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            The Expedited Confession

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning had begun with a quiet, prayerful intention. Sister Mary Mercy had boarded the 7:15 cross-town bus with nothing more ambitious in mind than spiritual reflection and a mild curiosity about whether the driver would, as he sometimes did, recite Hail Marys over the intercom during heavy traffic. She had not, in any way, intended to break a man's wrist.

      In her defense — and she felt this was a theologically sound defense — the man had pointed a gun at a passenger's emotional support ferret. It was a small, twitching creature in a sequined vest, held protectively by an elderly woman who had been whispering Psalms into its tufted ears. To threaten such a creature felt unnecessarily provocative for a Monday morning bus route. Moreover, the robber had clearly never been to catechism, because when Sister Mercy had politely suggested he mind his posture with a smack to the back of the head, he had mistaken her liturgical admonition for a physical threat. That, she decided, glancing at his now-distinctly unnatural wrist angle, was entirely on him.

      Now he lay sprawled in the grimy aisle, cradling his arm and whimpering in a high, reedy tone that suggested he was deeply and urgently reconsidering every life choice that had led him to this moment — from petty theft to skipping Sunday school. His partner in crime, a skinny man whose ski mask did little to conceal his look of profound regret, stared at Mercy with an expression mirrored by every other passenger on the bus: a dawning, bone-deep realization that nuns, when provoked, are utterly terrifying.

      “P–please,” the masked man managed, his voice cracking like thin ice. “I don’t wanna hurt nobody.”

      Mercy adjusted her veil with the serene, unhurried calm of a woman fresh from morning prayers and a particularly robust cup of convent coffee. She did not speak. This was partly because of her vow, partly because of sacred tradition, and partly because the last time she had spoken mid-combat, she had accidentally blurted out, “Hallelujah, mother —,” and that single, fervent exclamation had become the foundational document in her ever-growing disciplinary file.

      Instead, with movements as smooth and deliberate as a prayer, she reached into the deep folds of her habit. From a pocket that also contained a spare rosary, two breath mints, and a laminated card detailing the Seven Corporal Works of Mercy, she withdrew a hymnal. It was the older model — hardback, with a reinforced spine and gilded edges worn dull by devout, if occasionally forceful, use. The archdiocese didn’t print them like this anymore. There had been “incidents.”

      The skinny man’s eyes widened. He dropped his gun immediately. It clattered to the bus floor with a final, tinny sound of surrender. “Okay,” he whispered, raising his hands as if in fervent prayer. “Okay, I surrender. All good. Blessed day to you.”

      Mercy nodded once — a slow, deliberate dip of her wimpled head that was the universally recognized gesture for smart choice, my child. She gathered both men at the front of the bus, looped a spare rosary around their wrists as a makeshift restraint (the knots were secure, liturgical, and somehow shaming), and rang the little “stop requested” cord. The ding sounded absurdly cheerful in the stunned silence.

      When the bus hissed to a halt, the driver — a man named Carl with a tattoo of a serene Buddha on one forearm and a very agitated eagle on the other — leaned toward her. “I, uh… thanks, Sister. Want me to call the cops?” Mercy tapped her wristwatch and pointed a single finger toward the heavens, a subtle signal that her ecclesiastical superiors would handle the matter from here. Carl had no idea what this meant, but he nodded vigorously anyway. No one in their right mind argues with someone who can incapacitate two armed men using only a hymnal and an aura of profound disappointment.

      The passengers erupted into scattered, bewildered applause. A toddler in a dinosaur jacket offered her a glittery star sticker. She accepted it with a solemn bow, pressed it neatly onto the cover of her hymnal, and stepped off the bus into the cool city air.

      Outside, the city hummed with the indifferent buzz of a weekday morning. Mercy walked two blocks, her sensible shoes clicking a steady rhythm on the pavement, until she reached the parking lot behind Our Lady of Perpetual Fundraisers. Here, the air changed. It was thick with the savory, greasy perfume of the nuns’ annual charity buffet: Wok With God  —  Pan-Asian Cuisine for Pan-Universal Mercy.

