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Chapter 1: A Return to Versailles




Grace Whitmore stepped off the RER train at Versailles–Château–Rive Gauche with the peculiar sensation that she was arriving somewhere she already half belonged. The station exhaled tourists in gentle bursts—families consulting folded maps, couples arguing softly in half a dozen languages, solitary travelers blinking as if they’d just woken from a dream. Grace paused at the top of the stairs, letting the late-morning air settle on her skin, carrying with it the faint perfume of wet stone and clipped grass.




Versailles again, she thought. Of all the places in France, this one had a way of calling her back.




She adjusted the strap of her leather satchel across her shoulder and began the short walk toward the palace grounds. The streets were orderly, polite, as if they had learned their manners from the château itself. Cream-colored façades lined the way, shutters open like watchful eyes. Somewhere a café door swung open, releasing the scent of coffee and butter. Grace resisted the urge to stop. The gardens were waiting.




Her first visit to Versailles had been years ago, during one of her earliest solo trips after deciding—much to her mother’s concern—that she preferred a life in motion. That visit had been crowded, rushed, all surface glitter and polite admiration. She remembered mirrors, chandeliers, voices echoing in gilded halls. She remembered thinking it was beautiful, impressive, and somehow incomplete.




This time was different. This time, she had returned not for the palace, but for the gardens.




The wrought-iron gates loomed ahead, black and gold against a pale sky. Beyond them stretched an order so precise it bordered on the theatrical—avenues of trees aligned with mathematical certainty, gravel paths combed smooth, fountains resting like coiled animals waiting for a signal. Grace passed through security with minimal fuss, her ticket scanned, her bag barely glanced at. She stepped into the grounds and felt the familiar quiet click in her mind, the sense that she had crossed a threshold.




The gardens of Versailles did not shout for attention. They invited it.




Grace walked slowly, letting the rhythm of her steps match the measured calm of the place. The gravel crunched softly beneath her shoes. To her left, a fountain murmured, its marble figures frozen mid-gesture, water spilling eternally from stone vessels. To her right, hedges rose in immaculate walls, their surfaces trimmed so precisely they looked unreal, like stage scenery.




She had no plan, no route in mind. That, too, was deliberate. On her last visit she had followed the prescribed paths, the suggested itinerary. Today she wanted to wander. She wanted to see what the gardens revealed when she stopped looking for what she was supposed to see.




The crowds thinned as she moved farther from the palace proper. Voices faded, replaced by birdsong and the distant splash of water. Grace felt herself relax, shoulders loosening, breath deepening. She had told friends this trip was a bit of indulgence—a return to a favorite place, a few days of quiet before deciding what came next. That was true, mostly. But there was something else, too. A restlessness she hadn’t been able to name, a sense that standing still, even briefly, required movement to balance it.




She turned down a narrower path bordered by low hedges and young trees. The air here felt cooler, shaded. Sunlight filtered through leaves, dappling the ground in shifting patterns. She smiled to herself. This was more like it.




It was then she saw the statue.




At first glance, it appeared no different from the dozens—hundreds—of statues scattered throughout the gardens. Pale stone, human form, classical pose. Grace nearly walked past it, her attention momentarily caught by the sound of footsteps approaching from behind. She stepped aside to let a small group pass, exchanging polite nods, and when she looked again, her gaze snagged.




The statue stood slightly off the main axis of the path, angled not toward the fountain it accompanied, but away from it. That alone was odd. Versailles prized symmetry the way other places prized novelty. Everything here had a reason for being where it was. This statue seemed… reluctant.




Grace approached slowly, tilting her head as she studied it. It depicted a young woman, draped in flowing robes, one arm bent at the elbow as if once meant to hold something now missing. Her expression was serene, eyes cast downward. The craftsmanship was competent, even skilled, but it lacked the dramatic flair of the surrounding figures. No myth immediately came to mind. No obvious allegory.




“Who are you?” Grace murmured, aware of how foolish it sounded.




She circled the statue, taking in its proportions. The stone had weathered unevenly; one side bore the soft erosion of age, the other looked almost… newer. Restored, perhaps. Or replaced.




Grace crouched slightly, examining the base. A simple plinth, unadorned, with no plaque. That, too, was unusual. Versailles labeled everything. Names, dates, donors, restorations—nothing here was left unexplained for long.




She straightened, a faint prickle of curiosity running up her spine. She had learned, over the years, to trust that sensation. It had led her into more than one unexpected situation, some delightful, others less so. Still, she had never been good at ignoring it.




She placed her hand lightly against the stone, feeling the cool seep into her palm. The statue was colder than she expected, as if it hadn’t yet warmed to the day. Her fingers traced the edge where robe met plinth—and stopped.




There was a line.




Not a crack, not quite. A seam.




Grace leaned closer, squinting. The line curved gently, following the contours of the statue’s back, disappearing behind folds of carved fabric. Her pulse quickened. She glanced around instinctively, though the path was empty now. A pair of gardeners worked in the distance, their conversation indistinct.




She withdrew her hand, straightened, and forced herself to breathe normally. Plenty of statues had seams. Repairs, restorations, modular construction. She knew that. She told herself that.




Still.




Grace circled again, slower this time, eyes trained on the stone. There, near the back, just above the base, the seam widened almost imperceptibly. Enough, she realized, for a fingernail to catch.




She hesitated. Touching the statue again felt like crossing some invisible line, though she couldn’t say why. This wasn’t a museum gallery with alarms and watchful guards. This was a garden. Open air. Open access.




And yet.




Grace glanced at her watch. Late morning. The sun had climbed higher, filtering through the leaves at a steeper angle. The gardeners had moved on. No one was watching her.




She knelt, her movements careful, almost reverent. Pressing her thumb gently against the seam, she applied a bit of pressure. Nothing happened. She tried again, adjusting the angle. This time, she felt the slightest give, like a breath held too long.




The stone shifted.




Grace froze, heart hammering. The movement had been subtle, but unmistakable. She pressed again, firmer now. A small section of stone—no larger than a book cover—pivoted inward with a faint, dry sound, like old hinges reluctantly waking.




Behind it was darkness.




Grace stared, her mind racing through possibilities. A maintenance access? A modern repair cavity? Or something else entirely?




She reached into her satchel and retrieved her phone, using its flashlight to peer inside. The beam revealed a shallow compartment carved into the statue’s interior. It was empty—almost. At the back, nestled against the stone, lay a small object wrapped in what looked like oilcloth.




Grace swallowed. This was no accident. This was no simple repair.




She did not touch it.




Instead, she closed the compartment carefully, pressing until the stone clicked back into place, the seam once again nearly invisible. She rose to her feet, brushing gravel from her knees, her thoughts a tangle of excitement and caution.




This was how it always began, she reflected ruefully. A detail out of place. A question no one else seemed to be asking. She had promised herself this trip would be quiet. Restful. Free of complications.




Versailles, apparently, had other ideas.




Grace took one last look at the statue, committing its position to memory, then turned back toward the main path. Her pulse was still elevated, but beneath it ran a familiar current—a sense of purpose, sharp and undeniable.




Whatever was hidden in that statue, it had been hidden for a reason.




And reasons, Grace had learned, were rarely innocent.


Grace did not return to the statue immediately. That restraint surprised her more than the discovery itself.




Instead, she walked.




