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Chapter 1 – Shadows on the Square




Grace Whitmore had learned, through years of unwanted practice, to trust the small tightening at the base of her neck. It was not fear exactly, nor intuition in the romantic sense so often attributed to detectives in novels. It was something quieter and more physical, like the body remembering a danger the mind had not yet named. It came to her now as she stood on the edge of Old Town Square, the late afternoon sun gilding the rooftops of Prague in honeyed light.




She had come to the square with no greater intention than to walk. Prague demanded walking. It was a city that revealed itself reluctantly, as if testing whether one deserved to see it. Streets bent away from logic, courtyards hid behind unassuming doors, and history lay layered like varnish upon stone. Grace had arrived that morning on an overnight train from Vienna, her suitcase still unopened in the small pension near Malá Strana. She had told herself she would take the day off, that she would be a tourist, anonymous and unobservant for once.




The city, as usual, had other plans.




Old Town Square pulsed with life. Tourists clustered beneath raised umbrellas, their guides lifting little flags like semaphore signals. A street violinist played a melody so mournful it seemed to bend the air around him. The Astronomical Clock loomed over it all, its intricate face measuring time in ways that no longer belonged to the modern world. Grace stood near the edge of the square with a paper cup of coffee warming her hands, watching faces pass, listening to the babble of languages overlap and dissolve.




That was when she saw him.




At first, she thought he was part of a performance. Prague attracted performers the way old churches attracted echoes. But there was something wrong with the man’s stillness as he emerged from the crowd near the Jan Hus Memorial. He was tall, thin to the point of severity, and dressed in what appeared to be a priest’s cassock—black, ankle-length, austere. The garment alone would not have stopped Grace. It was the paint.




His face was painted stark white, like the base layer of an icon. Dark lines traced his cheekbones, exaggerated the hollows beneath his eyes, and framed his mouth in a somber, almost accusatory expression. A thin crimson line ran vertically from his hairline down the center of his forehead, stopping just above the bridge of his nose. It looked disturbingly like blood, though it did not glisten or drip. His hands, clasped in front of him, were also painted white, the knuckles outlined in gray shadow.




He moved slowly, deliberately, as though each step were an act of intention rather than habit. People noticed him, of course. Some laughed, nudged their companions, raised phones to take photographs. Others recoiled slightly, discomfort flickering across their faces before curiosity replaced it. The man did not acknowledge any of them. His gaze was fixed straight ahead, eyes dark and reflective, as if he were walking through a world only he could see.




Grace felt the tightening again.




She took a sip of coffee she did not taste and watched him cross the square. He did not stop to perform. He did not ask for money. He did not even slow when a group of tourists blocked his path; they parted instinctively, unsettled by his silence. There was something priestly about him beyond the costume—an authority that came not from power but from purpose.




He reached the far side of the square and turned sharply into a narrow side street that Grace knew led toward Týn Church. The moment he vanished from sight, the square seemed to exhale. Laughter resumed. The violinist shifted into a brighter tune. A guide began explaining the legend of the clock with theatrical flair.




Grace remained where she was.




She told herself she was tired. She had spent too many years following threads that led into darkness, too many hours in cities that were not her own, piecing together puzzles that cost more than they ever gave back. She was in Prague because she had been invited to speak at a small criminology conference in Brno, not because she was chasing a case. There was no reason—none at all—to follow a street performer down an alley.




Except he was not a performer.




She did not know how she knew that, only that the certainty settled in her bones. Performers sought eyes. They fed on attention. This man had moved as though attention were an inconvenience, a fog he had to pass through to reach somewhere else.




Grace finished her coffee, crushed the paper cup in her hand, and dropped it into a bin. By the time she reached the street he had taken, a full minute had passed. The alley was narrow, paved with uneven cobblestones polished smooth by centuries of footsteps. Shops crowded close on either side—a crystal merchant, a souvenir store selling marionettes with painted smiles, a small café with two iron tables pressed against the wall.




The painted priest was nowhere to be seen.




Grace slowed, scanning doorways, listening. The street curved slightly, obscuring the view ahead. She walked on, her boots echoing softly, acutely aware of the sudden quiet. The sounds of the square faded quickly, replaced by the hum of distant traffic and the murmur of voices from unseen courtyards.




At the bend in the street, she saw a flash of white.




The priest stood at the mouth of another alley, even narrower than the first, so tight it seemed carved rather than built. For a moment, he turned his head and looked directly at her. The eye contact was brief but electric, a live wire snapping between them. His eyes were not painted. They were an ordinary brown, almost gentle, and profoundly out of place in the stark geometry of his face.




Then he stepped sideways and disappeared.




Grace stopped.




This was the moment—the one she recognized from a hundred previous decisions—when she could turn back. She could laugh at herself, return to the square, and tell the story later as a piece of local color. Prague was theatrical. Strange sights were its currency. Nothing had happened. Nothing had been done to her or asked of her.




Her feet moved before the argument in her head could finish forming.




The alley swallowed her quickly. It was dim, the buildings leaning inward as though sharing secrets overhead. A faint smell of damp stone and old leaves hung in the air. Halfway down, a recessed doorway opened on the right, its wooden door scarred and ancient. Grace passed it, then stopped and turned back.




On the door, scratched deeply into the wood, was a symbol.




It was a cross—but not the simple, familiar form. The arms were uneven, the vertical line longer and tapering at the bottom. Around it, a rough circle enclosed the shape, broken at the top as though deliberately left unfinished. The grooves were dark, filled with age or something else, and the edges were sharp enough to suggest the mark was not old.




Grace raised her hand, hesitated, then traced the symbol lightly with her fingers. The wood was cold.




Footsteps echoed somewhere behind her.




She turned, heart accelerating, only to see an elderly man pushing a bicycle through the alley, his eyes fixed on the ground. He passed her without comment, the bicycle chain clicking rhythmically, and disappeared into the street behind her.




Grace exhaled slowly.




The symbol did not belong to any church iconography she recognized, and she had seen a fair share over the years. It felt personal rather than institutional, something made by an individual rather than a doctrine. She took out her phone and snapped a photograph, angling it to capture the scratches clearly.




When she looked up again, the alley ahead was empty.




The painted priest was gone.




Grace stood there for a long moment, listening to the city breathe around her. Somewhere nearby, a church bell rang the hour, the sound resonating through stone and memory alike. She felt, with sudden clarity, that her day off had ended the instant she stepped into this alley.




Whatever the painted priest was moving toward, whatever message he carried on his silent, painted face, it was not meant for tourists.




And now, somehow, it was meant for her.


Grace left the alley with the uneasy sense that she had stepped out of one story and into another already in motion. The street beyond was wider, brighter, threaded with tramlines and afternoon traffic. Life here moved at a normal pace, unconcerned with painted priests or scratched symbols. A couple argued softly in Czech near a bakery window. A delivery truck idled, its driver smoking with the resigned patience of a man who knew the city would bend to no timetable.




Grace stood for a moment on the curb, letting the ordinary sounds recalibrate her breathing. She had learned, over the years, that disorientation was dangerous. It made one sloppy, sentimental. Cities like Prague thrived on romantic disarray; they lured visitors into believing confusion was charm. Grace preferred clarity, even when it was unpleasant.




She checked her phone. No messages. No missed calls. The world, apparently, had not noticed anything amiss.




She turned back toward Old Town Square, walking more slowly now, replaying the scene in her head with deliberate care. The man’s clothing. The precision of his movements. The way he had looked at her—not startled, not threatened, but aware. As though he had expected her to follow.




That thought irritated her. Grace did not like being anticipated.




Back in the square, the light had shifted. The sun was lower, shadows lengthening across the stones. The crowd had thickened, tour groups coagulating near landmarks, while locals skirted the edges with practiced efficiency. Grace crossed toward the Astronomical Clock, scanning faces without seeming to. She did not expect to see the painted priest again. People like that did not linger.




She was wrong.




