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  Arrival in Dubrovnik

  
  




Chapter 1 – Arrival in Dubrovnik 




Grace Whitmore had always believed that cities spoke to those who walked them slowly. Not the hurried traveler with a checklist and a camera, but the patient observer—the one who let streets unfold like sentences and corners become punctuation marks. Dubrovnik announced itself to her the moment she stepped beyond the airport shuttle and felt the Adriatic air brush against her skin, warm and salted, carrying a scent that was part sea, part stone, and part something older she could not quite name.




The ancient city rose in the distance like a promise kept. Pale limestone walls glowed beneath the afternoon sun, their color softened by centuries of wind and footsteps. Grace paused, suitcase in hand, and let the sight settle into her. She had visited many cities across Europe—Paris, Vienna, Prague, Barcelona—each with its own rhythm and secrets. Yet Dubrovnik felt different. Not louder or quieter, but watchful, as though the city itself were an observer rather than a backdrop.




Her hotel was modest, tucked just beyond the old city walls, and when she reached it, she declined the offer of assistance with her luggage. She wanted to walk. Always, she wanted to walk. After checking in, leaving her bag unopened on the narrow bed, she stepped back outside with only a small shoulder satchel and her notebook. The notebook was habit more than necessity; she wrote impressions, overheard phrases, sketches of doorways or faces. It was how she remembered places, and how places remembered her.




The street leading toward the Old Town sloped gently downward, guiding her as if by design. She passed cafés with chairs angled just so, their occupants lingering over espresso and conversation. A shop window displayed hand-painted ceramics in shades of blue that echoed the sea. Somewhere nearby, church bells marked the hour, their sound bouncing lightly off stone and sky.




Grace reached the Pile Gate and stopped again. The entrance to Dubrovnik’s Old Town was not subtle. Massive stone arches framed the passage inward, and the worn stones beneath her feet bore the polish of countless generations. As she crossed the threshold, she felt a faint but unmistakable sensation—like stepping into a room where a conversation had been paused rather than ended.




Inside the walls, the Stradun stretched before her, wide and luminous. The limestone pavement gleamed under the sun, reflecting light upward so that even the shadows seemed alive. Tourists moved along the main thoroughfare, but not in overwhelming numbers, and the side streets beckoned with quiet confidence. Grace chose one at random, turning away from the center without hesitation.




The alley narrowed almost immediately, the air cooling as tall stone buildings leaned inward. Laundry hung from windows above, stirring slightly in the breeze. She could hear footsteps ahead and behind, the sound magnified by the close walls, but there was no sense of threat—only presence. She slowed her pace, letting the city reveal itself layer by layer.




Grace had come to Dubrovnik without a plan. No meetings scheduled, no appointments made. She told herself this was simply a visit, a pause between cases, between responsibilities. Yet she knew herself too well to believe it entirely. Mysteries had a way of finding her, especially when she was not looking for them. Or perhaps, she thought, she was always looking, even when she pretended not to be.




She emerged from the alley into a small square dominated by an old fountain. A cat lounged beside it, unbothered by passersby, its eyes half-closed in supreme confidence. Grace smiled and sat on the stone edge, resting her hands on her knees. She listened. The splash of water. The murmur of voices from a nearby café. The faint call of gulls overhead.




It was there, in that moment of stillness, that she first noticed the walls—not just as structures, but as witnesses. They loomed beyond the rooftops, enclosing the city with quiet authority. Grace felt an inexplicable urge to walk them, to trace their length and learn what they had seen. She rose and followed the subtle pull, heading toward a stairway that led upward.




The climb was steeper than she expected, the steps uneven from age and use. She paused once, then twice, pretending to admire the view when in truth she was catching her breath. When she reached the top, the city opened beneath her like a map rendered in stone and terracotta. The sea stretched endlessly beyond the walls, its blue deep and unwavering.




Grace leaned against the parapet, her fingers brushing the rough surface. She closed her eyes briefly, letting the sun warm her face. This was why she traveled—not to escape her life, but to feel it more fully.




As she began walking along the wall, she noticed how the noise of the city softened. Sounds traveled differently here, carried away by the wind or absorbed by stone. She passed other visitors, some chatting animatedly, others quiet with awe. Grace nodded politely but did not linger. Her attention was drawn forward, to the path itself.




A few minutes later, she saw it.




At first, it seemed unremarkable—just a signpost standing near the inner edge of the wall. Dubrovnik was filled with signs directing tourists to landmarks, museums, viewpoints. Grace nearly passed it without thought. But something made her slow, then stop entirely.




The signpost was blank.




No arrows. No lettering. No symbols. Just smooth, weathered wood mounted on a sturdy post, angled slightly as if pointing somewhere important. Grace frowned and stepped closer. She ran her fingers along the surface, half-expecting to feel grooves where words had once been carved. There were none.




She glanced around, wondering if this was some sort of art installation, but there was no plaque, no explanation. Other walkers passed by without a second glance, their attention fixed on the view. Grace felt a familiar tightening in her chest—the subtle alertness that preceded questions.




Why place a signpost here, of all places, with nothing to say?




She stepped back and studied its position. It was not random. It stood precisely where two paths diverged—one continuing along the wall, the other descending back into the city. The post itself leaned ever so slightly toward the inner path, as though encouraging a choice.




Grace pulled out her notebook and made a quick sketch. She noted the time, the location, the light. She told herself she was merely being observant, that this was nothing more than an oddity. But the longer she stood there, the more the signpost unsettled her.




A breeze stirred, carrying with it the distant sound of laughter. Grace turned, half-expecting someone to be watching her. No one was. The signpost stood alone, silent and patient.




She circled it once, examining the base. The wood was old but well-maintained, treated against rot. This was no forgotten remnant. Someone cared for it. Someone wanted it here.




Grace felt a flicker of excitement she did not bother to suppress.




She continued along the wall for another ten minutes, but her thoughts kept circling back. When she finally descended into the city again, she chose a café near the walls and ordered coffee she barely tasted. Her eyes kept drifting toward the stone above, toward the path she had just walked.




Perhaps, she thought, someone would mention it. A waiter. A fellow traveler. But no one did. Conversations flowed around her—about boat tours, dinners, sunsets—while the blank signpost remained unspoken.




By the time she returned to her hotel that evening, Grace knew she would not forget it. She stood at the window as dusk settled over Dubrovnik, the walls turning amber, then gray. Lights flickered on within the city like scattered stars.




She opened her notebook again and wrote a single line beneath her sketch:




A sign that says nothing usually has the most to say.




Grace closed the notebook slowly. She had come to Dubrovnik intending to wander, to observe, to rest. Instead, she had found the beginning of a question. And questions, she knew from long experience, rarely remained alone.




The city outside her window seemed to breathe, ancient and unhurried. Somewhere within its walls, answers waited—whether she sought them or not.




She smiled faintly, already certain of what she would do in the morning.


Grace slept lightly, the way she always did in unfamiliar places. The city’s sounds drifted through the open window—muted footsteps, distant laughter, the low hush of the sea pressing itself against stone. At some point before dawn, church bells marked an hour she did not bother to count, their tones softened by distance and age. She dreamed of stairways that led nowhere and signs that shifted when she wasn’t looking.




When she woke fully, the room was washed in pale gold. Morning light slipped between the shutters and painted narrow bands across the floor. Grace lay still for a moment, listening, letting herself orient. Dubrovnik. The walls. The signpost.




