

    
        
          The Arch In The Mountain

        

        
        
          Simon Rudd

        

        
          Published by Simon Rudd, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ARCH IN THE MOUNTAIN

    

    
      First edition. April 22, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Simon Rudd.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235736955

    

    
    
      Written by Simon Rudd.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Simon Rudd

	    

      
	    
          
	      Blackwater Quay Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Hexes & Hardcovers

          
        
          
	          Margins & Malice

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Sathenvale Records

          
        
          
	          A Narrow Frequency

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Antique Mourning Shop

          
        
          
	          The Night Gardener of St. Edda

          
        
          
	          The Sea Glass Girls

          
        
          
	          The Arch In The Mountain

          
        
          
	          The Archivist of the Abyss

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Simon Rudd

Dedication

Chapter 1 — The Road to the Pass

Chapter 2 — The Party Assembles

Chapter 3 — Valley Warnings

Chapter 4 — Ascent

Chapter 5 — Camp Below the Arch

Chapter 6 — Beneath the Stone

Chapter 7 — Alteration

Chapter 8 — The Site

Chapter 9 — The First Impossible Knowledge

Chapter 10 — The Fragment

Chapter 11 — The Group Divides

Chapter 12 — No Clean Passage Back

Chapter 13 — The Names Begin

Chapter 14 — The Wrong Burden

Chapter 15 — Brother Cian

Chapter 16 — Snow Closure

Chapter 17 — Field Record

Chapter 18 — The Inventory of the Dead

Chapter 19 — Sabine’s Claim

Chapter 20 — Liora Without a Name

Chapter 21 — The Photographs

Chapter 22 — Orren’s Shadow

Chapter 23 — A Voice in the Snow

Chapter 24 — The Modern Echo

Chapter 25 — The Lowering Sky

Chapter 26 — Do Not Break the Line

Chapter 27 — The Cost of Refusal

Chapter 28 — The Fair Copy

Chapter 29 — Back Among Doors

Chapter 30 — What the Warm Tries to Do

Chapter 31 — The Hand That Corrected

Chapter 32 — The Wrong Woman

Chapter 33 — The Handoff

Chapter 34 — The Father’s Name

Chapter 35 — The Name Underneath

Chapter 36 — Restore Only What Survives

Chapter 37 — What Can Be Said

Chapter 38 — The Cleaner Lie

Chapter 39 — The Door Opens

Further Reading: The Sea Glass Girls

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Claire

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1 — The Road to the Pass
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The driver had the radio on so low it was less music than interference, a thin thread of accordion and static that came and went with the turns. Seren Sorel sat in the back of the hired car with her bag beside her and the expedition folder open on her lap, though she had stopped reading it twenty minutes earlier. The papers shifted each time the tires found a rut in the road. Every so often she put a hand on them to keep them from sliding, not because it mattered, but because it gave her a small practical task.

Outside, the valley had narrowed without her quite noticing when it happened. The land below was gone now, folded away behind dark fir and wet rock, and the road kept lifting, tracing the mountain’s side in a patient line that seemed older than engineering. Snow still held in the shadows where the sun couldn’t reach. Meltwater crossed the tarmac in narrow silver threads. The light had that hard alpine quality that flattened distance until everything looked both near and unattainable.

In the folder, beneath the logistics sheets and the permit copy and the inventory templates Greta Valez had already prepared, there was a summary of the site written in language so carefully neutral that Seren distrusted it on sight. Seasonal access window. Possible penitential deposit. Recoverable devotional material at risk from thaw destabilization. Ecclesiastical relevance pending examination. She had read versions of that tone all her adult life: language made to sound modest and exact while leaving just enough room for importance to glow behind it.

A lost penitential cache in a remote pass. Possible relic matter. Late medieval route markers. It was exactly the kind of thing that, five years ago, would have arrived in her inbox addressed with warmth. Delighted to have your eye on this. No one had been delighted now. The email from the foundation had been polite, restrained, and faintly embarrassed by its own existence. Given your prior work on alpine devotional routes, your expertise may prove useful in interpretive assessment.

Useful. Not trusted. Not welcomed. Useful.

She let the folder close.

The driver glanced at her in the mirror. He was a heavy-lidded man in a navy sweater with a mountain rescue sticker peeling from the dashboard. They had exchanged no more than ten sentences since the station. He had asked if she wanted the heater higher. She had said no. He had asked if she was with the church people or the museum people. She had said neither exactly. After that he had confined himself to driving and to the occasional small sound in his throat when the road narrowed more than he liked.

They rounded a bend, and for a second the mountain opened.

It was there.

Not close. Not even properly clear. Just a dark interruption high above the road where the stone broke against the sky in the shape of an opening too deliberate to be accidental. The arch sat between two shoulders of rock with old snow gathered in the lee of it, and though Seren knew perfectly well that distance and angle were distorting the scale, her first thought was not of geology or age or route logic.

It was that it looked like something meant to be passed through.

Her hand tightened once on the folder. Then the road turned again and it was gone behind the slope.

“Was that it?” she asked.

The driver kept his eyes ahead. “The arch?”

She did not answer quickly enough for the pause to feel casual.

“Yes.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “You’ll see more of it where you’re going.”

The tone was not dramatic. That was what made it land. He sounded like a man saying the weather would worsen higher up.

Seren looked back at the blank side window, where only wet stone and fir were visible now. She was annoyed by the small quickening in her chest. The thing was a rock formation on a pilgrimage route. It mattered because human beings had given it meaning and then recorded that meaning badly, not because the opening itself possessed intention. She had spent enough years pushing against superstition disguised as scholarship to distrust her own nerves when they tried to romanticize a place before she had even stepped into it.

Still, she opened the folder again, this time to the printed email.

Dr. Sorel,

We understand the circumstances are not ideal, but your published work on penitential movement through mountain shrines remains relevant to the site in question. We would be grateful for your presence during the initial recovery window.

