped at Sterling, its claws left trails of pixels in the air. Glowing blue-and-green binary code sizzled and vanished. It looked like a video game character struggling to render in a high-density zone.

"Sterling, stop! Look at the screen," Sky shouted. She held her phone out like a shield. "It’s not a ghost. It’s a corrupted file. It’s bleeding binary! Your salt isn't working because it doesn't have a physical or spiritual mass—it’s data!"

Sterling didn't even glance at the phone. He was busy reloading, his fingers moving with mechanical precision, sliding new shells into the tube. "Magic does not 'glitch,' girl. It is a fundamental law of the soul. It is ancient. It is immutable. It does not require a motherboard."

"Tell that to the 404 error currently trying to eat your face!" Sky pointed at the creature’s midsection, where a string of hex code was visibly spinning. "The ritual isn't working because your 'ancient law' doesn't have an updated driver for this thing. It’s a hybrid! It's ghost-ware! It's haunting the network, not the house!"

For the first time, Sterling paused. His eyes narrowed. He finally caught the jagged, digital jitter in the demon's movement. He watched as a claw phased through a stone pillar, leaving behind a trail of flickering static instead of a scratch. His reality was crashing into hers. He looked like he wanted to exorcise the technology itself, his knuckles white on the grip of his shotgun.

The Lurker didn't care about the theology. It ignored Sterling’s next blast, which merely caused a shower of digital sparks to fly from its torso. It lunged instead for a stone pedestal in the corner. Sky hadn't even noticed it in the dark. Hidden beneath a pile of old rags, the pedestal held a small glass vial. It was filled with a pulsing, sickly green light that seemed to beat like a heart. This was the Famine Vial.

Suddenly, the cellar was flooded with a holographic projection. It was so bright it washed out Sky's ring lights completely. A figure in a high-tech goat mask appeared. The mask was made of carbon fiber and polished chrome, with glowing red optical sensors. It was superimposed over the live feed on Sky’s phone, overriding her broadcast. The Warlock.

"Love the lighting, Sky. Very 'end-of-days chic,'" the Warlock’s voice was distorted. It was a digital rasp that echoed through the basement speakers, bypassing her audio settings. "Thanks for the key. @Sterling, maybe try an update? Your ritual is... lagging. You’re fighting for a world that’s already been archived."

The demon vanished into a swirl of pixels, the motion so fast it created a vacuum that pulled the remaining dust toward the center of the room. It took the vial with it. The room went cold—a deep, unnatural chill that had nothing to do with the London weather.

Sterling stood in the center of the ruins. The "Vatican’s finest" was reduced to a background character in a villain's livestream. He looked down at his silver-etched gun as if it had betrayed him. The runes were dimming, their light flickering like a dying bulb. He had brought a sword to a cyber-war, and the humiliation was visible in the tight set of his jaw.

The silence that followed was heavier than the explosion. The ring lights flickered and died, the batteries drained in a single, massive surge. Only the dim, gray light of the Shoreditch moon filtered through the hole in the wall, illuminating the settling dust. The basement felt smaller now. The mold smell returned with a vengeance, thick and suffocating.

Sterling turned toward Sky. His face was a mask of cold fury. He looked at her phone, which was the only light source left in the room. The comments section was a chaotic waterfall of "WTF," "Fake," and "Is this real?"

He stepped toward her. The space between them disappeared in two long strides. He didn't ask. He seized her phone with one hand, his fingers effortlessly spanning the device. He grabbed her upper arm with the other. The leather of his glove was rough, smelling of expensive gun oil and ancient incense. His grip was unyielding, a tether to a reality that was rapidly spinning out of control.

"It seems, Miss Thorne, that the Vatican isn't the only one watching your 'content,'" he said. His voice was dangerously quiet, vibrating with a suppressed energy that made her skin prickle.

He looked at the camera lens for a brief, terrifying second. Then he looked back at her. "You’re coming with me. Don't worry about the baggage. The world is about to get much lighter. Your digital footprint is now a trail of breadcrumbs for things that don't just want your likes."

Sky looked at her arm, feeling the heat of his hand through her jacket. Then she looked up at his grim expression, noticing the small scar just below his left eye. The livestream was still running. Her viewer count was ticking up toward sixty thousand, a record-breaking surge that should have made her ecstatic. Instead, it felt like a countdown.