He stood beneath the clock, directly beneath the ring of apostles who would soon mark the hour. He was motionless, his face tilted slightly upward, as though studying the mechanism. Up close, the paint was even more unsettling. It was not crude or theatrical; it had been applied with care, blended into the contours of his face so that the shadows looked almost sculpted. The crimson line on his forehead was matte, absorbed into the white like a wound that had healed badly.




Tourists circled him, phones raised. He did not acknowledge them. Grace watched as a young boy stepped close, peering up at the priest’s face with unfiltered curiosity. The boy’s mother pulled him back sharply, murmuring something admonishing. The priest did not react.




Grace moved closer, positioning herself near a souvenir stand selling postcards and magnets. From here, she could observe without being obvious. The priest’s hands were clasped tightly now, knuckles whitening beneath the paint. His lips moved.




She leaned in, angling her head as though examining postcards.




The words were Latin.




She did not catch every phrase, but enough to recognize cadence rather than content. It was not a prayer she knew, not a liturgical recitation. It sounded improvised, stitched together from fragments. His voice was low, almost swallowed by the noise of the square, but there was a rhythm to it that raised the hairs on her arms.




At the stroke of the hour, the clock chimed. Wooden apostles paraded mechanically past their windows. The crowd gasped and murmured appreciatively. In the distraction, the painted priest stepped away from the clock and began walking again, this time toward Celetná Street.




Grace did not hesitate.




She followed at a distance, using the flow of pedestrians as cover. Celetná was busy, lined with shops and cafés, its energy spilling outward like a current. The priest moved against it, his progress steady and unhurried. People brushed past him, some laughing nervously, others pretending not to see him at all. Grace noticed how few actually made eye contact.




Halfway down the street, he turned abruptly into a shop.




Grace slowed, then followed.




The interior was dim and narrow, shelves crowded with religious artifacts: icons painted on wood, brass crucifixes, rosaries draped like beads of shadow. The air smelled of incense and dust. A bell chimed softly as Grace stepped inside.




The priest stood at the back of the shop, facing a wall of icons. An elderly woman sat behind the counter, her hair pulled back in a severe bun, her expression placid. She did not look surprised to see him.




Grace drifted toward a shelf, pretending to examine a small painted Madonna while watching them both in the convex mirror mounted near the ceiling. The woman said something in Czech, her tone familiar, almost fond. The priest replied in the same language, his voice no longer hushed. She caught only fragments, but one word stood out clearly.




“Kněz.” Priest.




The woman reached beneath the counter and produced a small wooden box. She handed it to him without ceremony. He took it, inclined his head slightly, and turned.




Grace stepped aside as he passed, close enough to smell the faint tang of paint and something sharper beneath it—solvent, perhaps, or oil. His eyes flicked toward her for a fraction of a second. There was no recognition in them, no acknowledgment of the alley or the symbol. If anything, there was warning.




Then he was gone.




Grace stood there, heart pounding in a way she refused to indulge. The elderly woman watched her now, eyes sharp and assessing.




“You like icons?” the woman asked in accented English.




“They’re beautiful,” Grace replied truthfully. “Do you get many… priests?”




The woman’s lips twitched. “Not like that.”




Grace smiled politely, selected a small postcard from a rack near the door, and paid. As she stepped back into the street, she resisted the urge to look immediately for the priest. Instead, she walked two doors down, paused to tie her shoe, then glanced back.




He was nowhere in sight.




By the time Grace reached her pension that evening, the city had shifted again. Dusk softened the edges of buildings, streetlights flickering on with tentative authority. She climbed the narrow stairs to her room, unlocked the door, and set her bag down with a sigh that felt older than it should have.




The room was small but clean, with a single bed, a desk, and a window overlooking a courtyard where laundry hung like faded flags. Grace closed the curtains and leaned her forehead briefly against the glass. She did not believe in omens. She believed in patterns.




She unpacked methodically, laying her clothes into drawers, placing her notebook and laptop on the desk. Only when everything was in order did she take out her phone and review the photograph she had taken of the symbol on the door.




It looked different now.




Not physically—she was certain the image had not changed—but context had sharpened it. The uneven cross within the broken circle felt deliberate, insistent. She enlarged the image, tracing the lines with her eyes. The scratches were deep, the work of something sharp and applied with force. Whoever had carved it had wanted it to last.




Grace opened her notebook and sketched the symbol, then wrote beneath it: Seen Old Town Square alley. Painted priest.




She stared at the words, then added a date and time.




Her phone buzzed.




The number was unfamiliar, Czech. Grace hesitated, then answered.




“Grace,” she said.




There was a pause, filled with faint background noise—a hum, perhaps traffic or machinery.




“You saw him,” a man’s voice said in English. It was low, controlled, and unmistakably tense. “In the square.”




Grace straightened. “Who is this?”




Another pause. “Someone who would advise you to forget.”




“I don’t forget easily,” Grace said. “And I don’t take advice from anonymous callers.”




A soft exhale. “Then you will make this more difficult than it needs to be.”




“Difficult for whom?”




“For everyone.”




The line went dead.




Grace stared at the phone, her reflection faintly visible in the darkened screen. Slowly, she set it down.




So. Not a coincidence.




She moved to the window and parted the curtain slightly, scanning the courtyard below. Nothing stirred. She closed the curtain again and sat at the desk, opening her laptop. If someone was already watching her, then discretion had passed its usefulness.




She searched Prague news feeds in Czech and English, scanning for mentions of unusual performances, vandalism, religious protests. Nothing obvious surfaced. She refined the search, adding terms for religious symbolism, graffiti, Latin chants.




A small article caught her eye.




It was buried on a local blog, poorly translated, dated three weeks earlier. Defaced Church Door in Lesser Town, the headline read. The article mentioned a symbol carved into a side entrance of a deconsecrated chapel—a cross within a broken circle. Authorities had dismissed it as vandalism. The photograph included was grainy but unmistakable.




Grace leaned back in her chair.




She opened another article. Then another. Each referenced minor incidents: symbols scratched into wood or stone near religious sites, a man reported chanting in Latin near Charles Bridge at dawn, dismissed as a street eccentric. No arrests. No follow-up.




A pattern.




Her phone buzzed again, this time with a text message. No number displayed, just unknown.




Do not follow him again.




Grace’s lips pressed into a thin line. She typed a reply before she could reconsider.




Too late.




The typing indicator appeared, then vanished. A moment later, a new message arrived.




Then be careful what you learn. Some paint does not wash off.




Grace closed her eyes briefly.




She had come to Prague intending to observe, to absorb, to remain detached. Instead, the city had reached out and marked her, drawn her into a story already bleeding through its cracks.




She shut down the laptop, turned off the light, and lay back on the bed, staring into darkness. Somewhere in the city, bells rang again, distant and solemn.




Grace did not sleep easily that night.




Grace woke before dawn to the sound of bells.




They were distant, softened by stone and air, but insistent enough to pull her from a shallow, restless sleep. For a moment she lay still, disoriented, her mind reaching instinctively for familiar landmarks that were not there. Then Prague reassembled itself around her—the narrow bed, the curtained window, the faint smell of old wood and detergent. The city felt closer at this hour, as though it had leaned in overnight.




She checked her phone. No new messages. No missed calls. The silence was not reassuring.




Grace rose, dressed quietly, and stood by the window. The courtyard below was empty now, the laundry unmoving in the early chill. A single light glowed in a ground-floor window, someone else awake or not yet asleep. She watched for several minutes, then turned away. If she was being observed, it would not be from here.




She left the pension just after six. The streets were hushed, delivery vans replacing tour buses, locals moving with purposeful anonymity. Prague at dawn was a different organism—less theatrical, more honest. Grace liked cities best at this hour. They had not yet begun performing.




She walked without a clear destination at first, letting her feet choose familiar routes from the day before. Old Town Square was nearly empty, the Astronomical Clock inert and unimpressive without its audience. The Jan Hus Memorial loomed in quiet defiance. Grace crossed the square slowly, stopping where she had first seen the painted priest.




Nothing marked the spot. No residue of strangeness, no lingering energy. Only stone and air.




She turned toward the alley.