      Steam wafted in gentle clouds from dozens of chafing dishes, softening the edges of the brick buildings and making the sunlight seem holy. Elderly sisters in aprons over their habits moved with the quiet efficiency of culinary angels, ladling lo mein, blessing spring rolls, and aggressively defending the last of the potstickers. A large, lovingly handwritten sign proclaimed:

      ALL PROCEEDS BENEFIT OUR YOUTH KARATE OUTREACH PROGRAM (NO SEMI-CONTACT ON HOLY DAYS)

      Mercy grabbed a paper plate, exchanged a series of silent, meaningful nods with the kitchen crew — a language of raised eyebrows and slight tilts of the head that conveyed volumes about soy sauce levels and the spiritual state of the egg rolls — and dug into a generous serving of sesame tofu. She had almost made it to the dessert table, her mind pleasantly occupied by the promise of lychee gelatin, when Sister Regina Marie — a woman built like a retired linebacker and possessing the subtlety of a foghorn — materialized before her. Sister Regina was the self-appointed sheriff of the buffet, her spatula her badge.

      “You,” Regina declared, shoving a single, cellophane-wrapped fortune cookie into Mercy’s hand. “Eat. You look pale.”

      Mercy raised one impeccable eyebrow. She never looked pale. Her complexion was the stuff of convent legend: half fine porcelain, half divine intimidation, with a touch of Irish windburn.

      “Eat,” Regina repeated, leaving no room for theological debate, and punctuated her command with a gentle jab to Mercy’s sternum.

      With a sigh that was more ritual than protest, Mercy cracked the cookie open. The shell shattered with a dry, hollow sound. She uncurled the slip of paper within.

      The words, printed in a stark, generic font, seemed to vibrate in her palm:

      RETURN, WIMPLED ONE. THE ABBOT RISES.

      She blinked. Once. Twice. Around her, the world seemed to recalibrate. A sudden wind rustled the long, fluttering banner over the buffet table. A metal spoon clattered to the asphalt somewhere behind her. The entire scene — the steaming trays, the chattering sisters, the cloudless sky — seemed to tilt to a reverent, unnerving forty-five-degree angle.

      Sister Regina frowned, squinting at the paper. “Is it one of those horoscope ones? Mine said I’d meet a mysterious stranger, but it was just Father O’Malley trying to sell me Vatican Fire Insurance again. I told him my soul is already flame-retardant.”

      Mercy didn’t answer. Her fingers tightened around the fortune, the paper crinkling like a dying leaf.

      Her eyes scanned the crowd. And there, across the lot, moving with a silence that seemed to absorb the very noise around him, was a figure. A man in saffron robes stood by the dumpling trays, refilling his plate with the detached, preternatural tranquility of someone who knew, with absolute certainty, how to dispatch ten assailants using only a bamboo skewer and a deep sense of inner peace. His shaved head gleamed under the sun like a polished river stone. The wooden mala beads around his wrist clicked together with a sound like distant, approaching thunder.

      A Buddhist monk. Here?

      As if feeling the weight of her gaze, he glanced up. His eyes — dark, still, and impossibly deep — met hers. Then he gave her an almost imperceptible bow. It wasn't respectful. It was… recognizing. The nod of a duelist catching sight of his match across a crowded field.

      Mercy inhaled sharply, the scent of sesame oil and impending doom filling her lungs.

      The monk vanished. Not in a puff of smoke or a flash of light — he simply took a step behind the formidable bulk of Sister Beatrice, who was arguing with a vegan about the sanctity of fish sauce, and somehow did not emerge on the other side.

      Mercy folded the fortune paper into a tiny, tight square, tucked it into the sleeve of her habit, and exhaled a long, slow breath through her nose. It was the nun equivalent of “well, damn.”

      The Abbot. Crimson.

      He’d found her.

      As she left the charity bustle behind, Mercy paused by the bus stop bench just outside the parking lot. Tied to it with what appeared to be several interlinked rosaries sat one of the robbers from the morning, looking thoroughly miserable. The other dangled by his ankles from a low tree branch nearby, having “lost his balance” in what the few witnesses would later describe in their police statements as “a weird but somehow spiritual way.”

      Mercy gave them both a slow, solemn nod — less of a greeting, more a gesture of encouragement for their ongoing journey toward better life choices. Then she turned and walked away, her black habit fluttering in the breeze like the wings of a very patient, very judgmental angel.

      She had to return to the convent. Whether they wanted her back or not.

      And judging by the cryptic warning, the saffron-robed shadow, and the peculiar tilt of the world? They definitely wouldn't want what came next.
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      The Convent of Saint Bartholomew's Home for the Righteously Indignant did not so much welcome visitors as it evaluated them for tactical weaknesses and spiritual deficiencies. It loomed against the late afternoon sky like a fortress designed by a committee of paranoid architects who hadn't agreed on anything in four centuries, resulting in a jumble of Gothic spires, Baroque flourishes, and suspiciously reinforced flying buttresses that looked capable of repelling a small siege.

