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​Chapter One: The Mountain Road
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The road had been deteriorating for the last forty kilometres, and Zara had been pretending not to notice for all of them.

She told herself it was the weather. October rain in the high passes had a particular quality that was less like precipitation and more like atmosphere made solid, the air itself deciding to fall, and the headlights of her secondhand Renault pushed against it with the conviction of a man arguing with a river. The wipers moved in their frantic, useless rhythm. The GPS had stopped updating twenty minutes ago and now showed her position as a small blue arrow suspended over a grey blank, pointing nowhere, oriented toward nothing, as confident as ever.

She had left the city before dawn with one bag, a coat she had grabbed from the hook by the door rather than the wardrobe where her better one hung, and an object sewn into the lining of that coat which she did not think about directly, the way one does not look directly at the sun. She thought around it instead. She thought about the four missed calls on her phone from a number she did not recognise and had not answered. She thought about her editor's face when he told her the piece was being killed, the particular quality of his stillness, how he had not looked at her hands. She thought about the envelope slipped under her apartment door at two in the morning containing nothing but a single line typed on plain white paper: You have until Friday.

It was Thursday evening now.

The car made a sound she had never heard it make before, a low, grinding hesitation that came from somewhere under her feet, and then the engine light blinked on with the cheerful, unhurried certainty of something that had been waiting for the right moment. Zara guided the car to the verge, or what she judged to be the verge; it was difficult to distinguish road from shoulder in the dark and the rain, and when the wheels left the asphalt there was a stomach-dropping second where she was not sure there was solid ground beneath her at all.

There was. Gravel, and then wet grass, and then stillness.

She sat with the engine ticking as it cooled and the rain hammering the roof and thought, with a clarity that surprised her, that she was not afraid. She examined the feeling, turned it over the way one turns over a stone found in an unexpected place, looking for what might be underneath. There was exhaustion. There was a dull, insistent hunger she had been ignoring since noon. There was the particular loneliness of being stopped at the side of a mountain road with no usable map and no clear plan and a secret sewn into her coat. But not fear, precisely. Perhaps she had simply used it all up. Perhaps the body had a finite store and she had made too many withdrawals in the past seventy-two hours.

She got out of the car.

The cold was immediate and total. It entered through her collar, her cuffs, the gap between her boots and the hem of her trousers, and it was the clean, indifferent cold of altitude, nothing personal about it, no malice, just the simple fact of a mountain doing what mountains do to the people who come to them unprepared. She stood with one hand on the roof of the car and looked up the road and then down it. In both directions: nothing. The road curved out of sight within fifty metres in either direction, and beyond the curves there was only the sound of rain on stone and somewhere below, far below, the suggestion of water moving.

She was turning back to the car, with some half-formed notion of waiting out the rain and calling a breakdown service that would certainly not reach her before morning, when she saw the light.

It was above her and to the left, which meant it was above the road, which meant it was on the cliff face, which was impossible, and yet there it was: a warm, amber rectangle, the unmistakable shape of a lit window. Then another beside it. Then, as she stood with the rain beginning to find its way down the back of her neck, the slow materialisation of a silhouette that had been there all along, hiding in the dark and the cloud, waiting only for her eyes to adjust.

A building. A very large, very old building, built directly into the cliff or so close to it as to make no practical difference, its stone the same colour as the rock behind it, its towers rising to points that disappeared into the low cloud. It was enormous. She had no idea how she had missed it, except that the dark was very dark and the rain was very heavy and sometimes things hide in plain sight when they know you are not ready to see them yet.

A wall ran along the road, she could make that out now, a high, close-fitted stone wall with iron reinforcement at the top, and in the wall, perhaps thirty metres further up the road, a gate. Not a modern gate: iron, heavy, set into an arch of carved stone that even in the dark and rain announced itself as very old and built by people who intended things to last.

Zara locked her car. She was not sure why. She stood for a moment in the rain looking up at the building, which looked back down at her with the blank patience of something that had watched centuries of weather and found it unremarkable.