The doorway was still there. The symbol still scarred into the wood, dark against the grain. Grace studied it more carefully now, noting details she had missed in the rush of yesterday. The circle was not quite circular; it bowed inward at one point, as though resisting completion. The vertical line of the cross extended beyond the circle at the bottom, breaking containment.




A symbol of defiance. Or escape.




Grace took another photograph, this time angling the camera to capture the depth of the scratches. As she did, a voice spoke behind her.




“You should not touch that.”




She turned calmly.




The man standing a few feet away was middle-aged, with graying hair and the posture of someone accustomed to libraries rather than streets. He wore a dark coat despite the mild morning and carried a leather satchel slung across his shoulder. His expression was not hostile, but it was wary.




“I wasn’t touching,” Grace said. “I was photographing.”




“That is still touching, in a way,” he replied. His English was precise, academic. “Symbols like this are meant to be seen only by those who already understand them.”




Grace met his gaze. “Then perhaps you can explain it to me.”




The man hesitated. “You are not Czech.”




“No.”




“And yet you follow our ghosts.”




Grace considered denying it. She did not. “Who are you?”




“Jan Kovář,” he said after a moment. “I am… an archivist. Among other things.”




Grace nodded. “Grace.”




Recognition flickered briefly across his face, quickly masked. “Yes. I thought so.”




“That’s interesting,” Grace said. “Because I don’t recall introducing myself.”




He shifted, clearly uncomfortable. “Your reputation precedes you in certain circles.”




“That usually means trouble.”




Jan smiled thinly. “In Prague, it almost always does.”




They stood in silence, the alley amplifying even the smallest sound. Somewhere nearby, a door opened and closed. Life resumed cautiously around them.




“You saw him yesterday,” Jan said. It was not a question.




“Yes.”




“And he saw you.”




“Yes.”




Jan exhaled slowly. “Then you are already involved.”




“I didn’t agree to anything,” Grace said.




“No one ever does.”




Grace gestured toward the symbol. “You warned me not to touch it. Why?”




“Because it is a marker,” Jan replied. “And markers are invitations as much as warnings.”




“Invitation to what?”




He glanced down the alley, then back at her. “That is not a conversation for the street.”




Grace studied him. He did not feel like the voice on the phone—too cautious, too measured. But he knew more than he was saying. She nodded once.




“Coffee,” she said. “Somewhere public.”




Jan inclined his head. “There is a café nearby. Old. Quiet.”




They walked together, not side by side but not quite separate, maintaining a careful distance that spoke of mutual assessment. The café was tucked beneath a building whose façade bore the faint traces of medieval frescoes. Inside, it was dim and warm, smelling of coffee grounds and pastry. A single other patron sat hunched over a newspaper.




They took a table near the back.




Jan waited until the server left them before speaking again. “The man you saw—the painted priest—is not a performer. He is not even a priest, not in the conventional sense.”




“Then why dress like one?”




“Because Prague listens to priests,” Jan said quietly. “Even now.”




Grace folded her hands on the table. “You’re going to have to be clearer.”




Jan hesitated, then reached into his satchel and withdrew a thin folder. He slid it across the table.




Inside were photographs. Symbols scratched into wood and stone. Church doors. Alleyways. Bridges. The same uneven cross within the broken circle.




“How long has this been happening?” Grace asked.




“Almost a year,” Jan said. “At first, it was dismissed as vandalism. Then as performance art. Then as religious extremism. None of those explanations fit.”




“Why not?”




“Because the locations are specific,” Jan replied. “And because of what happens afterward.”




Grace looked up sharply. “What happens afterward?”




Jan met her eyes. “People disappear.”




The word settled heavily between them.




“How many?” Grace asked.




“Officially?” Jan shrugged. “Two. Unofficially… perhaps more. People who step out of patterns. Who notice the wrong things.”




Grace closed the folder. “And the police?”




“Are aware,” Jan said carefully. “And constrained.”




“By what?”




“By history,” he said. “And by fear.”




Grace leaned back, studying him. “Why tell me?”




“Because you have already been warned,” Jan said. “And because you did not leave.”




Grace smiled without humor. “You make it sound like a moral failing.”




“In Prague,” Jan said, “curiosity has always been dangerous.”




The server returned with coffee. They drank in silence for a moment.




“The man who called me last night,” Grace said. “Was that you?”




Jan shook his head. “No.”




“Do you know who it was?”




“I can guess,” he said. “Someone who believes that what is happening must continue.”




“And you don’t.”




Jan’s jaw tightened. “I believe that whatever is happening has happened before.”




Grace’s fingers stilled around her cup. “Before when?”




Jan hesitated, then reached again into his satchel, this time withdrawing a worn notebook. He opened it carefully, revealing sketches and notes in multiple hands.




“The Painted Priest is not new,” he said. “The image appears in records going back to the seventeenth century. Always during periods of upheaval. Always accompanied by symbols. Always followed by disappearances.”




“Who disappears?”




“Those who stand between worlds,” Jan said. “Clergy who question doctrine. Scholars who uncover inconvenient truths. Ordinary people who see what they are not meant to see.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “And the priest himself?”




“He is never identified,” Jan said. “Only described. Always painted. Always silent in public. Always gone before anyone can stop him.”




Grace thought of the brown eyes beneath the paint. “You’re saying he’s the same man.”




“I am saying the role persists,” Jan replied. “Whether the man does or not.”




They finished their coffee. Outside, the city was waking fully now, noise filtering in through the café windows.




“I need to see where he went after the shop,” Grace said.




Jan looked startled. “That would be unwise.”




“So is warning me without helping,” Grace replied.




Jan sighed. “The box,” he said. “The woman gave him a box.”




“Yes.”




“That shop supplies artifacts to churches and collectors,” Jan said. “But the boxes like that are usually used for relics.”




Grace’s eyes narrowed. “Relics of what?”




Jan did not answer.




They left the café together. The streets were busier now, the anonymity of dawn slipping away. Jan walked with her as far as Celetná Street, then stopped.




“I cannot go further,” he said. “If I am seen with you too often, it will draw attention.”




“And that would be bad,” Grace said dryly.




“Yes,” Jan replied. “For both of us.”




He hesitated, then pressed a slip of paper into her hand. An address. “If you insist on continuing,” he said, “this is where the symbols began appearing most frequently.”




“Thank you,” Grace said.




“Be careful, Ms. Whitmore,” Jan added. “Some mysteries in this city do not want to be solved. They want to be witnessed.”




Grace watched him disappear into the crowd, then unfolded the paper. The address was in Lesser Town, near an old, deconsecrated chapel.




Of course it was.




She took the tram across the river, watching Prague slide past in layers—Baroque, Gothic, modern—each refusing to fully obscure the others. She disembarked near the address and walked the remaining distance on foot.




The chapel stood at the end of a quiet street, its doors chained shut, its windows boarded. It looked abandoned, but Grace had learned never to trust appearances. She circled the building slowly, noting fresh scratches on the stone near a side entrance.




The symbol.




Grace crouched, examining it. This one was deeper, more deliberate. As she traced its outline with her eyes, she heard footsteps behind her.




She did not turn immediately.




“You followed,” the painted priest said softly.




Grace stood and faced him.




Up close, without the crowd as buffer, the effect was overwhelming. The paint transformed him into something iconographic, larger than life, and yet his voice was undeniably human. Tired. Sad.




“You left me a trail,” Grace said.




He inclined his head. “So that you would.”




“Why?”




“Because you are not from here,” he said. “And because you notice.”




Grace crossed her arms. “People are disappearing.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




He looked past her, toward the river. “Because they have already stepped away.”




“From what?”




“From lies,” he said simply.




Grace’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She ignored it.




“You’re not a priest,” she said.




“No.”




“Then what are you?”




The painted priest met her gaze. “A witness,” he said. “And a warning.”




Grace felt the tightening at the base of her neck again, stronger now.




“You’re not the only one watching,” she said.




“I know,” he replied. “That is why time is short.”




He stepped back, retreating toward the shadowed side of the chapel.




“If you continue,” he said, “you will be painted as well.”




“With what?” Grace asked.




He smiled faintly. “Truth.”




Then he was gone.




