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Chapter One: The Prison Gates

The Gate That Never Smiles
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The gate did not look like a gate.

It was too thick for that, too final. A wall pretending to open.

Father Gabriel stood before it with his hands folded inside the sleeves of his black coat, the morning air cold enough to sting but not cold enough to distract him. The stone beneath his shoes was damp, as though the ground itself perspired from years of standing still. Above him, the prison wall rose without ornament or apology, its concrete skin scarred by weather and neglect. No flags. No insignia. No motto carved in defiance or hope. Just height, and the suggestion of permanence.

A bell rang somewhere inside—metal striking metal, dull and indifferent.

Greywall Maximum Security Prison.

He had expected something more dramatic. Razor wire, perhaps, or floodlights even in daylight. Instead, the wall absorbed the sky quietly, as though it had learned long ago that attention was unnecessary. Things that did not intend to move did not need to impress.

A uniformed officer stood beside him, leafing through a clipboard with deliberate slowness. The officer was young—too young, Father Gabriel thought, to have learned how not to feel. His boots were polished, his jacket stiff, his eyes restless. He did not look at the priest directly, only at the paper between them.

“Chaplain Gabriel,” the officer said at last, without inflection. “You’ll wait here.”

Father Gabriel nodded.

He had learned, over years of parish work and diocesan corridors, that nodding often prevented further conversation. Silence, offered early, could be a form of courtesy.

The officer stepped away, boots echoing briefly before being swallowed by the thickness of the wall. The sound lingered longer than it should have, as if Greywall were slow to release even echoes.

Father Gabriel exhaled.

He had prayed that morning, as he always did, kneeling beside the narrow bed of the diocesan guesthouse where he had spent the night. The prayer had been familiar, memorized into muscle and breath. Words shaped by repetition rather than urgency. He could not remember, afterward, what he had asked God for.

Only that he had asked.

Now, standing before the gate, he felt the absence of prayer more keenly than its presence. There was a hollow in his chest, not fear exactly, but something adjacent to it—a cautious narrowing, as though part of him had decided to step back and observe.

He wondered, briefly, if this was how confessions felt from the other side.

The gate opened without ceremony.

Not a swing, but a slow mechanical withdrawal, metal sliding behind metal, revealing a passage just wide enough for a vehicle. A second officer appeared, older, broader, his face shaped into permanent indifference by years of repetition.

“Chaplain,” the man said. “Follow me.”

Inside, the air changed.

It was not warmer or colder. It was simply different—thicker, as though it had been handled too often. Smells layered themselves without urgency: disinfectant, old concrete, something faintly organic that resisted naming. The sound of the gate closing behind him carried a weight that Father Gabriel felt in his spine rather than his ears.

Once closed, it did not echo.

They walked.

The passage narrowed, widened, bent at angles that seemed intentionally disorienting. Cameras stared without blinking. Doors passed them—steel, numbered, windowed with reinforced glass that reflected more than it revealed.

Father Gabriel’s footsteps felt intrusive.

“This is your first time inside a facility of this level?” the older officer asked, without turning.

“Yes.”

A pause.

“You’ll get used to it.”

Father Gabriel did not answer. He had learned that statements like these were not invitations.

They stopped at a second gate, then a third. Each one required identification, authorization, waiting. Time stretched oddly between movements. The priest found himself thinking of processions—liturgical pauses, the slow choreography of ritual. But there was no reverence here. Only procedure.

Finally, they emerged into a central corridor, long and fluorescent-lit, its ceiling low enough to press the body downward. Voices drifted from somewhere unseen—shouts, laughter too sharp to be genuine, a sudden cry that cut itself short.

“This is Greywall,” the officer said, gesturing vaguely. “You’ll have access to Block C, the infirmary, and the chapel. Death Row is restricted. You’ll be escorted.”

Father Gabriel nodded again.

“Confessions?”

“Yes.”

The officer stopped walking and turned to face him fully for the first time. His eyes were pale, unreadable.

“Inside the chapel only. No private cell confessions. No advising. No passing messages. No promises you can’t keep.”