Then she walked toward the gate.

The path from the road to the gate was stone-paved, and the stones were uneven in the way of very old things that have settled into themselves, comfortable with their own imperfections. On either side, low stone walls held back the hillside. In summer there might have been flowers. Now there was only wet earth and the skeletal architecture of dead stems, and above everything that vast dark building pressing down against the sky.

She reached the gate and stood before it. There was no bell, or if there was she could not see it in the dark. She found the iron of the gate with both hands and found it cold and very solid, the kind of solid that does not negotiate. She was about to call out, feeling ridiculous, feeling the specific absurdity of calling out in the dark at a gate to nowhere in particular, when she became aware that she was already being watched.

He was standing just inside the gate. He had not moved; he had simply always been there, or had materialised in the way that people who have spent many years in the dark learn to do, becoming part of it rather than contrasting with it. An old man, she could see that much, with the kind of stillness that is not patience but something older than patience, a stillness that has stopped waiting for anything in particular. He wore a dark coat against the rain. He held no light.

He looked at her for a long moment without expression. Then, without any word or gesture of greeting or inquiry, he produced a key from somewhere inside his coat and unlocked the gate.

It swung inward on hinges that made no sound. That struck her, later, as the first genuinely strange thing: that an iron gate this old, in weather this wet, should move without a syllable of protest. As if it had been waiting. As if the hinges had been oiled in preparation for exactly this moment.

She stepped through.

The gate closed behind her with a sound like a decision that has just been made and cannot be unmade: solid, certain, final. Not a slam. Simply a closing. The latch dropping into place with the quiet inevitability of a full stop at the end of a sentence that has been a long time coming.

The old man was already walking away from her, toward the building, and she followed him because there was nothing else to follow, and the rain was very heavy, and the building was there, and inside it were lit windows, which meant warmth, and she was so very cold.

The courtyard she crossed was cobblestoned, with a fountain at its centre that was still in the rain, its stone basin full to the brim, the surface of the water pocked by falling drops into a thousand tiny circles expanding and overlapping and disappearing. Around the courtyard, the building rose on all four sides, and it was even larger from inside it than from outside. Gothic arches, stone so old it had developed its own topography. High windows, most dark, a few lit. A smell of rain and stone and something else, something she could not identify at first and then could: incense. Old incense, not burning but resident, settled into the walls over decades, over centuries, the olfactory sediment of an immense quantity of prayer.

The door the old man led her to was set beneath a carved arch. At the apex of the arch, a face looked down at her: a saint or an angel, she wasn't sure which, the features worn almost to abstraction by weather and time. It might have been anyone. It might have been no one. It looked down with the smooth, eroded serenity of something that had long since lost interest in distinguishing between the two.

She went inside.

The warmth hit her with the force of a small collision. She stood in a stone corridor, torchlit with contemporary electric fixtures that had been placed in old iron brackets as a compromise between modernity and atmosphere, and she thought, with the part of her brain that was still functioning like a journalist: someone cares about this building. Someone has tended it. Someone has made choices about it that balance preservation against practicality with a care that is more than custodial.

The old man stopped and turned and looked at her once more, and she had the extraordinary sensation that he saw her entirely, catalogued her completely, made some private judgment, and filed it away, all in the time it took her to blink. Then he turned and walked on, and she followed, and the door to the outside closed, and the sound of rain became distant and structural, something happening to the building rather than to her.

She was inside.

She did not yet understand what that meant.
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​Chapter Two: The First Supper
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The refectory was a long room with a vaulted ceiling from which four iron chandeliers hung, each fitted with bulbs that gave approximately the warmth and character of candlelight without being candles, a distinction that seemed to matter to whoever had made the choice. The walls were bare stone except for a single wooden crucifix above the serving hatch, unadorned, the Christ figure worn and darkened with age. The tables were oak, long and plain. The benches matched them.