      Perched atop a hill notorious for its questionable landscaping choices, the convent was ringed by hedges trimmed into the shapes of famous saints, all of whom appeared to be in varying states of vague, leafy disappointment with the world below. Anyone approaching the front gate was forced to walk beneath a weathered stone arch engraved with the convent's founding motto:

      WE MEAN WELL. MOSTLY.

      Sister Mary Mercy paused at the wrought-iron gate, her fingers tightening briefly on the strap of her small, unadorned bag. The air here was different — thicker, cooler, and humming with a latent energy that smelled of old incense, stone dust, and the faint, ever-present odor of righteous indignation. It had been years.

      A motion sensor, cunningly disguised as the pupil of a stone cherub's eye, flicked on with a soft click. The cherub's face, frozen in a expression of dubious innocence, whirred slightly as a tiny camera lens emerged from its marble iris. It scanned her face with a thin red laser line.

      The cherub's stone mouth opened on a small hinge. A synthesized, slightly tinny voice issued forth.

      “Identify yourself, sinner.”

      Mercy raised a single, unimpressed eyebrow. The camera lens zoomed in, focusing on her features with mechanical precision. There was a pause filled with the sound of whirring gears and, possibly, divine judgment being processed.

      The cherub squinted its stone eyes. The voice changed, dropping the formality for something more familiar and slightly flustered.

      “Oh. Hey, Mercy. Wow. Uh… you look good. Have you been working out? Never mind, of course you have. Gate unlocked. And, you know, welcome back. Try not to break anything important this time.”

      With a series of grinding clanks and metallic groans, the heavy gate began to swing inward. The sound it made was unmistakable: exactly like a haunted wardrobe trying, and failing, to clear its throat.

      She had taken precisely three steps onto the worn flagstone path when a black-and-grey blur shot from the shadow of a gargoyle with the velocity of a cannonball. Sister Agnes “The Anvil”  —  the convent’s head of security, chief enforcer, and resident human battering ram  —  impacted Mercy with the force of a small, devout freight train.

      Agnes stood barely five feet tall but was a solid five feet wide, a geometric marvel of a woman built entirely from equal parts Catholic guilt, unshakable faith, and what the sisters suspected (but could never prove) was an alarming quantity of unlicensed protein powder. She grabbed Mercy in a crushing bear hug that compressed ribs and challenged the structural integrity of several holy medals pinned to Mercy's habit.

      “MERCY!” she boomed, her voice echoing off the courtyard walls. She lifted Mercy clean off the ground as if she were a sack of particularly pious feathers. “You’re back! We all thought you were dead! Or worse  —  Episcopalian!”

      Mercy’s feet dangled. She issued a small, dignified grunt — the internationally recognized nun-signal for please release me before my spine becomes an offertory plate.

      Agnes dropped her, landing her neatly on the stones. The larger nun wiped a sudden, surprising tear from her eye with a fist the size of a canned ham. “Sorry. I get emotional when the family’s all together. And also when I bench-press the confessional. NOVICE LILY!” she roared, turning her head toward the main doors. “SHE’S HERE!”

      A second blur, this one smaller and trailing frayed hemline, shot down the hallway at approximately twenty miles per hour. Novice Lily, the convent’s youngest and most enthusiastic member, skidded to a stop in front of Mercy, her face alight with pure, unadulterated awe. Her habit was two sizes too big, pooling around her ankles, and she wore a pair of combat boots that were three sizes too large, giving her the appearance of a devout, waddling penguin.

      “Sister Mary Mercy!” she squealed, her voice cracking with reverence. “OH MY GOSH. I’ve read ALL your classified files! I memorized your whole disciplinary record! The incident with the holy water sprinkler and the paintball tournament! The ‘unauthorized exorcism’ of the vending machine! You’re my HERO!”

      Mercy stared at the young novice, her expression a masterpiece of impassive silence. Lily simply beamed harder, as if trying to communicate through sheer radiant admiration.

      Sister Agnes facepalmed with a sound like a slab of meat hitting a countertop.

      It was at this moment of perfect, awkward silence that Father Seamus O’Malley chose to make his entrance. He burst through a side door with the kinetic energy of a man who had recently consumed eight espressos and survived a near-death experience simultaneously. Over his clerical collar, he wore a slightly stained white lab coat because, as he often explained to anyone who would listen, it “set the tone for divinely-inspired innovation.” Behind him trundled a precarious rolling cart piled high with half-finished gadgets, several of which were emitting small sparks and suspicious beeps.

