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Chapter 1: The Whispering Walls 




Grace Whitmore had learned, over years of reluctant experience, to trust the quiet pull in her chest that came when something was wrong. It was not fear exactly, nor was it curiosity alone. It was a sensation like a fingertip pressed lightly between her shoulder blades, urging her forward even when reason suggested she should turn back. She felt it now as she stood near the outer terrace of Ljubljana Castle, the city spread below her in a soft lattice of evening lights.




The castle rose above the Slovenian capital like a watchful sentinel, its stone walls glowing faintly gold under carefully placed lamps. The day’s tourists had thinned to a trickle, leaving behind only murmurs of distant footsteps and the occasional click of a camera shutter. Grace had planned to leave an hour earlier, to return to her small hotel near the river and jot down notes for the travel article she was supposedly writing. Instead, she lingered, drawn by the hush that settled over the castle as daylight faded.




She rested her hands on the cool stone parapet and breathed in the sharp scent of pine drifting up from the forested hill below. Somewhere far beneath her, the Ljubljanica River wound through the city like a ribbon of dark glass. Everything appeared calm, orderly, almost idyllic. And yet the feeling remained.




Grace straightened, her gaze drawn to the long stretch of wall near the castle’s eastern tower. It was an unremarkable section at first glance—solid stone blocks, centuries old, worn smooth by time and weather. She had passed it twice already without giving it much thought. Now, however, she noticed movement.




A man and a woman stood close to the wall, partially obscured by a jutting buttress. They were not dressed like tourists. No backpacks, no guidebooks, no idle glances toward the view. The man was tall, his posture rigid, his dark coat buttoned despite the mild evening. The woman wore a red scarf that caught the light as she shifted, her movements precise, almost rehearsed.




Grace slowed her steps, instinctively keeping her distance. She told herself she was imagining things—that travel fatigue had sharpened her senses unnecessarily. But she watched all the same.




The man glanced over his shoulder, scanning the terrace. His eyes passed over Grace without pausing, as if she were part of the scenery. Satisfied, he turned back to the wall and pressed his hand against a section of stone.




Grace frowned. There was nothing there. No door, no seam, no obvious mechanism. And yet, with a muted grinding sound that seemed to vibrate through the stones beneath Grace’s feet, part of the wall shifted inward.




The woman slipped inside first, her red scarf vanishing into the darkness beyond. The man followed, and with another low rumble, the wall slid back into place. Silence rushed in to fill the void they left behind.




Grace stood frozen, her heart hammering against her ribs.




She counted to five without meaning to. Then ten. Nothing happened. The wall remained solid and unmoving, as it had been moments before. A pair of tourists ambled past her, laughing softly, unaware that anything unusual had occurred.




“Hidden wall chamber,” Grace murmured under her breath.




She shook her head, half expecting the rational part of her mind to assert itself at last. There were explanations, surely. Maintenance access. A private tour route. A trick of light. But even as she listed these possibilities, she knew they rang hollow. The secrecy of the pair, the deliberate way the man had checked the terrace, the seamlessness of the wall—it all suggested something else entirely.




Grace moved closer, her footsteps measured and casual, as though she were simply admiring the architecture. When she reached the spot, she ran her fingers lightly over the stone. It was cold and rough, the mortar lines uneven with age. She pressed where she had seen the man place his hand. Nothing happened.




She exhaled slowly, her breath fogging faintly in the cooling air.




“You’re tired,” she told herself. “That’s all.”




And yet she did not leave.




Instead, she studied the wall more carefully, noting the subtle differences in the stonework. A block here slightly smoother than its neighbors. A hairline crack that curved too neatly to be natural. She stepped back, adjusting her angle. From a few feet away, the irregularities aligned in a way that suggested intention rather than decay.




Grace felt a familiar thrill coil in her stomach—the same sensation she had experienced in Prague, in Vienna, in a quiet monastery in southern France. Each time, it had preceded trouble. Each time, she had told herself to walk away.




Each time, she had not.




Footsteps echoed behind her, and she turned quickly, schooling her expression into one of polite interest. A uniformed castle attendant approached, his smile professional and faintly weary.




“Good evening, miss,” he said in lightly accented English. “The castle will be closing this terrace shortly.”




“Of course,” Grace replied. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”




He nodded and gestured toward the main path. “You are welcome to continue inside, but this area will be locked.”




Grace hesitated, then offered a friendly smile. “I was just admiring the wall. It’s impressive how well preserved it is.”




The attendant glanced at the stones, his expression neutral. “Yes. Very old. Many stories here.”




“I imagine so,” Grace said. “Are there many…hidden areas? Chambers, tunnels, things like that?”




The question slipped out more casually than she felt.




The attendant’s smile tightened, just a fraction. “There are old passages, yes. Mostly closed to the public.”




“Mostly?”




He met her gaze for a brief moment, something unreadable flickering in his eyes. “Enjoy your evening,” he said, stepping past her.




Grace watched him go, her unease deepening. She turned back to the wall one last time, committing every detail to memory.




Back at her hotel later that night, Grace spread brochures and maps across the small desk by the window. Outside, the city hummed softly, the sounds of evening life drifting up from the street below. She barely noticed. Her focus was fixed on a detailed diagram of Ljubljana Castle, one she had picked up earlier that day.




She traced the outline of the eastern tower with her finger. Officially, the interior chambers were well documented—former prison cells, exhibition halls, observation points. But the map was curiously vague about the thickness of the walls in certain areas. In places, passageways ended abruptly, with no explanation.




Grace opened her laptop and began searching historical records, her fingers flying over the keys. She read about medieval fortifications, about secret escape routes used during sieges, about rumored chambers sealed during political upheavals. One article mentioned a noble family rumored to have hidden valuables within the castle walls during the Napoleonic era. Another referenced Cold War modifications, quietly added and later denied.




An hour passed, then two.




Grace leaned back in her chair, rubbing her temples. She had found nothing definitive—nothing that explained a hidden wall chamber accessible with such ease in the present day. And yet the evidence, circumstantial as it was, continued to point in one direction.




Someone was using the castle for purposes not disclosed to the public.




Her phone buzzed softly on the desk, startling her. She glanced at the screen. An unknown local number.




She hesitated before answering. “Hello?”




There was a pause, then a woman’s voice, low and calm. “You were at the eastern wall this evening.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “Who is this?”




Another pause, longer this time. “Curiosity can be dangerous in old places, Grace.”




Grace sat very still. “You have the wrong number.”




“I don’t think so,” the voice replied. “Leave the castle alone.”




The line went dead.




Grace stared at the phone, her reflection faintly visible in the darkened screen. A chill ran through her, followed swiftly by resolve. Whoever had made that call knew who she was. They knew what she had seen.




And they were afraid enough to warn her off.




Grace closed her laptop and stood, crossing to the window. Ljubljana Castle loomed on the hill above the city, its silhouette stark against the night sky. Somewhere within its walls, something was hidden—something worth secrecy, deception, and intimidation.




She smiled faintly.




“Well,” she said to the empty room, “that settles it.”




Grace was not very good at leaving mysteries alone.


Chapter 1: The Whispering Walls — Part 2




Grace slept lightly, her dreams fractured by stone corridors and walls that breathed. When morning came, it arrived gray and mist-laden, the castle hill half-shrouded in low clouds. She woke before her alarm, the memory of the phone call still sharp, replaying in her mind with unnerving clarity.




“You were at the eastern wall this evening.”




Grace swung her legs out of bed and sat for a moment, grounding herself in the ordinary details of the room—the faint hum of traffic below, the patterned carpet, the scent of coffee drifting in from somewhere down the hall. Fear, she reminded herself, thrived on vagueness. The best antidote was information.