She rose with purpose that surprised her only slightly. After a quick shower, she dressed in comfortable walking clothes and packed her satchel with the essentials: notebook, pen, phone, a folded map she doubted she would need. She paused before leaving, glancing once more at the empty bed, the untouched suitcase. She smiled. This was how it always began—an unplanned detour, a question that refused to wait.




Outside, the city was quieter, still stretching itself awake. Delivery carts rattled softly over stone. A café owner arranged chairs with careful precision, pausing to wipe each table as if preparing for honored guests. Grace headed toward the Old Town again, choosing the same route as the day before, her steps quicker now, more intent.




The climb to the walls felt easier in the morning air. When she reached the path where she had seen the signpost, her pace slowed again, anticipation prickling at her senses. She half-expected it to be gone, removed overnight like a stage prop after the audience had left.




But it was still there.




The signpost stood unchanged, its blank surface catching the slanted sunlight. Grace approached, relief and curiosity mingling. She studied it anew, this time noticing details she had missed before. Fine cracks in the wood, repaired carefully. The grain suggested it had been fashioned from old timber, possibly reclaimed. The post itself was anchored firmly into the stone, not a temporary placement.




Grace glanced around. The path was nearly empty—only a jogger passing at a distance, earbuds in, oblivious. She took out her phone and snapped a discreet photo, then another from a different angle. She crouched, examining the base more closely.




There, half-hidden by shadow, was a small mark carved into the stone beside it. Not a letter. Not a symbol she recognized immediately. It was simple: a shallow notch intersected by a shorter line, like a minimal cross tilted slightly off balance.




Grace straightened, her pulse quickening. This was not random. She sketched the mark quickly, noting its orientation. Then she looked up and followed the direction the signpost leaned toward—the descending path into the city.




“Well,” she murmured, “that’s interesting.”




She took the stairs down slowly, eyes scanning the walls, the ground, the corners where light shifted into shade. At the bottom, the path opened into a narrow street she had not explored before. It was quieter than most, residential rather than commercial, with shuttered windows and potted plants arranged with casual care.




Grace walked a short distance, then stopped abruptly.




Carved into the stone wall at shoulder height was the same mark she had seen near the signpost.




Her breath caught. She stepped closer, touching it lightly. The carving was old, weathered, but unmistakable. She looked ahead, then behind her. A third mark appeared farther down the street, barely visible unless one knew to look.




Grace felt the city shift around her, as though she had crossed an invisible threshold. She followed the marks, counting them silently. One at the corner of a building. Another beside a doorway sealed with iron bars. Each carving identical, each placed deliberately, spaced just far enough apart to guide rather than announce.




The trail led her to a small square no larger than a courtyard. At its center stood an old stone well, capped and unused. There were no cafés here, no souvenir stalls, no signs inviting attention. Only quiet and the faint sound of water moving somewhere below.




Grace circled the well slowly. She found the mark again, this time carved into the rim itself. She knelt, peering into the darkness. Nothing stirred. The well was dry—or appeared to be. She stood, unsettled.




“Looking for something?”




The voice came from behind her.




Grace turned calmly, though her heart jumped. A man stood near the edge of the square, perhaps in his late sixties, with silver hair and a posture that suggested both age and endurance. He held a small bag of bread and wore the faintly amused expression of someone who had been watching quietly.




“Just exploring,” Grace said evenly.




He nodded. “That’s how it starts.”




She studied him openly. His eyes were sharp, assessing, but not unkind. “Do you live nearby?” she asked.




“All my life,” he replied. “And yet I still find corners I didn’t know existed.” He gestured toward the well. “Tourists rarely come here.”




“I can see why,” Grace said. “It doesn’t advertise itself.”




He smiled at that, a subtle curve of the mouth. “Some places prefer it that way.”




Grace hesitated, then decided to risk it. “Do you know anything about the signpost near the wall?” she asked.




The man’s expression changed—not dramatically, but enough. A flicker passed through his eyes, something like surprise quickly mastered.




“Blank one?” he asked.




“Yes.”




He considered her for a long moment. Then he shrugged lightly. “It’s old.”




“That’s all?”




He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “It’s not for directions,” he said. “It’s for noticing.”




Before Grace could ask more, he glanced toward the street and shifted his weight. “Be careful where curiosity takes you,” he added. “Dubrovnik remembers things people try to forget.”




With that, he moved past her, disappearing down a side alley without another word.




Grace stood alone in the square, her thoughts racing. She replayed the conversation, analyzing every pause, every choice of words. Not for directions. For noticing.




She returned to the well and studied it again. The stonework was older than most around it, rougher, less refined. She walked the perimeter of the square, counting doorways, windows, marks. There were more carvings here than elsewhere, some partially erased by time.




She checked her watch. Hours had passed without her noticing.




Eventually, she retraced her steps, deliberately this time, noting how the marks guided her not in a straight line, but in a subtle curve—leading back toward the walls. She stopped once, pretending to examine a window, when she sensed movement behind her. No one appeared, but the feeling lingered.




By the time she reached the stairway back up to the walls, the city was fully awake. Voices echoed. A tour group clustered nearby, a guide raising a flag. Grace blended into the crowd briefly, then peeled away.




At the signpost, she paused again. The sunlight now fell directly on it, revealing faint scratches she had not seen before. Not letters, but the ghost of them—removed intentionally.




Grace’s mind worked through possibilities. A code. A forgotten route. A signal meant only for those who knew how to see.




She took one last photo, then turned away, her steps measured.




Back in her hotel room, she spread her notes across the bed. Sketches, times, locations. The mark. The well. The man’s warning. She felt the familiar pull of pattern forming, pieces edging toward coherence.




She knew this much already: the signpost was not an anomaly. It was an invitation—or a test.




Grace closed her notebook and looked out at the walls once more. Somewhere within their ancient embrace, a story was unfolding, one that had waited patiently for someone to ask the right question.




And Grace Whitmore had always been very good at asking questions.




Grace did not leave the hotel again until late afternoon, but she did not rest. Instead, she sat at the small desk beneath the window, her notebook open, pages filling steadily. She mapped the marks she had seen, recreating the streets from memory with careful precision. Years of investigation had trained her eye to notice spacing, repetition, intention. This was not decoration. It was guidance.




She paused often, staring out at the city as if Dubrovnik itself might volunteer an explanation. The walls stood immutable, unchanged by her scrutiny. Yet she felt, more strongly now, that she was being drawn inward—not merely into the city’s geography, but into its memory.




By the time she finally stepped outside again, the sun was low, bathing the limestone in amber and rose. Evening softened Dubrovnik, blurring the edges between past and present. Grace headed once more toward the Old Town, but this time she did not follow the marks. Instead, she observed the people.




At a café near the base of the walls, she ordered tea and listened. Locals spoke with easy familiarity, their voices layered with affection and frustration in equal measure. A woman at the next table mentioned restoration work near the walls, shaking her head. A man responded with a comment about “old things best left alone.” They laughed, but not comfortably.




Grace finished her tea and rose, her mind sharpening.




She returned to the stairway, climbing again to the wall walk. The crowd had thinned. The air smelled faintly of salt and distant cooking fires. When she reached the signpost, she found it unchanged, though now it stood half in shadow, half in light.




She placed her palm against the wood, closing her eyes.




This was foolish, she told herself. Romantic. But instinct had carried her this far in her career, and she had learned to listen when it spoke.




She opened her eyes and noticed something new.




