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Chapter 1 — Return to Mostar







The train curved through the emerald hills of southern Bosnia, its wheels clacking over ancient tracks as if reluctant to bring Grace Whitmore back to the city she had left behind a decade ago. She sat alone in her compartment, a leather satchel at her feet and a thin mist on the window blurring the valley beyond. Mostar had always been a place where beauty and sorrow intertwined—where the stones still whispered the weight of history and every river breeze carried a memory that wasn’t always her own.




She exhaled slowly. Returning was never part of her plan. Not after what happened last time. Not after the secrets she buried under Stari Most—the Old Bridge—had threatened to undo everything she knew about herself. But the email she’d received two days ago had carried a single sentence, and it had been enough to bring her across continents:




“The phantom is real. Come at once.”




No signature. No explanation. Only a blurred photograph attached: the familiar curve of Stari Most at dawn, and a faint outline—human or not—standing on the apex of the bridge. Translucent. Wrong. Watching the river.




She tightened her grip on her notebook. Grace had built a life on unraveling mysteries, on stepping into shadows most people avoided. But something about this—about being summoned back to the Balkans—stirred a knot of unease deep in her spine.




The conductor’s voice echoed down the corridor. “Mostar! Mostar station next!”




Grace’s heartbeat quickened. She gathered her satchel, slipped into her coat, and stepped into the narrow hallway. A pair of older women murmured in Bosnian near the doors, clutching their baskets of herbs and bread. Tourists pressed cameras to the windows. But beneath the bustle ran an undercurrent—a tension she remembered from years before, after the city still bore fresh scars of war. Something in the air felt disturbed.




The train screeched to a stop. Heat rose from the tracks. As Grace stepped onto the platform, the scent of strong coffee and river water wrapped around her like an old shawl. But the station itself looked different—busier, more guarded. Two uniformed officers stood near the entrance, scanning the disembarking passengers.




One of them, a tall woman with sharp eyes and a chestnut braid, noticed Grace, hesitated, then approached.




“Dr. Whitmore?” she asked in accented English.




Grace froze. “Yes.”




“I’m Inspector Lejla Kovac. I’ve been assigned to escort you.” She lowered her voice. “We received the same photograph you did.”




Grace blinked. “You did?”




Lejla nodded gravely. “And another one, just an hour ago. Worse. Much worse.”




From her coat, Lejla drew a small envelope and pressed it into Grace’s palm. “Open it once we’ve left the station.”




Grace followed her through the bustling square outside, past vendors selling handwoven bracelets and tourists dragging suitcases across uneven stones. The sound of the Neretva River murmured faintly in the distance, its cold-blue current cutting the city in two. The air tasted of roasted peppers and woodsmoke—so familiar it made Grace’s chest tighten.




They reached Lejla’s unmarked car. Only then did Grace slide the photograph from the envelope.




The image hit her like a blow.




Stari Most again—but this time the sky was storm-dark, and the river churned violently below. Standing at the highest point of the arch was a young boy, barefoot, drenched, staring straight into the camera with wide, terrified eyes.




And behind him… a shape.




Tall. Blurred. Human, yet not.




Grace inhaled sharply. “Who is the boy?”




“We don’t know,” Lejla said, starting the engine. “No one has reported him missing. No one recognizes him.”




“And the figure behind him?”




“Locals are calling it ‘the phantom.’ Same as they did twenty years ago.”




A chill traced Grace’s spine. She had heard the stories—ghostly figures seen on the bridge during wartime, apparitions that were said to warn of death or disaster. She’d always dismissed them as superstition, born from trauma and fear.




But this… this felt different.




As they drove through the cobbled streets toward the Old Town, Grace studied every detail of the photo. The boy looked almost translucent around the edges, as if fading into the wind. The figure behind him—tall, with a silhouette that defied clarity—felt like an absence rather than a presence.




“Why send these photographs to me?” Grace asked softly.