"Is this the part where I call my lawyer," she asked, her bravado finally starting to fray at the edges, "or do I just keep filming until the battery dies?"

Sterling didn't answer. He just pulled her toward the exit, his movement relentless. He dragged her out of the basement and into a night that was no longer curated, leaving behind the ruins of her career and the first echoes of an apocalypse that had just gone viral.
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2. Jurisdictional Warfare
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The transition from the damp Shoreditch cellar to the interior of the Vatican SUV was a sensory assault. One moment, Sky was breathing in black mold and ozone. The next, she was surrounded by the scent of ancient beeswax and expensive leather. It was a sterile, terrifying luxury. The air filtration hummed at a frequency so low it felt like it was scrubbing the very thoughts from her brain. The windows were triple-paned, cutting off the sounds of London until the city outside looked like a silent film played on mute.

Sky sat on the edge of the plush rear seat. The leather was midnight black and cool to the touch. She clutched her cracked phone like a life raft, her knuckles white. Sterling sat opposite her in the rear-facing seat. He looked less like a priest and more like a high-end mercenary who happened to have a theological degree. He didn't move. He didn't breathe loudly. He just existed with a terrifying stillness that made the car feel smaller than it was. His eyes remained fixed on a small, glowing display embedded in the armrest, his jaw set in a permanent line of tension.

"Kidnapping is very 'bad for the brand,' Sterling," Sky said. She tried to keep her voice steady. "I have five million people on total alert. They noticed I stopped mid-sentence. These people found a cat in a dumpster in 2014 based on the reflection in a window. They can find a priest in a black SUV."

She swiped at her screen, her thumb shaking. Her heart gave a painful thud. Her follower count was frozen at 4,922,104. The live comments—usually a waterfall of emojis and chaos—had stopped scrolling. The entire interface looked like a high-resolution screenshot. No matter how many times she tapped 'Refresh,' the digital world refused to acknowledge her existence.

"My data is dead," she whispered. "Did you jiggers jam the signal? That’s illegal. I have a contract with a carrier that literally guarantees coverage in underground bunkers. I pay for the 'Global Apocalypse' tier, Sterling. This shouldn't be happening."

Sterling finally looked up. The blue of his eyes was even more piercing in the dim interior light. "Your fans are currently arguing over whether my coat is 'vintage' or 'cosplay.' We haven't just scrubbed your footprint, Miss Thorne. We’ve mirrored it. While you sit here complaining about your data plan, a version of you is still 'interacting' with the world."

"Mirrored it?"

"You are currently 'vlogging' from a simulated location three blocks away," Sterling explained. He didn't look impressed by his own tech. "An AI-generated loop of your previous five minutes is playing on a delay. We’ve injected a 'temporary connection issue' filter over the feed. It buys us time. You aren't the protagonist of this hour. You are the bait. The scrubbing is the first layer of the Phantasmagoria Protocol. We aren't erasing you. We are redirecting the traffic to a server we control. Every 'like' you receive right now is being processed through a Vatican mainframe."

Sky felt a cold sweat prickle her neck. Her identity was her currency. It was the only thing she actually owned in a world of rentals and leases. Seeing it handled like a piece of classified government data was nauseating.

"You stole my feed. You hijacked my life for a 'Protocol' that sounds like a bad Netflix title," she snapped. "What happens when the loop ends? When my fans realize I'm not actually there? That’s a PR nightmare I can’t recover from. My engagement rates will tank."

"We saved your life," Sterling countered, his voice rising just enough to command the space. "The thing in that basement wasn't a ghost. It was a digital pathogen. It was using your livestream as a delivery system. It was feeding on the collective attention of forty thousand people. If we hadn't cut the line, you’d be a hollowed-out shell. Your 'Sky-Walkers' would be downloading a demon into their hard drives, and you'd be the zero-day patient for a spiritual plague."

Sky leaned back. The leather was too soft, molding to her shape in a way that felt intrusive. The silence was too thick. She looked out the tinted window at the neon lights of Shoreditch. The world looked normal. People were eating kebabs. Couples were arguing outside pubs. It was a Tuesday night in London. Nobody knew that a Vatican commando was currently holding the queen of paranormal vlogging in a high-tech sensory deprivation tank on wheels.