Grateful for your presence. Useful, again, in a better coat.

She had almost deleted it when it arrived.

That morning came back to her now in fragments: rain needling the kitchen window in Portsmouth, the mug going cold by her hand, the message open on the screen while she stood with one shoulder against the counter pretending she needed time to think. What she had needed was time to imagine not going. To imagine another month of consultancy scraps, guest lectures to rooms that knew the scandal before they knew her work, the particular quiet of a career not ended outright but narrowed into antechambers and side doors.

She had once been invited to lead digs, not interpret them after other people had secured funding.

The forged fragments had taken care of that.

Officially, she had authenticated a devotional cache later proved false. The public version of the story was straightforward enough to fit into the kind of article people sent each other with the word astonishing attached. Rising specialist embarrassed by basic failure of judgment. Institutional review follows. Questions raised about peer culture and prestige incentives. There had been quotes from people who had never liked her, and worse, pity from people who had.

What none of them had known—what she had never said in language she could not immediately qualify—was that there had been a moment, only one, when she had seen something in the fragments that did not sit right. A compression in the hand, an inconsistency of devotional formula, a detail small enough to dismiss and large enough to trouble. She had looked at it, understood that to press harder was to risk the whole discovery, and told herself the better version of the story would survive scrutiny.

She had not invented a fraud. She had done more ordinary and harder to forgive. She had let hope lean on judgment until judgment gave way.

The driver braked lightly for another turn.

Ahead, the road descended a little into a cluster of stone buildings gathered around a church tower that looked too square and old for the village around it. Slate roofs shone with melt. A narrow bridge crossed a torrent gone white with thaw water. Smoke lifted from two chimneys and lay flat beneath the light. It was not much of a settlement, more a place left behind by larger maps, but it had the compact air of somewhere that had learned to keep itself through winters.

“This is you,” the driver said.

He pulled up outside an inn or guesthouse that might once have been a farmhouse. The sign above the door had lost part of its lettering to weather. A row of iron hooks stood by the wall for packs and poles. Seren could see, through the wavering glass, a dining room with three tables laid and no one sitting at them.

She paid him, added more than she meant to, and took her bag.

As he handed her the smaller case from the boot, he said, “They’re using the parish hall for the briefing.”

“Who?”

He looked at her like the question were foolish. “The ones going up.”

“Of course.”

He shut the boot. For a moment he might say another thing. Instead he stepped back, gave a short nod that acknowledged neither friendliness nor dislike, and got back into the car.

Before he closed the door, he said, “If they ask you local things, they won’t get many answers.”

“Why not?”

Now he did look at her fully. “Because people live here.”

Then he drove off over the bridge and away down the road she had come by.

Seren stood a moment with her bag in one hand and the file in the other. The air smelled of woodsmoke, wet stone, and cold water. Somewhere close by, though she couldn’t yet see it, a bell gave a dull single strike, not the hour exactly, more like a test of metal. On the opposite side of the lane, two elderly women who had been talking beneath an overhang went quiet when they noticed her looking.

She gave the small polite nod strangers give in villages where strangers are measurable. One of the women returned it. The other touched two fingers briefly to the front of her coat, not a blessing quite, more an old habit with religious bones inside it, and turned her head away.

Seren would have told herself she imagined the timing if it had not happened so plainly.

She carried her bag into the inn.

The woman behind the desk had a ledger open and a cardigan buttoned wrong by one hole. She asked Seren’s name, found it on the page, and passed over a key attached to a carved bit of wood polished dark by use. Her manner was courteous, but not curious. That, more than open scrutiny, made Seren aware of herself as an arrival connected to something already discussed by others.

“Parish hall?” Seren asked.

The woman nodded. “Half an hour.”

“Thank you.”

“Evening meal at seven, if you’re back.”

If. Seren smiled.

She took the narrow stairs, left her bag in a room with a sloped ceiling and one small window, washed her hands in water that ran iron-cold before warming, and stood for longer than necessary looking at herself in the mirror above the basin.

She looked tired. That was not news. Tiredness had settled into the structure of her face over the last few years, not dramatically, just enough to sharpen everything. Dark hair pinned back without care. Skin made paler by archive light and poor sleep. The old scar across her right knuckle, white and thin, where a piece of stone had slipped while she was working beside her father in a church workshop when she was thirteen.

The thought of him entered the room without warning, as it often did when stone and cold were involved.

Not the worst of it. Not the hospital corridor or the call she had taken too late or the bitter last season of distance when every conversation with him seemed to carry the weight of older ones beneath it. Just his hands, broad and dry with lime dust worked into the lines, lifting a carved fragment and turning it toward the light to show her where the old tool marks sat beneath later damage.

You look for what doesn’t belong, he had said.

She shut her eyes once, briefly, and opened them again.

Below, a door closed. Voices crossed the yard. Somewhere a vehicle engine started and stopped.

She took her coat and went back outside.

The village was smaller than it had seemed from the road. One lane climbed toward the church. Another ran toward a storehouse and ended at the water. There were devotional traces everywhere if you knew how to see them: a niche emptied of its figure above one doorway, a weather-softened cross carved into a lintel, a painted tile nearly lost beneath lichen. Not a pious display. Residue. The sort of remnants communities stop noticing precisely because they have never entirely ceased to live among them.

The parish hall stood beside the church with its windows reflecting the pale afternoon. A light was on inside. She could go in now. Meet the others. Begin the careful work of being competent enough to justify being present and unremarkable enough not to invite whatever private calculations they had all made when her name appeared on the expedition list.

Instead she kept walking past the churchyard wall to where the lane turned and the land opened again.

From there she could see the upper valley and, higher still, the black geometry of the pass.

The arch was clearer now, though the light was flattening fast. It sat in the mountain like an omission in a sentence, a piece removed so precisely that the remaining shape became more forceful than the missing piece. Below it the slopes were banded with old snow and exposed rock. One line among them might once have been the route. She could not yet tell. Distance reduced everything to form.