Zara sat alone at the end of the nearest table and was brought, without being asked, a bowl of soup, a heel of bread, a glass of water. The soup was lentil, rich with rosemary and something she could not name, some deep, bitter green note that was not quite sage, and it was very good. She ate with the focused, unsentimental attention of someone who has not eaten since morning and is not going to waste the experience on manners.

Through the walls, distorted by stone and distance into something resembling music, came the sound of the evening prayers. She had no religious formation to speak of, her mother had been indifferent to it and her father had been actively hostile in the specific way of men who were raised with it and found it had not delivered what was promised, and so what she heard was not words but texture: voices moving together in a minor key, unhurried, each phrase beginning before the last had fully ended, so that the sound was continuous rather than sequential. It filled the building the way water fills a vessel, finding every corner, every crack, occupying the space completely.

It was, she thought, genuinely beautiful. It was also, she thought in the same moment, the kind of beautiful that you could drown in if you were not careful. The kind that had no interest in whether you could breathe.

"You will want to sleep, I expect."

She looked up. The woman who had entered the refectory was perhaps sixty-five, perhaps seventy; it was difficult to tell with the particular kind of face that age has compressed into its essential features rather than simply added to. She wore the dark habit of a religious order, and she wore it as if she had been born in it, without self-consciousness, without the slight adjustment that new clothing requires. Her eyes were grey and precise.

"Sister Terez," the woman said, in a tone that was an introduction and also a declaration of some kind, as if the name established terms. She sat down across from Zara without being invited, which was clearly not rudeness but simply the behaviour of someone in whose house the concept of being invited did not apply.

"Zara Voss," Zara said.

"I know who you are. Father Crane spoke with the gatekeeper before your arrival."

This required a moment of adjustment. Zara set down her spoon.

"I arrived because my car broke down," she said, keeping her voice level. "I didn't contact anyone here."

Terez looked at her with the particular patience of someone who has heard many statements that were technically accurate without being entirely true, and has developed the courtesy not to say so directly.

"Cars do break down," she agreed. "Particularly on that road, in that weather, at that time of year." She arranged her hands on the table in front of her, a gesture that was less relaxed than it appeared. "You are welcome to stay as a guest of the monastery. In exchange for board, we ask that guests contribute work appropriate to their skills. We understand you have experience with archival materials."

Again, Zara waited a moment before responding. "I'm a journalist," she said. "My archival experience is incidental."

"It is nonetheless useful. We have a library that requires cataloguing. The work is solitary and unhurried." A pause, one beat too precise to be accidental. "I imagine that will suit you well enough, for the time being."

Zara picked up her spoon again and ate a mouthful of soup, partly because she was still hungry and partly because it gave her a moment to consider what she was agreeing to and what she was not. She was not agreeing to anything yet. She was simply sitting in a warm room eating good soup while her car sat broken on a road above a mountain she did not know the name of, and that was the extent of her situation. She could leave in the morning. She could find a garage and a hotel and she could leave.

"The rules of the house," Terez said, and the slight formality of the phrase made clear it was a phrase she had used before, many times, and had no intention of adjusting. "Silence is observed after Compline, which is nine o'clock. The east wing of the monastery is closed to guests; you will find it locked in any case. Morning prayers are at six if you choose to attend; attendance is not compulsory for guests. Meals are at seven, one, and seven. The library opens at eight."

"And the chapel?"

Terez considered this question slightly longer than its simplicity warranted. "The chapel is open at all hours," she said. "People come and go as they need to. Father Crane says the door should never be locked against someone who needs it."

"Father Crane," Zara said. "I haven't met him yet."

"No," Terez agreed. And something in the way she said it closed the subject as decisively as a door: not unfriendly, simply final.

The prayers continued through the walls. The melody had shifted to something slower and she sat with it for a moment, her hands around her water glass, feeling the warmth of the room settling into her shoulders, into the knotted muscles at the base of her neck that she had been carrying for three days like something she had not gotten around to putting down.