The SUV slowed to a crawl. They weren't heading for a cathedral or a fortress. They were idling in front of 'Pearl & Prayer.' It was a trendy boba shop with a line of teenagers stretching down the block. The sign featured a cartoon monk holding a giant cup of taro tea, grinning with a pair of oversized boba pearls for eyes.

"Is 'Passionfruit Power-up' secret code for 'Exorcism'?" Sky asked. She watched Sterling step out of the vehicle. "Please tell me the Swiss Guard has a loyalty card. Buy ten crusades, get one free? Or do you just get a free topping for every demon cast out?"

Sterling didn't answer. He walked toward the shop with a purposeful stride that made the teenagers part like the Red Sea. He didn't look like he belonged in a place that smelled like brown sugar and artificial fruit. He looked like he was about to arrest the sugar itself. Sky followed him, her boots still clicking on the tile. The 19-year-old barista behind the counter didn't even look up from her phone. She had neon green hair and a bored expression that suggested she had seen everything the world had to offer, including a man in tactical priest gear.

"Order?" the girl asked, her voice a monotone drone.

Sterling didn't look at the menu. He stepped up to the self-service kiosk. His fingers moved with practiced speed, tapping sections of the screen that didn't appear to have buttons. He didn't select 'Mango Green Tea' or 'Wintermelon Milk.' He entered a 12-digit sequence into the 'Special Instructions' box.

The kiosk didn't print a receipt. It chimed a low, resonant Gregorian chant that seemed to vibrate the plastic counter.

"Demons look for gargoyles and stained glass," Sterling said to Sky. He didn't turn around. "They expect the scent of myrrh and the sight of a crucifix. They do not look for 'popping boba.' They do not expect the Holy See to operate out of a franchise that sells boba for six pounds. This is hide-in-plain-sight architecture. We call it the Sub-Urban Cloister."

The wall behind the pick-up station didn't slide open. Instead, the floor of the 'Cleaning Closet' to their left shifted. Sterling nudged Sky inside, crowding her against a rack of industrial floor cleaner. The elevator ride was silent and incredibly fast, the G-force pressing Sky into her boots.

"This phone is now a Vatican relay," Sterling said. He held out his hand. Before Sky could protest, he snatched her device. He tapped it against a glowing sensor pad on the elevator wall. A progress bar appeared on her screen, moving with terrifying efficiency. A golden, stylized key icon replaced her wallpaper.

"What are you doing? That’s my private property! I have photos on there that aren't for 'Clerical Eyes Only'!"

"I'm installing the Sanctified VPN," Sterling said, handing it back as if it were a weapon. "If you go 'Live' from now on, you aren't hitting the open internet. You’re hitting our firewall. It’s a Digital Sandbox. We see everything. The world sees only what we allow. We can mask your location, alter your background, and scrub any spectral artifacts that might cause a mass-panic. You can stream your heart out, Miss Thorne. But you’ll be doing it through a consecrated filter. We are the ultimate moderators."

The elevator doors opened. The pastel boba shop was replaced by a brutalist bunker. It was a forest of server racks, humming with the sound of cooling fans, and flickering blue monitors. The walls were raw concrete, etched with micro-scriptures that caught the light of the screens.

In the center of the room sat Cardinal Moretti. He was a man who looked like he had been carved out of granite and then dressed in a very expensive red robe. He wasn't holding a Bible. He was looking at a 70-inch screen displaying Sky’s "Thorne Files"—a complete breakdown of her analytics, her bank statements, and her high school transcripts.

"Your 'ghost-filters' are fascinating, Miss Thorne," Moretti said. He didn't look up from the data. "They aren't just for show. They stabilized spectral frequencies our best cryptographers couldn't parse. You have a natural talent for frequency modulation. You’ve been accidentally performing low-level banishment rituals every time you use that 'Midnight Haze' preset."

Sky crossed her arms, feeling exposed. "I have a talent for making things look 'spooky.' It’s called editing. It’s called knowing what my audience wants."

"It’s called spectral diagnostics," Moretti corrected. He finally looked at her, his eyes heavy with the weight of decades of secrets. "We aren't letting you stream because we like your content, Miss Thorne. We are using your 'reach' as a digital dragnet. This is the Phantasmagoria Protocol. We need a Human Honeypot. We need someone the Warlock can't resist watching."

Sky’s jaw dropped. "A what? You want me to be... bait? Do you have any idea how dangerous that is for my mental health? Not to mention my actual physical health?"