She showered quickly, dressed in comfortable walking clothes, and tucked her notebook into her bag. Before leaving the hotel, she checked her phone. No missed calls. No messages. The unknown number had not contacted her again.




Outside, Ljubljana felt subdued, the cobblestone streets slick with moisture. She crossed the Triple Bridge and paused briefly to watch the river slide beneath her, its surface broken by slow ripples. The Dragon Bridge loomed ahead, its statues stern and unblinking. Grace smiled faintly at them.




“Guardians,” she murmured. “Every city has them.”




Her destination lay uphill. She took the funicular partway, then disembarked early, choosing a winding footpath that climbed through trees and brush. It gave her time to think, to replay the events of the previous evening with fresh eyes.




The man and woman. Their deliberate movements. The way the wall had opened without hesitation, as if the mechanism were used often. And the call—calculated, calm, and personal.




Someone had recognized her.




Grace was not famous, but her name carried weight in certain circles. She had written enough, investigated enough, to be noticed by people who preferred not to be. She wondered which version of herself had reached Ljubljana first: the travel writer or the woman who asked inconvenient questions.




At the castle entrance, she purchased a ticket and joined a small guided group. The guide, a cheerful woman with a practiced patter, led them through courtyards and halls Grace had already visited, recounting centuries of history with polished enthusiasm.




Grace listened carefully, noting what was said—and what was not.




“And here,” the guide said, gesturing toward a thick stone wall near the eastern section, “you see part of the original medieval fortification. These walls have stood for over nine hundred years.”




“Were there many hidden passages built into them?” Grace asked lightly.




The guide laughed. “Ah, the eternal question. Every castle is rumored to have secret tunnels.”




“But this one does?” Grace pressed.




The guide hesitated, then shrugged. “Some passages existed, yes. Mostly for storage, sometimes for defense. Many were sealed long ago.”




“Sealed?” another tourist asked.




“For safety,” the guide replied smoothly. “And because they are unstable.”




Grace caught the subtle shift in tone. The conversation moved on, but the seed was planted.




When the tour ended, Grace lingered behind. She drifted back toward the eastern terrace, careful to appear aimless. The area was open again, though a rope blocked access to a narrow section near the wall.




She leaned against a railing, pretending to check her phone, while her eyes scanned the stonework. Daylight revealed more detail than the lamps had allowed the night before. The irregularities she had noticed were still there, clearer now.




A voice spoke beside her. “Looking for something?”




Grace turned, startled despite herself. The man stood close, his expression polite but guarded. He wore the same dark coat as the night before.




“I could ask you the same thing,” Grace replied evenly.




He smiled faintly. “I was admiring the view.”




“Funny,” Grace said. “I didn’t take you for a tourist.”




His eyes sharpened. “Is that so?”




“You don’t look like one,” she said. “And you don’t move like one.”




For a moment, neither spoke. The sounds of the castle faded into the background, replaced by the rush of blood in Grace’s ears. The man studied her with open interest now, no longer pretending indifference.




“You should be careful with assumptions,” he said at last.




“You should be careful with walls that open,” Grace replied.




A flicker of something—annoyance, perhaps—crossed his face. “You saw nothing.”




“I saw enough.”




He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Then forget it.”




Grace met his gaze. “That’s not really my strength.”




He laughed quietly, but there was no humor in it. “This does not concern you.”




“Everything concerns me,” Grace said. “Eventually.”




Before he could respond, a woman approached from behind him. The red scarf was absent, but Grace recognized her instantly. Her eyes were dark, assessing, her posture confident.




“We’re done here,” the woman said to the man—in Slovenian.




He nodded once and stepped back.




The woman turned her attention to Grace. “You’re persistent.”




“I prefer thorough,” Grace said.




The woman’s lips curved into a thin smile. “Thoroughness has consequences.”




“So does secrecy.”




For a heartbeat, they regarded one another. Then the woman inclined her head. “Enjoy your stay in Ljubljana, Ms. Whitmore.”




She turned and walked away, the man following.




Grace exhaled slowly, aware that her hands were trembling.




Back at the hotel, she wrote furiously, sketching diagrams from memory, noting the exact placement of the wall and the sequence of events. She replayed the encounter in her mind, dissecting every word.




“They’re not bluffing,” she said aloud.




But neither were they stopping her.




That afternoon, Grace visited the city archives, a modest building tucked away from the tourist routes. Inside, the air smelled of paper and dust, the quiet broken only by the soft rustle of pages.




An elderly archivist looked up as Grace approached the desk. “May I help you?”




“I’m researching Ljubljana Castle,” Grace said. “Specifically, modifications made during the twentieth century.”




The archivist raised an eyebrow. “That is a broad topic.”




“I’m particularly interested in sections that are no longer accessible.”




The man studied her for a long moment, then gestured for her to follow. “Come.”




He led her into a back room lined with shelves. From one, he pulled a thin folder and handed it to her. “This is incomplete,” he said. “Many records were…lost.”




Grace flipped through the contents, her heart quickening. Blueprints. Redacted notes. Dates clustered around the 1940s and again in the 1970s.




“Cold War,” she murmured.




The archivist nodded. “The castle was used for various purposes. Some were never officially acknowledged.”




“Were new chambers built into the walls?”




The man hesitated. “Reinforced. Modified. Connected.”




“Connected to what?”




He looked at her sharply. “Why are you asking these questions?”




Grace considered lying. She decided against it. “Because I saw someone enter a chamber that doesn’t appear on any public map.”




The archivist closed the folder gently. “Then I advise you to stop looking.”




Grace met his gaze. “Why?”




“Because,” he said quietly, “some doors are meant to remain closed.”




That evening, Grace returned to the castle under the guise of attending a cultural event advertised on a placard near the entrance. The courtyard buzzed with conversation, music drifting through the air. It was the perfect cover.




She slipped away as dusk deepened, moving toward the eastern wall once more. The terrace was quieter now, shadows pooling in corners.




Grace waited.




Minutes passed. Then, just as she was beginning to doubt her instincts, the faint grinding sound returned.




The wall shifted.




This time, Grace was ready.




She moved quickly, slipping into the gap before the stone slid fully back into place. Darkness swallowed her, cool and damp. The air smelled of earth and metal.




The wall sealed behind her with a soft finality.




Grace stood still, listening. Somewhere ahead, footsteps echoed, retreating deeper into the castle’s hidden heart.




She smiled grimly and followed.




The darkness closed around Grace like a held breath.




For a moment, she did not move. Panic was an old adversary, one she had learned to acknowledge without surrendering to. She pressed her palm lightly against the stone wall behind her, grounding herself in its solidity. The faint vibration of the mechanism that had sealed the entrance faded, leaving a silence so complete it rang in her ears.




“Good start,” she murmured.




She reached into her bag and retrieved a small flashlight, angling the beam downward before switching it on. A narrow corridor stretched ahead, its stone walls damp and uneven. The ceiling was low enough that she could almost touch it if she raised her arm. The passage sloped gently downward, the air growing cooler with every step.




Grace moved carefully, placing her feet with deliberate quiet. Her senses sharpened, cataloging details automatically: the faint metallic tang in the air, the scrape marks along the wall at shoulder height, the way the floor stones dipped slightly toward the center, suggesting long use.




This was not an abandoned tunnel.




Far ahead, she glimpsed movement—shadows cast by a light source she could not yet see. The man and woman were still ahead of her. Relief and tension twisted together in her chest. At least she knew she had not imagined them.




She slowed, letting the distance between them widen. Eavesdropping was safer than confrontation, especially underground in a place never meant for the public.