Grace stood alone in the street, the weight of the city pressing in on her. Her phone buzzed again. This time she answered.




“Stop,” the voice said. “You’re crossing a line.”




Grace looked at the symbol carved into stone. “I crossed it yesterday.”




The line went dead.




Grace turned toward the chapel door, her mind already assembling questions, connections, possibilities. Whatever the Painted Priest of Prague represented—myth, conspiracy, warning—it had reached out and touched her life.




And Grace had never been able to walk away from a mystery that did that.








  
  
  A Vanishing Figure

  
  




Chapter 2 – A Vanishing Figure 




The chapel door did not open.




Grace tested it anyway, fingers closing around the cold chain looped through iron rings bolted deep into the wood. The padlock was heavy, modern, its brass dulled by weather. Whatever secrets lay inside the chapel, someone had gone to deliberate lengths to keep them contained. She stepped back, studying the façade again. Up close, the building felt less abandoned than it had from a distance. The stone was clean of ivy. The boarded windows were intact, their nails un-rusted. Neglect here was curated.




She circled once more, slower this time, mapping angles, exits, sightlines. A narrow lane ran behind the chapel, too tight for vehicles, wide enough for foot traffic. Beyond that, a low wall dropped away toward a terraced garden. Grace imagined the painted priest moving through this space, vanishing not by magic but by familiarity. People who disappeared rarely did so dramatically. They simply knew where to go.




She checked the time. Still early. Too early to force anything.




Grace stepped away from the chapel and walked toward the nearest café, one of those half-hidden places that catered more to locals than visitors. She ordered tea and took a seat by the window, positioning herself so she could see the street outside. If the painted priest returned, she would see him.




As she waited, she replayed the encounter in her mind. His voice. Calm. Certain. Not evangelical, not frantic. A witness, he had said. And a warning.




Grace had spent her career separating performance from belief, rhetoric from motive. True believers were the most dangerous suspects because they did not measure success the same way others did. The painted priest did not strike her as mad. That was the unsettling part.




Her phone vibrated on the table. A message from Jan.




You should not have gone there alone.




Grace typed back without looking up.




You didn’t say not to.




The reply came almost immediately.




I assumed it was obvious.




Grace almost smiled. Nothing about this is obvious.




She glanced outside again. A woman walked past with a small dog tucked under her arm. A man unloaded crates from a van. No painted priest. No watchers she could identify. Still, the sensation of being observed persisted, like a pressure change before a storm.




She finished her tea and paid. It was time to do what she did best: gather context.




The Lesser Town municipal archive occupied a squat, unlovely building several streets away. Grace presented her passport and conference credentials, leaning lightly on the truth. She had learned long ago that authority, when worn casually, was rarely challenged. Within minutes, she was seated at a long table beneath fluorescent lights, a stack of records brought out by a clerk who looked bored enough to be harmless.




Grace began with property records. The chapel was listed as deconsecrated in the early twentieth century, officially closed due to structural concerns. Ownership had transferred multiple times over the decades, often to shell organizations that dissolved within a few years. The current owner was a foundation with a benign name and no listed officers.




A shell within a shell.




She moved on to incident reports. Vandalism complaints. Noise disturbances. Trespassing. Nothing recent enough to justify the new chain and lock. That meant the security was proactive, not reactive.




Grace jotted notes, then paused, pen hovering.




People disappear.




Jan’s words echoed again. She pulled out her phone and searched missing persons databases, refining by district, time frame, demographics. The official numbers were low, but patterns emerged when she widened the net: people whose cases stalled quickly, whose files were thin. A theology student. A restorer specializing in medieval frescoes. A city planner involved in rezoning historical sites.




All people who worked between past and present.




Grace leaned back, eyes closed for a moment. If the painted priest was marking places—and people—then the symbols were not threats. They were signposts.




Her phone buzzed again. A new message, unknown number.




You were warned twice.




Grace exhaled slowly and typed.




Then warn me properly.




No immediate response.




She packed up her notes and left the archive just after noon. Outside, the day had brightened fully, the sky a pale, deceptive blue. She walked without hurry, letting herself blend into the rhythm of the city. The painted priest had vanished again, but vanishing was a form of communication. It told her when and where she was allowed to look.




She crossed the Charles Bridge on foot, pausing midway to lean against the stone and watch the Vltava slide past. Statues loomed overhead, saints and martyrs frozen in gestures of warning and blessing alike. Prague was a city built on thresholds—bridges, borders, transformations. No wonder something like the painted priest had found fertile ground here.




Halfway across the bridge, Grace felt it again: the tightening at the base of her neck.




She straightened slowly.




The painted priest stood at the far end of the bridge, partially obscured by a cluster of tourists. His face was painted anew, the white brighter, the crimson line thicker now, branching slightly as it reached his brow. He was not looking at the river or the statues.




He was looking directly at her.




Grace did not move.




The crowd shifted, bodies flowing unpredictably. For a moment, the priest vanished behind them. When they parted again, he was gone.




Grace pushed forward, ignoring the protests of tourists she brushed past. She reached the end of the bridge and scanned the streets beyond. Nothing. No black cassock. No white face. It was as though he had dissolved into the city itself.




A van idled nearby, its engine running. Grace noted the license plate without thinking, committing it to memory. The driver sat inside, head lowered, phone pressed to his ear.




Grace stepped back, pulse steady despite the adrenaline threading through her veins. Vanishing figures were not supernatural. They were logistical.




She walked on, turning down side streets at random, testing the city’s responses. At last, she stopped in a small square and sat on a bench, watching reflections ripple in a shallow fountain.




Her phone buzzed.




He is testing you, Jan wrote. Seeing if you will chase every shadow.




Grace typed back. Is that a mistake?




The reply took longer this time.




In Prague, Jan wrote finally, shadows have teeth.




Grace rose from the bench and slipped her phone into her pocket. The painted priest had vanished again, but not before confirming something essential.




He wanted her attention.




And in Grace’s experience, when someone went to that much trouble, it was because they were running out of time.




She turned toward the streets leading back to Old Town, already planning her next move.




By late afternoon, Prague had slipped fully into its public face again. Tourists reclaimed the bridges, cafés filled, and the city performed its practiced illusion of accessibility. Grace moved through it with equal practice, her awareness divided between what was visible and what lurked just beyond attention.




The painted priest’s appearance on the Charles Bridge troubled her more than she cared to admit. Not because he had vanished—that was expected—but because he had chosen that place. Bridges were not incidental in Prague. They were symbolic arteries, connecting districts, histories, ideologies. If the priest was communicating through location, then the bridge was a statement.




Transition.




Grace returned to her pension long enough to drop off her notes and retrieve her camera with the longer lens. If she was being drawn into this, then she would document it properly. She also slipped a small voice recorder into her jacket pocket, a habit she had never quite broken, even when not officially working.




Outside again, she headed toward Josefov, the old Jewish Quarter. The choice was not intuitive so much as instinctive. Prague’s ghosts were layered, overlapping rather than sequential, and Josefov held some of the city’s densest memory. If something ancient was resurfacing, it would not respect tidy historical boundaries.




She wandered the narrow streets, passing the Old-New Synagogue, the Jewish Cemetery with its compressed chaos of headstones, each one leaning against another as though for support. Grace paused at the cemetery gate, watching visitors drift in and out, their expressions shifting from curiosity to quiet awe.




Her phone vibrated.




You are being predictable, the unknown number texted.




Grace did not reply. Instead, she stepped aside, pretending to adjust her camera while scanning reflections in nearby windows. Predictable to whom? Whoever was watching her did not yet understand her well enough to know how little that accusation would deter her.




She entered the cemetery.




Inside, the air felt different—heavy, but not oppressive. The ground rose and fell unevenly beneath her feet, centuries of burial layered into shallow hills. Grace walked slowly, reading names she could not pronounce, dates that clustered ominously around certain decades. People whispered here without being asked to.




At the far edge of the cemetery, near a cluster of older stones worn nearly smooth, she saw the symbol again.