Lejla hesitated. “Because the messages that followed mentioned your name.”




Grace looked up sharply. “What messages?”




Lejla pulled a folded sheet from her pocket. “Printed from the department email queue. Anonymous sender. The subject line reads: ‘Return to finish what you started.’”




Grace unfolded the page.




Beneath the subject line were only two sentences:




“She knows the truth about Stari Most.

Bring her before it happens again.”




Grace’s throat tightened. “Before what happens again?”




“We don’t know,” Lejla said quietly. “But there’s more. A witness came to us this morning—an elderly diver who performs traditional jumps from the bridge for tourists. He claims he saw the phantom last night. He’s asking for you by name.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “Why me?”




“You’d better ask him yourself. But he insists it’s connected to something that happened here years ago.”




Grace stared out at the winding streets as they approached the Old Bridge. Her memories of Mostar—of the investigations she’d conducted here—flooded back in fragments: hidden tunnels beneath the hills, cryptic symbols carved into stone, a conspiracy she had unraveled only partially before leaving. She had buried the rest of the truth under layers of silence, hoping it would stay there.




But now it was clawing its way back.




Lejla parked near the edge of the Old Town. Together they stepped into the stone-arched pathways that led toward the most iconic landmark of the Balkans. Tourists moved aside to let them pass. Shopkeepers paused mid-sentence as they recognized Lejla’s badge. A sparrow fluttered from the rooftop of a copper shop, its wings catching the morning light.




And then, as they turned a corner, Stari Most came into view.




Grace stopped.




The bridge stretched across the Neretva like the spine of a pale stone giant—stoic, elegant, and impossibly shaped. The river below churned with a restless turquoise fury, its voice echoing between the cliffs. But something about the scene felt off. The air seemed colder around the bridge. The shadows beneath the arch looked darker than morning shadows should.




Lejla glanced at her. “You see it, don’t you?”




Grace nodded slowly. “Yes. Something’s wrong.”




A man approached them—a thin, weather-beaten figure with deep-set eyes and a faded diving suit hanging at his waist. He bowed his head respectfully. “You must be Dr. Whitmore.”




Grace recognized him. “Davorin? You’re still diving?”




He offered a tired smile. “Old habits die slow, like old men.”




His gaze drifted toward the bridge, and the smile vanished.




“I saw it,” he whispered. “The phantom. Last night. It stood on the bridge just past midnight. Silent. Watching the water. And then…” His voice cracked. “Then the boy appeared beside it.”




Grace’s muscles tensed. “The same boy?”




“Yes.” He rubbed his temples. “He tried to speak. Mouth moving, no sound. As if he wasn’t fully here.”




Grace exchanged a glance with Lejla.




“Did anyone else see them?” Lejla asked.




Davorin shook his head. “Only me. Maybe because I was close to the water. Maybe because I… remember the old stories.”




“What old stories?” Grace asked.




The diver hesitated, as if unsure whether to share something dangerous.




Finally he took a breath. “They say the dead cannot cross the bridge. The river keeps them. But sometimes—on nights of unrest—those who drowned in the Neretva find their way back… to warn the living.”




Grace’s stomach tightened. “Warn them about what?”




Davorin’s eyes darkened. “About what’s coming.”




A gust of cold wind swept across the bridge.




Somewhere in the distance, church bells chimed noon.




And Grace felt it—like a hand closing around the city. An unseen pressure. A prelude.




Something was indeed coming.




Something tied to Mostar.

Something tied to her past.

Something tied to the phantom on the bridge.




She swallowed hard. Return to finish what you started.




But the truth was—and she hated admitting it—




She no longer remembered what she had started.


Grace followed Davorin toward the shaded base of the bridge, the ancient stones cool beneath her shoes. Tourists milled about on the upper span—laughing, posing for photos, leaning over the rails to marvel at the river’s furious sweep—but down here, beneath the arch, the world felt different. Quiet. Heavy. As if the bridge’s shadow carried centuries of secrets waiting to be spoken aloud.