There was no reason, standing there, that she should have felt watched.

No movement. No figure. No trick of sunlight through the opening. Only stone, weather, altitude.

Yet the sensation came cleanly enough that she took a step without deciding to.

It annoyed her. She knew the mind’s susceptibility to arrangement, scale, narrative pressure. A place with reputation invited response. A scholar of sacred landscapes was more vulnerable to that than anyone. She could have written a measured article on threshold structures and projected intention. She nearly did so in her head out of self-defense.

Then from somewhere behind her, two men coming down the lane fell quiet as they passed.

One of them said, after they had gone a few steps beyond, “Tomorrow?”

The other answered too low for her to catch.

The first said, a little more clearly, “If they go that way.”

The second made a sound, not quite a laugh.

Neither looked back.

Seren stayed where she was until the cold found the gap at her wrist and worked inward. Above, the arch darkened as the sky behind it thinned toward evening.

It was absurd, she told herself, to stand in a village lane and feel as though a hole in a mountain had taken notice of her existence.

Absurd, and undeniable.

At last she turned toward the church and the lit windows of the hall.

Behind her, high in the failing light, the opening in the stone remained where it had been for centuries, waiting for weather and bodies and the stories people forced through both. But as she walked away, file tucked under her arm, Seren carried with her the distinct and unwelcome sense that arrival had not been a one-sided act.

The mountain, somehow, had registered hers.
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​Chapter 2 — The Party Assembles

[image: ]


The parish hall had once been a schoolroom or storeroom before it settled into its present life of meetings, funeral teas, and winter committees. It smelled faintly of damp wool, floor polish, and old paper. The radiators were on, though not enough to overcome the cold gathered in the stone. At the far end of the room, beneath a noticeboard crowded with curling announcements and a faded harvest poster, two folding tables had been pushed together and covered with maps, clipped forms, and a row of labelled supply crates.

Seren stopped just inside the door long enough for the room to register her.

Six people were already there.

The woman nearest the crates looked up first. Mid-fifties, broad-shouldered, hair cut short for convenience rather than style, dressed in field layers whose expense lay in function and not in appearance. Her face had the settled look of someone who had spent years being the only competent person in rooms full of confidence. She glanced once at Seren’s face, once at the folder under her arm, and said, “Sorel?”

“Yes.”

“Greta Valez.” She came around the corner of the table and offered a dry, brisk hand. “Foundation operations. Logistics, permissions, transfers, insurance, arguments with everyone who thinks forms are an insult to genius.”

There was no invitation in the tone, but there was no malice either. Seren liked her slightly on sight, which she had learned to distrust.

“Good to meet you,” she said.

Greta’s mouth moved in a shape that might have become a smile in better weather or another decade. “We’ll see.”

To Greta’s left, leaning over the large topographic map with one hand flat on the table, stood a man Seren recognized from the brief attached to the expedition file: Father Lucian Vey. He looked up with a kind of composed attentiveness that made even the simple act of greeting feel deliberate. He was thinner than his photo had suggested, with a weathered face, silver at the temples, and a stillness that did not read as passivity so much as care under discipline.

“Dr. Sorel,” he said.

“Seren is fine.”

“Then Seren.” His handshake was lighter than Greta’s but firmer than she expected. “Lucian Vey. Thank you for coming.”

It was the first thing anyone had said all day that resembled welcome. Coming from someone in a clerical collar, however soft and worn, it made her wary rather than comforted.

At the window stood Tomas Elard, the documentarian. He had a camera strap looped loosely around his wrist though he was not using it, which struck Seren as either affectation or instinct so ingrained it had become posture. He was younger than she had expected, late twenties perhaps, tall, easy in himself in a way that could read as charm or calculation depending on the light. His face was open until it wasn’t. He nodded to her with practiced quickness.

“I’ve seen your papers on route shrines,” he said. “The early ones.”

There was kind about the qualifier. She could not decide whether he had meant it that way.

“Then you’ve read older work than most people trouble themselves to.”

“That’s usually where the useful damage is.”

He said it lightly, but the line sat between them with more intent than the tone justified. Before she could answer, another voice cut across the room.

“Useful damage is one way to phrase it.”

Sabine Orlac had been at the far table, half obscured by an open metal case lined with archival tissue and foam compartments. She straightened and removed her gloves with measured fingers before turning fully toward Seren.

For one untidy second the years fell away. Conservation lab light. Coffee gone cold on a windowsill. Sabine laughing once, unexpectedly, over a chipped pilgrim badge and then becoming serious again when the work resumed. They had not been friends exactly, but there had been a period when admiration and rivalry had not yet chosen different names.

Now Sabine looked as she always had when trying hardest not to show effort: immaculate in function, composed to the point of severity, dark hair drawn back cleanly, field jacket zipped almost to the throat. Her face had lost none of its elegance. It had gained a precision that made warmth seem like a concession she granted rarely and only on advantage.

“Seren,” she said.

“Sabine.”

Neither moved at first, which Greta, who noticed everything, certainly noticed now. Then Sabine crossed the space and offered her hand. The touch was correct in every dimension and absolutely empty of spontaneity.

“I wasn’t certain you’d accept,” Sabine said.

“No?”

“Mountain conditions, reputational discomfort, ecclesiastical oversight.” One shoulder moved. “A number of factors.”

Seren met her eyes. “And yet here I am.”

“Yes,” Sabine said. “You are.”

The pause that followed had edges.

Someone rescued it, though not gracefully.

“Dr. Sorel—sorry, Seren—here, let me take that.”

Ansel Rume had hurried from the side table where notebooks, pencils, and two handheld recorders had been set out in neat rows. He was thinner than Seren remembered from their last term together, which in his case made him look both younger and more strained. His hair needed cutting. He had the overprepared air of someone who had already been useful twelve times that day and was braced to be useful thirteen.