“I understand.”

The officer studied him, as though measuring something that could not be written down.

“They’ll test you,” he said. “Not for faith. For weakness.”

Then he turned and walked away.

Father Gabriel stood alone in the corridor.

For a moment, he did nothing. Just stood. Listened.

The prison breathed around him—ventilation humming, distant doors slamming, a cough that echoed too long. Somewhere, a man laughed and was answered by silence.

He adjusted the collar of his coat, smoothing it with fingers that did not tremble, and began walking toward the chapel.

It was smaller than he expected.

A rectangular room with bare walls, a wooden altar scarred by use, a crucifix mounted slightly crooked above it. No stained glass. No kneelers. Plastic chairs stacked against one wall. A narrow confessional booth stood to the side, its curtain frayed, its wood polished smooth by years of hands resting where they should not linger.

Sunlight did not enter the chapel. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, flattening everything into the same pale tone.

Father Gabriel approached the altar and placed his bag down carefully.

He removed his stole, kissed it briefly—a habit he had never quite lost—and draped it over the back of a chair. Then he stood still, hands resting on the wood, head bowed.

The silence here was different from the corridor’s. Intentional. Waiting.

He closed his eyes.

Lord, he began, automatically.

The word felt thinner than usual.

He tried again.

Lord, make me an instrument—

The rest of the prayer faltered. Not disappeared. Just paused, as though a door inside him had been closed gently but firmly.

He inhaled.

It would come back later, he told himself. It always did.

A sound at the door interrupted him—keys, a voice murmuring instructions. The door opened, and two inmates entered under escort.

They wore identical uniforms—gray, shapeless, stripped of individuality by design. One was tall and gaunt, his eyes sharp and restless. The other moved slowly, as though each step required permission from his body.

They did not look at the priest.

“Ten minutes,” the guard said. “Then they’re out.”

Father Gabriel nodded.

The guard left. The door closed.

The taller inmate sat immediately, leaning back, arms crossed. The other remained standing, uncertain.

“You may sit,” Father Gabriel said gently.

The man obeyed, lowering himself carefully, hands folded between his knees.

Father Gabriel took his place behind the small grille of the confessional. The wood creaked softly beneath him.

There was a pause.

“I haven’t done this in years,” the tall one said abruptly. His voice was sharp, defensive. “They told me I had to.”

“You don’t have to,” Father Gabriel replied. “You may leave if you wish.”

The man laughed, short and humorless. “That’s funny.”

Silence again.

The slower man shifted, then spoke so quietly Father Gabriel almost missed it.

“Bless me, Father,” he said. “For I have sinned.”

The words landed with unexpected weight.

Father Gabriel closed his eyes.

“May the Lord be in your heart,” he said, voice steady, “and help you to confess your sins with true sorrow.”

As the man began to speak—haltingly, painfully—Father Gabriel listened.

He listened the way he always had: without interruption, without judgment, without rushing the spaces between words. He listened as though listening were a form of prayer.

And yet, somewhere beneath the practiced stillness, something tightened.

A memory stirred—not an image, not a thought. Just a sensation. The sound of another voice, long ago, asking the same question in a different room.

Father... what should I do?

Father Gabriel’s fingers pressed lightly into the wood.

He did not look away. He did not stop listening.

Outside the chapel, the prison continued breathing.

Inside, the first confession unfolded.

And somewhere, deep and unnamed, the silence waited.
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CHAPTER TWO

Rules of the Chapel
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The bell rang at six every morning.

Not a church bell—there was nothing ceremonial about it. It was a flat metallic strike that tore through sleep without apology. It did not invite waking; it commanded it.

Doors opened across Greywall in heavy sequence. Bolts slid. Metal clanged against metal. Boots struck corridors in disciplined rhythm. Somewhere a man cursed the morning. Somewhere another laughed, the sound edged with fatigue rather than humor.

By the fourth day, Father Gabriel no longer startled awake.

Sleep inside Greywall was shallow. The prison never truly slept; it only quieted. Even at night there were footsteps, distant shouting, radios crackling with coded exchanges. Dreams rarely survived the noise.