      “Mercy!” he cried, sweeping into a dramatic, low bow that caused his glasses to slide to the end of his nose and nearly toppled him into a box of whirring, prototype Communion-wafer delivery drones. “Fáilte abhaile! Welcome back to the Lord’s most heavily armed, mystically fortified, and oddly humid convent! Tell me you brought it back. Did you bring back the boomerang? That thing still decapitates demonstration chickens at twenty yards with a sound like a choir of angry angels!”

      Without a word, Mercy reached into the deep sleeve of her habit. Her hand emerged holding a sleek, dark object. It was a boomerang, but its shape was unmistakably that of a crucifix, the crossbeam sharpened to a wicked edge. The polished wood seemed to drink in the light.

      A collective, instinctive step backwards was taken by everyone in the vicinity.

      “Good,” O’Malley said, mopping his brow with a handkerchief that smelled faintly of solder and sacramental wine. “Good. Intact. That’s… very good. And only mildly heretical in its aerodynamic principles. Splendid.”

      They moved as a group through the convent’s grand hall — a long, echoing cavern of a corridor lined with portraits of former Mother Superiors. Each painting depicted a woman of severe bearing and judgmental gaze, all of whom looked as though they had died mid-scolding a particularly dim-witted sinner. As the party passed, one portrait’s painted eyes tracked their progress with unnerving precision. Another shook its head on its canvas with a faint rustle, its expression one of profound disappointment at Mercy’s return.

      Finally, they entered the heart of the operation: the War Room.

      This was not a chapel, though it had a certain religious aesthetic. It was the strategic nerve center where the Sisters of Perpetual Enforcement planned missions, cataloged recovered relics of dubious provenance, and argued with passionate intensity over the finer points of Vatican-sanctioned combat regulations. A giant corkboard dominated one wall, plastered with maps, photographs, and operation plans labeled with a mix of liturgical precision and sheer whimsy:

      OPERATION SMITEY MCSMITEFACE.

      PROJECT KNEE-CAPPING FOR CHRIST.

      THE GREAT FUNDRAISER BAKE-OFF ESPIONAGE SCANDAL (DO NOT DISCUSS – SERIOUSLY, MARJORIE WILL KNOW).

      At the center of the room, standing before a massive oak table strewn with scrolls and satellite images, was Sister Superior Marjorie. She was a woman carved from granite and sharpened by decades of administrative warfare. Her reading glasses were perched at the very tip of her nose, and her expression was one of stone-carved authority, layered with a fine patina of mild, perpetual disapproval.

      “Mary Mercy,” she said. Her voice was not loud, but it cut through the room’s ambient noise like a scalpel made of ice. “You return in a time of great danger. How… convenient.”

      Mercy bowed her head in a gesture that was both submission and silent rebuttal.

      “You were disgraced. Exiled,” Marjorie continued, pacing slowly around the table, her gaze never leaving Mercy. “Accused of the unforgivable sin of… unauthorized miracles.”

      From the back of the group, Novice Lily couldn’t contain herself. She whispered, but in the silent room, it carried like a shout. “She made a statue of the Blessed Virgin cry espresso! It was AMAZING. The sisters used it for their morning pick-me-up for a week!”

      Marjorie’s ruler came down on the table with a crack that made the chalices rattle. “It was unapproved! And it was lightly caffeinated, which is a liturgical gray area at best! The point,” she said, recovering her composure with a sharp inhale, “is that we did not part on the best of terms. Yet, here you stand.”

      She stopped directly in front of Mercy. “We need you.”

      The words hung in the air, heavy and unwelcome.

      “Abbot Crimson has resurfaced,” Marjorie stated. “His disciples have been sighted. They are moving. They have infiltrated territories and institutions we once considered… ours.”

      Mercy stiffened. The name was a cold stone in her gut.

      “The Buddhists?” Agnes gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “HERE?! Why? What did we do? Did we offend them? Did Lily say something weird at the interfaith picnic again?!”

      “I only said they look really peaceful for people who can probably punch through a stone wall!” Lily protested, her voice rising in pitch. “It was a compliment!”

      “Silence,” Marjorie commanded. She nodded to Father O’Malley.