“I’m fine,” Seren said, but he had already reached for the folder.

She let him take it because withdrawing it would have been clumsier.

“You got in all right?” he asked. “The road wasn’t blocked? Greta thought if the melt came down early the upper bend might—”

“It was passable.”

“Good. Good.”

He set the folder beside the notebooks, then lookedit, and instead adjusted the alignment of a pencil by less than a finger’s width.

At the door, a gust of colder air announced the final member of the party before he spoke.

Ivo Tern came in carrying two coils of rope over one shoulder and a crate against his hip. He set both down by the wall, stripped off his gloves with his teeth, and gave the room the kind of glance men in difficult places develop when they are tired of being surprised by other people’s poor decisions. Early forties perhaps. Dark beard gone rough with meltwater at the edges. Nose broken once and badly set. The mountain had worked on him until movement itself looked economical.

Greta said, “You took your time.”

“The shed key sticks.”

“You found a way through this unprecedented challenge.”

He ignored her and looked at Seren.

This, more than any of the other greetings, felt like being assessed in relation to the mountain rather than the work. She had the sense that he was not wondering whether she was intelligent, or even whether she was useful, but whether she understood that usefulness had limits where he spent his life.

“Tern,” he said at last.

“Sorel.”

His gaze flicked once to the folder, once to her boots, once to her face again. A practical inventory. Not flattering, but honest.

“Have you worked above snow line?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Recently?”

“Not enough to brag about.”

That might have earned the faintest shift in his expression. Not approval. Merely the removal of one small objection.

Greta clapped her hands once, not for attention exactly, but because she was not the kind of person who believed in waiting for atmospheres to settle themselves.

“Right,” she said. “Now we’re all here, we can stop orbiting and begin. Sit if you like, stand if you prefer, but listen either way.”

They gathered around the tables.

Greta took the head of them by pure force of practicality. Lucian remained near the map. Sabine stood opposite Seren and never once looked. Tomas leaned against the windowsill with his notebook balanced on one palm. Ivo stayed half outside the circle until Greta told him to get nearer if he intended to object to everything. Ansel hovered between Seren and the documents like a junior priest hoping to be useful at the altar.

Greta began without ceremony.

“The site window is narrower than expected,” she said. “The thaw line has moved upslope in the last five days and we’ve had two reports of surface slip on the eastern traverse. If we’re going to assess and recover anything before the shelf destabilizes, we need to move tomorrow morning and keep moving. This is not a leisurely heritage excursion. We have three working priorities.”

She touched the typed sheet in front of her with one blunt finger.

“First, access and safety. That’s Ivo’s terrain call and my final logistics call. If either of us says stop, we stop. Second, identification and stabilization of any material at the site. Sabine leads physical handling, Seren and Lucian take interpretive lead on devotional and penitential context, Ansel assists wherever he’s told, and Tomas records without obstructing. Third, documentation secure enough that if weather throws us off the mountain after one day, we still leave with a usable record and don’t spend the next six months listening to committees ask why we brought back twelve unlabeled bones and a story.”

Tomas lifted a hand slightly. “That exact wording on the official report would improve morale.”

Greta did not look at him. “You’re assuming you’ll be allowed near the official report.”

A few people smiled despite themselves. Sabine did not.

Greta spread the topographic sheet flatter. Contour lines crowded the page in brown loops. The route had been marked in pencil and red grease marker. One track zigzagged toward the pass from the valley side, then forked. Above the fork, a circle had been drawn around a point just east of the arch.

“This is the known approach,” she said. “This here was meant to be our preferred line to avoid going directly under the formation.”

“Formation,” Tomas murmured, nearly to himself.

Greta ignored that too. “We had a shepherd report three days ago that part of the upper traverse had gone soft. Ivo checked visually yesterday from lower ground but not close enough to trust. We reassess on the way up.”

“It’s bad,” Ivo said.

Greta gave him a look. “You don’t know that.”

“I know the winter we had.”

Lucian, who had been tracing the old route marks with one finger as Greta spoke, said quietly, “The original penitential path went beneath the arch.”

Ivo’s mouth flattened.

Sabine said, “The original penitential path was built around ritual significance, not erosion science.”

Lucian inclined his head. “Of course.”

Seren looked down at the map. The old route notation was faint, copied in a different hand from the modern lines. There were three waymarkers indicated before the pass, possibly shrines, or stations of devotional pause. Her pulse lifted despite herself. Even now, even after everything, a half-erased sacred geography could still catch her mind the way other people caught fire from music.

“It aligns with the surviving references,” she said. “The threshold crossing seems to have been the formal transition point before descent. Not arrival exactly. More... passage into a different moral state.”

She heard the academic cadence in her own voice and hated it. Yet Lucian glanced at her with quick interest rather than impatience.

“Yes,” he said. “That is how the language reads.”

Sabine folded her gloves with narrow precision. “Provided the language wasn’t elaborated later for effect.”

“Everything was elaborated later for effect,” Seren said. “That doesn’t make the original structure imaginary.”

A beat.

Greta said, “Good. We’re quarreling already. Saves time tomorrow.”

Ansel, who had been taking notes at alarming speed, said, “There are also the local references to altered return.”

The room shifted slightly around that.

Greta looked at him. “The local references to what?”

He glanced at Seren first, then at Lucian. Fragmentary. The wording varies. Disordered recollection. Changed in memory. One nineteenth-century collector glosses it as people coming back ‘wrong in mind,’ but that’s probably sensationalized.”

“Probably,” Sabine said.

Lucian did not answer. “Earlier records are gentler,” he said. “More like disorientation after penitential crossing. Spiritual disturbance. Not madness.”

Ivo made a low sound in his throat that could have meant anything from disagreement to contempt.

Seren asked, “Do locals still use the route?”