The passage opened into a small antechamber supported by thick stone columns. Grace extinguished her flashlight and pressed herself against the wall just as voices drifted toward her.




“You shouldn’t have used it again,” the man said, his tone sharp. “Not with outsiders around.”




“We didn’t have a choice,” the woman replied. “The delivery was scheduled. Delays raise questions.”




“Now she’s asking questions.”




Grace stiffened.




“She always asks questions,” the woman said calmly. “That’s what she does.”




“So you know who she is.”




“I know enough.”




Grace swallowed. Hearing herself discussed in the third person, in a place she was not meant to be, sent a chill through her far colder than the stone walls.




“She saw the wall,” the man continued. “And she followed us.”




The woman paused. “Impossible.”




“Not anymore.”




Silence stretched between them.




“We’ll deal with it later,” the woman said at last. “First things first.”




Footsteps resumed, receding deeper into the chamber beyond.




Grace waited several long seconds before moving again. She edged forward, peering into the antechamber. It was larger than she had expected, the ceiling arched and reinforced with iron braces that looked far newer than the surrounding stone. Crates were stacked along one wall, stamped with faded markings she couldn’t fully read.




One symbol stood out—a stylized dragon, its tail curled into a circle.




Ljubljana’s emblem.




Grace frowned. The symbol looked official, but the crate itself appeared decades old.




She took a quick photograph with her phone, careful to disable the flash.




Another passage led onward, this one wider and better lit. As she followed, the tunnel gradually transitioned from rough medieval stone to smoother concrete, the join between eras abrupt and unmistakable.




Cold War, she thought again.




The corridor ended at a heavy metal door, ajar just enough for voices to pass through. Grace crept closer, her heart pounding.




Inside was a room unlike anything she had imagined. Industrial lighting illuminated a space carved directly into the rock, its walls reinforced with steel beams. Tables were arranged in rows, covered with documents, maps, and equipment. A chalkboard stood against one wall, filled with handwritten notes and dates.




At the center of the room, the man and woman stood facing a third figure.




Grace’s breath caught.




The third person was older, his hair silver, his posture authoritative. He wore a tailored suit that seemed absurdly out of place underground.




“We’re exposed,” the man was saying. “The castle staff noticed movement.”




“They always notice movement,” the older man replied. “That’s their job. It’s why we chose this location in the first place.”




“And the woman?” the man asked.




“The American,” the woman added.




The older man turned, fixing her with a steady gaze. “Grace.”




Grace’s stomach tightened.




“She’s followed similar trails before,” the woman said. “And she doesn’t stop easily.”




“No,” the older man agreed. “But she can be discouraged.”




Grace leaned back against the wall, pulse roaring in her ears. Discouraged how?




“We could seal the chamber permanently,” the man suggested. “Move operations elsewhere.”




The older man shook his head. “Too much history here. Too much invested.”




“Then we deal with her directly,” the woman said. “A warning.”




Grace grimaced. She’d already received one.




The older man considered this. “No. Warnings invite defiance.”




Grace edged backward silently, every instinct screaming at her to leave while she still could. She retraced her steps, careful not to dislodge a single pebble.




At the junction near the antechamber, she paused, considering her options. She could try to escape the way she came, but she had no idea how the wall mechanism worked from the inside. Alternatively, there might be another exit—castles were notorious for redundancy.




She chose forward.




A narrow stairwell branched off from the antechamber, spiraling upward. Grace ascended slowly, counting steps, noting the direction of the turns. After what felt like an eternity, the stair ended at a wooden door reinforced with iron bands.




She pressed her ear against it. Silence.




She eased it open a fraction. Warm air rushed in, carrying the faint hum of voices and music. The door opened into a storage room filled with folding chairs and event supplies. Beyond it lay the courtyard, lit with lanterns, people milling about unaware of what lay beneath their feet.




Grace slipped out and blended into the crowd, her legs weak with adrenaline.




She did not stop walking until she was halfway down the hill, the castle receding behind her. Only then did she pause, leaning against a tree, drawing in shaky breaths.




They knew her name.




They knew her history.




And they were operating something significant beneath one of the city’s most iconic landmarks.




Back in her hotel room later that night, Grace locked the door and sat on the edge of the bed, replaying every word she had overheard. She jotted notes furiously, her handwriting sharp and angular.




“Too much history here.”




“What history?” she asked the empty room.




She opened her laptop and searched again, this time narrowing her focus. Hidden operations. Postwar Yugoslavia. Intelligence networks. Cultural preservation projects that were not what they seemed.




A pattern began to emerge—rumors of artifacts relocated for “safekeeping,” documents removed from public archives, whispered accounts of rooms beneath the castle that housed more than exhibits.




Grace leaned back, her mind racing.




Whatever was hidden beneath Ljubljana Castle wasn’t just about the present. It was about control of the past—and who got to decide what truths survived.




Her phone buzzed.




A message this time. No number, just text.




You should have left when you had the chance.




Grace stared at the screen, then typed a reply before she could second-guess herself.




You should have chosen a better hiding place.




She sent it, then powered the phone off.




Outside, the castle loomed, silent and inscrutable.




Grace smiled thinly.




“This,” she said softly, “is going to be interesting.”
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Chapter 2: A Glimpse at Dusk 




Dusk arrived at Ljubljana Castle with deceptive calm.




Grace leaned against the stone parapet and watched the city below soften as daylight surrendered to evening. The rooftops of Ljubljana glowed faintly, their red tiles muted under a veil of lavender sky. Church bells chimed somewhere in the distance, their echoes rising gently up the hill before dissolving into the cool air.




It should have been peaceful.




Instead, Grace felt the familiar tightening in her chest—the quiet internal alarm she had learned never to ignore.




She shifted her weight, pretending to admire the view, though her attention was fixed not on the city but on the subtle movements around her. Tourists drifted past in small clusters, voices hushed by the grandeur of the setting. A couple posed for photographs near the flagpole. A guide spoke softly to a lingering group near the courtyard entrance.




And then there were the ones who did not belong.




Grace noticed them only because they were trying not to be noticed.




The man stood near the eastern wall, hands clasped behind his back, his posture stiff with a restraint that felt practiced. He was tall, dark-haired, dressed in a charcoal coat despite the mild weather. He did not look at the view. He did not look at the people. He looked at the wall.




The woman arrived moments later, her footsteps soundless against the stone. She wore a fitted jacket and a deep red scarf looped loosely at her neck. The color caught the last of the daylight, vivid against the gray stone. She paused beside the man without greeting him, her gaze sweeping the terrace in a single, efficient arc.




Grace straightened almost imperceptibly.




They did not behave like tourists. They did not behave like staff. And they certainly did not behave like lovers enjoying the view.




They behaved like people waiting for a window.




Grace turned slightly, angling herself so she could observe them without appearing to stare. Years of travel—and trouble—had taught her the art of peripheral attention. She studied reflections in the glass of a nearby display case, tracking their movements indirectly.




The man leaned closer to the wall.




Grace’s breath caught.




There was nothing unusual about the stone at first glance. The wall was ancient, irregular, its blocks worn smooth by centuries of wind and rain. But as the man pressed his palm against a particular section, Grace saw something shift—not outward, but inward, as if the stone were yielding rather than resisting.




A faint sound followed. Not loud. Not obvious. A low, grinding murmur that vibrated through the soles of Grace’s shoes.




The woman stepped forward immediately.




Grace’s pulse spiked.




The stone moved.




A narrow opening appeared where there had been none, just wide enough for a person to slip through. The woman disappeared into the darkness beyond without hesitation. The man glanced over his shoulder, his gaze sweeping the terrace.




