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The chapel did not resist her. That was the first thing Marian noticed. She had expected the usual resistance of abandoned structures, the quiet rebellion of old materials that resented disturbance, that shifted under the hands of strangers with creaks and sighs of protest, but this place — though brittle with time and stained with weather,  allowed her entrance without protest, its rusted hinges groaning only once before settling back into silence. Even the dust had fallen in even layers, thick but undisturbed, as though the space had remained not untouched but preserved, held in some stillness that had nothing to do with vacancy.

She had come alone. She always did. Renovation was a word she used when she spoke to the historical society, to the preservation board, to anyone who needed her intentions to sound professional, but what Marian sought in these forgotten places was not restoration. It was something quieter. A kind of communion. She trusted ruins more than people. Ruins did not lie about what had survived.

The floor was the worst of it. Warped beneath decades of rain and humidity, the boards along the nave had bent upward like ribs through thin skin, bowed and splintered and softened at the edges. She moved carefully, stepping where the joists seemed firmest, testing weight before committing. The altar had been stripped, the pews pushed against the walls, as though someone had made an attempt at preservation and stopped halfway through, and now the space lay bare, open to light through the shattered rose window above. The glass had been replaced long ago with something cheap and colourless, the shape still suggesting a rose but without bloom or blood.

She crouched near the front, where the wood had begun to rot clean through, and worked the edge of a crowbar beneath the seam of two uneven boards. The first came loose without much effort, the nails half-eaten, the grain softened by years of silence. She leaned back, wiped her palms on her thighs, and reached for the second, more curious than cautious, her breath steady, her mind already cataloguing measurements and materials.
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