"Your stream will bait the Warlock’s viral signature into a controlled Vatican server," Moretti explained. "Every time he interacts with your feed—every time he leaves a 'like' or a comment—he leaves a trace. We need your massive engagement to act as a digital dragnet. You are the lightning rod for a global exorcism. You keep vlogging. We keep hunting. We provide the security; you provide the audience."

Sky felt a strange mix of ego and terror. She was finally being recognized for her technical skill by a global power. The problem was that the recognition came with a side of 'World-Ending Bait.' She wasn't an artist anymore; she was a specialized tool.

"Now," Moretti said, gesturing to a silver bowl on a nearby pedestal. "The binding. We cannot have a rogue element in the field. If we are to trust you with the Protocol, we must ensure our interests are aligned."

The silver bowl was filled with liquid mercury. A shimmering golden thread floated on the surface, moving as if it were alive. Sterling stepped forward. He looked pained, his shoulders tight. This wasn't a tactical maneuver he enjoyed; this was an intimacy he’d been trained to avoid.

"This is the Covenant Chain Ritual," Sterling muttered. He reached into the bowl. The mercury didn't stick to him; it repelled away from his fingers. He pulled the golden thread out. It glowed with a heatless, white light that made the server racks look like tombstones.

He took Sky’s wrist. She tried to pull away, but his grip was a literal iron shackle. He looped the thread around her arm, the gold stinging like a papercut. Then he looped it around his own. The thread tightened, pulsing in time with their heartbeats. It sank into their skin, disappearing into the dermis as if it had never existed.

The "Mental Leak" happened instantly. It wasn't a vision; it was a total sensory takeover.

For three seconds, Sky wasn't in a bunker. She was in a cold, grey orphanage in the Scottish Highlands. She felt the weight of heavy, scratchy wool blankets. She felt the crushing silence of a life defined by ancient vows and iron discipline. She felt Sterling’s deep-seated loneliness. It was a hollow ache in the center of the chest, a life lived entirely for a God who never spoke back, in a world that didn't know he existed. She felt his fear that he was nothing more than a weapon in a fancy suit.

Sterling gasped, his knees buckling. He felt her side of the leak. He saw the hollow, nauseating feeling that hit her every time a post went viral. He felt her desperate, sweating need for a "like" just to feel real, as if her physical body would vanish if her follower count dropped. He felt her bone-deep fear of being forgotten, of being just another face in a sea of scrolling content. He saw the girl who slept with the lights on because the shadows didn't have filters.

They both jerked away from each other. The thread was gone, but the connection remained. A phantom weight sat on Sky’s chest, and she could still taste the bitter tea from Sterling's childhood memories.

"I do not tether my soul to a girl who calls Armageddon 'low-vibe,'" Sterling said. He was shaking, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He gripped his wrist as if it were burned. "This is a sacrilege. To link a consecrated life to... to a merchant of vanity."

"Whoa..." Sky breathed, her heart racing. She rubbed her arm, where the gold had vanished. "Did I just see your depressing childhood, or was that a trailer for a new A24 movie? You’re really lonely, aren't you, Father Formal? Like, 'talking to your shotgun' lonely. You don't have anyone, do you?"

Sterling’s face went hard, a mask of stone sliding back into place. He opened his mouth to retort, but a siren cut him off. It was a high-pitched, digital scream. One of the monitors began to pulse with a violent, jagged red light.

The Warlock’s face appeared on the main screen. He was laughing, the sound coming through the server speakers as a distorted mess of digital static and goat-bleats. The pixels of his mask seemed to bleed off the screen.

"Missed me, Sterling?" the Warlock taunted. "The ritual was a bit slow. Very 14th century. Try a fiber-optic connection next time. You’re trying to bind a soul when I’m already uploading them."

A GPS signal pinged on a map of the globe. The icon was a pulsing green dot, vibrating with a high-frequency hum. It was moving fast, settling on a very specific, iconic landmark.

"The Famine Vial," Moretti whispered, his face pale. "It’s pinging. He’s showing off."

Sterling looked at the coordinates. His eyes went cold, the sorrow of the mental leak replaced by the sharp focus of a predator. "The Burj Khalifa. Dubai. He’s going for the highest density of wealth and ego on the planet."

He looked at Sky. He looked at her phone. He looked like he wanted to throw both of them into the Thames and forget the world was ending.