Just beyond the signpost, on the stone parapet, was another mark—older, more worn than the others. It pointed not downward, but inward, toward the wall itself. Grace frowned. She leaned closer, tracing the stone with her fingers.




There was a seam.




It was subtle, nearly invisible unless one was looking for it. The stones fit together too neatly, the line too straight to be natural. Grace’s pulse quickened. She followed the seam with her eyes until it disappeared behind the signpost.




“Of course,” she murmured.




She glanced around. No one nearby. She pressed gently against the stone. Nothing happened. She tried again, this time shifting her weight slightly, pushing where the seam was widest.




The stone moved.




Not much—just enough to confirm what she already suspected. A concealed panel, expertly disguised. Grace stepped back, heart racing. This was no tourist attraction. This was hidden, deliberately so.




She did not open it.




Not yet.




Instead, she stepped away, forcing herself to breathe normally. This was not something to rush. She needed context. History. Motive.




As she descended from the walls for the final time that evening, she felt the unmistakable sensation of being watched. She did not turn immediately. Instead, she walked with deliberate calm, counting her steps, listening for echoes that did not match her own.




At the bottom of the stairs, she paused to adjust her bag—and glanced up.




A figure stood near the signpost, partially obscured by shadow. Tall. Still. Watching the path she had just taken.




Grace’s gaze lingered for only a second before she turned away, merging into the flow of the street. She did not look back again.




Night fell quickly. Lights bloomed across the city, reflected in windows and polished stone. Grace walked without aim, letting herself be absorbed by the rhythm of Dubrovnik after dark. Music drifted from an open doorway. A couple laughed softly on a bench. Somewhere, dishes clinked and voices rose in argument, then fell again.




Yet beneath it all, she felt tension—an undercurrent she could not ignore.




Back in her room, she locked the door and leaned against it briefly, grounding herself. Then she returned to the desk and opened her notebook once more. She added a new sketch: the seam in the wall. The hidden panel. The mark pointing inward.




This was bigger than a curiosity. This was infrastructure. Whatever lay behind that stone had been used, protected, and then erased from common knowledge.




Grace sat back, considering possibilities. Smuggling routes. Wartime passages. Something older still. Dubrovnik had endured sieges, empires, occupations. It had learned the value of secrecy.




A soft knock interrupted her thoughts.




Grace froze.




She stood slowly, crossing the room without sound. Another knock, firmer this time.




“Ms. Whitmore,” a voice called softly, accented but clear. “I believe you have questions.”




Grace did not open the door immediately. “Who is it?” she asked.




“A friend of the city,” the voice replied. “And perhaps, for tonight, yours.”




She opened the door a fraction.




The man from the square stood there, his expression serious now, the faint amusement gone. He held no bag this time, only a folded piece of paper.




“You should not linger near the walls alone,” he said quietly. “Especially not that section.”




Grace met his gaze evenly. “Then perhaps you should tell me why.”




He hesitated, then held out the paper. “Read this,” he said. “And decide whether you wish to continue.”




“What happens if I do?” she asked.




His eyes flicked briefly down the corridor, then back to hers. “Then Dubrovnik will test you.”




Grace took the paper.




He nodded once and stepped back, already retreating down the hall. “If you choose to stop,” he added, “forget the signpost. Forget the marks. Walk the city like everyone else.”




“And if I don’t?” Grace called after him.




He paused at the stairwell. “Then you will see what the signpost was meant to point to,” he said. “Even without words.”




He disappeared.




Grace closed the door slowly, her hands steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her. She unfolded the paper.




It contained only a date—and a time.




Tomorrow morning.




Just before dawn.




Below it, the same simple mark.




Grace smiled, a mix of anticipation and resolve settling over her.




Whatever she had stumbled into, it was no longer accidental. The city had noticed her noticing. The signpost had done its job.




She placed the paper carefully into her notebook and extinguished the light. As she lay down, the walls outside seemed closer somehow, their ancient silence charged with expectation.




Dubrovnik was no longer just a destination.




It was a challenge.
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Chapter 2 – First Impressions 




Grace woke before her alarm, the gray-blue light of early morning barely seeping through the shutters. For a few seconds she lay still, suspended between sleep and wakefulness, listening. The city was quieter now than it had been at any other time since her arrival. No carts, no voices, only the distant murmur of the sea and the occasional creak of stone settling into itself.




She reached for her phone. 4:47 a.m.




The time written on the folded paper rested in her mind like a weight. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and dressed quickly, choosing dark, comfortable clothing and sturdy shoes. She hesitated only once, slipping her notebook into her satchel, then paused and added a small flashlight she rarely needed but never traveled without.




Grace left the hotel without encountering anyone. The corridor lights were dimmed, the front desk unattended. Outside, the air was cool and clean, carrying the faint scent of salt and damp stone. The sky was beginning to lighten at the horizon, but the streets remained in shadow, the city not yet ready to fully reveal itself.




She walked deliberately, retracing her route toward the Old Town. Without the daytime crowds, Dubrovnik felt different—larger somehow, its spaces stretching, its silences deeper. Her footsteps echoed softly, a sound she was keenly aware of. She did not rush, but neither did she linger.




At the base of the stairway leading to the walls, she paused.




The path upward was empty.




Grace rested her hand briefly on the railing, steadying herself—not from fear, she told herself, but from awareness. This was no longer casual exploration. Someone had invited her here, at this hour, for a reason.




She climbed.




At the top, the wall walk lay pale and still beneath the fading night. The signpost stood ahead, its silhouette unmistakable against the lightening sky. Grace approached it slowly, scanning her surroundings. No one was visible, though the city offered countless places to stand unseen.




She stopped beside the signpost and waited.




Minutes passed. The sky shifted from gray to lavender, the sea beyond the walls catching the first hints of dawn. Grace checked her watch again. 4:59.




Right on time, footsteps sounded behind her.




She did not turn immediately. The steps were unhurried, confident, approaching from the direction of the inner path. When they stopped, she felt the presence close enough to register body heat.




“You came,” the man said.




Grace turned. It was the same man from the square, his silver hair tucked beneath a dark cap, his expression unreadable in the dim light.




“I don’t like unanswered questions,” she replied.




He nodded, as though he had expected nothing else. “Neither did the people who built this city.”




He gestured toward the signpost. “This,” he said, “was never meant for tourists.”




“I gathered that,” Grace said. “Why is it blank?”




“Because words change,” he replied. “Stone remembers.”




He stepped past her and knelt near the base of the signpost. With practiced ease, he pressed against the seam Grace had discovered the night before. The panel shifted silently inward, revealing a narrow opening just wide enough for a person to slip through.




Grace felt a flicker of admiration. “How many people know about this?” she asked.




“Fewer than before,” he said. “And more than we would like.”




He stood and met her gaze. “You can still turn back.”




Grace looked at the opening. Darkness lay beyond, thick and impenetrable. She felt no hesitation.




“Lead the way,” she said.




The passage beyond the wall was narrow and steep, sloping downward at a sharp angle. The man moved ahead, lighting the way with a small lantern that cast soft, amber light against the stone. The walls were rough, damp in places, etched with tool marks that spoke of haste rather than artistry.




Grace counted her steps instinctively. The air grew cooler, carrying the faint scent of earth and old water. Somewhere below, she heard the drip of moisture echoing in the dark.




“This passage predates the walls as they stand now,” the man said quietly. “It was expanded, sealed, reopened, and sealed again. Each time the city feared what might come through.”




“Or what might go out,” Grace said.