Davorin motioned for Grace and Inspector Lejla to join him near the water’s edge. His movements were tense, nervous; every few seconds he glanced over his shoulder toward the arch, as though expecting the phantom to materialize again at any moment.




“This way,” he murmured, stepping onto a narrow stone ledge that followed the curve of the riverbank. Grace kept her footing carefully—moss slickened the stones, and the turquoise water swirled only inches below, roaring with a force she had forgotten.




“Why here?” Lejla asked, her tone clipped but respectful.




“Because this is where they stood,” Davorin replied. “Where the boy appeared before me.”




Grace’s skin prickled. “Down here? Not on the bridge?”




“Yes. When they vanished from above, they reappeared below.” He pointed toward the arch’s underside. “Almost as though the bridge itself delivered them here.”




Grace frowned. “Bridges don’t deliver anything.”




Davorin’s eyes met hers—haunted, ancient. “This one does.”




He bent down and traced something on the stone with his calloused fingertip. Grace crouched for a better look. Carved—recently—into the pale stone was a symbol: a circle with a line cutting through its center, intersected by three short strokes.




It looked vaguely familiar. Too familiar.




Lejla leaned in as well. “Is this graffiti? A message?”




Grace shook her head slowly. “No. This is a reconstruction of something older. Something I’ve seen before.”




Davorin’s voice lowered. “We thought the symbol died with the war. We were wrong.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. The symbol tugged at a long-buried memory—one she had locked away when she left Mostar ten years earlier. A clandestine group operating in the shadows during the conflict. A network of informants, smugglers, spies… and one traitor who had almost cost Grace her life.




“The Circle of the Cold River,” Grace whispered.




Lejla stiffened. “You’ve heard of them?”




“I investigated them,” Grace said. “Half the world governments denied they even existed. But we found evidence—encrypted ledgers, hidden tunnels, coded messages carved into stone. They used this symbol as a marker.”




“And you never destroyed it?” Lejla pressed.




“We dismantled their activity in Mostar. Or so I believed.”




Davorin stepped closer. “The Circle never left, Dr. Whitmore. They only went silent. And now the phantom appears with their symbol carved beneath it. You see why we asked for you.”




Grace studied the carved lines again. They seemed too clean to have been etched by hand. More like scraped, dragged—perhaps even burned—into the stone.




“When did you find this?” she asked.




“This morning,” Davorin said. “Right after I reported what I saw.”




Grace pressed two fingers gently against the circle. The stone around it felt strangely warm, as though sunlight lingered hours later than it should.




Lejla drew in a breath. “There’s more. You need to see what we found upstream. It’s connected.”




Before Grace could ask, a sudden commotion erupted overhead—shouts, a scream, frantic voices blending into the rushing roar of the river. Grace and Lejla spun toward the steps leading back up to the bridge.




A man stumbled to the railings above, shouting in Bosnian. People gathered around him, pointing down toward the water.




Lejla sprinted toward the stairs. Grace followed, her heart hammering. When they reached the top of Stari Most, a small crowd had formed along the bridge’s edge. Tourists pressed shoulder to shoulder, phones raised, whispering anxiously.




“What happened?” Lejla demanded.




A woman, pale and trembling, pointed to the river. “A boy. I think… I think he fell.”




Grace pushed through the crowd to the rail. She looked down into the churning blue waters—violent, unforgiving. Nothing but foam and shadows moved beneath the surface.




“Did anyone see the fall?” Grace asked urgently.




A man nodded. “He was standing near the center. Alone. Looked confused. Like he didn’t know where he was. I was about to ask if he needed help, but then he just—” He snapped his fingers. “—vanished.”




“Vanished?” Lejla repeated sharply.




“I swear,” the man said. “One moment he was there, the next moment he wasn’t. He didn’t slip. Didn’t climb the rail. He was just… gone.”