His room lay within the administrative wing—a narrow chamber with a single bed, a steel desk bolted to the floor, and a window too small to allow distraction. Frosted glass admitted light but concealed the outside world. He could see neither sky nor yard. Only brightness or darkness.

Operational convenience, the warden had called it.

The Diocese had offered housing in the city. The warden insisted the chaplain remain available within the compound.

“Emergencies happen,” Warden Harrow had said, his voice smooth with practiced reason. “Executions. Suicide attempts. Violent incidents. Sometimes men ask for a priest at inconvenient hours.”

Father Gabriel suspected convenience meant surveillance.

Still, he accepted without protest. Comfort had never been central to his vocation.

He folded his blanket carefully, smoothing the sheets beneath, movements shaped by years of routine. Discipline quieted the mind. Structure steadied uncertainty.

The corridor outside already hummed with activity.

Shift changes moved with mechanical precision. Guards exchanged clipped greetings. Paperwork changed hands. Keys jingled constantly—hundreds of them, each unlocking something someone did not wish to open.

Greywall ran on keys and silence.

As Father Gabriel walked toward the chapel, inmates were already being marched to breakfast. Lines moved under watchful escort, chains removed but discipline intact. Some men shuffled half-asleep. Others scanned their surroundings with nervous vigilance.

A few noticed him.

Reactions varied.

One man crossed himself quickly.

Another smirked.

A third stared with open suspicion, as if priests belonged to the same category as wardens and judges: men who spoke of mercy while others enforced punishment.

Father Gabriel inclined his head slightly as they passed.

He wondered what they saw when they looked at him.

A comfort?

A symbol?

Or merely another uniform?



The chapel smelled faintly of disinfectant and old wood.

The room was modest, functional. Concrete walls painted a tired cream color. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Plastic chairs replaced pews long ago deemed unsafe. Anything heavy enough to be broken could become a weapon.

Greywall trusted nothing breakable.

The crucifix above the altar hung slightly crooked. Father Gabriel adjusted it on his first morning, but by evening it tilted again, as if refusing perfection.

He unlocked the small cabinet behind the altar and removed the sacramental items. Chalice. Linen. A bottle of communion wine secured with a small padlock.

Even grace required inventory control here.

He arranged the altar slowly, savoring the familiarity of ritual.

Outside these walls, parish life often rushed—weddings scheduled back-to-back, funerals overlapping with meetings, baptisms squeezed between appointments. Here, time stretched differently. Each action felt deliberate.

Sacred space carved cautiously from institutional machinery.

The chapel door opened.

Officer Reddick entered carrying a clipboard under one arm, his expression perpetually unimpressed. He was built like a wall—broad shoulders, thick neck, movements economical. Years of prison service had stripped away unnecessary gestures.

“Morning, Chaplain.”

“Good morning.”

Reddick scanned the room, ensuring nothing had changed overnight.

“You’ll have Block C today,” he said. “Your regular crowd.”

“I don’t think I have regulars yet.”

Reddick shrugged. “You will.”

He set the clipboard on the altar edge.

“Need to go over rules again.”

“I remember them.”

“Good. Remember harder.”

Father Gabriel waited.

Reddick ticked items off his fingers.

“No physical contact. No passing messages. No taking items in or out. No advising inmates on legal matters. No promises. No private counseling outside approved areas.”

“I understand.”

“And Chaplain...”

Reddick hesitated, choosing words carefully.

“You’re not here to fix them.”

The priest met his gaze calmly.

“I know.”

But even as he spoke, he felt uncertainty ripple beneath the words.

Wasn’t every priest, in some quiet way, trying to fix something?

Reddick studied him briefly, then nodded once and left.

The door closed.

Father Gabriel exhaled slowly.



Attendance at Mass was voluntary.

Attendance at leaving one’s cell block, however, was attractive.

Eight inmates arrived under escort. Chains removed, movements monitored. They entered cautiously, like men stepping into unfamiliar territory.
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