He smiled faintly. “Exactly.”




They reached a small chamber where the passage widened just enough to stand comfortably. The lantern revealed carvings along the walls—symbols similar to the mark Grace had been following, though here they were more elaborate, forming patterns that suggested direction, timing, perhaps warning.




“This was a wayfinding system,” Grace said softly. “Not for navigation, but for permission.”




The man regarded her with renewed interest. “You see quickly.”




“I’ve had practice,” she replied.




He leaned against the stone, folding his arms. “Dubrovnik has always been a city of thresholds,” he said. “Trade routes. Empires. Faiths. When danger came, people needed to move quietly. To hide knowledge. To protect certain truths.”




Grace studied the symbols, tracing them with her eyes. “And the signpost?”




“Marked the choice,” he said. “Continue openly, or descend into what is hidden.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “Why now?” she asked. “Why show this to me?”




He hesitated.




“Because someone else has begun to notice,” he said finally. “And they are not here to protect the city.”




Grace straightened. “Who?”




He shook his head. “Not yet.”




They continued downward, the passage branching at intervals, each turn marked with variations of the same symbol. Grace noted how the lantern light revealed older carvings beneath newer ones—eras layered atop one another, each leaving its mark before fading.




Eventually, the passage opened into a larger space.




Grace stopped short.




They stood in a vaulted chamber carved directly from the bedrock, its ceiling supported by thick stone columns. Along the walls were niches containing remnants of objects long removed—hooks, shelves, stains that suggested oil lamps or stored supplies. At the center of the chamber lay a stone table etched with maps.




Not maps of streets.




Maps of connections.




Lines radiated outward from the city, branching toward ports, monasteries, inland routes. Symbols marked points of exchange, refuge, secrecy.




Grace approached the table slowly, reverently. “This wasn’t just for escape,” she said. “It was a network.”




“Yes,” the man said. “A silent one.”




“Why hide it?” she asked.




“Because power follows knowledge,” he replied. “And Dubrovnik survived by controlling both.”




Grace’s mind raced. Smugglers. Diplomats. Spies. Refugees. This network could have served all of them, across centuries.




“And now?” she asked.




“Now someone wants to sell it,” he said quietly.




Grace turned sharply. “Sell it to whom?”




“Anyone who values leverage,” he said. “Developers. Private collectors. People who believe history is most valuable when it belongs to no one but themselves.”




Grace clenched her jaw. “And the signpost?”




“A test,” he said again. “To see who notices. Who asks why.”




“And if no one does?”




“Then the city loses something quietly,” he replied. “As it has before.”




Grace looked back at the table, at the lines etched by hands long gone. She felt anger stir—familiar, controlled, focused.




“Who are you?” she asked.




He hesitated, then inclined his head slightly. “My name is Luka,” he said. “My family has watched these passages for generations. Fewer each year.”




“Watchers,” Grace said.




“Caretakers,” he corrected. “Until recently.”




“Why recently?” she pressed.




“Because one of us disappeared,” Luka said. “And shortly after, the marks began to reappear—freshly carved, where they had been erased.”




Grace felt a chill. “Someone is reopening the network.”




“Yes.”




“And you think I can help,” she said.




“I think,” Luka replied carefully, “that you have already helped by seeing what others walk past.”




Grace straightened, resolve settling into place. “Then tell me everything,” she said. “Starting with who might be willing to kill for this.”




Luka met her gaze steadily. “That,” he said, “is where the real mystery begins.”




Above them, unseen and unhearing, Dubrovnik stirred as dawn finally broke over its walls.


Luka extinguished the lantern for a moment, plunging the chamber into darkness so complete that Grace felt it rather than saw it. The absence of light sharpened every other sense—the echo of her own breathing, the cool dampness of stone, the faint mineral scent rising from the earth itself.




“This is how it was meant to be experienced,” Luka said softly. “In darkness first. Light comes later.”




He relit the lantern, and the chamber returned in fragments—stone, shadow, symbol. Grace exhaled slowly, grounding herself.




“You said someone disappeared,” she prompted. “Tell me about them.”




Luka rested a hand on the edge of the stone table, his fingers tracing one of the carved lines as if following a familiar road. “Her name was Marija,” he said. “She was not born into the watchers, but she married into us. A historian. Archivist by training. She understood records—what survives, what vanishes, and why.”




Grace listened carefully, noting not only his words but the cadence of his voice. Grief lay beneath his calm, restrained but present.




“She began noticing inconsistencies,” Luka continued. “Gaps in municipal records. Permits issued for surveys that never occurred. Requests for access to areas officially declared sealed.”




“And she followed those threads,” Grace said.




“Yes,” Luka replied. “Too openly, perhaps. She believed that transparency would protect her.”




Grace nodded once. She had seen that mistake before.




“When did she vanish?” Grace asked.




“Three weeks ago,” Luka said. “She left home one morning to meet someone near the walls. She never returned.”




“No body,” Grace said.




“No,” Luka confirmed. “No witnesses. Only this.”




He reached into his coat and withdrew a small object wrapped in cloth. He unfolded it carefully, revealing a fragment of carved stone—freshly broken, the edges sharp.




Grace recognized the symbol immediately.




“This was found near the signpost,” Luka said. “The same morning Marija disappeared.”




Grace studied the fragment, then looked up. “Someone wanted you to know she’d been here,” she said. “Or wanted to provoke you.”




“Or both,” Luka agreed.




They moved around the chamber, Luka pointing out features Grace might have missed. Narrow channels carved into the floor to guide water. Iron rings set into walls for securing crates or lanterns. Symbols that indicated timing—tides, moon phases, church bells.




“This network wasn’t just physical,” Grace said slowly. “It was procedural. Ritualized.”




“Yes,” Luka said. “You could enter only at certain times. With certain knowledge. Otherwise, you would get lost.”




“Or trapped,” Grace added.




Luka met her gaze. “Or worse.”




They exited the chamber through a different passage, narrower and more irregular. Grace noted that the symbols here were fewer, spaced farther apart. The stone felt colder, older.




“This section predates the Republic,” Luka said. “Before Dubrovnik learned diplomacy.”




Grace smiled faintly. “Every city has a childhood,” she said. “Most prefer not to remember it.”




The passage sloped upward eventually, ending at a small iron door set flush with the stone. Luka paused before it.




“This leads to a storage cellar beneath a private residence,” he said. “The family believes it sealed centuries ago.”




“And it wasn’t,” Grace said.




“No,” Luka replied. “It was merely forgotten.”




He opened the door carefully. Early morning light spilled in, and Grace blinked as her eyes adjusted. They emerged into a low-ceilinged cellar lined with barrels and old wooden shelves. Dust motes danced in the light filtering through a small grated window.




Grace brushed stone dust from her hands. “If someone is reopening this network,” she said, “they’re doing it selectively. Carefully.”




“Yes,” Luka said. “Which suggests resources.”




“And patience,” Grace added. “And a buyer waiting.”




They exited through the cellar door into a narrow residential street. The city was fully awake now. A woman swept her doorstep. A man walked past carrying bread. Life continued, oblivious to what lay beneath.




Grace felt the familiar dissonance—how secrets coexist with normalcy, how danger often hides beneath routine.




They walked together without speaking for several minutes. Finally, Luka gestured toward a café opening its shutters.




“We should be seen,” he said. “It is safer.”




They sat outside with coffee, the bitterness grounding after the damp chill below ground. Grace watched reflections ripple across the cup’s surface as she thought.