"The debate is over," Sterling said, his voice regaining its melodic growl. "The Vial is in Dubai. Pack your bags, Miss Thorne. We’re going to the desert. And God help me, I’m taking the boba with us. We’re going to need the sugar."
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3. The First-Class Glow-Up
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The arrival at Heathrow was not the chaotic terminal experience Sky was used to. There were no crying toddlers, no smell of burnt coffee, and no frantic travelers wrestling with oversized carry-ons at the check-in desk. The black SUV glided past the main gates, bypassed the security checkpoints, and slipped into a private, high-security hangar that didn't appear on any commercial map. Outside, a steady London rain drummed against the tarmac, turning the world into a blur of grey concrete and yellow industrial lights that reflected off the oily puddles like shattered glass.

Then, there was the jet.

It sat in the center of the hangar like a predatory bird, sharp-beaked and silent. A Vatican-owned Gulfstream G650, finished in a matte-black paint so deep it seemed to absorb the surrounding light, making the aircraft look like a hole torn in the fabric of the hangar. As they walked closer, Sky noticed the detail: microscopic, gold-inlaid protective sigils etched into the fuselage, shimmering whenever the hangar lights hit them at the right angle. They weren't just decorative; they pulsed with a faint, rhythmic heat that Sky could feel in her teeth, a low-frequency hum of sacred geometry. It wasn't just a plane; it was a flying reliquary, a pressurized chamber of sanctified steel designed to traverse the thin places of the upper atmosphere where the veil between worlds was notoriously frayed.

The transition to the interior was a sensory clash that nearly made Sky’s head spin. The cabin smelled of old vellum, cold incense, and "New Plane" leather—the scent of a medieval library that had just been installed inside a billionaire’s favorite toy. The walls weren't plastic; they were paneled in dark, polished mahogany that felt centuries old, and the usual safety cards were replaced by small, silver-framed icons of Saint Christopher and intricate Latin prayers for safe passage. Even the seatbelts were embroidered with subtle, protective knotwork.

"Okay, I expected a flying popemobile with velvet curtains and maybe a pipe organ," Sky said, dropping her designer backpack onto a cream-colored leather seat that felt softer than a cloud. "But this is giving 'Elon Musk goes to Sunday School.' Where’s the champagne? I was promised a first-class apocalypse, and I don't see a single bottle of vintage Krug. How am I supposed to cope with the end of the world on a sober stomach? It’s bad for my brand to be this hydrated."

Sterling didn't look at her. He was busy loading a singular, battered wooden crate onto the plane. It was held together by iron bands and looked like it had survived a dozen crusades and several centuries of damp basements. The wood was scarred, smelling of ancient dust and ozone. It stood in stark contrast to the mountain of designer luggage Sky’s "handlers"—two silent men in dark suits who moved with the eerie, effortless synchronization of clockwork—were currently stowing. Her trunks were plastered with neon stickers from Tokyo, Paris, and LA; his crate was branded with a singular, burnt-in papal seal that seemed to warn away the curious.

"There is no champagne," Sterling said, his voice echoing in the plush cabin with a gravity that made the luxury feel like a hollow distraction. "There is blessed water, double-shot espresso, and a secure satellite uplink to the Vatican’s Secret Archives. Sit down, Miss Thorne, and secure your 'essential' baggage. The air in Dubai is already beginning to sour. We are flying into a storm of spiritual and digital corruption, not a vacation. Your followers can wait; the fate of the collective consciousness cannot."

Sky buckled her seatbelt, feeling the low, powerful rumble of the engines as they began their taxi. She looked at Sterling. He was still wearing that heavy, "I mourn the sun" trench coat, despite the climate-controlled cabin. He looked like he was about to hunt vampires in a Victorian alleyway, a silhouette of grim tradition in a masterpiece of modern engineering. The contrast was absurd—the man was an analog ghost in a digital machine.

"Wealth vs. Vibe, Sterling," she muttered to herself, pulling out her phone to check the offline cached version of her last post, mourning the lack of a live signal. She’d spent her career navigating the "New Money" circles of tech moguls and crypto bros. Their aesthetic was all glass, white surfaces, and aggressive logos that shouted for attention. The Vatican was "Ancient Money." It was heavy, silent, and felt like it had been around since the invention of the wheel and would remain long after the last server farm burned out. It was a power that didn't need to post about itself to exist. It just was, immutable and indifferent.