No one answered immediately. It was striking, the way the quiet settled not just on the question but on the room itself.

At last Greta said, “Not unless they have to.”

“Because of the terrain,” Sabine said.

Ivo looked at her then, and Seren saw in his face what she had not seen before: not irritation, but the effort of not saying more than he intended.

“Because people don’t like it,” he said.

“That’s not an answer,” Tomas said.

“It’s the one you’re getting.”

Greta tapped the table. “Enough. Folk avoidance is noted. We still have a site and a timetable. Lucian?”

Lucian straightened slightly, not performing authority but accepting a portion of the room’s attention as if it were a thing with weight.

“The pass was part of a penitential route in at least one late medieval cycle,” he said. “Possibly earlier in informal use. Pilgrims crossed the arch before descending to the religious house below, now gone. The crossing appears to have marked a transition from ordinary travel into declared burden. That is, one named what one carried before passing under, and what followed was meant to be—”

He paused, searching for a word that would not sound ridiculous in a room full of plastic crates and topographic printouts.

“Purified?” Tomas offered.

“Not exactly.” Lucian’s expression shifted, apologetic. “Ordered, perhaps. Suffering placed in relation to grace.”

Sabine glanced toward the window. “Assuming the route was ever more than a regional theatre of piety.”

Lucian turned to her. “Even theatre leaves architecture behind.”

That was a better answer than Seren would have expected from a priest. She saw Sabine register it too, though only as a slight stillness.

Greta resumed command before the exchange could gather heat.

“Fine. It was sacred, it was theatrical, it was both. Tomorrow morning at seven we start up. Today’s remaining tasks are straightforward.” She pointed around the table. “Sabine, final handling kit review. Tomas, batteries, lenses, waterproofing. Ansel, duplicate note packs and route copies. Lucian, if there’s any site-specific church issue likely to become a problem later, tell me now rather than on the mountain. Seren, I need your eye on these copied route references and whether any of them suggest sheltered structure beyond the marked recess. Ivo—”

“If weather turns,” he said, cutting across her without force but with finality, “we don’t go under the arch.”

The room held.

Greta said, “If weather turns badly enough, we won’t go anywhere.”

Ivo did not move. “I mean it.”

Sabine exhaled once through her nose. “We all understand you take local stories seriously.”

Ivo turned to her so slowly it altered the air.

“This isn’t a story.”

No one spoke.

Seren became aware, in that pause, of the sound of meltwater outside the hall and the distant dry click of a radiator failing to heat metal evenly. Ansel’s pencil had stopped moving above the page. Tomas, for once, was not smiling.

Greta said, “Clarify.”

Ivo kept his eyes on Sabine a moment longer, then shifted them to the table, the map, the marked line beneath the arch.

“You can call it weather if you like,” he said. “Or bad ground. Or old fear. I don’t care what word helps. But if the only route left is under there, we turn back.”

Sabine crossed her arms. “On what authority?”

“Mine.”

“That is not how authority works.”

“It is on a mountain.”

Greta stepped in before the exchange could harden into open hostility. “No one is deciding tomorrow’s route today. We assess when we’re on it.”

“That’s already too late,” Ivo said.

Lucian said quietly, “Why?”

Ivo’s gaze went to him, then away. “Because some places don’t improve once you’ve committed to them.”

It was not the sort of sentence a practical man ought to have said. That made it more unsettling than anything more ornate might have been.

Sabine gave a small incredulous shake of the head and reached for her gloves.

Greta said, “Noted.”

The meeting dissolved not because it had ended cleanly but because everyone understood that further argument would only send the same points around the room again with sharper edges. People moved toward tasks with the brittle efficiency of those glad to have something material to touch.

Seren stayed where she was a moment, looking down at the map.

The red line beneath the arch seemed innocent enough on paper. A route, a contour, a practical possibility. Yet it had acquired, in the last few minutes, the charged quality of a sentence in a deposition where three people mean one thing and a fourth means a worse thing.

Ansel appeared at her elbow.

“I copied the valley references for you,” he said, offering a stapled bundle. “And the late devotional notes. Lucian said the variants matter.”

“Thank you.”

He handed them over, then said, in a lower voice, “I’m glad you came.”

The sincerity of it made her tired.

“Are you?”

“Yes.” He swallowed. “I mean, for the work. Obviously.”

“Obviously.”

He flushed, then attempted a recovery through usefulness. “Sabine’s already been through the handling protocols twice. Greta thinks she doesn’t trust the site team.”

“She doesn’t trust anyone.”

“I think she trusts herself.”

“That’s worse.”

He nearly laughed. Instead he glanced across the room, where Sabine was rechecking clasps on a transport case with the concentration of a woman handling explosives. “She asked if you still overread penitential texts,” he said, and then looked stricken as soon as the words were out.

Seren turned her head slowly. “Did she.”

“I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, you shouldn’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

She let him stand in it half a second, then took pity. “Did you tell her I’d improved?”

His startled relief was nearly boyish. “I said you were usually right in directions other people noticed too late.”

That. Was a dangerous thing for a former student to believe.

Across the room, Tomas lifted his camera, not to take a picture but to check some setting against the light. Even that casual motion felt observational in excess of need. Greta was already speaking to Lucian about access permissions and diocesan ownership contingencies in a tone suggesting the church’s claim to old stones was one more species of administrative weather. Ivo stood by the door pulling his gloves on again, his attention not on anyone present but on the light beyond the glass.

Seren gathered the copied pages and moved toward the side table to read.

One page held late transcriptions from a parish source. Another, references lifted from a nineteenth-century antiquarian survey with all the usual problems of embellishment and devotional appetite. She scanned quickly, locating what mattered.

Crossing made before descent. Burdens named. Recollection disordered in certain penitents. A phrase from one damaged line: and some returned altered in memory, though whether by grace or dread no witness could rightly say.