She let her feet carry her along the broad avenue that cut through the garden like a ruler laid across green silk. Each step crunched with deliberate softness, the sound grounding her. She focused on ordinary things—the rhythm of her breath, the way the trees formed corridors of shade, the faint laughter of tourists somewhere far off. She told herself she was being sensible. She told herself she needed time to think.




What she did not tell herself—could not—was how alive she felt.




The object in the statue’s compartment tugged at her thoughts like a loose thread. Wrapped in oilcloth. Preserved. Hidden with care. Someone had wanted it found eventually, or they would have buried it deeper, sealed it more permanently. Someone else, perhaps, had wanted it forgotten.




Grace reached a fountain she remembered from her earlier visit, its basin wide and shallow, the water catching sunlight in bright, fractured reflections. She sat on the stone edge, the cool seeping through the fabric of her trousers, and watched the water spill from sculpted shells held by stone figures frozen in perpetual offering.




Versailles was full of symbols. Nothing here was accidental.




She pulled a small notebook from her satchel—an old habit—and jotted a few quick observations. Statue off-axis. No plaque. Seam concealed in drapery. Compartment hinged, not sealed. Object wrapped, protected.




Her handwriting was neat, controlled, belying the quickening of her pulse. She paused, pen hovering, then added one more line: Why hide something here?




A breeze stirred the leaves overhead, sending a scatter of shadows across the gravel. Grace closed the notebook and slipped it away. She glanced around, noting the people within sight—a couple studying a map, a solitary man photographing the fountain from multiple angles, a woman reading on a bench. None of them paid her any attention.




She exhaled slowly. If she was going to do this—and she was honest enough with herself to know that “if” was already a formality—she needed to proceed carefully.




Grace rose and resumed walking, this time angling back toward the narrower paths, but not directly. She looped wide, letting herself be absorbed into the casual flow of visitors. When she finally turned onto the shaded path again, the statue came into view exactly as before, serene and unassuming.




It waited.




Grace slowed, adopting the posture of a tourist pausing to admire a detail others might overlook. She stopped a few paces away, pretending to examine a nearby hedge, then shifted closer. The gardeners were gone. The path was empty.




Her heart thudded once, hard.




She knelt again, her movements smooth, unhurried. With practiced care, she found the seam and pressed. The stone panel yielded as before, opening inward. The darkness behind it seemed deeper now, expectant.




She switched on her phone’s light and reached in.




The object came away easily, surprisingly light in her hand. She withdrew it and closed the compartment, taking extra care to ensure the stone sat flush. Then she stood, turning slightly so her body shielded the object from view, and slipped it into her satchel.




Only when she had walked a good distance away did she allow herself to slow.




Grace found a bench beneath a stand of chestnut trees and sat, hands folded in her lap as if she were doing nothing more illicit than resting her feet. Her satchel lay at her side, innocuous. She waited, watching the path, listening. No shouts. No whistles. No sudden attention.




When several minutes had passed without incident, she opened the bag and carefully removed the wrapped item.




The oilcloth was old, its edges softened by age and handling. It smelled faintly of wax and dust. Grace peeled it back slowly, reverently, revealing what lay within.




It was a small notebook.




Not leather-bound, not ornate. Plain, utilitarian, its cover a dark, faded blue. The corners were worn, the spine creased. A ribbon marker protruded from the top, frayed almost to threads.




Grace’s first reaction was disappointment. A notebook felt… mundane. No jewels, no letters sealed with wax, no dramatic artifact worthy of a palace garden.




Her second reaction was immediate correction. A notebook could be far more dangerous than any gem.




She hesitated before opening it, acutely aware of the weight of the moment. This was the point of no return—the place where curiosity became involvement. She had crossed that line many times before, in cities and villages across Europe, and each time had changed her in some small way.




She opened the notebook.




The pages were filled with neat, slanted handwriting in dark ink, remarkably well-preserved. French, she noted at once, and formal—older than modern usage, but not so archaic as to be illegible. Dates appeared at the top of several pages, written in a careful hand.




Grace’s breath caught as she scanned the first page.





	










She turned the page, then another. Names leapt out at her—courtiers, minor nobles, references to the palace itself. The tone was restrained, almost clinical, but beneath it ran an undercurrent of urgency, even fear.




This was a journal.




Grace read more closely, piecing together fragments. The writer did not identify themselves directly, but clues abounded—access to private areas of the palace, knowledge of political maneuverings, observations made from behind the scenes. This was someone close enough to see, but careful enough to remain unseen.




A servant? A secretary? A lady-in-waiting?




Grace felt a chill despite the warmth of the day. She glanced around again, but the bench remained undisturbed. She lowered her voice instinctively, though she was alone.




“This shouldn’t be here,” she murmured.




She closed the notebook and rewrapped it, her mind racing. The date alone made this an object of historical significance. If authentic—and everything about it suggested it was—it belonged in an archive, a museum, under controlled conditions.




Not hidden inside a statue.




Grace sat back, staring up through the leaves at the sky. Clouds drifted lazily, indifferent to her discovery. Somewhere, a fountain splashed, endlessly patient.




Why hide a journal from the 1770s in the gardens of Versailles?




And why here, of all places?




She considered her options. The most straightforward path would be to contact the palace authorities, hand over the notebook, explain where she found it. She imagined the polite smiles, the paperwork, the subtle distancing. She imagined the notebook disappearing into institutional custody, its secrets catalogued, perhaps redacted, perhaps quietly forgotten.




Something in her rebelled against that.




Grace had learned, through hard experience, that official channels did not always align with truth. Especially when history, reputation, and power were involved. Versailles was not just a tourist site; it was a symbol, a carefully curated narrative of grandeur and culture. Anything that complicated that narrative would be handled delicately—or buried anew.




She stood abruptly, decision crystallizing.




She would take the notebook back to her hotel. She would read it properly, in private. She would learn what it had to say before deciding who else should hear it.




Grace slipped the wrapped journal back into her satchel and set off toward the palace exit, her steps measured but purposeful. As she walked, she felt a subtle shift in the air around her, a sense—not of being watched exactly, but of having disturbed something that had been content to sleep.




She passed through the gates without incident, blending once more into the flow of visitors. The streets beyond felt louder now, more immediate. Cars passed. A vendor called out in cheerful French. Life went on.




Her hotel was a modest place a few streets away, chosen precisely because it was unremarkable. Grace entered the lobby, nodded to the clerk, and climbed the narrow stairs to her room. Only when the door closed behind her did she allow herself to sag slightly, tension bleeding from her shoulders.




She locked the door.




The room was small but clean, a single window overlooking a quiet courtyard. Grace set her satchel on the bed and carefully removed the journal once more. She placed it on the small desk beneath the window, as if giving it pride of place.




Sunlight fell across the faded blue cover.




Grace pulled up a chair and sat, resting her hands flat on the desk. For a moment, she simply breathed, grounding herself. She had learned not to rush these moments. The past, when handled too hastily, had a way of biting back.




She opened the journal again, this time turning to the beginning.




The first entries were measured, almost mundane—observations of court life, schedules, small intrigues. But as the days progressed, the tone shifted. The handwriting grew tighter. Margins filled with notes. Names were crossed out, replaced. References to “the statue” appeared, vague at first, then more frequent.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




The statue.




She read on, translating silently, her fluency allowing the words to flow without effort. The writer spoke of concealment, of safeguarding something “too dangerous for the times.” Of mistrust among allies. Of fear not just of discovery, but of erasure.




Grace leaned back, the chair creaking softly. This was no idle diary. This was a record of deliberate action, of a decision made under pressure.