As the jet ascended, cutting through the thick London cloud cover into the velvet black of the night sky, Sky began her audit. She watched Sterling stare at a holographic display, his face illuminated by a ghostly blue light that made him look like a phantom haunting his own mission. He was an asset, sure. A lethal one. But in Dubai? He was a neon sign for "Federal Agent" or "Religious Zealot." Neither look was going to get them past the velvet ropes and biometric scanners of the Burj Khalifa’s elite levels.

"Sterling," she said, unbuckling her seatbelt the moment the pilot cleared them for cabin movement. "We need to talk about your face. And your clothes. And basically everything about your current vibe. It’s too heavy. Too... brooding. You’re projecting 'Exorcist' when the dress code clearly says 'Angel Investor'."

He didn't look up from the data stream. "My 'vibe' is irrelevant to the mission. My garments are designed for combat, concealment, and the weight of my office."

"Incorrect," Sky said, standing up and heading for her "PR Sample" trunks. These were her treasure chests—unreleased high-fashion pieces sent by brands hoping for a tag that could move a million units in an afternoon. "You’re a tactical asset, not an orphan haunting a Dickens novel. We’re going to a billionaire’s gala where the average watch costs more than a cathedral. If you walk in wearing that trench coat, we’ll be arrested by the Fashion Police before the demons even find us. In Dubai, 'visible wealth' is the only shield that actually works. It’s the local dialect, Sterling. You need to look like you own the building, not like you're there to purge it."

Sterling sighed, a sound of pure, theological exhaustion that seemed to vibrate the very air in the cabin. "I am a soldier of the Church, Miss Thorne. My garments are functional, consecrated, and discrete."

"Honey, 'functional' is for cargo pants and tactical vests," Sky countered, throwing open a trunk that smelled of silk and success. She pulled out a navy Italian wool blazer that cost more than a mid-sized sedan—the kind of fabric that looked like midnight and felt like liquid. "And 'discrete' is a lie. You look like a hitman for the Inquisition. It’s 'uncanny valley' for the 21st century. Put on the navy wool or I’m telling Cardinal Moretti you’re sabotaging the mission because you're scared of a slim-fit trouser and a little bit of aesthetic effort. I’ll make sure it’s in the official report."

She walked over to him, tape measure in hand. She had to get close—close enough to smell the cedarwood, cold metal, and a hint of frankincense that seemed to cling to his skin like a second soul. He stood as rigid as a marble saint, his breath held as she draped the fabric over his shoulders. His proximity was distracting, a heavy, grounding presence. There was a raw, physical power to him that the priest collar tried to hide, but the broadness of his shoulders and the heat radiating from his frame didn't lie. Up close, he wasn't just a priest; he was an athlete in the middle of a lifelong, brutal season, his body honed by discipline Sky couldn't fathom.

"Stop breathing," she commanded, her fingers brushing the nape of his neck, feeling the fine hairs rise. "You’re ruining the line of the lapel. I need an accurate measurement, not your best impression of a stone gargoyle."

"I am not breathing," he gritted out, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere above her head, his jaw set in a hard, beautiful line.

"Good. Stay that way." She critiqued his look with the clinical coldness of a plastic surgeon. She moved with a confidence that surprised her. In the bunker, she was a liability, a girl with a dead phone. Here, in the world of optics, perception, and social engineering, she was the four-star general, and he was the raw recruit. "You’re tall, you’re brooding, and you have that 'I have secrets' jawline. We’re going for 'Tech Mogul with a God Complex.' It’s a very popular look in the UAE. It says you have a private island, a fleet of hydrogen-powered yachts, and a team of lawyers who have never heard the word 'no'. It says you are untouchable."

Sterling retreated to the mahogany-paneled dressing room with the bundle of clothes, looking like a man headed for the gallows rather than a luxury suite. While he was gone, Sky’s eyes fell on his discarded tactical vest, lying on a side table. It was heavy, reinforced with Kevlar and silver-plated inserts that caught the cabin lights. She picked it up, feeling the immense weight of the life he led—a life of constant, violent defense against things that didn't even have a name.