“Who stands to gain most from revealing—or selling—this network?” she asked.




Luka stirred his coffee absently. “Developers have long wanted to expand access to the walls,” he said. “Private tours. Exclusive experiences. But there are also collectors.”




“Of history,” Grace said.




“Of control,” Luka corrected. “Knowledge of hidden routes is leverage. Always has been.”




Grace considered. “And Marija?”




“She would never sell,” Luka said firmly. “She believed these passages belonged to the city—not to families, not to governments, but to history itself.”




Grace nodded. “Which makes her a liability.”




“Yes.”




They fell silent again. Grace watched passersby, scanning faces instinctively. She noticed a man across the street glance toward them twice, then turn away too quickly.




She did not alert Luka immediately.




“Has anyone else been asking questions?” Grace asked casually.




“Yes,” Luka said. “A foreigner. Claims to be a researcher. Very polite.”




Grace sipped her coffee. “What did he look like?”




“Tall. Dark hair. Scar near his left ear,” Luka said. “Speaks Croatian well enough to pass at a distance.”




Grace’s jaw tightened slightly. She had not missed the man across the street touching his ear.




“When did he arrive?” she asked.




“About a month ago,” Luka said. “Just before Marija disappeared.”




Grace set her cup down. “Luka,” she said quietly, “we’re being observed.”




He did not turn his head. “I suspected.”




“Good,” Grace said. “Then don’t react.”




They continued their conversation lightly, shifting topics to weather, to the coming tourist season. Grace counted heartbeats, gauging timing. When she stood to leave, she did so naturally, smiling politely.




They walked away in opposite directions at the corner.




Grace did not head back to her hotel. Instead, she took a winding route through the city, doubling back once, then again. At a narrow junction, she paused to examine a shop window—and saw the reflection she expected.




The man followed at a distance.




Grace felt the familiar calm settle over her. Fear had no place here. Only awareness.




She turned suddenly into a stairwell leading upward, climbing quickly, then exited onto a higher street. She slowed, blending with a small group of tourists. At the next corner, she slipped into a side alley and waited.




Footsteps approached.




The man rounded the corner—and stopped short when Grace stepped into view.




“You’re not very subtle,” she said mildly.




He smiled, hands raised slightly. “Nor are you,” he replied, his accent faint but noticeable. “You found the signpost quickly.”




Grace studied him. The scar near his ear was thin but distinct.




“What do you want?” she asked.




“To talk,” he said. “Before someone gets hurt.”




“Someone already has,” Grace replied.




His smile faded. “You don’t understand what you’ve uncovered.”




“I understand enough,” Grace said. “And so did Marija.”




The man’s jaw tightened. “Marija made a mistake.”




Grace’s eyes hardened. “So did you,” she said. “You followed the wrong woman.”




For a moment, tension stretched between them, taut as wire. Then voices echoed nearby, and the man stepped back.




“This city has many doors,” he said quietly. “Some should remain closed.”




“And some,” Grace replied, “should never have been locked.”




He studied her one last time, then melted back into the crowd, leaving the alley empty.




Grace exhaled slowly.




By the time she returned to her hotel, the sun was high and Dubrovnik shimmered with ordinary life. But nothing felt ordinary anymore.




She wrote everything down. The man. The scar. The words chosen carefully.




Chapter two, she thought, had only just begun.




Grace closed the door to her hotel room with deliberate care, sliding the lock into place and testing it once before stepping away. Only then did she allow herself to exhale fully. The encounter in the alley replayed itself in her mind, every word and inflection examined, weighed, and filed away. The man’s confidence had not been theatrical. It had been practiced.




She crossed to the window and looked out at the city. Dubrovnik sparkled in the midday sun, its beauty almost defiant. Tourists moved through the streets below like bright beads on a string, unaware of the layers beneath their feet. Grace felt the now-familiar dissonance again—the contrast between what was visible and what was hidden.




She sat at the desk and opened her notebook, filling several pages without pause. Description of the man. His accent—perhaps learned rather than native. His phrasing. Before someone gets hurt. Not again. A telling omission.




Grace leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes briefly.




This was no longer simply about uncovering history. Someone was actively manipulating the present.




A soft knock came at the door.




Grace stilled instantly, every sense alert. She glanced at the clock. Early afternoon. Too soon for housekeeping. She rose silently and moved to the door, positioning herself just out of view.




“Yes?” she called.




“It’s Luka,” came the reply, low and careful.




Grace unlocked the door but kept the chain on, opening it just enough to confirm his identity. Luka stood alone in the corridor, his expression tight.




“You were followed,” he said quietly.




“So were you,” Grace replied, slipping the chain free and letting him in.




He entered and immediately checked the window, then the bathroom door, moving with the efficiency of someone who had learned caution the hard way.




“He spoke to you,” Luka said, not a question.




“Yes,” Grace replied. “And he confirmed what we suspected.”




Luka sank into the chair opposite the desk. “Then we are already late.”




“Not necessarily,” Grace said. “People who rush to sell secrets often make mistakes.”




She poured water into two glasses and handed him one. “Tell me everything you haven’t yet.”




Luka hesitated only a moment. “Marija believed there was something else,” he said. “Something not recorded on the maps.”




Grace’s interest sharpened. “Go on.”




“A chamber,” Luka said. “Not a passage. Not a route. A repository.”




Grace nodded slowly. “A vault.”




“Yes,” Luka said. “Or a confession.”




Grace leaned forward. “And this repository—does anyone know where it is?”




“Only that it exists,” Luka replied. “Or existed. It was referenced indirectly in a 15th-century journal Marija found. A marginal note. It spoke of the city’s memory being placed where even stone could not testify.”




Grace considered that. “Paper doesn’t survive well underground,” she said.




“No,” Luka agreed. “But stone does.”




They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of centuries pressing in.




“The man who followed me,” Grace said, “is not working alone.”




Luka nodded grimly. “We believe he represents an intermediary. Someone hired to locate and verify before acquisition.”




“Which means the buyer hasn’t seen this yet,” Grace said. “That gives us leverage.”




“Or time,” Luka said.




“Time is leverage,” Grace corrected.




Grace stood and began pacing slowly. “The signpost wasn’t just a test,” she said. “It was reactivated.”




“Yes,” Luka said. “Marija noticed fresh tool marks on some of the carvings.”




“And you didn’t erase them,” Grace said.




“No,” Luka replied. “We wanted to see who would follow them.”




Grace stopped. “Including Marija?”




Luka looked down. “Yes.”




Grace softened slightly. “She made her choice,” she said gently. “So did you.”




He met her gaze. “And now you.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I’ve been making it since I noticed the signpost.”




She returned to the desk and spread out her sketches. “If this repository exists, it would need to be somewhere structurally stable. Away from water tables. Likely beneath a civic building, not private residences.”




Luka leaned forward. “The Rector’s Palace,” he said quietly.




Grace nodded. “Or near it.”




“They would never allow excavation there,” Luka said.




“They wouldn’t need to,” Grace replied. “Not if access already exists.”




She tapped the notebook. “What we need is confirmation. Something physical. Not legend.”




“And how do you propose to get it?” Luka asked.




Grace smiled again, this time sharper. “By letting our friend think he’s ahead.”




Luka stiffened. “You want him to lead us.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “He’s impatient. He wants proof to secure his deal.”




“And if he suspects you?” Luka asked.




“He already does,” Grace said. “Which makes him careful—but also curious.”