Grace felt her blood go cold. “What did he look like?”




“Maybe twelve years old. Barefoot.” The man hesitated. “And wet. Like he climbed out of the river before walking onto the bridge.”




Grace’s breath hitched.




Davorin appeared behind them, face pale as stone. “That is the boy,” he whispered. “The same boy I saw last night.”




Lejla turned to Grace, voice tight. “You saw the photo. You know what he looked like. Was it him?”




Grace swallowed. She wanted to say no—to deny the impossible. But the truth pressed hard against her ribs.




“It was him,” she said quietly. “The ghost boy.”




A murmur swept through the crowd—fear, disbelief, nervous jokes. Lejla held up her badge and motioned everyone back. “Please step away from the railing! We are conducting an investigation.”




Grace scanned the area around the bridge. The stones glimmered faintly in the afternoon sun. A diver in a wetsuit rushed to the riverbank below, preparing to enter the water. Tourists began dispersing, muttering uneasily.




“It’s starting,” Davorin said beside her.




“What is?” Grace asked.




He looked at the water, his voice hoarse. “The warnings. Whenever the phantom appears, death follows. Accidents. Disappearances. Floods. It has always been this way.”




Grace shook her head. “We don’t know that.”




“You think the dead appear for no reason?” Davorin asked. “You think the river gives back its drowned without a message?”




Grace wanted to argue—but she couldn’t shake the memory of the boy’s expression in the photo. Terrified. Silent. A child calling for help without sound.




Lejla touched her arm. “You mentioned something upstream. What did you mean?”




“We found something lodged in the rocks north of the city,” Lejla said. “Before we knew you were on the train here. Something that matches your symbol.”




She reached into her coat and handed Grace a waterproof evidence pouch.




Inside, half wrapped in dried river weeds, was a fragment of carved stone. Jagged edges. Gray limestone. And engraved on its surface—




—the same circle-and-line symbol.




But deeper. Cruder. Older.




“Where was this found?” Grace asked.




“In the Neretva, upstream from Lucki Bridge,” Lejla said. “It looks like a broken piece of the original bridge markers used centuries ago.”




Grace stared at the fragment, her throat tightening. “But the originals were destroyed.”




“Apparently not all of them,” Lejla said.




Davorin leaned close. “Some say the river hides what the city wishes to forget.”




A cold wind swept across the bridge, carrying with it the scent of rain. Dark clouds gathered on the horizon.




Grace exhaled shakily. “There’s something the Circle wants. Something tied to this symbol. Tied to the bridge. Tied to the boy.”




Lejla nodded. “And someone wants you here to uncover it.”




Grace looked again at the spot where the boy had vanished—only swirling water remained.




“Inspector,” she said quietly, “I need access to any files you have on previous phantom sightings. All reports going back decades. And I need to know everything you’ve learned about activity from the Circle of the Cold River.”




Lejla gave a quick nod. “I’ll take you to the station.”




But before they could move, Davorin grabbed Grace’s wrist gently but firmly. His eyes burned with warning.




“Be careful where you step, Dr. Whitmore. Mostar remembers those who return. And the river never forgets.”




Grace held his gaze for a long moment.




“I’m not afraid of rivers,” she said.




Davorin shook his head. “Then be afraid of what rises out of them.”




A distant rumble of thunder echoed across the valley.




Grace followed Lejla off the bridge, her heart pounding with a mix of dread and determination. Every step away from Stari Most seemed to tug at her spine like an invisible thread—like something was pulling her back toward the arch, toward the phantom, toward the truth she once buried.




She glanced over her shoulder one last time.




For the briefest moment—just a shimmer—Grace saw a silhouette on the arch. Tall. Still. Blurred at the edges.




Watching her.




She blinked—and it was gone.




But the message was clear. The phantom was not done with her. Not by far.