For a fraction of a second, his eyes met Grace’s.




There was no surprise in them.




Only calculation.




Then he turned and followed the woman into the wall.




The stone slid back into place with seamless precision.




Silence returned.




Grace did not move.




She stood frozen, her mind racing to reconcile what she had just witnessed with everything she knew to be true about solid stone walls and public historic monuments. The rational explanations lined up dutifully in her thoughts—private access, maintenance routes, restricted areas—but each one rang false.




This had not been casual.




This had been concealed.




Grace exhaled slowly, forcing her breathing to steady. She scanned the terrace again. No one else seemed to have noticed. A group of students laughed near the stairs. A man adjusted a tripod. The world continued as though nothing extraordinary had occurred.




Grace waited another full minute before moving.




When she did, she approached the wall with deliberate casualness, as if drawn by nothing more than architectural interest. She ran her fingers lightly along the stone, feeling its cold roughness beneath her skin.




There was no visible seam.




No hinge.




No handle.




And yet…




She stepped back, tilting her head, letting her eyes trace the irregular pattern of the blocks. One stone appeared smoother than the others. Another bore a hairline crack that curved too evenly to be accidental.




Grace’s instincts flared.




This was not a relic of medieval engineering alone. This was something altered. Maintained. Used.




A voice broke her concentration.




“Beautiful, isn’t it?”




Grace turned to find a middle-aged man in a castle staff uniform standing nearby. His expression was pleasant, practiced, his hands clasped neatly in front of him.




“It is,” Grace said. “Especially at this hour.”




“The view at dusk is the best,” he agreed. “Though we will be closing this section shortly.”




“Oh,” Grace replied lightly. “I didn’t realize.”




She gestured vaguely toward the wall. “It’s remarkable how intact it is. Were there many secret passages built into the castle?”




The man’s smile tightened—just a fraction. So slight most people would have missed it.




“Many stories,” he said. “Few truths.”




“That sounds ominous,” Grace said with a small smile.




“History often is,” the man replied.




He inclined his head politely and moved on, leaving Grace with more questions than answers.




As she finally turned away from the wall, Grace knew one thing with absolute certainty.




Whatever lay behind that stone was not part of the castle’s public history.




And now that she had seen it, she would not be able to walk away.




Not at dusk.




Not ever.


Grace did not leave the castle immediately.




Instead, she drifted away from the eastern wall with the deliberate aimlessness of a tourist reluctant to surrender the evening. She paused at a display case detailing medieval sieges, lingered near a cannon overlooking the valley, and pretended to read placards she had already skimmed earlier in the day. All the while, her awareness remained fixed on the terrace behind her, replaying the moment the stone had shifted as if her mind might uncover a missed detail by repetition alone.




The wall had not merely opened.




It had responded.




That distinction mattered.




As the sky darkened fully and the lamps along the paths brightened, Grace finally joined the slow migration of visitors heading toward the exit. She kept her pace unhurried, careful not to appear as though she were leaving because of anything she had seen. She had learned long ago that curiosity was safest when disguised as indifference.




At the main gate, she paused and glanced back one last time.




The eastern wall lay in shadow now, its secrets swallowed by night. If not for the lingering vibration she still felt in her bones, she might have convinced herself the entire thing had been an illusion.




But illusions did not leave that kind of imprint.




Grace descended the hill on foot, her steps measured, her thoughts sharp. The path curved through trees, the lights spaced far enough apart to create pockets of darkness between them. She was halfway down when she heard footsteps behind her.




Not close.




Not hurried.




Intentional.




Grace did not turn. She slowed slightly instead, letting the distance close just enough to confirm what she already suspected. The rhythm of the steps changed when she did, adjusting to match her pace.




Someone was following her.




She reached the next bend in the path and stopped abruptly, pretending to adjust the strap of her bag. The footsteps halted several meters behind her.




Grace turned.




The man stood beneath a lamppost, his features partially obscured by shadow. He was not the same man she had seen at the wall—this one was broader, older, his posture looser, as though he did not care whether he was noticed.




“Beautiful evening,” he said pleasantly.




“It was,” Grace replied. “Before it got interesting.”




He smiled faintly. “Ljubljana has a way of surprising people.”




“So I’m learning,” she said.




They stood in silence for a moment, the air between them taut.




“You shouldn’t read too much into old stone,” the man said lightly. “Castles are full of tricks.”




“Some tricks are maintained,” Grace replied. “That takes effort.”




The man’s smile did not waver. “Effort preserves history.”




“Or hides it,” Grace said.




Something flickered in his eyes then—approval, perhaps. Or calculation.




“Enjoy your stay, Ms. Whitmore,” he said, stepping back into the darkness.




Grace watched him go, noting the direction he took, the way he melted into shadow with practiced ease.




Vanishing figures, indeed.




She did not linger on the path after that. By the time she reached the city streets, her nerves were humming, her thoughts racing ahead of her. She crossed the river, passed beneath the watchful stone dragons, and made her way back to her hotel, entering through the side door rather than the front.




Her room greeted her with quiet stillness.




Grace locked the door and stood still, listening.




Nothing.




She moved through the space slowly, checking the bathroom, the closet, the window. Everything appeared untouched. And yet, when she sat at the desk and set down her bag, she noticed something subtle but unmistakable.




Her notebook had been shifted.




Not opened. Not rifled through. Just moved—rotated slightly, the corner no longer aligned with the edge of the desk the way she always left it.




Grace closed her eyes briefly.




“They’re not searching,” she whispered. “They’re signaling.”




She sat and opened the notebook anyway, flipping through pages to confirm nothing was missing. Her notes were intact. Her sketches untouched. Whoever had been here wanted her to know they could be.




Grace turned to a blank page and began writing.




She recorded the timing of the wall’s movement, the position of the man and woman, the sound, the staff member’s reaction. She added the encounter on the path, the man’s words, the way he had vanished into the trees.




Patterns emerged quickly.




This was not an isolated secret.




It was a system.




She opened her laptop and began searching again, this time with greater precision. She narrowed her focus to castle renovations conducted under “temporary security measures,” cross-referencing dates with periods of political instability. She searched Slovenian-language sources, translating as she went, and found brief mentions of restricted zones that had been quietly reclassified decades earlier.




One phrase appeared more than once:




Non-public preservation access.




Grace snorted softly. “That’s one way to put it.”




As midnight approached, her phone buzzed.




An unknown number.




Grace stared at the screen, then answered.




“Yes?”




“You’re curious,” a woman’s voice said calmly.




Grace’s spine straightened. “And you’re calling from a blocked number.”




“A precaution,” the woman replied. “You saw something tonight.”




“I did.”




“You misunderstood it.”




“I don’t think so.”




A pause. “Misunderstanding can be dangerous.”




“So can secrecy,” Grace said.




Another pause, longer this time. “Leave the castle alone.”




Grace smiled faintly, though the woman could not see it. “That depends on what’s inside it.”




The line went dead.




Grace lowered the phone slowly.




The warning was clear. So was the challenge.




She leaned back in her chair, staring at the city lights beyond the window. Somewhere above them, stone walls concealed movement and history that refused to stay buried.




Grace had never been very good at walking away from unanswered questions.




Tomorrow, she would return to the castle.




And this time, she would not be content with a glimpse at dusk.




She wanted the truth—no matter how deeply it had been set into stone.




Grace woke before dawn with the taste of stone dust in her mouth and the echo of grinding rock still reverberating in her bones.