She flipped ahead, scanning for later dates. The final entry stopped abruptly, mid-sentence. No conclusion. No resolution. Just silence.




Grace closed the journal slowly.




Someone had hidden this for a reason. Someone else had never come back for it.




The realization settled heavily in her chest. Whatever this notebook contained, it had outlived its creator, survived revolution, restoration, centuries of change—and waited for her.




Why her?




She rubbed her temples, fatigue creeping in now that the initial adrenaline had faded. She needed context. She needed to know whether anyone else knew about this statue, this compartment. Whether the journal had been sought before.




Grace reached for her phone and opened her contacts, scrolling until she found a familiar name.




Étienne Laurent.




An art historian she had met years earlier under circumstances neither of them had anticipated. Trustworthy, discreet, and intimately familiar with the hidden histories of French landmarks.




She hesitated, thumb hovering over the call button.




Not yet, she decided. First, she would read everything. She would arm herself with knowledge before bringing anyone else into this.




She set the phone down and returned to the journal, turning the pages with care, aware that each word drew her deeper into a story that had been waiting a very long time to be told.




Outside, the afternoon light shifted, shadows lengthening across the courtyard. Somewhere in the gardens of Versailles, a statue stood quietly, its secret no longer complete.




Grace read on.




Grace did not notice the light fading until her eyes began to ache.




She sat unmoving at the small desk, the journal open before her, its pages now familiar enough that she knew where certain passages lay without looking. Afternoon had slid into early evening while she read, translating line by line, absorbing not only the words but the temperament of the person who had written them. By the time the courtyard outside her window dimmed to a wash of gray-blue, Grace felt as though she had spent hours in the company of a ghost.




She leaned back slowly, closing the notebook with deliberate care.




Whoever the writer had been, they possessed a sharp, observant mind and an instinct for survival. The journal was not confessional; there were no outpourings of emotion, no declarations of love or hatred. Everything was measured. Cautious. Even fear, when it appeared, was recorded like a fact rather than a feeling.




And yet it was unmistakable.




The later entries referenced “le témoignage”—the testimony—over and over again. Something the writer had seen, or heard, or perhaps been entrusted with. Something that implicated others, some of them powerful enough that mere accusation could mean death. The writer never stated outright what the testimony concerned, only that it involved a betrayal within the court and a transaction meant to alter the balance of power in ways that could not be publicly acknowledged.




Grace exhaled through her nose, rubbing her eyes. This was far larger than she had anticipated. Not a personal secret, not a forgotten trinket, but something that could have reshaped history—if it had ever come to light.




She stood and crossed the room, switching on the lamp beside the bed. Warm yellow light filled the space, banishing the encroaching dusk. The sudden brightness made the modest room feel smaller, more intimate. Grace returned to the desk and opened the journal again, flipping to the final pages.




The last complete entry was dated June 1775.




The writer described escalating tension, whispered accusations, the sense that walls themselves were listening. They wrote of a decision made at last: the testimony would be hidden, sealed away where it could not be destroyed, but where it might someday be found by “une âme libre”—a free soul. Someone not bound by allegiance to crown or court.




Grace felt a strange tightening in her chest at that phrase.




The final line trailed off mid-thought, the ink thinning as if the pen had faltered. There was no indication of what followed—whether the writer fled, was silenced, or simply ran out of time.




Grace closed the journal and rested her hands on the cover, fingers splayed. The weight of it felt heavier now, as though the centuries between its creation and her discovery had compressed into a single moment.




She glanced toward the door, then back to the notebook. A flicker of unease stirred. The rational part of her mind insisted she was safe, alone in a quiet hotel room. But another part—the one that had learned to listen to subtle shifts in atmosphere—was not convinced.




She stood again and locked the door a second time, checking the handle to be sure. Then she closed the curtains, shutting out the courtyard entirely. The room felt cocooned, sealed from the outside world.




Only then did she allow herself to sit once more.




Grace retrieved her notebook and began jotting notes, summarizing key points, sketching timelines. She worked methodically, the way she always did when confronted with something complex and potentially dangerous. Patterns began to emerge: recurring names, references to specific locations within the palace, coded phrases that seemed to stand in for people or events too risky to name directly.




One name, in particular, appeared repeatedly, though never in full. Just an initial: “M.”




Grace circled it in her notes.




“M” was described as charming, influential, and utterly untrustworthy. Someone who smiled easily while arranging ruin behind the scenes. Someone with access to resources that could make inconvenient truths disappear.




Grace frowned. History was full of figures like that, especially in the final decades before the Revolution. Identifying “M” would not be simple.




She closed her notebook and leaned back, staring at the ceiling. The plaster above her bore a faint crack like a hairline fracture, branching delicately toward the corner. She followed it with her eyes, thinking.




The journal alone was explosive, but the writer had referenced something else as well—something hidden separately, something that constituted the actual testimony. The statue, Grace suspected, was only part of the puzzle. A marker. A safeguard.




Her gaze snapped back to the desk.




The statue.




She had found the journal behind the statue, but the journal itself spoke of “the witness” being concealed elsewhere, with the statue serving as a signpost rather than a container. Grace’s pulse quickened again, that familiar thrum of excitement and dread.




She had assumed the notebook was the prize. It was not.




It was the map.




Grace stood abruptly, pacing the length of the room. If there was something else hidden in the gardens—or within the palace itself—it had survived revolutions, restorations, wars. It was likely still there, waiting.




The implications made her head spin.




She stopped near the window, fingers brushing the curtain. Beyond it lay Versailles, quiet now, its gates closed for the night. Somewhere in that vast, manicured landscape lay another secret, one that had frightened its original keeper enough to hide it in stone and silence.




Grace checked her watch. Just past eight. Too late to do anything tonight, even if she were reckless enough to try. And she was not.




She needed help.




The name that had surfaced earlier returned with renewed clarity.




Étienne Laurent.




Grace retrieved her phone and scrolled to his contact. She hesitated only a moment before pressing call. The line rang twice, then three times. Just as she considered hanging up, it connected.




“Grace,” Étienne said, his voice warm with surprise. “This is unexpected.”




“Is it a bad time?” Grace asked.




“Not at all. Unexpected is not unwelcome. Where are you calling from?”




“Versailles,” she said.




There was a pause. “That word alone tends to precede trouble,” Étienne replied lightly. “What have you found?”




Grace smiled faintly despite herself. “You know me too well.”




They spoke quietly, Grace summarizing without embellishment. She did not mention the exact contents of the journal, only its existence, its age, and where she had found it. Étienne listened without interrupting, his occasional hums indicating attention rather than disbelief.




When she finished, there was a longer silence.




“You did the right thing calling me,” he said at last. “And the right thing not involving the palace authorities yet.”




“I thought you might say that.”




“I will need to see it,” Étienne continued. “And we must be careful. Versailles has many friends—and many secrets. Some are still protected.”




Grace felt a prickle of apprehension. “How soon can you come?”




“I am in Paris,” he said. “Tomorrow morning, if that suits you.”




“Yes,” Grace said without hesitation. “Tomorrow.”




They agreed to meet at a small café near the gardens, discreet and out of the main tourist flow. When the call ended, Grace set the phone down and released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.




She was no longer alone with this.




That comfort was immediately tempered by a renewed sense of responsibility. Bringing Étienne in meant raising the stakes. Whatever this was, it was now shared.