She was very tired.

She was so tired that when the door at the far end of the refectory opened and then hesitated, she almost did not look up. When she did, the doorway was occupied by a figure that was already in the act of pausing, of stopping in a movement that had been continuous until that moment. A man. Tall, spare, in the black of the priesthood, with the particular stillness that Zara was beginning to associate with this place generally: not the stillness of peace but of containment, of things held very deliberately in place.

He was looking at her. Across the length of the refectory, across the empty tables and the swaying light of the inadequate chandeliers, he was looking at her with an attention that was not invasive but was thoroughly complete. She had the sense of being read rather than observed, of information being taken in and processed with an efficiency that had nothing predatory about it and yet left her with the instinct to say nothing, to give nothing away, to become as still as the walls.

It lasted one breath. Possibly two. Then he was gone, back through the door he had come from, and the door settled into its frame and the refectory was exactly as it had been and Terez was asking her if she would like more soup.

"Yes," Zara said, because she was still hungry and because her voice worked and she wanted to know that it did.

She was shown to her room by a young novice who offered a shy, sideways smile and said nothing. The room was small: a bed with a mattress that was better than she expected, a wooden chair, a table, a window that in the morning would look out onto the courtyard but now showed only her own reflection in black glass, her own face looking back at her with the slightly startled expression of someone who has arrived somewhere without entirely planning to.

She undressed and lay down. The sheets were cold and then warm. The sound of the mountain wind was faint and continuous, a low note under everything. Somewhere in the building, a door opened and then closed, footsteps passed at a distance, and were gone.

She lay in the dark and thought about the man in the doorway. The quality of his attention. The way it had rested on her, neither welcome nor unwelcome, simply certain, as if he had already made some private calculation and arrived at an answer and was simply checking the work.

She thought about the gate closing behind her with that quiet finality.

She told herself she would leave in the morning, once the car was sorted, once the rain stopped. She told herself this in the specific, slightly insistent way of someone who suspects they are lying to themselves but is not yet ready to admit it.

She was asleep within four minutes.

She did not dream.

The rain continued through the night. In the morning it was lighter, a fine mist rather than a downpour, and the mountains were revealed in stages as the mist thinned: first the near slopes, pine-dark and steep; then the further ridges, pale grey; then, eventually, the high peaks, white above the treeline. The courtyard below Zara's window was empty, the fountain still, the cobblestones darkened with wet. It was very beautiful in the way that cold, remote things are beautiful, the beauty that requires no maintenance and makes no accommodations.

She sat on the edge of her bed and looked out the window for a long time and understood something about why people came to places like this. Not for God, necessarily, or not only. For the simplification. For the reduction of the world to stone and weather and the requirements of the day. For a life in which the next task was always specified, always modest, always within reach.

She thought about her apartment, the desk with its covered screens, the notebooks she had left on the floor, her mother's telephone number still listed in her phone under Mama with the small heart emoji she had added years ago and never removed because removing it felt like a declaration she was not prepared to make. She thought about all of it with a clarity and a distance that felt geographical in its precision.

Then she got up, washed her face in the small basin, and went to find the library.
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​Chapter Three: Catalogues of Stone
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The library occupied most of the monastery's north wing and was, Zara thought, one of the most extraordinary rooms she had ever been in, in the specific, disorienting way that rooms become extraordinary not through grandeur or beauty alone but through the accumulation of time. Two storeys of shelves, oak gone almost black with age, filled with books and manuscripts and bound volumes that ranged in origin from medieval to mid-century, the whole collection shelved with a logic that had presumably made sense at some point and had since developed its own internal mythology, incomprehensible to anyone who had not spent years inside it.

The light came from high, narrow windows on the south side, and at ten in the morning it fell in angled columns through which dust moved with the unhurried democracy of particles that have been drifting in this room since before anyone currently alive was born. Along the north wall ran a long oak table that served as workspace, fitted with two modern reading lamps, a magnifying stand, and archival gloves laid out in a row with a precision that felt slightly ceremonial.