She felt Lucian step nearer before he spoke.

“The wording is unstable,” he said.

“Yes.”

“But old.”

“Yes.”

He folded his hands loosely behind his back. “You don’t seem like someone easily impressed by folklore.”

“I’m not.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

She looked up at him.

His face held no smugness, no priestly satisfaction at seeing through her. Only attention.

“What do I seem like?” she asked.

“Tired,” he said. “And unconvinced by the distinction between superstition and warning.”

Before she could answer, Ivo crossed the room, stopped two feet short of them, and said to no one in particular, “I’m checking the upper bend once more before dark.”

Greta, without looking up from her paperwork, said, “Try not to fall off it. Paperwork would multiply.”

He ignored her. His gaze went briefly to Seren, then to Lucian.

“If weather forces us under there,” he said, “we turn back.”

This time there was no challenge in Sabine’s voice, because Sabine was speaking to Tomas across the hall and not listening. No comic interruption from Greta. No smoothing phrase from Lucian.

Just Ivo, saying it again because repetition itself was part of the warning.

Seren said, “You really believe that.”

He pulled one glove tight by the wrist. “Believe what you like. Just hear me properly.”

Then he left.

The door shut behind him with a hard wooden sound that traveled through the room more deeply than it should have. For a moment no one spoke.

At last Greta said, to the paperwork and to the world in general, “I despise mountain men when they get mystical. It’s always just before dinner.”

Tomas laughed softly. Sabine did not. Lucian looked back down at the copied route notes. Ansel resumed writing with renewed fervour, as though the right arrangement of pencil marks might impose sense on everybody else’s instincts.

Seren stood very still.

Outside, through the imperfect glass, the last of the afternoon light had gone thinner and colder over the valley. High above the village, though the arch itself could not be seen from this angle, the pass lay somewhere in that paling distance with its old route, its disputed meaning, and whatever centuries had left there under stone and thaw.

If weather forces us under there, we turn back.

It was an absurd sentence, she told herself. A local prohibition dressed as field judgment. The sort of thing scholars and clergy and operations people would all translate into their own languages by morning.

And yet, as the room returned to the ordinary noises of preparation—paper shifting, buckles clicking, Greta swearing under her breath at a missing form—Seren felt the warning settle inside her with the unpleasant density of truth not yet proved.

By the time she left the hall for the inn and the thin warmth of her room, it had not lightened at all.
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​Chapter 3 — Valley Warnings
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The bells did not ring for the hour so much as test the weather before committing to it.

Seren heard them from her room while she was pinning her hair back with hands that still carried the chill of the basin water. Three slow notes, each one flattening into the valley air as if reluctant to travel far. By the third she had given up on sleep. The bed in the inn was narrow and clean and more than adequate. Her mind, unfortunately, had not accepted adequacy as a reason to settle.

She had gone over the copied route notes twice before lying down and once more after. The phrases remained the same however she arranged them: burden, passage, recollection, altered. One line in particular had lodged like a splinter.

...though whether by grace or dread no witness could rightly say.

The wording had the kind of instability she distrusted and respected in equal measure. Too poetic for pure record. Too awkward for invention without source. Somewhere beneath the nineteenth-century collector’s appetite for effect there was certainly an older line, or the cracked memory of one.

She took her coat, her notebook, and the copied pages and went back out into the cold.

The village in late afternoon had already drawn inward. Smoke pressed low over the roofs. A dog barked once from behind a wall and then thought better of it. The church stood above the lane with its square tower shouldering the sky like a block of weather-darkened bone. The parish hall next to it had gone black in the windows now the light inside was out. Seren climbed the rise toward the churchyard gate, boots wet on the stones, and let herself in.

The graves were old enough near the wall to have stopped pretending at legibility. Names had dissolved into lichen. Dates ended where frost and rain had eaten them away. Nearer the church door the stones were more recent and more practical, their lines cut deeper and their sentiments thinner. The building itself had been repaired so many times it wore its history in patches: older masonry at the base, eighteenth-century intervention around one window, a recent lead repair glinting dull near the nave roof.

The side door was unlocked.

Inside, the church held the day’s cold as if it had chosen to keep it. The air smelled of stone dust, old wood, and extinguished candles. There was no one in the nave. A pair of work gloves lay folded on the front pew. At the chancel step, a crate of cleaning materials had been pushed discreetly aside. The place was not picturesque. It was used, which was better.

Seren stood still long enough for her eyes to adjust. Above the altar, the east window showed a saint with one hand raised and the face entirely lost to old damage and bad repainting. The gesture remained. The features had gone.

A stupid thing happened then: she thought of her father so quickly and so bodily that she nearly turned, expecting to find him somewhere in the side aisle with a scaffold board under one arm and disapproval ready in the set of his mouth. His specialty had not been glass, but damaged churches had all belonged to one atmosphere in her childhood—the smell of damp limestone, old plaster, polish, candlewax, and patient work.

He would have mocked the repainting in the window. Not cruelly. With weary, exact irritation.

She tried, involuntarily, to picture the look on his face as he said it.

Nothing came.

The loss opened under her with such suddenness that she put one hand against the end of the pew to steady herself.

The event was still there. The structure of the memory remained intact: standing beside him in a drafty aisle while he pointed upward with the handle of a brush; the scrape in his voice after too much dust; the chalk on his cuff. But his face in the moment was blank. Not shadowed. Not blurred. Absent. As though the scene had been cut around him and left with a shaped hole where the features should have been.

She shut her eyes and breathed once through her nose until the cold in the church became enough of a fact to hold on to.

When she opened them, Lucian Vey was standing three pews back, not close enough to startle her, close enough that he must have been watching a moment before speaking.

“I apologize,” he said softly. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

Seren let go of the pew. “You didn’t.”

His eyes rested on her face not as a question but as a courtesy waiting to be declined. She was absurdly grateful for the exactness of that.