Grace turned back to the desk and carefully rewrapped the journal in its oilcloth. She placed it inside her satchel, then tucked the bag beneath the bed, out of sight. It was a small gesture, but it made her feel marginally better.




She prepared for bed with mechanical efficiency, brushing her teeth, washing her face, moving through the familiar rituals as if they might anchor her to normalcy. When she finally lay down, the events of the day replayed behind her closed eyes—the statue, the seam, the hidden compartment, the first sight of the faded blue cover.




Sleep did not come easily.




When it did, it was restless, filled with images of stone figures turning their heads, of gardens shifting and realigning themselves, of voices whispering from behind hedges trimmed too perfectly to hide anything at all.




She woke once in the night, heart racing, convinced she had heard footsteps outside her door. She lay still, listening, until the silence reasserted itself. Eventually, exhaustion claimed her again.




Morning arrived pale and cool.




Grace rose early, showered, and dressed with care. She chose neutral colors, practical shoes—nothing that would draw attention. She retrieved her satchel from beneath the bed, checking instinctively that it was untouched, then slung it over her shoulder.




Before leaving the room, she paused, glancing back at the small desk where the journal had rested the night before. It seemed almost absurd that something so unassuming could contain such potential upheaval.




She closed the door behind her and stepped into the corridor.




Outside, Versailles was waking. Delivery trucks rumbled softly. Café chairs scraped against stone as they were set out for the day. The sky was a soft, undecided gray, promising either sun or rain.




Grace walked toward the café where she would meet Étienne, every sense alert. She felt watched—not in a specific way, not by any identifiable presence, but by the weight of history itself. As if the past, stirred from its long sleep, was paying attention at last.




She reached the café early and chose a table near the back, where she could see the entrance and the street beyond. She ordered coffee and waited, fingers resting lightly on the strap of her satchel.




Somewhere behind her, beyond the hedges and fountains, the statue stood as it always had, its secret compartment now empty, its vigil complete—or perhaps only just begun.




Grace took a sip of coffee and looked up as the café door opened.




The story, she knew, was no longer content to remain buried.








  
  
  Morning Light on Marble

  
  




Chapter 2: Morning Light on Marble




Grace noticed Étienne Laurent the moment he stepped onto the café terrace, though he paused just outside, scanning the tables as if committing the scene to memory before entering it. He had aged since she’d last seen him—there was more gray at his temples now, deeper lines at the corners of his eyes—but his posture remained alert, precise. He moved like a man accustomed to watching details others overlooked.




When his gaze found her, his expression softened into a familiar half-smile. He crossed the terrace and stopped at her table.




“Grace,” he said, bending slightly to kiss her cheek in the customary French greeting. “You look like someone who has slept poorly and learned something dangerous.”




“That’s disturbingly accurate,” she replied.




Étienne pulled out the chair opposite her and sat, placing his worn leather satchel carefully at his feet. “I suspected as much. You would not have called otherwise.”




A server appeared, and Étienne ordered coffee without looking at the menu. When she left, he leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Tell me everything. This time, without summary.”




Grace nodded. She glanced around once more—habit now—then began at the beginning. The return to Versailles, the wandering path, the statue out of alignment. As she spoke, Étienne’s expression grew intent, his eyes sharpening when she described the seam, the hidden compartment, the wrapped journal.




He did not interrupt. He never did, when it mattered.




When she finished, she reached into her satchel and withdrew the oilcloth-wrapped notebook, placing it discreetly on the table between them. She did not open it.




Étienne stared at it for a long moment, then looked up at her. “May I?”




Grace nodded.




He unwrapped the journal slowly, reverently, as if aware that haste would be a form of disrespect. When the faded blue cover emerged, his breath caught almost imperceptibly.




“My God,” he murmured. “That paper alone… this is eighteenth century, without question.”




He opened it carefully, turning a few pages, his eyes moving quickly. His lips pressed together, then parted slightly as he exhaled.




“This is extraordinary,” he said quietly. “And profoundly inconvenient.”




Grace gave a faint, humorless smile. “That seems to be a theme.”




Étienne closed the notebook and rewrapped it, sliding it back toward her. “You were wise to bring this to me before anyone else. Versailles is not merely a monument. It is a carefully maintained myth. Anything that disrupts the narrative is… managed.”




“Buried,” Grace said.




“Yes,” Étienne agreed. “Often beautifully.”




They fell silent as the server returned with their coffees. Étienne waited until she moved away before speaking again.




“You said the journal refers to something else,” he said. “A testimony.”




“Yes. The writer implies the journal is only a record of events surrounding it. Whatever the testimony is, it’s hidden separately. The statue was meant to point toward it.”




Étienne’s fingers drummed lightly against his cup. “Do you recall any mention of specific locations?”




“Several,” Grace said. “Passages, staircases, references to marble and water. But nothing explicit enough to identify a single spot.”




Étienne leaned back, studying her. “Then we must return to the gardens.”




Grace’s eyebrow lifted. “I thought you might say that.”




“But not openly,” he added. “And not as tourists.”




They finished their coffee quickly and paid, leaving the café and merging into the morning foot traffic. The palace grounds were already open, visitors streaming toward the gates in steady waves. The sky had cleared, sunlight glinting off gilded iron and pale stone.




They passed through security without incident. Grace felt the now-familiar click in her mind as she entered the gardens again, though this time it carried a sharper edge. She was no longer wandering for pleasure. She was hunting for meaning.




Étienne led them along the main axis initially, then gradually veered toward quieter paths. As they walked, he spoke in low tones, explaining the historical context the journal hinted at.




“The years you mentioned,” he said, “were ones of increasing paranoia. Factions at court were already maneuvering for survival. Secrets were currency. If someone recorded the wrong thing, in the wrong hands…”




“They wouldn’t survive,” Grace finished.




“Precisely.”




They reached the statue without ceremony. It looked exactly as before—serene, unassuming, easily overlooked. Grace felt a strange pang of recognition, as if greeting an accomplice.




Étienne circled it slowly, eyes narrowed. “You were right. It’s off-axis. Deliberately so.”




He examined the seam, nodding in approval when he found it. “A clever concealment. Meant to be found only by someone who knew what to look for—or someone observant enough to question placement.”




Grace felt a flicker of pride, quickly tempered by unease.




“Now,” Étienne said softly, “if the statue is a marker, what does it mark?”




They stood in silence, surveying the surrounding garden. Fountains, hedges, paths—order layered upon order. Étienne pulled a folded map from his satchel, spreading it discreetly against his leg.




“This section,” he said, tapping a spot. “Historically less altered than others. Many original features remain beneath later restorations.”




Grace followed his gaze to a narrow passage between hedges, barely noticeable unless one knew to look. Sunlight filtered unevenly there, casting fractured shadows.




“Marble and water,” she murmured.




Étienne’s eyes flicked to her. “Yes.”




They exchanged a look—agreement, apprehension, resolve.




Grace took a step toward the passage, then hesitated. “If we’re wrong—”




“Then we’ve taken a pleasant walk,” Étienne said. “If we’re right…”




He did not finish the sentence.




They entered the passage together, the noise of the gardens dimming as hedges rose around them. The air grew cooler, damper. Ahead, the path curved gently, revealing a small, circular basin lined with marble, water trickling softly from a sculpted spout.




Grace’s heart began to race.




“This fountain,” Étienne whispered. “It was sealed for decades after the Revolution. Reopened during restoration.”