Terez had given her a key and a brief, efficient orientation the previous evening: the general organisation of the collection, the shelves to work on first, the catalogue that existed and the catalogue she was to build. The existing catalogue was a ledger from 1987, handwritten in a cramped script that would require its own translation, and covered approximately forty percent of what the shelves actually held. The rest existed only in the memory of whoever had shelved it, and that person was presumably dead.

Zara put on the archival gloves and began.

She found, in the first two hours, the following things: a thirteenth-century gradual with water damage that had fossilised two pages together and preserved between them, like flowers in a Bible, a small slip of paper bearing what appeared to be a recipe for something involving figs; a complete run of theological journals from a Swiss seminary, 1904 to 1961, terminating without explanation; a leather-bound volume in Latin that turned out on close inspection to be a detailed account of every death that had occurred in the monastery between 1347 and 1349, names and dates and a single adjective describing the nature of each passing, the adjectives ranging from pacifico to terribile, and the dates concentrated in the spring and summer of 1348 with a density that spoke without requiring any additional context.

She worked slowly, methodically, in the manner she had developed for document research over a decade of journalism: the discipline of not reading, exactly, but of registering, of building a mental map of what was here before committing to any single thread. The room was very quiet. The sound from outside was muted to near-silence by the thick walls. Occasionally she could hear, from somewhere in the building, the distant percussion of some regular task, a door closing, something being carried.

At eleven o'clock she found the psalter.

It was a modest volume by the standards of the shelf it sat on, plain brown leather, no decorative work on the cover, the sort of thing that a monk had made for functional rather than devotional purposes: something to use, not to revere. The pages were vellum, the script Caroline minuscule in faded brown ink, the illuminations simple and small, red and blue, the kind of workmanship that was competent rather than brilliant. She photographed it with the small camera she kept in her bag, noted it in the emerging catalogue, and was about to set it aside when she turned it upside down to check the spine and felt the stiffness of something between the back cover and the rear pastedown.

She worked it free with the care that all old things require, the patience of someone who knows that the thing in her hands is the most delicate version of itself it will ever be and that any damage she causes is final.

It was a sheet of paper, not vellum. Much younger than the psalter, perhaps a hundred years old at most, written in ink that had browned but remained fully legible. It was a drawing. Specifically, it was a diagram: the monastery, rendered from above, in an architectural style that combined precision with a kind of affectionate informality, the individual rooms labelled in a small, neat hand. The cloister. The refectory. The chapter house. The chapel.

And beneath the chapel, drawn in a slightly heavier line that suggested emphasis rather than decoration, a passage. Beginning at a point that the diagram marked with a small cross, which corresponded to what she knew to be the position of the altar, and running south and then east, ending at a chamber she could not identify by any room she had yet seen above ground.

She held the paper under the reading lamp for a long time.

The chapel was not locked. Terez had confirmed as much last night.

She folded the diagram carefully along its existing creases, tucked it into the inner breast pocket of her coat, the one that sat closest to the thing sewn into the lining, and returned to her cataloguing. She noted the psalter in the ledger with its dimensions and date and condition. She did not note the inserted document.

She worked until one o'clock, when the sound of the Angelus bell travelled through the walls and informed her that lunch was being served.

She had been at the monastery three days when she found the locked cabinet.

It was in the south corner of the library, half-hidden behind a run of oversized folios that had been shelved flat in the way that old maps and architectural plans are shelved, and she had not noticed it on her first or second day because its height was almost exactly that of the shelves around it and its surface was the same darkened oak. But on the third morning she moved the folios to document them, and there it was: a double-doored cabinet, iron-fitted, with a lock that was newer than the wood around it by at least a century, its mechanism clean and modern and firmly, unambiguously shut.