For a few disoriented seconds, she did not know where she was. The dim outline of the hotel room resolved slowly—the desk, the chair, the faint glow of streetlight leaking around the curtains. Her heart was already racing, as though her body had risen ahead of her mind.




She sat up and listened.




The city murmured beyond the glass, distant and indifferent. No footsteps in the hallway. No voices. No sound at all from inside the room except her own breathing.




Grace swung her legs out of bed and stood, padding barefoot to the window. She parted the curtain just enough to look down at the street.




Empty.




No man beneath the lamppost. No watcher pretending to check his phone. Just wet pavement and the faint shimmer of early morning light.




That, somehow, unsettled her more.




They weren’t watching now because they didn’t need to.




She dressed quickly, her movements efficient, purposeful. The woman on the phone the night before had not threatened her outright. That, too, was a calculated choice. People who issued threats expected resistance. People who offered warnings expected obedience.




Grace packed her bag and left the hotel before breakfast, moving with the unhurried confidence of someone who belonged. She crossed the river as the first hints of sunlight brushed the sky, the dragon statues looming above her like ancient sentinels sworn to silence.




The castle hill rose ahead.




By the time she reached the base of the path, the city was waking in earnest. Delivery trucks rumbled along narrow streets. A café owner hosed down the pavement. Joggers passed her with nods of polite indifference.




Grace took the footpath again.




The trees were still heavy with night moisture, their leaves brushing against her jacket as she climbed. Halfway up, she stopped and turned slowly, scanning the slope behind her.




Nothing.




Still, she waited.




The habit had saved her more than once.




When she resumed walking, she chose a different route near the top, circling wide to approach the castle from the opposite side. She entered through the main gate just as staff were unlocking interior doors and setting out signage for the day.




No one stopped her.




The castle at this hour felt entirely different—less theatrical, more honest. Without the crowds, the stone corridors seemed to breathe, the walls whispering softly as if relieved to be alone again.




Grace moved with intention now, no longer pretending to be aimless. She passed exhibition halls and courtyards she had already seen, heading steadily toward the eastern section.




She did not go straight to the wall.




Instead, she stopped at a small information desk staffed by a young woman arranging brochures.




“Excuse me,” Grace said pleasantly. “I’m writing a piece on historic preservation practices. Do you know who oversees structural maintenance for the castle?”




The woman looked up, startled but helpful. “That would be handled by the municipal heritage office, but on-site matters usually go through facilities.”




“Facilities,” Grace repeated. “Is that internal staff?”




The woman nodded. “Mostly. Some contracted specialists.”




“Do you know where their offices are?”




The woman gestured vaguely down a side corridor. “Lower level. Not open to visitors.”




“Of course,” Grace said, smiling. “Thank you.”




She did not go to the lower level.




Instead, she circled back toward the eastern terrace, keeping to areas where staff movement would not seem unusual. When she reached the wall, she slowed and pretended to study a plaque mounted nearby.




The stone looked the same as it had the night before.




And yet…




Grace crouched slightly, angling her view so the early light skimmed across the surface. She saw it then—a faint irregularity, not in the stone itself but in the mortar line. A seam too precise, too intentional to be accidental.




Her pulse quickened.




She stood and glanced around. A maintenance worker pushed a cart along a distant path. A guide led a small group through a nearby archway. No one was watching her directly.




Grace pressed her fingers lightly against the stone where she had seen the seam.




Nothing happened.




She adjusted her hand, pressing lower, then higher. Still nothing.




Her mind replayed the movement she had seen the man make—the angle of his wrist, the way he leaned in slightly, as though engaging not just pressure but balance.




Grace mirrored the posture.




The stone shifted beneath her palm.




Not much. Just enough to confirm she wasn’t imagining it.




She pulled her hand away immediately, heart hammering. The wall did not open, but the confirmation sent a jolt of exhilaration through her.




It was real.




And it responded to familiarity.




“You shouldn’t do that.”




Grace turned.




An older man stood a few paces behind her, his posture relaxed, his expression unreadable. He wore a plain jacket and carried a small clipboard, the universal symbol of authority in places like this.




“I beg your pardon?” Grace said calmly.




He gestured toward the wall. “Pressing on the stone. It’s fragile.”




“That’s surprising,” Grace replied. “For something that’s survived centuries.”




A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Centuries don’t guarantee stability.”




“Neither does secrecy,” Grace said.




The man studied her for a long moment. “You’re persistent.”




“I prefer observant.”




He nodded, as though conceding a point. “Curiosity is admirable. In the right context.”




“And dangerous in the wrong one?” Grace asked.




His smile vanished. “Yes.”




They stood in silence, the tension between them coiling tight.




“Enjoy the rest of your visit, Ms. Whitmore,” he said at last. “Ljubljana is a beautiful city.”




Grace met his gaze. “I intend to.”




He walked away without another word.




Grace waited until he was well out of sight before exhaling.




That made three people now who had known her name without being told.




By midday, Grace had gathered enough to confirm what she already suspected: the eastern wall was not merely hiding a chamber—it was part of a controlled access route. The people using it were not improvising. They were operating within a structure that had been maintained, monitored, and protected.




Which meant records existed.




They might be buried, altered, or mislabeled—but they existed.




That afternoon, Grace left the castle and headed for the city archives.




The building was unassuming, tucked away from tourist routes, its exterior bearing none of the drama of the castle itself. Inside, the air was cool and dry, the scent of old paper hanging faintly in the air.




An elderly archivist looked up as Grace approached the desk.




“Yes?” he said.




“I’m researching modifications to Ljubljana Castle,” Grace replied. “Specifically twentieth-century changes that affected structural access.”




The man sighed softly. “Everyone researches the castle.”




“Not everyone asks about access points that no longer appear on public maps,” Grace said.




That got his attention.




He studied her for a moment, then nodded toward a side room. “Come.”




He led her to a table stacked with thin folders and placed one before her. “This is incomplete,” he said. “Much was reclassified. Some was…misplaced.”




Grace opened the folder carefully.




Inside were diagrams, heavily annotated, many with entire sections blacked out. Dates clustered around the 1940s and again in the late 1970s. Handwritten notes referenced “temporary secure corridors” and “restricted storage.”




Grace’s fingers tightened on the paper.




“Were these corridors ever decommissioned?” she asked.




The archivist hesitated. “Officially.”




“And unofficially?”




He met her gaze. “Stone remembers paths even when people pretend they don’t.”




Grace smiled faintly. “That’s poetic.”




“It’s a warning,” he replied.




When she left the archives hours later, dusk had returned.




The sky mirrored the night before, the same soft lavender fading into deep blue. Grace paused on the riverbank, watching the reflection of the castle shimmer in the water.




A man stood nearby, feeding crumbs to pigeons.




She did not look at him directly.




She didn’t need to.




“You’re running out of daylight,” he said casually.




“And you’re running out of time,” Grace replied.




He turned then, and she recognized him immediately—the man from the path, the one who had spoken to her in the lamplight.




“You don’t know what you’re stepping into,” he said.




“I know exactly what I’m stepping into,” Grace replied. “A system built on silence.”




He smiled, though his eyes remained cold. “Some silences protect people.”




“And some protect power,” Grace said.




The man took a step closer. “This ends tonight.”




Grace met his gaze without flinching. “Then you’d better make it count.”




He studied her for a long moment, then stepped back into the gathering dusk, dissolving once again into the movement of the city.




Another vanishing figure.




Grace watched the light fade completely from the sky, her resolve hardening with it.




Whatever lay behind that wall was about to surface—whether its keepers were ready or not.




She turned toward the castle one last time.