Grace scanned the marble, eyes sharp. The stone bore the subtle marks of age, but something else too—fine lines that did not match the rest.




She knelt, fingers brushing the marble’s edge.




And felt it.




A seam.




Her breath caught. She looked up at Étienne, who nodded grimly.




“Careful,” he said.




Grace pressed gently. Nothing. She adjusted her angle, applied pressure.




The marble shifted.




Behind it lay darkness—and the unmistakable sense that they had just crossed another invisible threshold.




Far above them, tourists laughed, fountains splashed, and Versailles continued its carefully curated performance.




But beneath the marble, the past was beginning to speak.


The marble panel moved with a sound so faint it was almost imagined—a muted sigh, as though the stone itself had been holding its breath for centuries. Grace froze, one hand still resting against the cool surface, her pulse thudding in her ears. Étienne crouched beside her, his expression composed but intent, every line of his body signaling caution.




“Slowly,” he murmured.




Grace nodded and applied a little more pressure. The panel swung inward on concealed hinges, revealing a narrow recess carved deep into the marble lining of the basin. The trickle of water continued uninterrupted, cleverly routed so that nothing appeared disturbed from above. Whoever had designed this had understood not only stone, but human attention.




Inside the recess was a cylindrical object, wrapped tightly in layers of darkened cloth sealed with wax that had long since dulled from crimson to brown. Grace felt a tightening in her chest. This was it. The testimony the journal had hinted at—the thing deemed too dangerous to destroy, too dangerous to keep.




Étienne inhaled sharply. “Mon Dieu…”




Grace reached in carefully, mindful of the moisture, and lifted the object free. It was heavier than she expected, dense with significance as much as material. She withdrew it and gently closed the panel, pressing until the seam vanished back into the marble. The fountain looked unchanged, innocent.




They both rose at once.




“We need to leave,” Étienne said quietly. “Now.”




Grace did not argue. She wrapped the cylinder in her scarf to absorb any dampness and slipped it into her satchel, rearranging the contents so it sat hidden and secure. They retraced their steps through the hedge-lined passage, emerging back into the broader garden with practiced nonchalance.




Grace became acutely aware of every sound, every movement. A child ran past chasing a pigeon. A couple paused nearby to take a photograph. A group of tourists clustered around a guide holding a small flag aloft. No one paid them any particular attention, and yet Grace could not shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted.




Once beyond the immediate vicinity of the statue, Étienne slowed slightly, his voice barely audible. “We must assume that if this was hidden with such care, others may know of it—or suspect its existence.”




“You think someone’s watching the statue?” Grace asked.




“Perhaps not constantly,” he replied. “But history teaches us that secrets of this magnitude rarely belong to only one person. Someone else may have been waiting for this to surface.”




They exited the gardens without incident, the palace looming behind them in all its serene grandeur. The irony was not lost on Grace. Above ground, Versailles proclaimed order, beauty, permanence. Beneath it, truth had been folded into stone and water, waiting for the right moment—and the wrong people.




They walked in silence for several blocks before Étienne spoke again.




“We cannot open it in public,” he said. “Nor at your hotel.”




Grace glanced at him. “You have somewhere in mind.”




“I do.”




He led her through a warren of side streets to a narrow townhouse set back from the road, its façade unremarkable, shutters half-closed. He unlocked the door and ushered her inside, bolting it behind them.




The interior was dim, cool, lined floor to ceiling with books. Papers lay stacked on tables in deliberate disorder. This, Grace realized, was Étienne’s refuge—the place where inconvenient truths could be examined without interruption.




He gestured to a sturdy wooden table at the center of the room. “Here.”




Grace set her satchel down and carefully removed the wrapped cylinder, laying it between them. Étienne fetched a small toolkit from a drawer—gloves, tweezers, a magnifying lens—and handed Grace a pair.




“Once we begin,” he said, meeting her eyes, “there is no undoing it.”




Grace slid the gloves on. “I know.”




They worked together, peeling back the layers of cloth with painstaking care. Beneath them lay a metal tube, tarnished but intact, engraved with faint markings. Étienne traced them with a gloved finger.




“These symbols,” he said slowly. “They indicate authenticity. This was meant to endure.”




He twisted the cap gently. It resisted, then gave way with a soft click. Inside lay a bundle of folded papers, bound with a ribbon so fragile it nearly disintegrated at his touch.




Grace held her breath as Étienne lifted the documents free and spread them on the table.




They were letters.




Dozens of them, written in multiple hands, some bearing seals long broken, others still faintly impressed in wax. Names leapt out immediately—figures Grace recognized from history books, footnotes suddenly made flesh. The letters spoke of secret meetings, of payments disguised as favors, of alliances formed in shadow.




And at the center of it all was the testimony the journal had promised: a sworn account, signed and dated, detailing a conspiracy to manipulate succession, to undermine reform, to trade lives for stability. It named names. It provided proof.




Grace felt dizzy.




“This would have changed everything,” she whispered.




Étienne nodded grimly. “And it still could.”




They sat in stunned silence, the weight of the discovery pressing down on them. Finally, Étienne gathered the papers carefully.




“This cannot simply be published,” he said. “Handled poorly, it would be dismissed—or suppressed. Handled well…”




“It could rewrite a chapter of history,” Grace said.




“And threaten people who prefer the past remain settled.”




Grace thought of the statue, the journal writer’s fear, the centuries of silence. “What do we do?”




Étienne looked at her for a long moment. “First, we secure this. Then we decide who can be trusted.”




A knock sounded at the door.




They both froze.




Another knock followed—firm, deliberate.




Grace’s heart slammed against her ribs. Étienne raised a finger to his lips, then moved silently toward the door, peering through a narrow slit in the shutter.




His expression darkened.




“We have company,” he whispered.




Grace tightened her grip on the table’s edge, adrenaline surging.




Whatever had been hidden for centuries was no longer content to remain so.




The knock came again, slower this time, as if the person on the other side of the door were fully confident that it would eventually be answered.




Étienne did not move at once. He remained still, listening—not just to the sound at the door, but to the house itself. Grace followed his lead, holding her breath, every sense tuned. The townhouse creaked softly, settling around them. Somewhere upstairs, a pipe ticked as it cooled.




A voice spoke, muffled by the heavy wood.




“Monsieur Laurent. I know you are home.”




Grace felt a chill slide down her spine.




Étienne closed his eyes briefly, then opened them, resolve settling into his expression. He turned to Grace and spoke in a whisper so soft it barely stirred the air.




“They know me,” he said. “That is… unfortunate, but not unexpected.”




“Who is it?” Grace asked.




“Someone who should not be interested in me today,” he replied. “Which means they are very interested in you.”




Another knock, sharper now. Impatient.




“Monsieur Laurent,” the voice called again. “This need not be difficult.”




Étienne straightened and moved back toward the table. He gathered the letters quickly, rewrapping them in their cloth with efficient precision. He slid the bundle into a false-bottom drawer beneath the table and pressed until it locked with a nearly inaudible click.




Grace watched, impressed despite the tension. “How many times have you done this?”




“Enough,” he said quietly.




He turned to her. “Listen carefully. If things go poorly, you take the satchel with the journal and leave through the rear stairwell. It exits onto the alley.”




“What about the letters?” Grace asked.




Étienne’s mouth tightened. “One secret at a time.”




Before she could protest, he moved to the door and unlocked it.