This one was smaller, etched into the base of a headstone where it might easily be missed. The lines were shallower, hurried. A variation, perhaps, or an earlier attempt. Grace crouched, photographing it carefully.




“You shouldn’t be here.”




The voice came from behind her, close enough that she did not need to turn immediately to know it was not Jan. This voice was younger, sharper, tinged with impatience.




Grace stood slowly and turned.




The woman facing her was in her thirties, dark-haired, dressed in a practical coat and boots. She wore no makeup and held herself like someone accustomed to confrontation. Her eyes flicked briefly to the camera in Grace’s hands.




“You’re following the wrong trail,” the woman said.




Grace studied her. “That depends on where you think it leads.”




The woman snorted softly. “Nowhere you want to go.”




“That’s what people usually say when they’re standing at the center of it,” Grace replied.




A corner of the woman’s mouth twitched despite herself. “You’re Grace.”




“I’m becoming famous in inconvenient ways,” Grace said. “And you are?”




“Eva Nováková,” the woman replied. “I work for the city.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “That’s refreshingly vague.”




“It’s meant to be,” Eva said. “Come on. We shouldn’t talk here.”




They exited the cemetery together, walking side by side without preamble. Eva led them to a nearby square where a small food stand sold sausages and beer. The normalcy felt intentional, a shield.




“You saw him on the bridge,” Eva said once they were seated on a low stone wall.




“Yes.”




“And near the chapel,” Eva continued.




“Yes.”




Eva exhaled. “Then Jan is already involved.”




“He was,” Grace said. “Is that a problem?”




“It complicates things,” Eva replied. “Jan believes too much in history repeating itself. He sees patterns where there may only be coincidence.”




“And you don’t.”




Eva’s gaze hardened. “I see jurisdictional nightmares and people who don’t stay where they’re supposed to.”




Grace smiled faintly. “That’s usually where the truth lives.”




Eva ignored the comment. “The man you’re calling the painted priest has been appearing more frequently. Bolder. Public. That’s new.”




“So something has changed,” Grace said.




“Yes,” Eva replied. “You.”




Grace did not flinch. “Then you should probably tell me why.”




Eva hesitated, then nodded toward the food stand. “Walk.”




They moved again, weaving through streets that grew quieter as the afternoon waned. Eva stopped at last in front of an unremarkable apartment building. Inside, she led Grace up a narrow stairwell and into a small, sparsely furnished flat.




“This is not my home,” Eva said. “Before you ask.”




“I wasn’t going to,” Grace replied.




Eva closed the door and leaned against it briefly, as though collecting herself. “You’re not the first outsider to notice him,” she said. “But you’re the first he’s acknowledged.”




“That seems to be a recurring theme,” Grace said.




Eva crossed the room and pulled a folder from a drawer, spreading its contents across the table. Photographs, reports, transcripts. Grace recognized some of the names from her own research.




“We believe the painted priest is a signal,” Eva said. “Not a cause. Wherever he appears, something else follows.”




“Disappearance,” Grace said.




“Transformation,” Eva corrected. “Some people vanish. Others reappear… changed.”




Grace looked up sharply. “How?”




Eva hesitated. “Unverifiable ways. Sudden resignations. Public recantations. People abandoning careers, beliefs, families. As if something essential has been stripped away.”




Grace thought of the priest’s words. From lies.




“And the symbols?” Grace asked.




“Markers,” Eva said. “Warnings. Or invitations.”




“You’re not sure which,” Grace observed.




Eva met her gaze. “That’s why this is dangerous.”




Grace studied the files again. “Why hasn’t he been stopped?”




Eva laughed without humor. “Because he doesn’t commit crimes in any legal sense. He doesn’t touch anyone. He doesn’t damage protected property. He walks. He speaks sometimes. He vanishes.”




“And when people disappear?”




“There is always plausible deniability,” Eva said. “A choice made. A ticket purchased. A life abandoned.”




Grace leaned back. “Someone is protecting him.”




Eva’s silence was confirmation enough.




“Who?” Grace pressed.




Eva shook her head. “I can’t prove it. And even if I could—”




“Then tell me what you can,” Grace said gently.




Eva sighed. “There are groups in this city who believe that certain truths are corrosive. That revealing them too quickly, or to the wrong people, does more harm than good.”




Grace’s expression cooled. “That’s usually how control disguises itself.”




Eva did not argue.




Grace stood. “He spoke to me.”




Eva stiffened. “What did he say?”




“That time is short,” Grace replied. “And that if I continue, I’ll be painted too.”




Eva’s face paled. “Then he’s escalating.”




Grace paused at the door. “You warned me not to follow the wrong trail.”




“Yes.”




Grace met her eyes. “Then show me the right one.”




Eva hesitated, then reached into her pocket and produced a key. “There is a place beneath the city,” she said quietly. “Not the tourist tunnels. Older. Restricted.”




Grace accepted the key. “And the painted priest?”




Eva shook her head. “He will find you. He always does.”




Outside, dusk had begun to settle again, shadows lengthening across Prague’s streets. Grace slipped the key into her pocket, feeling its weight.




The painted priest had vanished once more, but Grace knew better than to mistake absence for retreat.




It was an invitation to go deeper.


Grace did not return to her pension immediately. Experience had taught her that keys—especially unmarked ones—were best understood before nightfall. Eva’s warning echoed in her mind as she walked, the metal weight in her pocket a quiet reminder that she had crossed another invisible threshold.




The address Eva had not given her was unnecessary. Prague’s “places beneath the city” were rarely listed openly, but they left patterns: ventilation grates that did not match nearby structures, municipal doors without signage, maintenance corridors that appeared on no tourist map. Grace followed instinct and logic in equal measure, letting the city reveal itself the way it always eventually did.




She crossed back toward Lesser Town as the light thinned into gold and gray. The crowds receded street by street, replaced by locals heading home, keys already in hand. When she reached the narrow street behind the deconsecrated chapel, she felt the now-familiar tightening at the base of her neck.




Someone was near.




Grace slowed, her pace deliberately casual, and glanced into a darkened shop window. The reflection showed only her own silhouette and the slanting street behind her. No obvious tail. That did not mean she was alone.




At the far end of the street, she spotted it: a low iron door set into the stone wall, nearly invisible unless you knew to look for it. No signage. No graffiti. Just a small, well-oiled lock.




Grace slipped the key from her pocket and tested it.




It fit.




The door opened with a soft metallic sigh, releasing a breath of air that smelled of damp stone and age. Grace paused, listening. No voices. No movement. She slipped inside and pulled the door shut behind her, the sound swallowed instantly by the underground.




The corridor beyond was narrow and sloped downward, lit by a single line of dim bulbs strung along the ceiling. The stone walls were older than the chapel above, their surfaces worn smooth by time rather than touch. Grace walked slowly, counting steps without thinking, grounding herself in rhythm.




The city above receded quickly. Down here, Prague felt stripped of pretense.




After several minutes, the corridor opened into a wider chamber. Arches supported a low ceiling, and the floor was laid with stone blocks etched faintly with symbols and numbers. Grace crouched, brushing dust from one marking. Not a symbol she recognized, but precise—survey markings, perhaps. This place had been mapped carefully at some point.




She moved deeper.




The sound reached her gradually: a faint echo of voices, distorted by distance and stone. Grace stilled, listening. The voices were male, speaking Czech, their tones urgent but controlled. She edged closer, staying to the shadows, until the chamber opened into another space beyond.




She peered around the corner.




Three men stood in the next chamber, their backs to her. One wore a tailored coat, another a municipal uniform. The third—tall, thin, unmistakable even from behind—wore a black cassock.




The painted priest.




His face was turned away, but Grace could see the white of his hands gesturing as he spoke. His voice echoed faintly, Latin words woven through Czech phrases. The other two listened intently, one nodding, the other glancing nervously toward a side passage.




Grace withdrew silently, her pulse steady but sharp. Eva had been right. This was not a lone figure operating on faith or madness. This was coordination.




She waited.




Minutes passed. The voices shifted, grew quieter. Footsteps echoed as the men dispersed, splitting into different corridors. Grace counted heartbeats, then stepped forward just as the painted priest turned into the passage nearest her.