Tucked into a hidden inner pocket was a small, worn prayer book. The leather was cracked and smoothed by decades of contact with palms. Sky opened it, expecting more Latin or perhaps a list of ritualistic bans. Instead, she found a photo. It was a polaroid, faded and yellowed at the edges by time. It wasn't a saint or a cathedral. It was a young man—maybe twenty—standing on a sun-drenched pier, squinting into a bright light. He was wearing a simple t-shirt and smiling. A real, genuine smile that reached his eyes and made him look entirely, painfully human. He looked happy. He looked... normal. He looked like someone who had a favorite band, a first heartbreak, and a favorite flavor of ice cream before the Church took the world from him.

She tucked it back in quickly, her heart aching for reasons she didn't want to examine, as the dressing room door opened.

Sterling emerged, and for the first time in her life, Sky Thorne was actually speechless. The witty retort she’d prepared died in her throat, strangled by the sheer visual impact of the man.

The transformation was jarring. In the tailored navy blazer, a crisp white linen shirt with the top two buttons undone (per her explicit, shouted instructions from the hallway), and a pair of designer aviators tucked into his pocket, he didn't look like a priest. He looked like the kind of man who bought and sold companies before breakfast and broke hearts by lunch. The slim-fit trousers accentuated the lean, athletic build of a man who spent his life in training, turning his body into a temple and a weapon simultaneously. He was the perfect blend of elegance and lethality.

The physical attraction she’d been suppressing since the cellar hit her like a freight train, a visceral reaction that bypassed her brain and went straight to her nervous system. Her throat went dry, and her heart skipped a beat—a biological betrayal she hadn't anticipated in her mission plan.

"Oh... okay. Wow," Sky managed, her voice a pitch higher than usual as she tried to regain her composure. "The 'Brooding Founder' look really works for you. You went from 'Get thee behind me' to 'I just sold my startup for six billion' in ten minutes. I might actually have to follow you back on Instagram. Or, you know, in real life. People are going to be clawing at the doors to get to you, Elias. You’re the ultimate bait."

Sterling adjusted his cuffs with visible agitation, his fingers fumbling with the unfamiliar, high-thread-count fabric. He looked like he wanted to crawl out of his skin. "I feel... exposed. There is no place to conceal my silver stakes, and the fabric is... uncomfortably soft. It offers no protection against the things we hunt. How do people live like this? It feels like I'm wearing a cloud instead of a shield."

"That's the point, Elias," Sky said, her voice softer now, her "influencer" mask slipping for a moment. "It’s called luxury. And that’s what the silk pocket square is for, bestie. It’s not just fashion; it’s a distraction. People look at the silk, the pattern, the brand. They don't look at the slight, unnatural bulge of a weapon underneath or the tension in your shoulders. It’s called being hidden in plain sight. In this world, if you look expensive enough, nobody asks what you're hiding. They just assume you're entitled to it."

They moved to the center of the cabin, huddling over a holographic tablet to track the Warlock’s digital footprint. The cabin felt smaller now, the air charged with a different kind of energy—static and heat. Every time the plane banked or hit a pocket of air, their shoulders rubbed. Because of the Covenant Chain, the contact felt like a localized electric shock that vibrated through her bones. The golden thread beneath their skin glowed hot, blurring their emotions until Sky couldn't tell if the heart she heard thumping was hers or his. She was tasting his adrenaline—sharp and metallic—while he was feeling her sudden, sharp anxiety, a feedback loop of psychic static.

"The Warlock is arrogant," Sterling said, pointing at a cluster of data points over the Middle East that were pulsing with a sickly, jagged violet light. "He leaves these 'hashtags' like a trail of blood on the snow. He wants us to follow him. He’s mocking us with his visibility."

"It’s not arrogance, Elias. It’s engagement," Sky explained, her thumb scrolling through the Warlock’s viral trail with the practiced ease of a native. "He’s not just being flashy for the sake of it. In the digital age, visibility is energy. Every person who clicks that tag, every person who 'hate-watches' his stream or shares his cryptic, edgy posts, is accidentally lending him a tiny bit of their 'soul-processing power.' He’s crowd-sourcing Armageddon. He’s turned the internet into a massive, distributed ritual, and we’re the only ones with a high-level ad-blocker. He's harvesting the boredom of millions and turning it into a battery for something ancient."

Sterling looked at her, his gaze intense and searching, as if he were seeing her for the first time. He was starting to realize that Sky’s understanding of human desire, digital hunger, and the void of the scroll was as deep as his understanding of sin and salvation. She wasn't just a girl with a camera; she was a master of the modern soul, navigating the same darkness he fought, just through a different, more brightly-lit lens. She understood the architecture of modern loneliness.