Grace turned away and followed Lejla into the winding streets of Old Town, knowing deep in her bones that returning to Mostar wasn’t just about solving another mystery.




It was about facing the one she left unfinished.




And this time, the river would not let her go until she did.








  
  
  The Boy Who Saw a Ghost

  
  







Chapter 2 — The Boy Who Saw a Ghost







The Mostar police station sat perched on a small rise overlooking the river—modern, efficient, and utterly out of place among the Ottoman roofs and cobbled lanes surrounding it. Grace followed Inspector Lejla through the glass doors, the interior humming with quiet urgency. Officers clustered around computer terminals, phones rang intermittently, and a large map of the city dominated the far wall, red pins marking areas of recent incidents.




Grace felt eyes turn toward her as they walked in. Outsiders—especially foreign investigators—were always noticed. But there was something sharper in the stares this time, something like expectation. As if they already knew she had been summoned for a reason none of them wanted to say aloud.




Lejla led her down a short hallway into a briefing room. She closed the door behind them, then laid a thick folder on the table.




“Everything we have so far,” she said. “But before we get into it, you need to meet someone.”




Grace raised a brow. “Who?”




“A witness.” Lejla gestured toward the two-way mirror on the opposite wall. “We found him early this morning wandering near the south end of the Old Bazaar. Barefoot. Disoriented. Wet.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “A boy?”




Lejla nodded slowly. “We believe so.”




Grace stepped closer to the mirror. Through the glass she could see a small interview room—a single metal table, two chairs, soft overhead lighting. And in the corner, wrapped in a gray blanket and sipping from a steaming mug, sat a young boy with dark hair plastered to his forehead. He stared at the table in front of him, shoulders trembling slightly.




Grace inhaled. “That’s him.”




The boy from the photo. The boy from the bridge. The boy who had vanished into the river like mist.




Lejla crossed her arms. “He was found alone. No ID. No parents. No memory—or so he claims.”




“Claims?” Grace repeated.




Lejla nodded. “There’s something strange about him. He won’t answer most questions, but when we asked his name, he said something we don’t recognize.”




“What did he say?”




A faint unease flickered across Lejla’s face. “He said, ‘I saw him.’”




Grace stilled. “Saw who?”




“The phantom.”




A cold breath seemed to settle over the room. Grace felt her heart thrum heavily in her chest.




“Does he speak English?” Grace asked.




“No. Only Bosnian. And…” Lejla hesitated, then added, “sometimes something else. A dialect not used anymore. Old. Very old.”




Grace shot her a quick glance. “How old?”




“Centuries,” Lejla said quietly.




Grace stared through the window again. The boy looked so small, sitting alone in that cold room. She felt a pang of something that surprised her—protectiveness.




“Let me speak with him,” she said.




Lejla nodded. “I thought you might want to.”




They entered the interview room slowly, careful not to startle him. The boy looked up at them, and Grace saw his eyes clearly for the first time—deep, gray-blue, full of something that looked like grief much older than his years.




Lejla crouched beside him. “Ovo je Grace,” she said gently. This is Grace.




The boy’s gaze slid to her. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Grace felt something prick at the back of her mind—recognition, though she couldn’t place it.




She sat down beside him, close enough to be reassuring but not overwhelming. “Zdravo,” she said softly. Hello.




The boy blinked, surprised that she spoke his language. “Zdravo,” he whispered.




Grace smiled gently. “Kako se zoveš?” What is your name?




He hesitated, lips parting as though the answer were painful. Finally he whispered:




“Imran.”




Grace nodded encouragingly. “Imran, can you tell us what happened? We want to help you.”




The boy clutched the blanket tighter around his shoulders. “I… I don’t know.”




Grace softened her tone. “You were on the bridge. Do you remember that?”




Imran’s breaths grew shallow. His small fingers tightened around the mug. After several seconds of silence, he finally nodded.




“Yes. I remember the bridge.”




“Were you alone?”




He shook his head.