They nearly collided.




For the briefest moment, surprise flickered across his painted face. Then calm returned, settling into place like a mask beneath the mask.




“You came,” he said softly.




“You left a door open,” Grace replied.




He studied her, eyes searching. “You were not meant to see this place yet.”




“Yet implies inevitability,” Grace said.




He smiled faintly. “In this city, inevitability is only a matter of patience.”




Grace glanced down the corridor where the other men had gone. “You’re not alone.”




“No,” he agreed. “Nor are you.”




Grace folded her arms. “People are disappearing.”




“Yes.”




“You keep saying that like it’s a weather report.”




“Disappearance is not always loss,” he said. “Sometimes it is release.”




“Tell that to the families,” Grace said sharply.




His expression softened. “I have.”




Grace felt anger flare, but she tamped it down. Emotion was what people like him expected.




“You appeared on the bridge today,” she said. “You let me see you.”




“Yes.”




“Why there?”




“Because bridges remind people that movement is possible,” he replied. “That remaining where one stands is a choice, not a condition.”




Grace shook her head. “You’re recruiting.”




He did not deny it. “I am awakening.”




“To what?”




“To truth that has been buried because it is inconvenient,” he said. “Because it disrupts structures built on silence.”




Grace took a step closer. “And the paint?”




His fingers brushed his cheek absently. “Symbols require form. Paint makes the invisible visible. It reminds people that what they are seeing is not ordinary.”




“And the symbol carved into doors?” Grace pressed.




“Markers,” he said again. “Warnings. Invitations. It depends who is looking.”




Grace studied him in silence. Up close, the paint was cracked slightly near his mouth, the white broken by lines of human imperfection. He was not ageless. He was tired.




“You’re escalating,” Grace said. “More appearances. More public.”




“Yes,” he said simply. “Because time is short.”




“For what?” Grace demanded.




“For forgetting,” he replied.




A sound echoed from behind him—footsteps returning. The priest’s head snapped up.




“You should go,” he said to Grace.




“That’s not an answer,” she said.




“It is the only protection I can offer,” he replied.




Grace did not move.




The footsteps grew louder. A flashlight beam cut across the far wall.




The priest stepped back into the shadows, his form dissolving into darkness with practiced ease. By the time two men emerged into the chamber—one uniformed, one in plain clothes—he was gone.




“Hey!” one of them barked, spotting Grace. “You’re not authorized to be here.”




Grace raised her hands calmly. “Municipal archives,” she said, projecting authority she did not technically possess. “I was escorted.”




The uniformed man frowned. “By whom?”




Grace met his gaze steadily. “Eva Nováková.”




The name landed like a stone.




The men exchanged a glance. The plainclothes officer exhaled sharply. “You need to leave,” he said. “Now.”




Grace lowered her hands. “You’re protecting him.”




The officer’s jaw tightened. “We’re protecting the city.”




Grace did not argue. She turned and walked back the way she had come, aware of their eyes on her until the iron door closed behind her with finality.




Outside, night had fallen fully.




Grace stood in the street for a long moment, breathing in cold air, letting the underground’s weight lift from her chest. The painted priest had vanished again—but not before confirming what she already suspected.




This was not mythology bleeding into reality.




This was power, carefully disguised.




Her phone buzzed.




You saw him, Jan texted.




Grace typed back. Yes.




A pause. Then: Did he speak?




Yes.




Another pause, longer this time. Then it has begun.




Grace slipped the phone into her pocket and started walking. Somewhere above her, bells rang again, marking another hour lost to shadows and secrets.




The painted priest of Prague had vanished once more—but he had left his imprint, not in paint or stone, but in Grace’s understanding.




And that, she knew, was far more dangerous.
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Chapter 3 – Cobblestone Pursuit




Grace woke to rain.




It tapped insistently against the narrow window of her pension room, a fine, persistent drizzle that blurred the courtyard into a watercolor of grays and muted blues. Prague wore rain well. Stone darkened, colors deepened, and the city’s edges softened into something more intimate, more conspiratorial. Grace lay still for a moment, listening, cataloging the sensations that had followed her up from the underground the night before: the echo of footsteps, the painted priest’s calm certainty, the unmistakable awareness that she had been seen where she was not meant to stand.




Her phone lay on the desk where she had left it. No new messages. That, too, was a message.




She dressed quickly, choosing practical clothes that blended into the city’s neutral palette. She checked her camera, her recorder, and slipped Eva’s key into a different pocket than before. Old habits asserted themselves when stakes rose. Keys were never just keys.




By the time Grace stepped out onto the street, the rain had settled into a steady rhythm. The sidewalks gleamed, reflecting streetlights and early traffic in broken fragments. Locals moved briskly beneath umbrellas, heads down, their familiarity with the weather bordering on indifference.




Grace headed toward Old Town.




If the painted priest wanted to be seen—and all evidence suggested he did—then rain would not deter him. In fact, it would help. Rain thinned crowds, sharpened attention, made movement more deliberate. Cobblestones became treacherous, forcing people to watch their footing instead of their surroundings. A perfect stage for controlled appearances and quick disappearances.




Old Town Square was subdued when she arrived. Vendors had retreated, performers absent. The Astronomical Clock loomed like a patient observer, its intricate face streaked with rain. Grace crossed the square slowly, scanning for black against gray, white against shadow.




She saw him near the edge of the square, partially sheltered beneath an archway.




The painted priest stood motionless, rain streaking down his white-painted face like tears that refused to fall. His cassock was darker now, soaked and heavy, clinging to his frame. The crimson line on his forehead had bled slightly at the edges, branching like a living thing.




Grace did not approach immediately.




She watched instead, noting who noticed him. A middle-aged couple paused, whispered, moved on. A young woman stopped outright, staring as though transfixed. The priest turned his head slowly and met her gaze. Whatever passed between them was silent and brief, but the woman’s face drained of color. She stepped back, nearly colliding with a passerby, and hurried away.




Grace felt a familiar tightening.




The priest began to walk.




Not away from the square this time, but across it, diagonally, toward a cluster of streets that twisted downhill toward the river. Grace waited three heartbeats, then followed.




The rain intensified as they left the square, the narrow streets funneling wind and water alike. Grace kept her distance, letting other pedestrians move between them. The priest did not hurry. He never hurried. His pace was measured, deliberate, as though he had calibrated the city itself to his stride.




They turned onto a steep street paved with uneven cobblestones polished slick by centuries of use. Grace shortened her steps instinctively. A fall here would not just hurt—it would announce her presence.




Halfway down the hill, the priest glanced back.




Their eyes met.




There was no surprise in his expression. Only acknowledgment.




He turned and quickened his pace for the first time.




Grace followed, abandoning subtlety. This was not the underground. This was not a place for careful distance. This was pursuit.




The priest cut sharply down a side street barely wide enough for two people to pass. Grace followed, her boots skidding slightly on the wet stone. The street twisted, then twisted again, its walls closing in as though conspiring to confuse. Laundry lines sagged overhead, dripping rainwater that spattered Grace’s shoulders.




The priest moved with uncanny familiarity, never hesitating at intersections, never slipping. Grace, less certain of the terrain, compensated with speed.




“Stop,” she called, the word torn thin by the rain.




He did not.




They burst into a small square where a single tree clung to life beside a closed café. Without slowing, the priest veered right, disappearing beneath an arcade that funneled sound and shadow alike. Grace sprinted, heart pounding, lungs burning.




Under the arcade, the light dimmed abruptly. Footsteps echoed, overlapping, impossible to separate. Grace slowed, listening, choosing instinct over impulse.




A door slammed ahead.




Grace lunged toward the sound just as the door swung shut, cutting off her view. She reached it, yanked it open—




—and found herself in a narrow service corridor that smelled of cleaning solution and old stone. The corridor was empty.




Grace cursed softly.




She moved forward anyway, scanning for exits. The corridor branched unexpectedly, one path sloping upward, another down. She listened again, caught the faintest echo of footsteps below, and took the downward path two steps at a time.