The man who stepped inside was tall, immaculately dressed, his coat tailored to perfection despite the unremarkable street outside. His hair was dark, touched with silver, his expression courteous in the way of someone accustomed to being obeyed. Two other men remained just beyond the threshold, visible only as shadows.




“Monsieur Laurent,” the man said pleasantly. “Forgive the intrusion.”




Étienne inclined his head. “Monsieur Beaumont. To what do I owe the honor?”




Beaumont’s eyes flicked briefly to Grace, then back to Étienne. “You have a guest.”




“So I do.”




“A charming one,” Beaumont said. “And, I suspect, a curious one.”




Grace met his gaze evenly, schooling her expression into polite neutrality. Years of travel—and trouble—had taught her the value of appearing unremarkable.




Beaumont smiled faintly. “You were in the gardens this morning.”




It was not a question.




Étienne did not deny it. “Many people were.”




“Yes,” Beaumont agreed. “But few wander where they should not. Fewer still disturb old stone.”




Grace felt her pulse quicken but kept her face still.




Beaumont clasped his hands behind his back and took a few steps into the room, his gaze drifting over the bookshelves. “Versailles is full of restorations,” he continued. “Things removed, replaced, resealed. It would be unfortunate if… something were misunderstood.”




Étienne folded his arms. “If you have an accusation, make it.”




Beaumont stopped and turned, his smile thinning. “An invitation, rather. If you have found something, we would prefer to assist in its proper handling.”




“By which you mean?” Grace asked, surprising herself with how steady her voice sounded.




Beaumont’s eyes sharpened as he regarded her directly. “By which I mean returning it to the silence that has preserved it so well.”




Étienne’s laugh was soft, humorless. “You assume much.”




“I know enough,” Beaumont said. “The journal. The statue. The fountain.”




Grace felt the air leave her lungs in a silent rush. Étienne’s posture did not change, but she sensed the tension beneath it, coiled and ready.




“You are late,” Étienne said. “If this secret wished to remain buried, it would not have waited for an American woman with sharp eyes.”




Beaumont studied him for a long moment. Then he sighed, as if disappointed.




“You always were difficult,” he said. “Very well. We will be direct.”




He gestured subtly, and one of the men outside stepped forward, just enough for Grace to see the outline of his coat shift. Not a weapon—but the implication was clear.




“Give us what you found,” Beaumont said. “And you may continue your lives untroubled.”




Grace felt Étienne’s gaze flick toward her, a silent question.




She answered it without speaking.




“No,” she said.




The word hung in the air, startling in its simplicity.




Beaumont blinked, then smiled again—this time without warmth. “Madame, you do not understand—”




“I understand perfectly,” Grace replied. “You want the truth hidden because it is inconvenient. It was hidden once already, and all that did was delay this moment.”




Silence stretched.




Étienne nodded slowly. “She is correct. You are not here to protect history. You are here to curate it.”




Beaumont’s expression hardened. “You are both making a mistake.”




“Possibly,” Grace said. “But it’s ours.”




For a heartbeat, Grace thought Beaumont might give an order, that the shadows at the door would surge forward and everything would unravel into chaos. Instead, he stepped back, adjusting his coat.




“Very well,” he said. “You have chosen resistance. Be aware that resistance attracts attention.”




He paused at the threshold. “Versailles has long memory. And long reach.”




Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him.




Grace did not move until Étienne locked the door and slid the bolt home.




When he turned, she let out a breath that felt like it had been trapped in her chest for hours.




“Well,” she said faintly. “That was… bracing.”




Étienne gave a short, grim smile. “You handled it well.”




“They know,” Grace said. “About everything.”




“They know enough,” Étienne corrected. “Which means time is no longer on our side.”




He crossed to the table and retrieved the satchel containing the journal, handing it to her. “You must leave Versailles. Today.”




Grace frowned. “What about the letters?”




“They will remain here, for now,” he said. “Hidden more securely than before. If something happens to me—”




“Don’t,” Grace said sharply.




Étienne held her gaze. “—then you take the journal to the people I will name. They will know what to do.”




He scribbled a name and address on a slip of paper and pressed it into her hand.




Grace folded it carefully. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said quietly. “I came back here for a pleasant memory.”




Étienne chuckled softly. “History rarely respects our intentions.”




They parted moments later, Grace slipping out the rear stairwell as planned. The alley was narrow and empty, the city beyond continuing as if nothing had happened. She merged into the flow of pedestrians, heart still racing, senses sharp.




As she walked away from Versailles, the journal heavy against her side, Grace understood something with sudden clarity.




The statue had not simply been hiding the past.




It had been waiting—for someone willing to carry it forward.




And now, that someone was her.
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Chapter 3: A Familiar Place, an Unfamiliar Feeling 


Grace had walked these streets before.


That was the unsettling part.


The cobblestones beneath her feet, the cadence of traffic, the rise and fall of voices drifting from cafés—all of it was familiar in the way a melody is familiar when you’ve heard it in another life. She had been in Paris often enough that it usually felt like a city she could slip into easily, like a coat worn smooth at the elbows. Today, though, every sensation arrived sharpened, as if someone had turned the contrast too high.


She did not look back toward Versailles.


She knew better than to invite the illusion that distance equaled safety.


Instead, she focused on movement—on being one anonymous figure among many. She crossed streets with the crowd, paused when others paused, mirrored the small hesitations of tourists consulting their phones. The journal pressed against her hip, a steady, tangible reminder that whatever had been buried for centuries was now in motion.


And so was she.


Grace ducked into a métro entrance without breaking stride. The sudden plunge underground brought a welcome change—cooler air, fluorescent light, the rhythmic thunder of trains echoing through tunnels. She descended the stairs two at a time, purchased a ticket, and passed through the turnstile, letting the routine actions steady her nerves.


Only when she was seated on the platform, back against tiled wall, did she allow herself to take stock.


Étienne’s townhouse. Beaumont. The casual certainty with which he had named the statue and the fountain. The fact that he had known enough to arrive almost immediately.


Someone had been watching Versailles.


Not the gardens in general—this was more precise than that. Someone had been waiting for disturbance. For proof that the past was no longer content to stay sealed.


Grace closed her eyes briefly as a train roared past on the opposite track. The wind tugged at her coat, snapping the hem against her legs. She felt suddenly, acutely alone—not in the literal sense, but in the way one feels when responsibility shifts unexpectedly onto one’s shoulders.


She opened her eyes again, resolve settling in.


She had been here before, too—not in Paris, not with this secret, but with that same sense of having crossed a line that could not be uncrossed. She had learned then that panic was useless. So was nostalgia. What mattered was clarity.


The train arrived, brakes screeching, doors sliding open. Grace boarded and took a seat near the door, keeping her satchel close. As the train lurched into motion, she pulled out her phone and checked messages. Nothing new. No missed calls. No sudden alerts.


That meant nothing.


She exited three stops later, resurfacing into a neighborhood that felt quieter, more residential. Narrow streets curved gently, buildings close enough that neighbors could exchange words from open windows. Laundry fluttered on lines strung between balconies. A bakery on the corner sent out a plume of warm, yeasty air that made her stomach tighten with hunger she hadn’t noticed until now.


She had chosen this area deliberately—close enough to be convenient, far enough to avoid obvious connections. Her temporary apartment was on the third floor of an aging building with a narrow staircase and a door that stuck unless you lifted it just so. She unlocked it, slipped inside, and locked it again, pressing her shoulder briefly against the wood as if to feel its solidity.


The apartment greeted her with stillness.