“Who was with you?” Grace asked.




His voice was barely a breath. “He was.”




Grace exchanged a tense look with Lejla. “The phantom?”




Imran swallowed, then nodded.




Grace leaned closer. “Imran… what did you see?”




He stared at the metal table, trembling. “I saw him standing there. Facing the river. His hands were cold. Like ice. He said I had to watch.”




Grace felt her stomach knot. “Watch what?”




“The river,” Imran whispered. “He said the river was angry.”




The air in the room seemed to thicken. Grace kept her voice calm. “Did he hurt you?”




“No.” Imran shook his head. “He… he looked sad. Very sad.”




Grace’s brow furrowed. This did not fit the pattern of a mere ghost story.




“Did he say anything else?”




Imran hesitated. Then, in a voice almost too soft to hear:




“He said the city will break again.”




Lejla inhaled sharply. “Break? How?”




But Imran only shook his head, as if trying to dislodge the image. Tears welled in his eyes. Grace placed a steady hand on the table.




“It’s all right,” she said gently. “You’re safe now.”




Imran’s gaze lifted to hers. “No one is safe,” he whispered.




A chill swept down Grace’s spine.




“Imran,” she said carefully, “what happened after the phantom spoke to you?”




He drew a shaky breath. “He told me to go back.”




“Back where?”




Imran lifted a trembling hand and pointed toward the river.




“Back to the water.”




Grace’s heart plunged.




“Imran,” she said slowly, “did you fall? Or did you jump?”




The boy’s breathing quickened. “I… I didn’t fall. I didn’t jump.”




“Then how did you end up in the river?”




Imran squeezed his eyes shut. His voice cracked with terror. “He pulled me.”




Grace’s pulse hammered. “The phantom?”




“No,” Imran rasped. “Not him. Not the sad one. The other one.”




Grace felt the hairs on her neck rise. “There’s another?”




The boy nodded, tears slipping down his cheeks. “The one without a face.”




Lejla straightened sharply. Grace steadied Imran’s shoulder.




“What did this faceless one do?” she asked quietly.




Imran’s voice trembled. “He grabbed me. His hands were like… like smoke. But heavy. He pushed me. Into the water.”




Grace’s mind raced.




Two apparitions. One sad. One faceless.




Two forces at work.




“Imran,” Grace said, “how did you get out of the river?”




The boy blinked—but his expression changed. Confusion first. Then fear.




“I don’t know,” he whispered.




“Do you remember swimming? Climbing the bank?”




“No.” He shook his head again and again. “I remember falling. Cold. Dark. Then… waking up on the stones.”




Grace exchanged a long, tense look with Lejla. This wasn’t normal. Not trauma-induced amnesia. Not shock. Something else.




“What happened before you were on the bridge?” Grace asked. “Where were you?”




Imran didn’t answer. Instead, he whispered, “I think I died.”




Lejla stepped forward. “Imran—”




But the boy suddenly sat rigid, eyes wide with terror as if seeing something behind Grace.




Grace turned sharply. Nothing was there.




Imran scrambled back in his chair, shaking violently. “He’s here,” he cried out. “He’s listening.”




Grace moved closer. “There’s no one here except us. You’re safe.”




“No,” Imran gasped, voice shrinking to a trembling whisper. “The faceless one. He follows me.”




Grace glanced quickly at Lejla—who looked as disturbed as Grace felt.




“Imran,” Grace said firmly, “look at me. Just me.”




Slowly, shakily, the boy’s gaze returned to hers.




“You are safe,” she repeated.




Imran’s tears slowed. His breath steadied, though barely.




Lejla stepped back. “We should give him a moment. Let him rest.”




They exited the room quietly, leaving Imran with a blanket and a soft light.




Back in the hallway, Grace pressed her palms against the cool wall, trying to steady her own racing pulse.




Lejla exhaled. “This is worse than I thought.”




Grace nodded. “He’s not lying.”