Luka considered this. “It’s dangerous.”




Grace shrugged. “So is standing still.”




A knock interrupted them again, firmer this time.




Grace and Luka exchanged a glance.




“Housekeeping,” a voice called.




Grace relaxed slightly and opened the door after confirming. The attendant worked quickly and quietly, oblivious to the tension in the room. When she left, Grace closed the door once more.




“You should disappear for a while,” Grace said to Luka. “If they know you’re connected, they’ll use you.”




“And you?” Luka asked.




“I’ll be visible,” Grace said. “Very visible.”




That afternoon, Grace did exactly that. She walked the Stradun, visited shops, joined a guided tour briefly, asked loud, obvious questions. She let herself be seen near the walls again—but not the signpost. She bought a postcard featuring the city walls and mailed it to herself, smiling at the irony.




By early evening, she felt the shift. Eyes on her. Subtle, but unmistakable.




She dined alone at a busy restaurant, choosing a table with her back to the wall. She ordered wine she barely tasted and listened to the overlapping conversations. When she rose to leave, she did not check behind her.




She did not need to.




Outside, as twilight settled, the man approached her openly.




“You’re enjoying Dubrovnik,” he said pleasantly, falling into step beside her.




“Very much,” Grace replied. “It’s layered.”




He smiled. “That’s one word for it.”




They walked together toward the harbor, the sea darkening with the coming night.




“You’ve been asking questions,” he said.




“I’m a curious person,” Grace replied. “It’s practically a flaw.”




“You should be careful which questions you ask,” he said.




Grace stopped and turned to face him. “You already said that,” she said. “It’s not very original.”




His smile tightened. “Then let me be clear. What lies beneath this city is valuable.”




“History always is,” Grace said.




“And dangerous,” he added.




“Only to those who misuse it,” Grace replied.




He studied her, then nodded slightly. “You want to know about the repository.”




Grace did not deny it. “I want to know what Marija found.”




A pause stretched between them, filled with the sound of waves against stone.




“Meet me tomorrow,” he said finally. “Just after sunrise. Near the old customs house.”




“And if I refuse?” Grace asked.




“Then someone else will find it,” he said. “And they won’t care who gets hurt.”




Grace held his gaze. “I’ll be there.”




He inclined his head and walked away, disappearing into the crowd.




Grace remained by the water, watching the last light fade from the sky. She felt no triumph, only resolve. This was the moment when impressions hardened into truth, when observation became action.




When she returned to her room later that night, she wrote one final line beneath her notes for the day:




First impressions are rarely wrong. They’re just incomplete.




She closed the notebook and turned off the light, the city’s ancient walls standing guard outside her window, silent witnesses to what would come next.
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Chapter 3 – A Curious Signpost




Grace woke to the sound of the harbor long before the sun fully rose. Gulls cried somewhere beyond the walls, their calls sharp and insistent, while water slapped rhythmically against stone. She lay still for several minutes, letting the city announce itself again, testing whether the sense of being watched had faded overnight.




It had not.




The awareness sat quietly with her now, no longer alarming, simply present. Grace accepted it the way she accepted gravity or weather. Some mysteries demanded attention whether one invited them or not.




She rose, dressed carefully, and stood for a moment at the window. Dawn spread slowly across Dubrovnik, tinting the rooftops pink and gold. The walls caught the light first, as they always did, as though the city wanted them illuminated before anything else. Grace took that as a kind of signal.




Today, she would return to the signpost—but not as a wanderer.




She left the hotel shortly after sunrise, blending into the early movement of the city. Shopkeepers lifted shutters. Delivery vans idled briefly before disappearing down narrow streets they had clearly memorized. The smell of fresh bread followed her for several blocks.




The old customs house stood near the harbor, its stone façade bearing the quiet authority of centuries. Grace approached without hesitation. She did not see the man at first, but she felt him—the subtle shift in air, the pause in movement that signaled another presence.




“You’re punctual,” he said, stepping into view from beneath the building’s arch.




“You invited me,” Grace replied. “I don’t like being late.”




He smiled faintly. “That’s good. It means you’re serious.”




They walked together along the edge of the harbor, the water reflecting broken images of boats and sky. For several minutes neither spoke. Grace let the silence work, knowing people often filled it when uneasy.




“You went back to the walls,” he said eventually.




“Yes,” Grace replied. “You followed me.”




“I did,” he admitted easily. “And you found more than you should have.”




Grace stopped walking and turned to face him. “You already know that,” she said. “The question is why you haven’t stopped me.”




His expression shifted, just slightly. “Because you’re not trying to sell it,” he said.




“Neither was Marija,” Grace replied.




The man’s jaw tightened. “Marija was reckless.”




“She was careful,” Grace countered. “Just not cautious enough around the wrong people.”




He studied her for a long moment. “You think I’m responsible.”




“I think you know who is,” Grace said. “And I think you’re afraid of what happens if the truth comes out.”




The harbor noises seemed to recede, leaving only the sound of water and breath between them.




“My name is Stefan,” he said finally. “And I don’t kill historians.”




“Someone did,” Grace replied.




Stefan exhaled sharply. “No,” he said. “Someone removed her.”




Grace’s eyes narrowed. “That’s worse.”




He did not argue.




They resumed walking, this time toward the Old Town. “You want the signpost,” Stefan said. “Not the passages. Not the network.”




“I want to understand it,” Grace replied. “The signpost is the key.”




Stefan nodded reluctantly. “It was never meant to be permanent.”




“Yet it’s been maintained,” Grace said. “Repaired. Preserved.”




“Yes,” Stefan said. “Because it was never meant to be destroyed either.”




They reached the base of the walls, the stone looming above them. Stefan stopped, glancing around before speaking again.




“The signpost was a marker of consent,” he said. “Not direction. Those who noticed it—and questioned it—were deemed worthy of being shown more.”




“By whom?” Grace asked.




“By the city,” Stefan said, then corrected himself. “By those who served it.”




Grace folded her arms. “You’re not one of them.”




“No,” Stefan said quietly. “But I know their work.”




They climbed the familiar stairs. Grace felt the same pull she had felt on her first day, but now it was sharpened by purpose. When the signpost came into view, she slowed.




It looked ordinary. That, she now understood, was its greatest strength.




Stefan stopped several steps away. “This is where Marija stood,” he said. “The last place anyone could confirm.”




Grace approached the signpost and rested her hand on it again. In the daylight, she noticed something new—tiny indentations along the edge, evenly spaced, almost invisible unless the light struck just right.




“This isn’t blank,” she said softly. “It’s erased.”




Stefan nodded. “Each generation removed the names,” he said. “Routes, families, agreements. The wood remembers even when people forget.”




Grace traced the indentations with her fingertips. “Someone tried to restore it,” she said.




“Yes,” Stefan replied. “Poorly.”




Grace turned to him sharply. “You?”




“No,” he said. “Marija.”




Grace closed her eyes briefly. That explained the fragment Luka had found. Fresh work. Interrupted.




“She was trying to bring it back,” Grace said.




“She was trying to document it,” Stefan corrected. “She believed sunlight would protect it.”




“And you disagreed,” Grace said.




“I believed sunlight would destroy it,” Stefan said. “Turn it into spectacle. Into profit.”




Grace straightened. “So you took matters into your own hands.”




“I warned her,” Stefan said. “I begged her to stop.”




“And when she didn’t?”




“I stepped away,” he said. “Others did not.”




Grace studied him carefully. His fear was real—but it was not guilt. Not the kind she recognized.