Grace set the satchel on the small kitchen table and shrugged out of her coat. She moved through the space methodically, checking windows, drawing curtains, noting the faint hum of traffic below. Only when she was satisfied did she return to the table and sit.


She did not open the journal.


Not yet.


Instead, she poured herself a glass of water and drank it slowly, grounding herself in the simple physicality of the act. Her hands trembled slightly; she waited until they stilled.


Étienne had said to leave Versailles. He had not said to stop thinking.


Grace reached for her notebook and pen, spreading them on the table beside the satchel. She began to write—not notes this time, but impressions. Beaumont’s manner. His language. The way he had framed his request as assistance rather than demand. The absence of overt threats, which was itself a threat.


She wrote until the words began to overlap, then stopped.


A knock sounded at the door.


Grace froze.


The knock came again—light, almost tentative.


She stood slowly, heart pounding, and moved toward the door without making a sound. She did not ask who it was. She did not look through the peephole immediately. Instead, she listened.


Footsteps shifted outside. A faint exhale. Someone waiting.


Grace leaned forward and peered through the peephole.


A woman stood in the corridor, her posture relaxed, one hand resting on the strap of a canvas bag slung over her shoulder. She looked to be in her late thirties, hair pulled back loosely, glasses perched on her nose. She could have been a neighbor. She could have been anyone.


Grace did not open the door.


The woman knocked again, then spoke softly. “Madame Whitmore?”


Grace’s breath caught. She kept her voice even. “Yes?”


“I’m sorry to disturb you,” the woman said. “I live downstairs. There was a package left for you.”


A pause.


Grace weighed her options quickly. A package was plausible. So was deception. But the woman’s tone was unhurried, unpressured. No urgency. No insistence.


Grace cracked the door open, chain still engaged.


“Yes?” she repeated.


The woman smiled politely. “I was asked to bring this up. The courier couldn’t access the building earlier.”


She held out a small padded envelope.


Grace scanned the corridor behind her. Empty. Quiet.


She unhooked the chain and opened the door fully, taking the envelope. It was light. Unmarked.


“Thank you,” Grace said.


“Of course,” the woman replied. She hesitated, then added, “You might want to read it sooner rather than later.”


Grace’s eyes sharpened. “Did the courier say that?”


The woman’s smile faded, replaced by something more serious. “No. I did.”


Before Grace could ask another question, the woman turned and descended the stairs, footsteps receding.


Grace closed the door and locked it, pulse racing. She stood for a moment, staring at the envelope, then brought it to the table.


It bore no return address. No postage marks—hand-delivered, then.


She opened it carefully.


Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded once.


Grace unfolded it.


The message was brief, typed.


You have found something that does not belong to you.

Others are willing to correct that mistake.

Choose carefully who you trust next.


No signature.


Grace let the paper fall to the table. Her jaw tightened.


“So,” she murmured. “That’s how it’s going to be.”


She folded the note and tucked it into her notebook, then finally reached for the satchel. The journal emerged once more, its faded blue cover catching the light from the window. Grace placed it in front of her and rested her hands on it, feeling the familiar texture beneath her palms.


She thought of the writer, centuries earlier, choosing stone and water over fire and confession. Choosing delay over destruction.


“I don’t know if I’m the soul you were hoping for,” Grace said quietly. “But I’m what you’ve got.”


She opened the journal again.


This time, she read not as a discoverer, but as a custodian. She paid attention to subtleties she had skimmed before—the way certain phrases recurred, the locations mentioned obliquely, the moments where the writer’s restraint slipped just enough to reveal fear, or urgency, or resolve.


A pattern emerged.


The journal referenced a place the writer called “the familiar refuge.” A place visited often enough to fade into the background. A place that felt safe because it was ordinary.


Grace’s eyes lifted from the page.


Her apartment.


No—older than that. More public. More overlooked.


A familiar place.


An unfamiliar feeling.


She closed the journal slowly, understanding dawning.


Versailles had not been the end of the trail.


It had been the beginning.


Grace sat very still, the journal open before her, the words on the page no longer blurring together but rearranging themselves into something sharper, more deliberate. The phrase le refuge familier appeared three times in the later entries, always without elaboration, always paired with language that suggested routine—habitual visits, casual presence, safety through anonymity.


A place seen but not seen.


She pressed her lips together, thinking.


Versailles was anything but ordinary. Even its hidden corners carried the weight of spectacle. The refuge the writer described would have needed the opposite quality—somewhere no one thought to question, somewhere the presence of a court insider would not draw attention.


Grace turned pages back toward the middle of the journal, scanning for overlooked clues. Mentions of errands. Of waiting. Of time passed unnoticed. A reference to bells, faint but regular. Another to stone worn smooth by countless feet.


Her pulse quickened.


A church.


Not a grand cathedral—those were watched, catalogued, politically charged—but a smaller one. A parish church. Somewhere near the palace, close enough to be accessible, distant enough to feel separate from court intrigue.


Grace leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling. Her apartment suddenly felt too quiet, the walls too thin. The note left by the mysterious woman weighed on her thoughts, not because it was threatening, but because it was precise. Someone knew she was moving pieces, not merely holding them.


She packed deliberately.


The journal went into her satchel, wrapped once more in oilcloth. Her notebook followed, then her phone, keys, wallet. She pulled on her coat and paused, listening. The building was quiet. No footsteps on the stairs. No voices outside her door.


Grace unlocked the door and stepped into the corridor.


She descended the stairs slowly, each step measured. At the building’s entrance, she hesitated just long enough to check the street through the glass pane. Nothing out of the ordinary—pedestrians, a cyclist coasting past, a delivery van idling at the corner.


She stepped outside and locked the door behind her.


The church came to her gradually as she walked, memory aligning with intuition. She had passed it countless times on previous trips without entering—a modest structure tucked between residential buildings, its façade unassuming, its presence softened by familiarity. Locals passed it without a glance. Tourists barely noticed it at all.


Église Notre-Dame de Versailles.


Grace stopped across the street, heart thudding.


It was close to the palace. Too close to be coincidence. The bells she remembered hearing faintly from the gardens, the sound carried on the wind, dismissed as ambiance.


She crossed the street and entered.


The air inside was cool, carrying the scent of stone and candle wax. Light filtered through high windows, dust motes drifting lazily in its path. A handful of people were scattered among the pews—an elderly woman praying, a man sitting quietly near the back, head bowed.


Grace took a seat halfway down the nave and let herself blend into stillness.


She opened the journal on her lap, careful not to draw attention, and reread the passages she had marked. One line stood out now, its meaning suddenly clear.


Le refuge familier m’accueille encore, indifférent à mes craintes.


The familiar refuge welcomes me still, indifferent to my fears.


Grace closed the journal.


Churches were good at that—offering indifference, a kind of neutral ground where fear could exist without drawing notice. And if someone needed to hide something small but vital, somewhere that was cleaned regularly, maintained carefully, yet rarely scrutinized down to individual stones…


Her gaze lifted, scanning the interior with new intent.


Stone pillars. Wooden pews. Side chapels. Candlestands.


And the confessional.


Grace’s breath caught.


The journal had mentioned whispers. Concealment. Words passed without being seen.


She rose slowly and moved toward the side aisle, pretending interest in a statue of a saint, then drifting closer to the row of confessionals lining the wall. One was closed. Another stood open, empty.


She stepped inside the open confessional and sat.


