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The Ghost on The Terrazza 

Perched on a hilltop in the heart of Istria is a captivating medieval village called Grožnjan, a town in Croatia that exists in a peaceful bubble, a maze of cobblestone streets, houses of honey coloured stone, shuttered windows, worn stone facades, and rising above it all is an iconic bell tower that overlooks rolling vineyards and ancient olive groves.

In days gone by, it was a fortified Venetian town that overlooked the Mirna River Valley, but at this moment, it is the place where an elderly man called Arthur Vance has come, perhaps to die, but he doesn’t know that as yet.

The morning air has an aroma of crushed lavender, and a hint of woodsmoke from the valley below. An early morning breeze is blowing, and as he heads for the Caffe Mirko, Arthur adjusts the collar of his jacket. He is eighty- three years old, and his bones register the dampness long before the fog has cleared from the valley. 

He walks slowly with a deliberate, measured stride, a rhythm that Arthur has spent decades perfecting; the pace of a man who belongs everywhere and nowhere at all.

The Caffe Mirko is popular for a reason. It has the best view in town, and when he arrives, Arthur takes a seat at the far corner of the terrace. On one side are the studios of artists, potters and musicians and on the other side is the best view of all, rolling green terraces and olive groves. But Arthur is not looking at the view. His eyes are fixed on the winding road that snakes up the hillside from the valley floor.

In his youth, he trained as a structural engineer and understands the language of loads, stresses, and vectors. He knew exactly how much weight a cantilever could bear before it snapped. And for the last fifty-eight years, he has been calculating a very different kind of load: the weight of a secret that he has never shared with anyone.

The proprietor, Mirko, is a middle-aged man who has seen people like Arthur come and go. He appears at his table, simply to say hello, and a few minutes later, he reappears with a glass of cold spring water and an espresso in a porcelain cup, a beverage that is as rich and as deep as crude oil.

"Thank you, Mirko." Arthur says, his voice a low, gravelly rasp. There is barely any evidence of his old London accent anymore. That has been changed by decades of displacement.

"The wind is coming from the north today," Mirko says as he looks out over the balustrade. " I think it will rain this afternoon, but the tourists will stay in Poreč."

As Arthur knows, Poreč is a popular town on the western coast. 

"Good," he says. "I like the quiet."

Mirko offers a knowing, gentle nod and retreats into the interior of the café. He likes Arthur, but he knows better than to press him for details. 

In Grožnjan, half the residents are painters, musicians, or eccentrics who immigrated from somewhere else, but Arthur is not seeking fame, he has come here to be forgotten.

As soon as he is alone, he reaches into the breast pocket of his jacket and removes a small, leather-bound notebook. It’s a cheap, East German pocket diary from 1968 with a cover that has been worn down to the cloth at the spine. During the winter of 1974, the elastic band had snapped and has since been replaced by a piece of butcher's twine.

The pages are a mosaic of ideas, architectural sketches, cross-sections of buildings from many lands, mathematical equations, and sketches of a vault that can only be found deep underground. But mostly, the book is full of dates and coordinates. 

For the last thirty years, Arthur has received postcards from almost every major city in the world, places like Lisbon, Vienna and Tangier, but three years ago, he received one from a post office in Split. 

They never had a message or even a signature, nothing but geographical coordinates, such as the lines of latitude and longitude of a city like Hong Kong, 22.3193° N, 114.1694° E.

And even though they were written in a sharp, elegant architectural script, he had to work out the city for himself. But the last set of coordinates led him here, to this town and to this terrace.

He turns to the very first page of the journal where the ink has faded to a ghostly sepia, but the words still affect him with the sharpness of a razor. 

The structure stands. Never look for me. Just live.

"I lived," Arthur says to the empty terrace. "But I never stopped looking."