“I thought I might find you here,” he said.

“Why?”

“You seem like someone who goes toward records when she cannot sleep.”

“That’s a bleakly efficient character judgment.”

“It was meant kindly.”

He came nearer with the slight care of a man moving in old churches out of habit rather than superstition. In his hand he held a flat archival box, the sort used for parish scraps too important to throw away and too unimportant to fund properly.

“The sacristan let me look at a few things they don’t usually bring out,” he said. “They’re not much. Mostly copies of copies. But there’s one memorandum you may want to see.”

Seren nodded toward the box. “You carry church relics around at dusk often?”

“Only when trying to lure historians into conversation.”

That, unexpectedly, was nearly a joke. She found herself making space for him at the pew.

He set the box down carefully and opened it. Inside were folded papers, a parish inventory from the 1880s, a later handlist of processional objects no longer present, two devotional cards gone brittle at the edges, and a stitched bundle of transcripts tied with blue cotton tape.

Lucian lifted the transcripts and laid them between them on the pew.

“An antiquarian extract,” he said. “Or what survives of one. The original notebook appears to be elsewhere or lost. This copy was made by a curate with a diligent hand and erratic punctuation.”

Seren took the top page.

The script was indeed diligent, the kind produced by men who believed clarity was moral but had never been taught elegance. She read quickly at first, then slower. References to the pass, to an older route “formerly undertaken by penitents and some votaries,” to a stone opening used in “the declaration of burden,” and then the lines she had seen in excerpt before, fuller here though no more stable.

Certain of the old people maintain that those who passed beneath the stone were altered in recollection, some returning lighter, some distressed, and some not as they had been before; though whether this be remembered as a grace, a fear, or some admixture of both, no witness writes with assurance.

“Admixture,” Seren murmured. “He’s not copying that word from oral report.”

“No,” Lucian said. “That’s the curate or the antiquarian, trying to tidy something older.”

She turned the page.

Another note, this one even thinner: burdens spoken before crossing; names withheld at peril; descent following absolution at the lower house.

“Names withheld at peril,” she said. “That’s useful.”

“Because?”

“Because it implies the route wasn’t symbolic in a general sense. It required specificity.”

Lucian watched her a moment. “You sound pleased.”

“I am. Professionally.”

“And otherwise?”

She kept her eyes on the page. “Otherwise I’m cold.”

Lucian accepted the evasion. “Specificity matters in penitential systems,” he said. “A burden named vaguely is a burden half kept.”

Seren turned another page. There was almost nothing on it beyond a copied local phrase bracketed as doubtful and therefore, in Seren’s experience, often worth more than the cleaner material around it.

They came back wrong in memory.

No ornament. No theological framing. Just the line itself, blunt as an accusation.

She stared at it longer than the words required.

Lucian said, “That one troubles people more than the others.”

“Because it sounds modern.”

“Yes. Or because it sounds plain.”

Outside the church a gust of wind crossed the roof and moved on. Somewhere in the side chapel a board or hinge gave a small tired click.

Seren lowered the page. “Do you believe it?”

Lucian did not answer immediately. He looked past her for a moment toward the dim west end of the nave where the last light had settled in grey squares on the floor.

“I believe,” he said at last, “that repeated acts change places.”

“That’s not an answer either.”

“No.” He smiled faintly. “It’s the answer I trust.”

She leaned back against the pew and studied him. “You think ritual leaves residue.”

“I think human acts do. Ritual only concentrates them.”

“And confession?”

“Confession most of all, when it is honest.”

The church drew a degree colder.

Seren said, “You keep qualifying that.”

“Yes.”

“Because dishonest confession would do what?”

Lucian folded his hands. “Something worse than silence.”

The line might have sounded theatrical in another mouth. In his it landed without adornment.

Seren looked down again at the copied notes. “That assumes a place can keep what’s done in it.”

“It assumes people do,” he said. “Places may only be where we notice.”

Of the arch then, not in its romantic outline against the sky, but as a point on a route where a person stopped and spoke aloud what they carried before descending further into institutional hands. Burdens named. Names withheld at peril. Altered in recollection.

If the route had mattered, if the crossing had once held formal spiritual force, then whatever had later been done there had not happened in neutral space. It would have happened inside language people believed could change the soul.

The thought was too interesting. She distrusted how quickly it lit her.

Before she could follow it further, a movement outside the south window caught her eye.

Tomas Elard was in the churchyard with his camera up, not aiming at the building but at the worn niches in the outer wall where figures had once stood. He moved with the unnerving patience of a man willing to wait for weather to become part of an image.

Through the old glass he became briefly doubled by reflection. For a second it looked as if there were two of him in the yard, one standing, one turning.

Then the angle changed and the illusion broke.

“Your photographer works even in bad light,” Seren said.

Lucian followed her gaze. “He sees a great deal.”

“That is not always a virtue.”

“No.” Lucian’s tone remained mild. “It depends what one does with seeing.”

As if feeling their attention, Tomas lowered the camera and looked toward the window. Even at that distance Seren had the disconcerting impression of directness. Then he gave a small wave with two fingers and bent again to the wall.

“You don’t trust him,” Lucian said.

“I don’t know him.”

“That didn’t stop you.”

Seren almost smiled despite herself. “No. It didn’t.”

They sat with the pages a moment longer, side by side in the cold nave like conspirators in a very old argument.

At last Lucian drew out one more sheet from beneath the tied bundle. This was not an antiquarian copy but a single parish memorandum in a later hand, perhaps late nineteenth century, early twentieth. It was a practical note, written as if by someone recording things they hoped not to discuss again.

Route above the arch not advised in thaw. Lower way shunned by locals except in necessity. Best not to engage strangers in old stories, particularly after dark, when valley people fall back into saying more than they mean.

Seren read it twice.

“Engage strangers,” she said. “That’s almost funny.”

“Only if you’re not the stranger.”