The stone waited.
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Chapter 3: Vanishing Figures




Grace returned to Ljubljana Castle under a sky the color of burnished steel, the kind that promised rain but withheld it just long enough to make the air feel charged. The city below bustled with its usual confidence, unaware—or uninterested—in the quiet tension that now bound her steps to the hill above.




She did not take the funicular again.




Walking gave her time to think, and thinking, she had learned, was the most dangerous thing she could do right now.




Vanishing figures.




The phrase echoed in her mind with increasing insistence, no longer poetic but precise. These people did not merely disappear. They withdrew. They stepped sideways into spaces that existed only for those who knew how to see them. That meant discipline, training, and coordination.




That meant organization.




Grace paused halfway up the path, pretending to check a message on her phone while her eyes swept the slope behind her. Joggers passed. A couple laughed too loudly. A delivery cyclist cursed softly as he dismounted to walk his bike uphill.




None of them matched the careful cadence she had come to recognize.




Still, she felt watched.




The sensation did not come from behind this time, but above—an awareness that eyes were on her from windows cut deep into stone, from vantage points that tourists admired without ever considering their tactical value.




The castle was awake now.




At the gate, Grace slowed, letting a small group of visitors pass ahead of her. She blended into them easily, her posture relaxed, her expression open. She had perfected the art of seeming harmless long ago. It was the only way to move freely through places that preferred not to be questioned.




Inside, she drifted toward the inner courtyard, then veered off toward a lesser-used passage she had noted the day before. The corridor curved gently, its walls lined with faded informational panels. Few people lingered here. Fewer still read the small print.




Grace did both.




She let her fingers trail lightly along the stone as she walked, attuning herself to texture and temperature. She felt it again—the subtle inconsistency, the whisper of difference beneath her skin. Stone that was not quite as old as it pretended to be.




She stopped at a narrow window overlooking the city and leaned casually against the wall.




“Still looking for seams?” a voice asked.




Grace did not startle. She turned slowly.




Inspector Luka Kovač stood a few feet away, hands in his coat pockets, his expression unreadable.




“I thought you advised me to leave,” Grace said.




“I advised you to consider it,” he replied. “You chose otherwise.”




“I usually do.”




Kovač nodded. “So I’ve been told.”




They stood in companionable silence for a moment, watching the city below.




“You’re not alone in this anymore,” he said quietly.




“I never am,” Grace replied. “The question is whether the company is hostile.”




Kovač’s gaze flicked toward the wall. “That depends on how close you get.”




Grace studied him. “You’re here unofficially.”




“Yes.”




“And you’re warning me.”




“Also yes.”




She smiled faintly. “You’re bad at discouraging people.”




“I’m very good at recognizing inevitability,” he said. “You saw them, didn’t you? Again.”




Grace did not answer directly. “They’re careful. Too careful for opportunists.”




“They’ve had practice,” Kovač said. “Decades of it.”




“Doing what?”




“Moving things,” he replied. “And people.”




Grace’s jaw tightened. “Disappearances?”




Kovač hesitated. “Let’s call them…transfers.”




“That’s a very specific euphemism,” Grace said.




“It’s the one that appears in the records,” he replied.




Grace exhaled slowly. “Then the vanishing figures aren’t just figures.”




“No,” Kovač said. “They’re operators.”




A group of tourists rounded the corner, voices echoing through the corridor. Kovač stepped back, melting into the background with professional ease.




“Be careful,” he murmured as they passed. “The castle doesn’t like witnesses.”




Grace watched him go, unsettled by how easily he vanished into plain sight.




Vanishing figures.




She resumed walking, her pace measured, her senses sharpened. The eastern section was busier now, guides ushering groups along prescribed routes, security staff positioned at discreet intervals. Grace noted their locations automatically, mapping lines of sight and response times without consciously trying to.




She paused near the wall again, pretending to take a photograph. This time, she did not touch the stone.




She listened.




At first, there was nothing—just the low murmur of voices and the distant sounds of the city. Then, faintly, she heard it: a rhythmic vibration, almost below the threshold of hearing. Not mechanical exactly, but purposeful.




Movement behind stone.




Grace lowered her phone and stepped aside, letting another visitor take her place. She drifted toward a nearby bench and sat, her posture loose, her gaze unfocused. From this angle, she could see the entire length of the wall.




She waited.




Minutes passed.




Then she saw them.




Two figures emerged from a recessed archway farther down the terrace—a man and a woman, their movements unhurried, their expressions neutral. They did not look at each other. They did not speak. They simply walked, their steps synchronized in a way that spoke of long familiarity.




The woman wore a red scarf.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




They approached the wall from the opposite direction, blending seamlessly into the flow of visitors. When they reached the precise point Grace had marked in her mind, the man paused just long enough to adjust his jacket.




The wall opened.




Not dramatically. Not visibly, to anyone not watching for it. The stone shifted inward, swallowing them in a single smooth motion before sealing again without a sound.




No one else noticed.




Grace did.




She rose slowly, every instinct urging her forward even as caution tightened its grip. She took two steps, then stopped.




A hand closed around her arm.




“Don’t,” a voice whispered.




Grace turned to find the elderly archivist standing beside her, his grip surprisingly firm.




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




“You knew,” Grace said. “You’ve always known.”




He nodded. “Knowing is not the same as interfering.”




“And watching people disappear?” Grace asked.




His eyes flicked toward the wall. “Some of them want to.”




“That’s not an answer.”




“It’s the only one I have,” he replied.




He released her arm and stepped back, his expression heavy with something like regret.




“They won’t let you follow,” he said. “Not yet.”




Grace met his gaze. “Yet.”




He sighed. “You really don’t know when to stop.”




“No,” Grace agreed. “I know when not to.”




The rest of the afternoon passed without incident, but the tension never fully eased. Grace left the castle just before closing, her mind replaying every detail of what she had seen. The timing. The coordination. The way the wall responded only to those who knew its language.




This was not a secret kept by accident.




It was a doorway guarded by ritual.




That evening, back in her hotel room, Grace spread her notes across the desk and added a new heading.




Vanishing Figures — Pattern Analysis




She sketched timelines, cross-referenced sightings, and noted who had warned her—and who had not. A pattern emerged quickly: the figures appeared only during transition hours. Dusk. Dawn. Moments when the castle existed in a liminal state between public and private.




Grace leaned back in her chair, eyes closing briefly.




“They move in the margins,” she murmured.




Her phone buzzed.




This time, there was no blocked number.




A message appeared on the screen.




You’re closer than you should be.




Grace typed a reply without hesitation.




Then stop leaving doors open.




The response came almost immediately.




Be careful what you step through. Some walls don’t open outward.




Grace set the phone down slowly, her reflection faintly visible in the darkened screen.




Vanishing figures did not scare her.




What frightened her was the certainty that soon, she would have to decide whether to become one of them—or expose them all.




Outside, the castle lights flickered on, illuminating stone that had learned long ago how to hide its truths.




Grace watched from the window, already planning her next move.




The wall had shown her enough to ask questions.




Now she intended to force answers.


Grace slept lightly, the kind of restless half-sleep that left her aware of every shift in sound and shadow. The city outside her window breathed in cycles—cars passing, distant laughter, a siren far away and fading—but beneath it all she sensed a quieter rhythm, one she could not name yet could not ignore.




Movement.




When she finally rose, the sky was a dull pearl-gray, rain threatening but undecided. Grace brewed the weak hotel coffee and stood by the window, watching Ljubljana stretch awake. Somewhere above the rooftops, behind walls thick with centuries, people were stepping into places meant to remain unseen.




Vanishing figures did not haunt her thoughts anymore.




They challenged her.