The wood creaked softly beneath her weight. She ran her fingers along the interior paneling, eyes tracing the lines of craftsmanship. The confessional was old, though restored—original elements blended seamlessly with later repairs.


Her fingertips paused.


A seam.


Not obvious. Not careless. But there, just beneath the ledge where hands might rest during confession.


Grace’s pulse thundered in her ears.


She waited.


Footsteps approached, then passed. A murmur of prayer rose and fell. No one was watching her. No one would think to.


She pressed gently.


Nothing.


She adjusted her grip, applying pressure along the seam’s length.


The panel slid inward, revealing a narrow cavity no deeper than her forearm.


Grace closed her eyes briefly.


Of course, she thought. Of course it would be here.


She reached inside.


Her fingers brushed against something wrapped in fabric. She drew it out carefully and slid the panel closed again, restoring the confessional to its silent vigilance.


Grace remained seated for a moment, breathing slowly, grounding herself before moving. Then she rose and left the confessional, her movements unhurried, reverent even. She walked back down the aisle and exited the church without looking back.


Outside, the day had brightened. Sunlight warmed the stone steps. Life continued.


Grace did not stop walking until she was several blocks away.


Only then did she duck into a small park and sit on a bench beneath a tree. She opened her satchel and carefully unwrapped what she had taken.


It was smaller than she expected.


A bundle of folded parchment, tied with faded blue ribbon—the same shade as the journal’s cover.


Her throat tightened.


She untied the ribbon and unfolded the first page.


The handwriting was the same as the journal’s.


This was not a copy.


It was the testimony.


Grace read slowly, deliberately, absorbing each word. The account was precise, unflinching. Names were given in full. Dates. Locations. Motives laid bare. It described not just betrayal, but intent—the deliberate orchestration of events meant to manipulate succession, suppress reform, and sacrifice lives deemed expendable for stability.


Grace felt cold.


This was why it had been hidden. Not because it was scandalous, but because it was damning. It did not merely embarrass history—it indicted it.


She folded the pages carefully and retied the ribbon.


Someone sat on the far end of the bench.


Grace did not look up immediately.


She sensed the presence first—the subtle shift in air, the quiet confidence of someone who expected to be noticed eventually.


“Well,” a familiar voice said lightly, “you do have a talent for finding things.”


Grace looked up.


Beaumont sat beside her, hat resting on his knee, expression polite, almost regretful.


“You’re persistent,” Grace said.


“You’re predictable,” he replied. “Churches are always the next place people look. Eventually.”


Her grip tightened on the satchel. “You’re alone.”


“For now,” Beaumont said. “I wanted to speak without unpleasantness.”


“You already did,” Grace said. “At Étienne’s.”


His gaze flicked to the bag. “You’ve gone further since then.”


“Yes,” Grace said simply.


Beaumont sighed. “This is becoming tiresome.”


Grace met his eyes. “You could walk away.”


“And let you dismantle two centuries of careful omission?” He shook his head. “No. I can’t.”


Silence stretched between them, taut as wire.


“You won’t take it from me,” Grace said quietly. “Not without making noise. Public noise.”


Beaumont studied her, reassessing. “You would risk yourself for this?”


“I already have,” she replied.


For the first time, something like admiration flickered across his face.


“Very well,” he said. “Then understand this: if you release it improperly, it will be discredited. Buried again. You’ll be dismissed as a sensationalist.”


“I know,” Grace said.


He stood, replacing his hat. “Then choose your moment wisely. You won’t get another.”


He walked away without looking back.


Grace remained seated long after he was gone, heart racing, thoughts colliding.


She now held everything—the journal, the testimony, the proof.


And the responsibility.


She rose at last, slinging the satchel over her shoulder.


The familiar places around her felt altered now, their neutrality stripped away. She understood the journal’s title phrase at last. Familiarity did not equal safety. Sometimes it only meant no one was paying attention.


Grace began walking again, already planning her next move.


The past had spoken.


Now she had to decide how loudly.


Grace did not run.


The impulse flared hot and immediate, a primitive urge to put distance between herself and Beaumont, between herself and the weight now riding in her satchel. But she had learned long ago that running drew attention, and attention was exactly what she could not afford.


So she walked.


She left the park at an unremarkable pace, turning down a side street lined with plane trees whose leaves whispered softly in the afternoon breeze. Her steps were steady, her posture relaxed, every outward sign proclaiming nothing more than another woman enjoying Paris on a mild day. Inside, however, her thoughts were moving fast, arranging themselves into columns of risk and possibility.


Beaumont’s appearance had confirmed what she already suspected: she was no longer ahead of this situation. At best, she was running parallel to it.


She forced herself to catalog what she knew.


Beaumont and whoever he represented had known about the statue. They had known enough to recognize disturbance. They had moved quickly—too quickly for this to be coincidence. Which meant surveillance, or at the very least an active watch on specific sites connected to the secret.


What they had not known—until now—was the full extent of what remained hidden.


Grace’s fingers tightened briefly around the strap of her satchel.


That advantage was shrinking by the minute.


She crossed a larger boulevard, pausing with a cluster of pedestrians at a red light. Her reflection flickered in a shop window—brown hair pulled back, expression calm, eyes alert. She looked like herself. And yet she felt subtly altered, as if some internal calibration had shifted.


The familiar places were no longer neutral.


They were terrain.


Grace ducked into a small café and ordered tea, choosing a table near the back where she could observe the room without being conspicuous. She did not expect Beaumont to follow her openly; his power lay in pressure, not pursuit. Still, she let her gaze roam, noting faces, exits, reflections.


No one paid her any attention.


She removed the satchel from her shoulder and placed it at her feet, looping the strap around her ankle without looking down. Only then did she allow herself to sit back and think.


Étienne’s words echoed in her mind: You must decide who can be trusted.


The journal’s author had faced the same problem centuries earlier. Surrounded by power, constrained by allegiance, they had chosen concealment over confrontation. Grace understood that choice now in a way she hadn’t before. Hiding had not been cowardice. It had been strategy.


But concealment could not be the end of the story—not twice.


Grace pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts. Several names appeared, each one tempting in its own way. Journalists she had met. Academics with impeccable credentials. Institutions that promised preservation and legitimacy.


Each option carried risk.


Journalists could sensationalize, oversimplify. Academics could debate endlessly while the window of opportunity closed. Institutions could bury the truth under committees and controlled releases.


Beaumont would count on that.


Grace sipped her tea slowly, letting it cool on her tongue. She thought again of the testimony—of its clarity, its precision. It was not rumor or speculation. It was a sworn account, corroborated by letters and records.


What it needed was context.


And courage.


Her phone vibrated softly in her hand.


A message.


She frowned, thumb hovering, then opened it.


Unknown Number:

You were right to leave the church when you did. We need to talk. Somewhere public.


Grace’s pulse spiked.


She scanned the café again, but no one seemed to be watching her. The message could be a trap—or an ally acting cautiously. The wording was careful, not threatening, not demanding.


She typed a reply.


Grace:

Who is this?


The response came almost immediately.


Unknown Number:

Someone who has been waiting a very long time for that testimony to surface.


Grace’s breath caught.


She did not reply at once. Instead, she stood, paid for her tea, and left the café, emerging back into the street. She walked two blocks before stopping beneath an awning and typing again.


Grace:

If you know about the testimony, you know I don’t trust easily.


A pause. Long enough to feel deliberate.


Then:


Unknown Number:

Nor should you. But
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