“Who are the others?” Grace asked.




Stefan hesitated, then pointed subtly toward the city below. “People who believe Dubrovnik is underutilized,” he said. “That its past should be leveraged.”




“Developers,” Grace said.




“And financiers,” Stefan added. “And collectors who don’t care where something belongs as long as it belongs to them.”




Grace nodded slowly. “And the repository.”




Stefan’s eyes flicked back to the signpost. “You know about that.”




“I know it exists,” Grace said. “And that Marija found proof.”




Stefan’s silence was confirmation enough.




Grace stepped back from the signpost and looked along the wall, imagining centuries of watchers, caretakers, decisions made quietly in the name of survival.




“This signpost isn’t pointing to a place,” she said. “It’s pointing to responsibility.”




Stefan looked at her sharply. “That’s a dangerous interpretation.”




“It’s the only one that fits,” Grace replied.




A group of tourists approached, laughter carrying easily. Stefan stepped back, distancing himself from the signpost.




“They’re close,” he said. “Closer than you think.”




“Then we don’t have much time,” Grace replied.




Stefan hesitated. “If you continue,” he said, “you’ll be choosing sides.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I already have.”




She walked away from the signpost without looking back, her mind already working through next steps. The city seemed different now—not just layered, but alive with intention.




The signpost remained behind her, blank and patient, waiting for the next person who would dare to ask why.


Grace did not return to her hotel immediately. Leaving the walls behind, she allowed the city to pull her inward, deeper into its living arteries where stone corridors twisted into marketplaces and stairways climbed without apology. The conversation with Stefan lingered in her thoughts, not as a confession, but as a fracture—one that revealed competing loyalties rather than clear guilt.




The signpost was not the mystery.




It was the lens.




She slowed near a small square where vendors were just beginning to arrange their goods. Silver jewelry caught the light. Linen cloth fluttered softly. An elderly man tuned a violin beneath an archway, the notes tentative at first, then confident. Life asserted itself everywhere, indifferent to what lay hidden beneath.




Grace found a bench and sat, watching faces.




She had learned long ago that cities revealed themselves most clearly not through architecture but through people—what they ignored, what they protected, and what made them uneasy. Dubrovnik’s people carried their history differently. There was pride here, certainly, but also restraint. A sense that not everything needed to be explained.




She opened her notebook and wrote a single word at the top of the page:




Consent.




Stefan had used it without hesitation. That mattered.




Grace replayed his account carefully. The signpost as a marker of worthiness. The erasure of names to prevent ownership. The deliberate blankness. It all aligned with what she had seen underground—the procedural nature of the network, the rules embedded in stone rather than written law.




And Marija.




Marija had tried to document what was never meant to be possessed.




Grace closed the notebook gently. She did not judge Marija for that. Historians rarely believed that truth could be harmed by exposure. They underestimated greed.




By midday, Grace felt the familiar sense of pressure building—the knowledge that time had become a factor. She returned to her hotel only long enough to change clothes and leave her notebook behind, keeping just her phone and the folded paper with the symbol. She did not want to carry anything that could be taken.




She stepped back into the city with intention.




Her first stop was the municipal archive.




The building itself was unassuming, tucked along a quieter street away from the tourist routes. Inside, the air smelled faintly of dust and paper, a scent Grace associated with both discovery and loss. She approached the front desk with practiced ease.




“I’m researching medieval wayfinding systems,” she said calmly. “Specifically non-cartographic markers.”




The archivist—a woman in her forties with sharp eyes and an expression shaped by long exposure to vague inquiries—studied Grace for a moment.




“You’ll want restricted materials,” she said.




Grace smiled faintly. “I was hoping you’d say that.”




The woman sighed, then gestured toward a sign-in ledger. “Name.”




Grace wrote it neatly. No hesitation.




She spent the next two hours immersed in partial truths. Records that referenced maintenance without explanation. Requests approved and later redacted. Marginal notes that ended abruptly. The absence of information became its own pattern.




Then she found it.




A ledger entry dated nearly five hundred years earlier, its ink faded but legible. It referenced the post without direction.




Grace’s pulse quickened. She read carefully.




The entry was brief, written in a formal hand that conveyed authority without flourish. It spoke of an agreement renewed. Of caretakers reaffirmed. Of the city’s obligation to remain silent unless silence endangered survival.




Grace leaned back slightly, absorbing the implication.




The signpost was not passive.




It was activated when danger reached a certain threshold.




She copied the entry by hand, memorizing the phrasing. When she returned the materials, the archivist watched her closely.




“You’re not the first to ask about this,” the woman said quietly.




Grace met her gaze. “Recently?”




“Yes,” the archivist replied. “Within the last month.”




“Tall man,” Grace said, “scar near his ear.”




The archivist stiffened almost imperceptibly. “He asked better questions than most,” she said. “That worried me.”




“Did he access this ledger?” Grace asked.




“No,” the woman said. “It’s not indexed.”




Grace smiled slightly. “Then he’s behind.”




The archivist hesitated. “Be careful,” she said. “Some histories resist being told.”




Grace nodded. “I’ve noticed.”




Outside, the afternoon sun pressed down heavily now, the stone streets radiating heat. Grace walked without direction, letting her thoughts align.




If the signpost activated when silence endangered survival, then something had already crossed that threshold.




And Marija had seen it first.




Grace felt a prickle at the base of her neck and did not need to look to know she was no longer alone.




She turned into a narrow alley and stopped abruptly.




Luka stood there, leaning against the wall, his expression drawn but resolute.




“You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly.




“Neither should you,” Grace replied. “Yet here we are.”




“They are watching you closely now,” Luka said. “Stefan spoke with them this morning.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “You’re certain?”




“Yes,” Luka said. “I followed him.”




Grace considered this. “And?”




“He met with two men I don’t recognize,” Luka said. “Not local.”




“Buyers don’t get their hands dirty,” Grace said. “Intermediaries do.”




Luka nodded grimly. “They believe the repository is real.”




“It is,” Grace said.




Luka searched her face. “You’re sure.”




“Yes,” Grace replied. “And Marija found a way to prove it.”




Luka swallowed. “Then she’s alive.”




Grace held his gaze steadily. “Or she left something behind that was too dangerous to destroy.”




They stood in silence for a moment, the alley humming faintly with distant life.




“The signpost,” Luka said. “It’s changed.”




Grace’s attention sharpened. “How?”




“There is a new mark,” Luka said. “Not carved. Placed.”




Grace’s heart quickened. “Where?”




“On the reverse side,” Luka replied. “Facing the city.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “Then they’re escalating.”




They moved quickly now, threading their way back toward the walls without speaking. Grace noted the way Luka avoided certain streets, chose others deliberately. He was careful—and practiced.




When they reached the wall walk again, the crowd was thicker, but Grace spotted the signpost immediately.




Luka was right.




Affixed to the back of the post was a small metal disc, no larger than a coin. It bore the same symbol—but rendered in modern precision rather than hand-carved imperfection.




A signal.




Grace did not touch it.




“They want a response,” she said.




“Yes,” Luka replied. “And they want witnesses.”




Grace scanned the area. Tourists took photos. A guide gestured dramatically toward the sea. No one noticed the disc.




“Then we deny them that,” Grace said.




She stepped closer to the signpost and spoke softly, her voice steady.




“This post does not answer to money,” she said. “Or threats.”




Luka stared at her. “What are you doing?”