By midmorning she was back on the castle hill, moving with the ease of familiarity. This time she carried nothing that marked her as a researcher—no notebook, no camera. She wore neutral colors and a light jacket with deep pockets, her hands free.




She entered with a school group, blending into the slow shuffle and polite chaos of children pretending interest. No one looked twice at her. That, she knew, was the point.




Grace peeled away near the inner courtyard and headed toward a stairwell she had noted the day before—one that descended briefly before looping back up, more architectural flourish than functional necessity. She took it slowly, listening.




At the bottom, she paused.




The air felt different here. Cooler. Still.




She pressed her palm against the wall and felt a faint vibration—not sound exactly, but pressure. Like a breath held just beneath the surface.




Someone was moving nearby.




Grace withdrew her hand and continued on, emerging into a narrow passage with low ceilings and minimal signage. This section of the castle was not meant to impress. It was meant to connect.




She reached a small alcove and stopped, leaning against the stone as though resting. From here, she had a clear view of a junction ahead where three corridors met. Tourists passed through occasionally, guided and oblivious. Staff crossed less frequently, purposeful and quiet.




Then she saw him.




The man from the path. The one who always seemed to vanish at the edges of her vision.




He emerged from the left corridor, walking calmly, dressed like any other visitor. He paused at the junction, glanced briefly around, then continued straight ahead—toward the eastern section.




Grace waited five seconds.




Then she followed.




She kept her distance, mirroring his pace, stopping when he stopped, drifting when he drifted. He did not look back. That worried her more than if he had.




Confidence like that came from certainty.




The corridor narrowed, the lighting dimmer here, the walls less adorned. Grace noticed subtle markers she had missed before—tiny discolorations in the stone, faint scuffs on the floor where feet had turned repeatedly over time.




This was a route.




The man slowed, then stopped at a spot that looked utterly unremarkable. He adjusted his sleeve, glanced down as if checking the time, and stepped closer to the wall.




Grace froze.




He raised his hand—




“Sir?”




The voice cut sharply through the quiet.




A security guard approached from the opposite direction, his posture alert but not aggressive.




“Restricted area,” the guard said politely. “Visitors aren’t allowed beyond this point.”




The man smiled apologetically. “I must have taken a wrong turn.”




The guard nodded and gestured back the way he’d come. “It happens.”




The man turned, walking past Grace without a glance. As he passed, he murmured, barely audible, “You’re not ready.”




Grace watched him go, her pulse hammering.




The guard’s eyes flicked toward her. “You too, miss.”




Grace smiled faintly and turned back, retracing her steps without protest.




Not ready.




She replayed the moment again and again as she moved through the castle, frustration simmering beneath her calm exterior. He had known she was there. He had led her just far enough to make the point.




They were watching her progress.




Measuring it.




Grace left the castle shortly after noon and headed for a small café tucked into a side street, the kind of place tourists rarely found. She ordered tea and chose a corner table where she could see the door.




She had barely taken a sip when someone sat down across from her.




“You’re pushing,” Inspector Kovač said quietly.




Grace did not look surprised. “You’re following.”




“Unofficially,” he replied. “Again.”




She met his gaze. “They stopped me.”




Kovač nodded. “They usually do. At first.”




“At first,” Grace echoed. “Then what?”




“Then they decide whether you’re a threat or an asset.”




Grace leaned back. “And which am I?”




Kovač hesitated. “That depends on how far you’re willing to go.”




“And how far are they?”




“Further than you think,” he said. “And closer.”




Grace smiled thinly. “You’re not very reassuring.”




“I’m not here to reassure you,” he replied. “I’m here because if this goes wrong, I’ll be the one asked why I didn’t stop it.”




“And why didn’t you?”




Kovač studied her for a long moment. “Because some truths don’t stay buried forever. They push up through stone. Through people.”




Grace’s phone buzzed on the table.




A message.




You followed the wrong figure.




Grace looked up sharply.




Kovač frowned. “You’re being contacted?”




“Yes,” Grace said. “By people who don’t like to be named.”




Another message appeared.




The ones you see are not the ones who matter.




Grace typed quickly.




Then show me the right ones.




The response took longer this time.




Tonight. Dusk. If you’re brave—or foolish—enough.




Grace set the phone down slowly.




Kovač watched her. “That was an invitation.”




“Yes.”




“And you’re going to accept.”




“Yes.”




He sighed. “Of course you are.”




That evening, Grace returned to the castle as the light began to soften, the sky shifting toward gold and violet. She did not enter through the main gate. Instead, she circled to a lesser-used side entrance she had marked earlier, one monitored but not heavily trafficked.




She waited.




At exactly the moment the sun dipped below the hills, she felt it again—the subtle hum beneath her feet.




A door opening somewhere it shouldn’t.




Grace moved.




She followed the sensation rather than her eyes, letting intuition guide her steps. She passed through an archway and into a quiet courtyard where shadows pooled thickly along the walls.




A figure stepped out of the darkness.




Not the man.




The woman with the red scarf.




Up close, she was younger than Grace had expected, her expression composed but alert. Her eyes were sharp, assessing.




“You shouldn’t be here,” the woman said softly.




“And yet,” Grace replied.




The woman smiled faintly. “You’re persistent.”




“So I’ve been told.”




They studied each other, two players circling an unspoken center.




“You watch people vanish,” the woman said. “What do you think it means?”




Grace considered. “That someone wants history to stay selective.”




The woman nodded. “Selective is kinder than forgotten.”




“And kinder than stolen?” Grace asked.




The woman’s smile faded. “Some things were taken long before either of us were born.”




“And now you’re taking them back?” Grace asked.




“We’re protecting them,” the woman said. “From misuse. From spectacle.”




Grace stepped closer. “And who protects people from you?”




The woman held her gaze. “We do.”




For a moment, neither spoke. The castle seemed to lean in, stone listening to stone.




“You’re close to a threshold,” the woman said finally. “That’s dangerous.”




Grace smiled. “I cross thresholds for a living.”




The woman reached up and adjusted her scarf. “Then understand this: once you see what’s behind the wall, you don’t get to pretend you didn’t.”




“I wouldn’t insult you by trying,” Grace said.




The woman studied her, then nodded once. “Tomorrow. Dawn. Eastern wall.”




“And if I’m followed?” Grace asked.




The woman’s eyes flicked toward the shadows. “You already are.”




She stepped back, the darkness swallowing her as seamlessly as the wall had the night before.




Another vanishing figure.




Grace stood alone in the courtyard, her heart pounding—not with fear, but with anticipation.




She had been warned.




She had been tested.




Now she had been invited.




Whatever lay behind the hidden wall was no longer content to remain unseen.




And Grace was no longer content to merely watch people disappear.




Grace did not sleep at all.




She lay on the narrow hotel bed, fully dressed, staring at the faint crack of light beneath the door as though it might widen and spill answers into the room. Every sound—the soft whir of plumbing, a distant door closing, footsteps somewhere above—registered instantly. Dawn was still hours away, yet her body remained coiled, ready.




Tomorrow. Dawn. Eastern wall.




The woman’s words replayed with unnerving clarity. Not a threat. Not a promise. A threshold.




Grace rose quietly and moved to the window. The city lay hushed beneath a thin veil of mist, the castle hill barely visible against the darkening sky. Somewhere up there, stone shifted when called, walls opened without seams, and people stepped sideways out of history.




Vanishing figures.




She understood now that the phrase was incomplete. They did not vanish to nowhere.




They vanished to somewhere else.




Grace sat at the desk and opened her notebook for what she knew might be the last time in its current form. She did not write speculation. She wrote contingencies.