He closes his eyes as the warmth of the Croatian sun recedes, only to be replaced by the memory of a rain-slicked pavement near Checkpoint Charlie. He can still smell the exhaust fumes of Soviet transport trucks, the wet wool of his own coat, and the metallic tang of fear in the back of his throat. 

He was only twenty-one at the time and a man whose life had been ruined by an unfortunate accident. He ended up on a railway bridge and was preparing to do the unthinkable because of a calculation error that had cost the lives of three men.

And at the last moment, a hand had gripped his shoulder. It was a stranger with fierce, intelligent eyes who did not offer him pity. He came for a different reason, and in time, Arthur came to know this man as The Draftsman.

A sharp sound disrupts his reverie and he stiffens. Down in the valley, the gears of a vehicle groan as it tries to tackle the steepest incline of the hill. Arthur knows that it’s not the tinny rattle of a local delivery van, nor is it the heavy, rumbling sound of a diesel bus. It is the smooth purring sound of a well-maintained saloon car.

As he stands up to check, Arthur’s joints protest but he has to know. He shields his eyes against the morning glare and looks down upon the road to the stone quarry below. 

Through the pine trees, he sees a flash of light, followed by a glimpse of metallic paint. He cannot see anyone clearly, but he knows that the net is closing in. He takes a slow, deliberate sip of his coffee and suspects that this is the end. He has been waiting for this moment for decades, but this situation has gone on for too long now. His heart is not beating wildly and his mind is calm. He will accept whatever may come.
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The Fracture

On that bleak November day in 1968, the rain in London was a thick grey fog that all but blocked out the Thames. At twenty-one, Arthur Vance still possessed the sleek, untroubled look of youth, but his eyes were already old with numbers. He took refuge inside the cramped, tobacco-stained trailer that served as the site office for the Battersea Pedestrian Reach, a modern concrete-and-cable suspension bridge that was designed to link two growing residential areas.

Arthur loved the project and had stayed up for seventy-two hours straight, surviving on lukewarm coffee and cigarettes to verify the tension loads for the southern anchorage. The day before, his boss, Sir Reginald Thorpe, had given him a pat on the back and called him the finest analytical mind of his generation.

And then, at 4:15 PM, everything changed. The windows of the trailer fogged up, and the sky changed to a premature twilight. The rhythmic, mechanical thud of the diesel crane was the heartbeat of the site, and Arthur was at his drafting table reviewing the secondary equations on his slide rule for the final inspection report.

He looked up at the master blueprint pinned to the wall and noticed a single decimal point that wasn't included in the primary load calculations.

It had been buried deep within the wind-shear tolerance matrix for the temporary casting moulds, the steel braces that held twenty tons of wet concrete forty feet above the riverbank so that the cables could take the strain.

He had made the mistake of dividing by ten instead of one hundred. And at that moment, Arthur’s heart almost stopped beating. The temporary scaffolding wasn't under-engineered. It was a guillotine waiting for the blade to drop.

"Oh, God," he cried.

In an effort to rectify this problem, he almost tore the door from its flimsy frame, and when he stepped outside, the London air hit him like a slap in the face. As he raced across the construction yard in his leather shoes he slipped and almost fell.

"Stop," Arthur cried, his voice swallowed by the rumble of a concrete mixer. "Get those men off the deck and clear the south pier."

The south anchorage was barely visible through sheets of rain, but high up on a temporary stage, three men were finishing the final pour. Arthur recognised the broad frame of Thomas Albright, the site foreman. Albright was fifty, a veteran of the ironworks, with a booming laugh and a wife who baked shortbread for the office staff every Friday. And next to him were two young apprentices, brothers from Southwark, whose names Arthur had never been able to remember.

"Albright," Arthur bellowed as he clawed his way up the ladder of the access tower, his hands slipping on the cold, greasy rungs.

"Get down now. It’s the moulds. They won't hold."

Albright looked down through the gloom, wiped the rain from his eyes and then shouted something back, but his words were muffled by a sudden, sickening
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