“Reminding it,” Grace replied. “And them.”




She reached into her pocket and removed the folded paper with the symbol—the one Luka had given her. She pressed it briefly against the wood, then removed it and slipped it back into her pocket.




Nothing visible changed.




But the air shifted.




Grace felt it immediately, a subtle pressure like the moment before a storm breaks. Luka felt it too; she saw it in the way his shoulders tightened.




From somewhere within the wall, there came a faint sound—stone against stone, settling.




Luka’s eyes widened. “You shouldn’t have—”




“I know,” Grace said. “But now they’ll act.”




“And so will we,” Luka said.




Grace stepped away from the signpost and merged back into the crowd, her pulse steady, her resolve firm. Whatever balance had been maintained for centuries was tipping now.




The signpost had been noticed.




And it had noticed back.


Grace lingered near the walls, letting the crowd’s movement carry her without revealing her focus. She had learned to watch from the edges, noticing patterns in casual gestures, in glances, in the way someone paused just long enough to betray intent. Today, every step felt like an audition for vigilance. Every shadow, a possible witness.




The disc on the back of the signpost gleamed faintly in the rising sun, its metal surface catching light at angles that seemed deliberate. Grace did not reach for it again. Stefan had made one thing clear yesterday: the signpost was a test. Even subtle interference could provoke consequences.




She scanned the crowd. Tourists carried cameras, guidebooks, and curiosity in equal measure. Locals moved with purpose, faces neutral, yet in every city, there are always those who observe without moving. She felt their eyes brushing against her presence, fleeting yet unmistakable.




Luka’s hand brushed hers lightly. He had followed silently, a reminder of their alliance. She glanced at him.




“They’re close,” he said. “Not just observers anymore. Active participants.”




Grace nodded, taking in the surrounding walls and streets. She noticed three men across the square, standing loosely near a fountain. Their posture was casual, yet something about the placement suggested coordination. One carried a small notebook. Another adjusted his coat repeatedly. The third’s gaze flicked toward the signpost, then swept the crowd.




“Intermediaries,” she said quietly.




Luka’s jaw tightened. “Yes. And they’re not the only ones watching the walls today.”




Grace crouched slightly, using a stone bench as cover. She pulled out her phone, carefully adjusting the camera angle to capture a discreet image. The men remained unaware of her surveillance, their attention divided between each other and the signpost.




“Why so bold?” she whispered.




“They know someone is interested,” Luka replied. “And they’re testing limits.”




Grace studied the signpost again. The disc was small but commanding. Its presence was unassuming to casual observers, yet she recognized it as a modern addition to a centuries-old system. Someone had understood the signpost’s function and reinforced it for contemporary use.




“They want you to react,” she said. “Or someone else.”




“Yes,” Luka said. “And that response will tell them everything.”




Grace straightened, making her movement natural. She allowed her eyes to drift casually toward the men. One of them—the tallest, with dark hair and a slight scar near his left ear—moved subtly closer to the signpost, pretending to tie a shoelace. Grace’s pulse quickened. That was Stefan. No doubt.




“He’s doing the same test,” she murmured.




“Yes,” Luka said. “But he underestimates you.”




Grace let a small smile play at her lips. Stefan believed control rested with him because he had the initiative. But she had already observed, documented, and understood the historical and procedural context. Knowledge was her leverage.




“Let him approach,” she said.




Luka nodded. “And then?”




“We respond subtly,” Grace said. “We shift the balance without revealing ourselves.”




They moved closer to the signpost, keeping casual appearances. Grace studied the metal disc again. She knew instinctively that it responded not to touch, but to acknowledgment. Presence. Awareness. The original system had relied on observation as a form of consent. The disc likely operated on the same principle.




Stefan stood near the post, pretending to tie his shoelace, but his eyes flicked repeatedly to the surrounding walls and rooftops. Grace knew he sensed her presence, even if he had not located her exactly. She allowed herself to adjust her posture, brushing dust from her sleeve and shifting her weight naturally. The disc caught a slant of sunlight, glinting like a signal.




Grace made a subtle adjustment—she stepped slightly closer, letting the tip of her hand brush her pocket where the folded symbol rested. She did not touch the disc. Not yet. Just a suggestion of intent.




The disc responded. She felt it before she saw any movement: a vibration in the stone beneath her feet, faint, almost imperceptible, like the walls themselves had acknowledged her presence. Stefan paused mid-motion. His head turned slowly, scanning without direction.




“You’ve triggered it,” Luka whispered.




“Yes,” Grace said, her voice calm. “And now we watch.”




The three men continued their choreography, unaware that the balance had shifted. Stefan lingered longer than necessary, his gaze flicking repeatedly to the disc, then down at the square. Grace maintained her posture, blending with passersby, keeping her distance while observing.




Minutes stretched into what felt like hours. Finally, Stefan’s hand dropped, his attention diverted by a tourist attempting to photograph the signpost. He allowed the momentary distraction to pass before retreating a few steps, moving into the shadows of a narrow alley.




Grace waited until he was partially obscured, then whispered to Luka, “Follow me. Carefully.”




They moved together along the wall’s inner pathway, choosing streets that offered multiple escape routes. Grace documented every observation in shorthand in her mind: Stefan’s pattern of movement, the timing of his reactions, the brief hesitation when he noticed the disc. All of it would be vital.




They paused at a quiet corner where a small church blocked the line of sight to the square. Grace glanced back. The signpost gleamed faintly in the sun, still intact, still unremarkable to anyone who did not know to look.




“He’s testing limits,” Grace said. “He believes he can manipulate us by expecting predictable behavior.”




“Yes,” Luka replied. “But we’re not predictable.”




Grace allowed herself a small smile. “No. And we have history on our side.”




They moved again, continuing through narrow streets that twisted upward toward the higher walls. Grace noted every vantage point, every potential observer. She understood that Stefan’s test was not just about her, but about the network—the centuries-old procedures, the patterns designed to reveal those who were worthy of access.




“Do you think he knows we understand?” Luka asked quietly.




“Not yet,” Grace said. “But he will. And when he does, he will make mistakes.”




They reached a rooftop terrace that offered a clear view of the signpost below. Grace knelt, drawing a small sketch of the square, the disc, and Stefan’s position. She noted angles, shadows, timing—all elements that would help predict his next move.




“Tomorrow,” she whispered to Luka, “we confront the true question. Who controls the past controls the present.”




Luka nodded. “And who ignores it?”




Grace looked down at the gleaming disc. “Will inherit the consequences.”




The city stretched below them, ancient walls glowing faintly in the afternoon sun, tourists and locals moving unaware of the hidden choreography. Grace felt the familiar thrill of a mystery deepening—not just the discovery itself, but the careful orchestration of events that would lead to truth.




“Ready?” Luka asked.




Grace stood, her eyes fixed on the signpost. “Always.”




She felt the city watching as they disappeared along the rooftops, shadows among shadows, preparing for the next phase. The signpost remained behind them, unassuming, patient, and vigilant—the quiet guardian of a secret that had survived centuries and would not reveal itself lightly.




Grace’s resolve hardened. Whoever had reopened the network would learn quickly that noticing was not enough. Understanding mattered. Patience mattered. History demanded it.




The first challenge had been acknowledged. The true test had only just begun.





OEBPS/0b3e82504603478544d3fd764d8e2a298a5f5a86_smallRaw.jpg
A GRACE WHITMORE MYSTERY

SIGNPOST NEAR
THE
DUBROVNIK WALL