"He’s using their boredom against them," Sterling whispered, the realization dawning on him like a cold shadow. "He’s finding the empty spaces in their lives and filling them with rot."

"Exactly," Sky said, her voice tight. "Boredom is the ultimate vacuum. It’s a spiritual vacuum that people are desperate to fill. He’s just filling it with something dark because that’s what gets the most clicks. Fear is the highest-performing metric on the planet. It’s the only thing that travels faster than light."

Suddenly, the plane’s sensors began to scream—a jagged, high-pitched alarm that cut through the hum of the engines, sounding more like a digital shriek than a mechanical failure. Outside the windows, the clear night sky vanished, replaced by a swirling, chaotic void that seemed to press against the glass. Purple lightning—the color of bruised data, corrupted files, and deep-sea pressure—arced across the wings, leaving scorched trails of binary. The Famine Vial had pulsed in Dubai, and the shockwave was hitting the aether, rippling through the layers of reality like a stone thrown into a dark pond.

The plane dropped five hundred feet in a single, gut-wrenching second.

Sky shrieked as gravity vanished, her stomach leaping into her throat. Her phone flew from her hand, clattering against the mahogany, and she lunged forward, grabbing Sterling’s hand as she sought a physical anchor. His grip tightened like a vice instantly, his fingers lacing through hers with an instinct that was purely, fiercely protective.

The turbulence wasn't normal. It felt like the world was "glitching" around them. For a second, Sky saw double—two versions of the cabin. One was the pristine luxury of the Gulfstream; the other was a decaying, rusted shell covered in that same black, sentient mold from the Shoreditch basement. The sound of the engines became a stuttering digital loop, a broken record of mechanical failure.

"Steady, Sky. Look at me. Right here," Sterling commanded, his voice a low, steady anchor in the storm. He didn't let go of her hand; if anything, he pulled her closer, his strength the only real thing in a world that was suddenly pixelating. "The sky may be falling, the fabric of the world may be fraying, but this plane is sanctified by blood and steel. We are not going down. I will not let us fall into the dark."

"I don't care about the theology, Sterling!" Sky yelled over the roar of the wind that sounded like a thousand screaming voices clawing at the fuselage. "If we crash, I’m dying in a navy blazer I haven't even tagged in a post yet! Do you realize how tragic that is? My final outfit, my best look, and no one to see it! It's a digital sin! I refuse to haunt the internet in anything less than peak fashion!"

Sterling’s grip tightened further, a small, grim smile tugging at the corner of his mouth despite the blaring alarms and the flickering lights. "Then stay alive, Miss Thorne. We have a gala to attend, and I believe you have a reputation to maintain. And perhaps a world to save."

The plane leveled out with a bone-shaking jolt, but the purple lightning continued to dance on the wings, a reminder that the world they were flying into was no longer governed by the laws of physics, but by the laws of the Warlock.
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4. Mile-High Exorcism
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The drop wasn't the end of it; it was just the opening act, a gut-wrenching introduction to the Warlock's reach. As the Gulfstream G650 leveled out at a lower, more turbulent altitude, the luxury of the cabin began to fail in a way that had nothing to do with mechanical fatigue or hydraulic pressure. The recessed LED strips, which had been glowing a comforting, sophisticated warm white, flickered and died, only to roar back to life in a bruised, oily shade of purple. It was the color of a LCD screen that had been pressed too hard—a saturated, violent violet that pulsed in time with the screaming sensors, casting long, sickly shadows across the mahogany panels.

Sky didn't have time to worry about the lighting or the aesthetic ruined by the neon-noir glare. She was too busy watching her backup iPhone, which sat on the mahogany table like a forgotten toy, begin to melt in real-time.

It wasn't melting from heat; there was no smoke, no smell of lithium fire. It was rotting. A viscous, black substance began to seep from the edges of the Gorilla Glass, a thick fluid that smelled like a nauseating combination of burnt copper and old ozone. It moved with a sickening, predatory intent, crawling out of the speaker grilles and charging ports like a parasite abandoning a dead host. The glass itself began to pit and pockmark, the sleek surface turning into something that resembled diseased skin.

"Um, Sterling? My phone is literally
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