She crouched in front of it and looked at the lock and then at the cabinet itself. The wood at the hinges was worn in the specific way of something that is opened and closed regularly rather than kept permanently locked, the surface bright where hands had rested. Someone opened this often. Someone came here, to this corner of the library, behind these shelves, and unlocked this cabinet, recently enough for the brightness at the hinges to not yet have faded.

She stood, noting the cabinet's position and dimensions in the catalogue, and wrote the word locked beside it, and then, after a pause, wrote see Father Crane in the margin, and then crossed that out.

She had not spoken to Father Crane. She had seen him twice since that first evening: once crossing the far end of the cloister in conversation with Terez, their heads bent together in the manner of two people discussing something that has no solution but must be discussed anyway; and once, from her window at dusk, standing alone in the courtyard beside the fountain, very still, looking up at the sky in the specific way that people look at the sky when they are not looking at the sky at all but at something the sky is standing in for.

Both times she had stayed where she was. Both times she had found herself more aware of the distance between them than the distance warranted.

That afternoon she continued cataloguing the manuscripts. She moved methodically along the lower shelves, extracting each volume, noting it, returning it, building the map. The work had a quality she had forgotten she was capable of: a patience with the present moment, an absence of urgency, the specific satisfaction of a task with clear parameters and visible progress. She had spent ten years in the condition of permanent emergency that serious journalism requires, the deadline as heartbeat, the story always breaking toward or away from some crucial threshold, and she had not realised how much of her nervous system had been organised around that tempo until it was absent.

She was not calm. But she was quiet, and that was not the same thing, and she was finding that quiet was not the state of rest she had always imagined it to be but something that had its own kind of demand, its own discomforts, its own knowledge.

At half past three she found the second document.

Not hidden this time: simply shelved, tucked between two unrelated volumes as if placed there temporarily and never retrieved. It was a single quarto page, more recent than the psalter diagram, perhaps fifty or sixty years old, the paper the cream-yellow of documents that have aged without deteriorating. On it, in a hand that was formal and measured and slightly ecclesiastical in its character, was written a summary of the monastery's founding in 1347 by a Benedictine prior named Anselm, who had received a dispensation from the diocese to operate an establishment that was simultaneously a monastery and, as the document described it with a clinical specificity that felt at odds with the surrounding ornate prose, a station of last administration for those whose condition renders them unfit for population.

A quarantine house. She had already found this in the death ledger, had absorbed it as historical fact, as the kind of information that a building carries in its foundations without its current occupants necessarily thinking about it every day. But the document continued, and it said something she had not expected: that the original charter of the house had included a second purpose, one that the founding prior had described as the preservation of materials too sensitive for common custody, and that this second purpose had been the reason the monastery was built where it was, this specific mountain, this specific remoteness, this specific inaccessibility.

Not just a place of refuge. A place of keeping.

She photographed the document and returned it to its shelf. She stood in the library with the afternoon light moving through the high windows and thought about the locked cabinet, and about the diagram in her coat pocket, and about the passage beneath the chapel that the diagram described.

She thought about Terez saying, with that precise and careful courtesy, that the east wing was closed to guests.

She thought about the fact that the gate had been opened for her before she knocked.

She thought about Father Crane's face in the doorway of the refectory, and the quality of the two seconds in which he had looked at her, and the way he had left without introducing himself, without offering anything, and yet somehow without the quality of someone retreating.

Outside, the mist had burned off completely by mid-afternoon and the mountains were fully visible for the first time since her arrival: enormous, indifferent, genuinely beautiful, their peaks catching the low October sun in a way that turned the snow there from white to the colour of old ivory. The monastery sat between the mountains and the valley below, belonging to neither, positioned at the threshold, as things built by people who understand the utility of the in-between are always positioned.

She had not called a garage. She had not looked at the road.

She went back to her cataloguing. The afternoon passed. The bell rang for vespers and then for supper. The light died behind the mountains in shades of amber and then purple, and Zara Voss sat in the library of Sant'Elia and built her catalogue and kept her own counsel and listened to the building settle around her in the dark.
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