The corridor emptied into a covered market, its stalls shuttered against the rain. Grace emerged cautiously, scanning the long central aisle.




At the far end, the painted priest slipped through a side door marked Staff Only.




Grace broke into a run.




The door led into another maze of corridors, these utilitarian and modern, pipes exposed, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. Grace followed the sound of movement, turning corners on instinct alone. She caught a glimpse of black fabric vanishing through yet another door.




She burst through after him—




—and skidded to a halt.




The room beyond was large and empty, its concrete floor slick with rain tracked in from unseen entrances. Windows high on the walls admitted gray light. No priest. No exits obvious at first glance.




Grace spun slowly, adrenaline surging. This was impossible. She had not lost him. She had been seconds behind him at most.




A sound behind her made her turn.




The painted priest stood near the door she had just entered, close enough that she could see the rain pooling in the creases of his paint.




“You run when you should watch,” he said calmly.




Grace’s pulse thundered. “You vanish when you should explain.”




He smiled faintly. “Explanation is rarely what people want. They want permission.”




“To disappear?” Grace shot back.




“To change,” he replied.




Grace stepped closer, forcing herself to slow her breathing. “People don’t chase symbols through rain-soaked cities because they want permission. They chase them because something is wrong.”




“Yes,” he agreed. “Something is wrong.”




“Then stop speaking in riddles,” Grace said. “Tell me what you’re actually doing.”




The priest studied her, rain dripping from his chin. “I am reminding people that truth does not require consensus.”




“That’s philosophy,” Grace said. “I’m asking about logistics.”




A flicker of amusement crossed his face. “You are very direct.”




“I don’t have time for theater,” Grace replied.




“And yet,” he said softly, gesturing to his painted face, “here we are.”




Grace held his gaze. “You wanted me to follow you.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




“Because you understand pursuit,” he said. “You know that what flees is not always guilty.”




Grace felt the words land with uncomfortable accuracy.




“You’re being protected,” she said. “By people in power.”




“Yes.”




“And others are being hurt because of it.”




He did not deny that.




“Why me?” Grace pressed.




The priest tilted his head. “Because you stand outside our history. You are not bound by it. That makes you dangerous.”




Grace snorted softly. “You have a strange definition of danger.”




He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Prague is a city built on buried truths. Every century, someone tries to exhume them. Every century, someone else tries to seal them again. The paint marks those moments.”




“And you?” Grace asked. “What do you mark?”




“Thresholds,” he said. “Moments when silence becomes violence.”




Grace’s phone buzzed in her pocket, startlingly loud in the empty room. The priest’s gaze flicked toward the sound.




“You should answer,” he said. “They are worried.”




Grace did not move. “Who?”




“Everyone,” he replied.




The phone buzzed again. Grace pulled it out.




Jan’s name glowed on the screen.




Grace answered without breaking eye contact with the priest. “I’m here.”




“You’re moving too fast,” Jan said urgently. “You’ve been seen.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “I know.”




“Where are you?” Jan demanded.




Grace glanced around the empty room. “Somewhere between forgetting and remembering.”




Silence on the line. Then: “He’s with you, isn’t he?”




Grace did not answer.




The priest stepped back, retreating toward the shadows at the edge of the room. “We will speak again,” he said. “Soon.”




“Don’t vanish,” Grace said sharply.




He smiled, almost kindly. “I always do.”




And then he was gone—not through a door Grace could see, not with any sound she could trace. One moment he stood before her, painted and present, and the next the room held only rain and echoes.




Grace lowered the phone slowly.




Jan was still speaking, his voice tight. “Grace? Grace, listen to me.”




“I’m listening,” she said.




“Then stop chasing him,” Jan said. “You’re running on his ground now.”




Grace closed her eyes briefly, then opened them, scanning the empty space once more.




“No,” she said quietly. “I’m mapping it.”




She ended the call and stood alone in the concrete room, rain still tapping at the high windows. The chase had confirmed what the conversations could not.




The painted priest was not merely appearing.




He was guiding.




And Grace had just proven she could follow.


Grace remained in the empty concrete room long enough for the echo of the painted priest’s presence to fade. Experience had taught her that rushing after a vanishing figure was rarely productive. What mattered was not where he went, but how. The absence itself was information.




She walked the perimeter slowly, boots whispering against the damp floor. The room had once been industrial—perhaps storage or a municipal facility—but now it was stripped bare. No signage. No obvious exits beyond the door she had entered. Grace tilted her head, listening. Somewhere beneath the building, water moved through pipes with a steady, patient sound.




She crouched near the far wall and ran her fingers lightly along the concrete. There—a seam. Narrow, deliberate, running vertically where two slabs met. She pressed. The panel shifted almost imperceptibly.




“Of course,” Grace murmured.




The priest had not vanished. He had folded himself into the architecture.




Grace eased the panel open just enough to peer inside. A narrow passage lay beyond, unlit and steep, descending at an angle that suggested it predated the building above. She hesitated only long enough to switch on her phone’s flashlight, then slipped through and closed the panel behind her.




The air changed instantly. Colder. Denser. The smell of damp stone replaced the sterile tang of concrete. Grace descended carefully, one hand brushing the wall to steady herself. The steps were uneven, worn by centuries of use. This was not an escape route built for speed. It was built for certainty.




At the bottom, the passage opened into a vaulted tunnel. The flashlight beam caught faint markings along the walls—initials, dates, symbols layered over one another like graffiti’s more patient ancestor. Grace paused, sweeping the light slowly.




And there it was again.




The uneven cross within the broken circle, etched repeatedly along the stone at regular intervals. Not vandalism. Wayfinding.




Grace’s pulse steadied. The painted priest had not just guided her aboveground. He had expected her to come here.




The tunnel forked ahead. Grace chose the left path, guided less by logic than by the subtle pull she had begun to trust. The silence pressed close, broken only by the sound of her own breathing and the faint drip of water somewhere ahead.




After several minutes, she heard voices.




She slowed, extinguished her flashlight, and moved forward in near darkness, counting steps again. The tunnel widened gradually, light blooming ahead. Grace peered around the edge of the stone wall and found herself overlooking a chamber carved directly from the rock.




This space was older than anything she had seen so far. Candles burned in niches along the walls, their flames steady, well-tended. A long stone table occupied the center of the room, its surface scarred by time and tool alike. Around it stood six people.




The painted priest stood at the head.




His paint was intact now, refreshed somehow despite the rain above. The crimson line gleamed darker in candlelight, its branching more pronounced. The others—four men and one woman—were unpainted but no less intent. Grace recognized one of the men immediately.




Jan Kovář.




Her jaw tightened.




She listened.




“We cannot wait any longer,” the painted priest was saying, his voice resonant in the stone chamber. “The city is ready.”




Jan shook his head. “The city is never ready. That is the illusion you keep returning to.”




“And yet it always survives,” the priest replied. “Despite the truth. Perhaps because of it.”




“The last time this happened,” the woman said quietly, “we lost control.”




“We lost secrecy,” the priest corrected. “That is not the same thing.”




Grace shifted her weight, careful not to disturb loose gravel beneath her boot. So. Jan was not merely an observer or reluctant archivist. He was part of this. The realization stung more than it should have.




“We have an outsider,” another man said. “She’s already seen too much.”




Grace felt the words land like a stone thrown blind.




The priest turned his head slightly, gaze lifting—not toward the speaker, but toward the shadowed tunnel where Grace stood.




“She sees because she looks,” he said calmly. “Not because we allow it.”




“That makes her unpredictable,” the man pressed.




The priest smiled faintly. “So is truth.”




Jan’s shoulders slumped slightly. “This is not what we agreed to.”




“You agreed to witness,” the priest said. “Witnessing has consequences.”




Grace stepped back silently, retreating from the edge of the chamber. She had learned what she needed to learn here. Any closer and discovery would no longer be accidental.




She retraced her steps carefully, counting again, letting the darkness swallow her. When she reached the fork, she chose the opposite path this time.




The second tunnel rose gradually, its ceiling lower, the stone smoother. After several minutes, Grace felt a faint draft of air ahead, cooler and carrying the scent of rain. The tunnel ended at a rusted iron ladder.