      The priest scurried forward and unrolled a large, crackling map onto the main table. It was no ordinary map. As it settled, tiny, intricately folded paper figures — each wearing a saffron robe — began to move across its surface in a serene, coordinated march, like a battalion of origami soldiers.

      “These,” O’Malley explained, pointing with a trembling, grease-stained finger, “are Crimson’s known factions, triangulated via celestial alignment and very good Wi-Fi snooping. The Cerulean Silence. The Indigo Lightning. And his personal guard, the Crimson Path. Their footwork? Impeccable. Their spiritual discipline? Terrifying. Their color-coordination? A logistical nightmare to track in autumn.”

      He poked one of the paper monks. It performed a flawless, silent backflip before resuming its march.

      Agnes crossed herself vigorously. “Blasphemy.”

      “No, that’s just advanced origami and very clever magnets,” O’Malley corrected. “The blasphemy is what they’re after. Intelligence suggests they are actively assembling the component parts of the Reliquary of Saint Kineticus.”

      A hushed, dreadful silence fell over the room. Even the portraits seemed to lean in to listen.

      “If Crimson unlocks the Reliquary’s power before we do,” O’Malley whispered, “we’re not just doomed. We’re… stilled. Trapped in a moment of perfect, eternal stillness. A theological traffic jam of the soul.”

      Lily tentatively raised her hand. “Question: If, like, time stops and everything goes all quiet and motionless… do we still have to go to morning mass?”

      “Yes,” Marjorie snapped without looking at her. “Now focus on the impending cosmic catastrophe, if you please.”

      All eyes turned to Mercy, standing motionless in the center of the room. The weight of their expectation was a physical pressure.

      Marjorie let out a long, weary sigh, the sound of institutional pride swallowing itself. “As much as it pains me to admit it… as much as it goes against every memo I have ever filed about you… we need you back, Mercy. There is a prophecy.”

      Mercy’s eyes flicked up.

      “An inconvenient, annoyingly specific one,” Marjorie continued, waving a hand dismissively. “The one I burned, twice, and then tried to use as a coaster for my tea before it kept righting itself. It claims the ‘Wimpled One’ — and don’t look at me like that, I didn’t choose the phrasing — is destined to be the one to stop the Abbot’s rise.”

      Mercy inhaled slowly, a deep, centering breath. Then, with deliberate calm, she reached into her sleeve. She pulled out the small, crumpled slip of paper from the fortune cookie. She unfolded it, smoothed it once against her palm, and placed it gently in the very center of the tactical map, right on top of a paper monk who was attempting a lotus position.

      Marjorie leaned over, peering through her glasses. She read the words.

      RETURN, WIMPLED ONE. THE ABBOT RISES.

      All color drained from her face. The stern, unflappable authority melted into something raw and alarmed. “Oh, sweet saints preserve us,” she whispered, the words barely audible. “He’s already found you. He knows you’re here.”

      The reaction was instantaneous. Agnes, operating on pure combat instinct, grabbed a nearby folding chair and snapped it in half over her knee with a sound like a thunderclap. Lily squealed, a mix of terror and delight. Father O’Malley let out a soft “oh dear” and pitched forward, hitting the stone floor in a faint, surrounded by a clatter of rolling screwdrivers and mystic diodes.

      And in the middle of the chaos, Sister Mary Mercy stood perfectly still and silent. Her black habit seemed to stir in a non-existent breeze, fluttering about her as if caught in the draft of a dramatic wind machine — the kind that only switches on when the music swells and destiny tightens its grip.

      She bowed her head once more, not in submission now, but in grim acceptance.

      She was back.

      And somewhere out there in the gathering twilight, amid the rustle of saffron robes and the click of mala beads, the Abbot was waiting.
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      The Hall of Silent Screams was not, technically, haunted. The convent's insurance adjuster had been very clear on this point after his last visit, which had ended with him signing a generous donation pledge while weeping softly into his clipboard. Technically, it was merely a training hall with an unfortunate name and a pervasive atmospheric quirk.

      It did, however, contain a lingering, almost palpable sense of sorrow — the kind that clung to the stones like morning dew. The air carried the faint, permanent scent of sandalwood incense, old sweat, and the particular mustiness of well-punched prayer mats. And if, at three in the morning, you sometimes heard the faint, spectral echo of a voice whispering, "Ow, my pancreas," everyone agreed that was just Sister Bernadette, who was prone to sleepwalking and attempting tai chi sequences in her dreams, often with calamitous anatomical results.
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