Routes in and out of the castle. Security patterns. Times when staff changed shifts. Blind spots she had observed—not just physical ones, but procedural. She wrote names, connections, fragments of conversation. She wrote the woman in the red scarf at the center of the page and circled her twice.




Then she wrote one line beneath it:




What are you protecting?




When she finished, Grace tore the page out, folded it carefully, and slipped it into her jacket pocket. The rest of the notebook went into her bag, which she left behind when she finally stepped out into the pre-dawn chill.




The city was nearly silent as she crossed the bridge, the stone dragons looming overhead like watchful judges. She felt oddly calm now, as though her nerves had burned themselves out during the night, leaving behind something sharper and steadier.




At the base of the hill, she paused.




She did not look back.




The path upward was slick with moisture, the stones darkened by dew. Grace took it slowly, listening to the quiet rhythms of her own steps. No one followed her openly. That did not mean she was alone.




As she neared the castle gates, a figure detached itself from the shadows.




Inspector Luka Kovač.




“I wondered if you’d show up,” he said softly.




Grace stopped. “You’re early.”




“So are you.”




They regarded each other in the half-light, both aware that this moment mattered.




“They invited me,” Grace said.




Kovač nodded. “That’s what worries me.”




“You knew this was coming,” she replied.




“Yes,” he said. “I just hoped it wouldn’t be you.”




Grace smiled faintly. “You don’t get to choose who asks the right questions.”




“No,” Kovač agreed. “But I can choose what happens next.”




He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “If you cross that wall, you step outside jurisdiction. Mine. Anyone’s.”




“Then why are you here?” Grace asked.




“Because if you don’t come back,” he said quietly, “someone needs to know where you went.”




Grace held his gaze. “And if I do?”




Kovač hesitated. “Then nothing will ever look the same again.”




She nodded once. “That’s usually how this goes.”




They walked the final stretch together, neither speaking. The gates stood open, unguarded at this hour, as though the castle itself had decided not to resist what was coming.




The eastern terrace lay empty.




The sky was just beginning to pale, the horizon brushed with the faintest hint of gold. Grace felt the now-familiar vibration beneath her feet, subtle but undeniable.




“You feel it too,” she said.




Kovač nodded reluctantly. “I always have.”




They stopped several paces from the wall.




The stone looked inert. Solid. Ancient.




Then the woman stepped out of the shadows.




She wore the red scarf, wound tightly around her neck, her dark coat blending seamlessly with the dim light. Her eyes flicked to Kovač, then back to Grace.




“You weren’t invited,” she said calmly.




Kovač raised his hands slightly. “I won’t interfere.”




The woman studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Stay where you are.”




Her gaze returned to Grace. “You came alone.”




Grace inclined her head. “As requested.”




The woman gestured toward the wall. “Then watch carefully.”




She moved closer, placing her palm against the stone at a point that looked no different from any other. She did not press. She waited.




Grace realized then that this was not a mechanism triggered by force.




It was triggered by recognition.




The stone responded.




A seam appeared—not visually, but spatially, as though the air itself had learned a new shape. The wall drew inward, silently, revealing a narrow opening just wide enough for a single person.




The woman stepped aside. “You first.”




Grace’s pulse thundered in her ears.




Once you see what’s behind the wall, you don’t get to pretend you didn’t.




She glanced back at Kovač. He gave a single, almost imperceptible nod.




Grace stepped forward.




The moment she crossed the threshold, the air changed. It grew cooler, denser, carrying the faint scent of metal and old dust. The wall closed behind her without sound, sealing out the dawn.




For a heartbeat, there was nothing.




Then soft lights flickered on along the passage, revealing a corridor cut with deliberate precision. The stone here was smoother, the craftsmanship unmistakably modern despite its disguise.




The woman appeared beside her. “Welcome,” she said quietly. “Now you see why we don’t advertise.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “This isn’t just a chamber.”




“No,” the woman agreed. “It’s a network.”




They walked.




The passage sloped downward, branching at intervals. Grace glimpsed doors set flush into the walls, each marked with symbols rather than words. Some were closed. Others stood slightly ajar, revealing rooms lined with shelves, crates, and steel cabinets.




“What is all this?” Grace asked.




“Insurance,” the woman replied.




“Against what?”




“Erasure,” she said.




They stopped before a room larger than the others. Inside, objects rested on padded tables under controlled light: documents sealed in glass, artifacts wrapped in protective casing, items that hummed faintly with restrained significance.




Grace stepped closer to one display.




“These records,” she said slowly. “They were never destroyed.”




“No,” the woman replied. “They were hidden. When regimes changed, when histories were rewritten, when truths became inconvenient.”




“By whom?” Grace asked.




The woman hesitated. “By people who believed some knowledge was too dangerous to leave in public hands.”




Grace turned to face her. “And you decided that belief still holds.”




“We decided,” the woman corrected. “Collectively.”




Grace folded her arms. “You’re not archivists.”




“No,” the woman said. “We’re custodians.”




“Or gatekeepers,” Grace countered.




The woman met her gaze evenly. “Someone has to be.”




Grace moved deeper into the room, scanning labels, recognizing names that had vanished from official histories. Politicians. Scientists. Diplomats. Entire narratives sealed away.




“You decide what the world is allowed to know,” Grace said. “That’s power.”




“Yes,” the woman replied. “And power is dangerous.”




“So is secrecy,” Grace said.




The woman smiled faintly. “That’s why we watch people like you so closely.”




Grace turned. “You wanted me here.”




“We needed to know what you’d do once you saw this,” the woman said. “Whether you’d expose it. Exploit it.”




“And if I choose to?” Grace asked.




The woman’s expression hardened. “Then you won’t leave.”




Silence settled between them.




Grace considered the weight of the place, the years of intent pressed into stone and steel. She thought of the vanishing figures—people who had chosen to live between histories rather than inside one.




“This can’t last,” Grace said finally. “Walls crack. Secrets leak.”




“Yes,” the woman agreed. “Which is why we’re changing.”




She stepped aside, revealing another corridor beyond the room.




“This is where we decide what comes next,” she said. “And whether you’re part of it.”




Grace felt the gravity of the moment settle into her bones.




Outside, dawn had fully broken. Inside, time felt suspended.




She took a step forward.




Behind her, unseen but certain, the wall waited—ready to open again, or seal forever.




Vanishing figures were not born.




They were chosen.




And Grace was standing at the point of no return.








  
  
  The Hidden Seam in Stone

  
  




Chapter 4: The Hidden Seam in Stone 


Grace stepped forward into the corridor, the faint hum of filtered air brushing against her ears as her eyes adjusted to the dim, controlled light. The passage was narrow, lined with polished stone that gave nothing away about the centuries it had watched pass above. The air smelled faintly of dust and varnish, old stone and something metallic that hinted at hidden mechanisms. It was a space designed to feel empty, functional, and utterly secret.


The woman in the red scarf walked beside her, silent except for the soft tap of her boots on the smooth floor. Grace noted every movement, every measured step, the way she navigated the corridor as though it had been mapped in her mind since childhood. Grace, by contrast, was acutely aware of each shadow, each faint draft of air that hinted at a door, a hidden panel, a seam in the stone.


“This way,” the woman said finally, pausing at a section of wall that looked, to Grace, entirely unremarkable. She ran a hand along the surface, fingertips brushing over the cool, smooth stone. Nothing moved. Nothing yielded. Yet, she sensed the potential of it.


“Now you understand why it’s called the hidden seam,” the woman said, pressing lightly at a small, nearly imperceptible notch near the center of a block. Grace noticed how subtle the indentation was—nothing like a handle or a crack, more like a tiny whisper in stone.


With almost no sound, the
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