Grace climbed.




She emerged into a small utility room beneath a public building she recognized instantly—a municipal records office near the river. She replaced the hatch carefully and stood for a moment, letting her breathing slow.




Jan.




Of all the revelations of the night, that one cut deepest. He had presented himself as cautious, historical, reluctant. But reluctance, Grace knew, was often a posture adopted by those who wanted to feel absolved while still participating.




Her phone buzzed.




A text from Jan.




We need to talk.




Grace stared at the message, then typed back.




You should have told me the truth.




Several seconds passed before the reply came.




I did. Just not all of it.




Grace pocketed the phone and stepped out into the rain-washed street. Night had deepened fully now, streetlights casting pale halos on wet stone. The city hummed around her, oblivious to what moved beneath it.




The painted priest had vanished again, but his world had not.




And now Grace knew where the pursuit truly led—not across cobblestones, but through layers of belief, power, and carefully curated silence.




The chase was no longer about catching him.




It was about deciding what to do with what he revealed.




Grace did not answer Jan immediately.




She walked instead, letting Prague absorb the excess adrenaline still buzzing beneath her skin. The rain had eased into a mist, the kind that blurred distance without fully obscuring it. Streetlights reflected in puddles like fractured stars. Above her, the city carried on—windows glowing, trams clattering, laughter spilling from doorways—while beneath it, truths older than nations shifted and breathed.




She crossed the river without realizing she had chosen to, stopping midway on a smaller bridge south of Charles Bridge. The Vltava moved steadily below, indifferent to symbols, secrets, and painted men alike. Grace rested her hands on the cold stone and let the river’s constancy recalibrate her thoughts.




Jan had lied to her.




Not outright. Worse. By omission. He had positioned himself as a nervous custodian of history, when in fact he was a participant—perhaps even a gatekeeper. Grace had seen that posture before in other cities, other cases: people who believed that knowledge itself carried moral weight, and that deciding who could bear it made them necessary.




She checked her phone again. Another message from Jan.




Please. This is not something that can be explained in fragments.




Grace typed back slowly.




Then start with why you let me walk into it blind.




The reply came almost immediately.




Because if you had known, you might not have followed him.




Grace exhaled through her nose. You underestimated me.




No, Jan wrote. I underestimated how quickly he would choose you.




That gave her pause.




Grace left the bridge and headed toward a quieter district, one where narrow residential streets twisted without logic and the rain kept people indoors. She needed privacy. More than that, she needed to think like the painted priest did—not symbolically, but structurally.




He appeared at thresholds.

He vanished at points of transition.

He marked places already weakened by buried truth.




And now, he had convened a council beneath the city.




Grace stopped beneath an overhang and dialed Jan’s number.




He answered on the second ring. “Grace.”




“You should assume,” she said calmly, “that I know more than you think.”




A pause. “What did you see?”




“You,” Grace replied. “Underground. At the table.”




Silence stretched, heavy and unfeigned.




“So,” Grace continued, “we’re past the part where you explain that away.”




Jan sighed audibly. “Yes.”




“Good,” Grace said. “Then start talking.”




“I am an archivist,” Jan said. “But archives are not neutral. Someone always decides what is preserved, and what is allowed to decay.”




“You decided to preserve this,” Grace said.




“I decided to observe it,” Jan corrected. “There is a difference.”




“You stood at a table with him,” Grace said. “That’s not observation.”




Jan’s voice tightened. “If I were not there, someone far less cautious would be.”




Grace closed her eyes briefly. “How long has this group existed?”




“In its current form?” Jan said. “Thirty years. In fragments, much longer.”




“And the painted priest?”




Jan hesitated. “The role re-emerges when pressure reaches a certain point.”




“Pressure from what?”




“From accumulated falsehood,” Jan replied. “From narratives built to protect institutions rather than people.”




Grace’s voice cooled. “You’re describing ideology.”




“I’m describing inevitability,” Jan said.




“No,” Grace replied. “You’re describing justification.”




Another silence. Then, quietly, “You think he’s wrong.”




“I think he’s dangerous,” Grace said. “And I think so are the people who enable him.”




Jan did not argue.




“People disappear,” Grace went on. “Not metaphorically. Not symbolically. Literally.”




“Yes,” Jan said.




“And you tell yourselves it’s transformation,” Grace said. “Because that’s easier to live with.”




Jan’s breath hitched slightly. “Not everyone who leaves is harmed.”




“Enough are,” Grace said. “And you know it.”




She ended the call before he could respond.




Grace stood there for a long moment, rain whispering against stone. The painted priest had said she was dangerous because she stood outside Prague’s history. Perhaps that was true. Outsiders did not inherit local justifications. They saw impact more clearly than intent.




Her phone buzzed again.




A new message. Unknown number.




You heard them speak.




Grace did not reply.




You saw how carefully they choose their words.




She typed back.




I saw how carefully they avoid responsibility.




Several seconds passed.




Responsibility is a luxury of those who believe outcomes can be controlled.




Grace’s jaw tightened. Then you shouldn’t be making choices for other people.




Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Then:




That is why I wanted you to follow.




Grace stared at the screen.




Explain, she typed.




Because you will not mistake inevitability for permission, the priest replied.




Grace’s fingers hovered over the phone. Then stop hiding.




The response came not as text, but as a location pin.




A narrow street in Žižkov. Residential. Unremarkable.




Grace looked at the time. Late. Too late for coincidence.




She pocketed the phone and hailed a tram, riding in silence as the city shifted around her. Žižkov was grittier than Old Town, less polished, its streets climbing aggressively uphill. When she disembarked, the rain had stopped entirely.




The street was quiet, lined with apartment blocks and shuttered shops. A single streetlamp flickered at the far end. Grace walked slowly, senses tuned.




He stood beneath the lamp.




No crowd. No performance. No paint.




The man facing her looked ordinary now—dark coat, unremarkable face, the paint washed away entirely. Without the white and crimson, he could have been anyone. That, perhaps, was the point.




“You look different,” Grace said.




“So do you,” he replied.




She stopped several feet away. “You let me see the council.”




“Yes.”




“You let me see Jan.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




“Because you needed to understand that this is not madness,” he said. “It is infrastructure.”




Grace crossed her arms. “That doesn’t make it better.”




“No,” he agreed. “It makes it harder to dismantle.”




Grace studied him. Without the paint, his eyes looked older. Weary.




“You’re losing control,” she said.




He nodded. “Yes.”




“That’s why you’re appearing more. Taking risks.”




“Yes.”




“Because someone else is pushing.”




He was silent.




“Who?” Grace pressed.




“People who want results,” he said finally. “Not awakening. Not choice. Results.”




Grace felt a chill that had nothing to do with the night air. “And they don’t need a witness.”




“No,” he said. “They need an example.”




Grace held his gaze. “And you’re trying to stop that.”




“I’m trying to slow it,” he replied. “To give people time to decide for themselves.”




“By terrifying them?” Grace asked.




“By reminding them,” he said quietly, “that silence is also a decision.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “You’re not the only one who sees this ending badly.”




“I know,” he said. “That is why you are here.”




Grace shook her head. “I don’t belong to your city. Your history. Your rituals.”




“No,” he agreed. “You belong to consequences.”




The words settled heavily between them.




“You want me to expose this,” Grace said.




“Yes.”




“And you think that will stop it.”




“No,” he said. “I think it will change it.”




Grace looked down the empty street, then back at him. “People will get hurt.”




“They already are,” he replied.




Grace closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. “If I do this, I do it my way.”




He inclined his head. “I would expect nothing less.”




“And the paint?” Grace asked.




A faint smile touched his mouth. “You will know when it is time.”




Grace stepped back. “Don’t vanish.”




He met her gaze, unpainted and human. “I will,” he said. “But not before others see.”




Then he turned and walked down the street, not hurried, not pursued. He did not disappear unnaturally. He simply became another figure swallowed by Prague’s angles and shadows.




Grace stood beneath the streetlamp long after he was gone.




The chase was over.




The reckoning was not.
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