“Were they trying to protect visitors from nonsense,” she asked, “or themselves from remembering it?”

Lucian looked at the memorandum. “Those are not always different.”

When they rose from the pew, the light had thinned further. The church had the dim inward look of a place retreating from day. Lucian retied the transcripts and set them carefully back in the box.

“I can leave these with you tonight if you want them,” he said.

“No. I’ll only read them until they stop meaning words.”

“You say that as if it has happened before.”

“It has.”

He closed the lid. “Then perhaps take a walk first.”

They went out together into the churchyard. The cold hit more sharply after the interior stillness. Tomas was no longer by the wall. He had moved down the lane toward the small square, where two old women in dark coats were standing beneath an awning speaking to one another with the fixed concentration of people determined not to be interviewed. Tomas had his hands visible, camera lowered, body angled in the harmless posture of a man making polite conversation. Seren could tell from the women’s faces that they would not give him much.

Good. And was mildly ashamed of the satisfaction.

Lucian tucked the box under one arm. “I should return these before I’m accused of raiding parish memory.”

“You have a collar. You’ll be accused of raiding it formally.”

He inclined his head. “There are worse charges.”

He left her at the gate and crossed toward the side door again.

Seren remained where she was, the copied memorandum in her hand. She looked over the wall toward the lane below. Tomas had retreated from the awning and was now photographing another thing entirely—peeling paint on a shrine base, or the water channel cut through the stone.

Further down the slope, near the little storehouse by the bridge, Ivo Tern emerged from shadow carrying a length of weathered timber on one shoulder. He set it against the wall, spoke briefly to a man half inside the doorway, and then.

He saw her.

For a second neither moved.

Then he glanced to the paper in her hand, and from that to the church behind her, and his expression closed by a degree.

He came up the lane with that same economical stride she had already noticed in him, every bit of motion spent only where it needed to be spent. When he reached the gate he did not come in.

“Priest keeping you busy?” he asked.

“Depends what you call busy.”

His eyes flicked once toward the church door through which Lucian had disappeared. “The old notes?”

“Yes.”

He nodded, irritated. “You’ll get plenty of those.”

“I hope so.”

“That’s because you don’t live under them.”

She considered, then said, “Do you?”

His mouth moved, not a smile. “Near enough.”

The answer invited more, but he was not a man who responded well to invitations he had not issued himself. Seren tried another angle.

“People stop speaking when the pass comes up,” she said. “Or they say just enough to make the silence worse.”

“That happens.”

“Why?”

He leaned one forearm on the gate, not relaxing exactly, only redistributing his weight. Up close the weather had cut fine lines into the skin around his eyes long before age had any right to them.

“Because most places,” he said, “you can tell one story about and be done. Old battle. Lost chapel. Saint’s footprint. Whatever keeps visitors happy and locals bored. But that one—” He nodded upward, not naming the pass, not naming the arch. “You tell it wrong and it doesn’t stay wrong by itself.”

Seren felt the small unpleasant lift of her pulse again. “That sounds like valley poetry.”

“It isn’t.”

“What is it, then?”

He looked at her, measuring whether the question came from appetite or seriousness. She made herself hold still under it.

At length he said, “There’s weather on that route that changes fast. Snow that goes under before it goes off. Ground that looks hard and opens under weight. That’s enough for most sensible people.”

“And for you?”

His gaze did not move. “I said enough.”

They stood in the growing dark with the lane empty between them and the church bell beginning again overhead, slower this time.

Seren said, “You warned us twice today not to go under the arch if weather forces it.”

“Did I.”

“You know you did.”

Ivo pushed off the gate. “Then hear it a third time.”

“That isn’t an explanation.”

“No.” He pulled his gloves from one pocket and shoved his hands into them one at a time. “It’s the part you need.”

He was going to leave. She could see the decision already made in the set of his shoulders. The question came out before she had refined it.

“What happens if you tell it wrong?”

That stopped him, though only barely.

He looked up the slope beyond her, toward where the mountain lay invisible in the thickening dusk.

“When I was little,” he said, “my grandfather used to say there are places where people put things they won’t carry home. He didn’t mean objects.”

Her face moved before she could stop it, because he added, “I’m not telling you a legend.”

“No?”

“I’m telling you why people here leave some roads alone.”

The bell finished. The air rang briefly around its absence.

Below them, Tomas had gone. A shutter closed somewhere along the lane. Light kindled in one of the upper windows of the inn.

Seren said, more quietly, “Do people still go there at all?”

“In need.”

“And come back wrong in memory?”

He gave her a look impatient in its refusal. “People come back from plenty of places changed.”

“That’s evasion.”

“That’s experience.”

He started down the lane, then paused once more without turning.

“If weather forces you under there,” he said, “don’t wait to decide who you should have listened to.”

Then he went on toward the bridge and was swallowed by the dark between the houses.

Seren remained at the gate with the copied memorandum loose in her hand and the cold working through the seams of her coat. The village had gone from merely quiet to intentionally shut. Curtains were drawn. Doors latched. The few visible lights had that sealed domestic glow which made any outsider feel the distance between shelter and invitation.

In the church behind her, Lucian moved faintly near the side door. Somewhere beyond the lane Greta was probably still fighting paper into obedience. Sabine would be laying out handling tools with the concentration of a general reviewing weapons. Ansel, unless she missed her guess, was copying route notes too fast to read them. Tomas was out in the dark with his camera finding textures other people had learned not to see.

And above them all lay the pass, keeping its shape against the night whether anyone named it or not.

Seren looked down again at the memorandum. Best not to engage strangers in old stories, particularly after dark, when valley people fall back into saying more than they mean.

She folded the page once and put it in her pocket.

As she left the churchyard and turned toward the inn, she told herself she had gained what she wanted: scraps of record, local phrasing, one more layer of historical structure under the folklore. Useful things. Proper things.

But what she
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