“No,” Lejla agreed. “And that scares me more.”




Grace folded her arms. “There are two entities. Or two figures. One sad. One faceless. The second one pushed him into the river.”




Lejla paced slowly. “And yet he survived. A fall like that should have killed him.”




Grace’s thoughts churned. “Unless something—or someone—prevented it.”




Lejla paused. “The phantom?”




Grace shook her head slightly. “We don’t know. But there’s something else.”




“What?”




“The boy’s language. You said he sometimes speaks in an old dialect.”




“Yes.”




Grace turned toward the interview room’s glass. “A centuries-old dialect. A symbol older than the war resurfacing. And a boy who claims he died.”




She lowered her voice.




“This isn’t just a haunting, Lejla. This is history bleeding through the present.”




Lejla’s expression tightened. “And the Circle?”




“They’re involved,” Grace said. “I’m certain. But I don’t know how. Yet.”




A knock sounded behind them. An officer approached carrying a printout. “Inspector. We ran the boy’s fingerprint through all local and international databases.”




“And?” Lejla asked.




The officer swallowed. “Nothing. No match. He doesn’t exist in any system.”




Grace felt her heart stutter.




Lejla dismissed the officer, then turned to Grace. “How does a living child have no trace anywhere?”




Grace stared through the glass at Imran—small, fragile, trembling.




“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But we’re going to find out.”




Thunder rolled faintly outside. The storm was coming closer.




Grace knew one thing with certainty:




The boy had seen the ghost.

The ghost had seen the boy.

And now something unseen was watching all of them.


The boy hesitated at the threshold of the café, his thin fingers gripping the frame as though the carved wood were all that tethered him to the earth. Grace instinctively stood—not too fast, not too slow—and softened her voice.




“It’s all right. You can come in. No pressure.”




Emina stepped behind the counter, discreet but watchful, her eyes following the boy with the guarded protectiveness of someone who understood fragile things. Outside, the hum of Mostar’s old quarter continued—vendors calling out, scooters rattling past, the occasional echo of laughter—but in the little café, everything narrowed into stillness.




The boy finally entered.




He was small for what Grace guessed to be eleven or twelve. Dark hair. Hollow cheeks. A jacket two sizes too big, sleeves engulfing his wrists. His sneakers were worn through at the toes, as if he’d outgrown them and never replaced them. But it was his eyes that halted her: enormous, gray like river stone, carrying something ancient and brittle.




Something no child should ever have to hold.




He sat across from Grace, back stiff, hands tucked under his thighs. Grace didn’t begin with questions. She learned long ago—even before MI6, long before becoming the improbable detective she now was—that silence can be more welcoming than words.




It was the boy who broke it first.




“They said you’re the woman who solves the mysteries.” His voice trembled like thin glass.




Grace blinked. “Some mysteries,” she said gently. “Not all.”




“My name is Armin.” He swallowed. “I—I saw him again.”




Grace leaned forward. “Him?”




Armin nodded. “The ghost.”




Emina let out the smallest breath at the counter.




Grace didn’t flinch. “Tell me what you saw.”




Armin’s fingers tightened on the hem of his jacket. “I was on the bridge last night. My brother—he works late at a hostel, and sometimes I walk there to meet him. I like the bridge at night. It’s quieter. The water… it sounds like it’s talking.” His eyes flicked upward. “But then I heard footsteps. Not behind me—beside me. Like someone walking close, but when I looked…”




He shook his head hard, as if the memory burned.




“He wasn’t there. Not really. But I could see him anyway. A man. Tall. Wet clothes, dripping. Like he’d just come out of the river.”




Grace felt her pulse shift. Not with fear—she didn’t believe in ghosts. But boyish imagination didn’t explain the tremor in Armin’s voice or the fact that he had run across half the old town in panic to find a stranger.




“What did he do?” Grace asked softly.




Armin licked his lips. His breath hitched.




“He jumped.”




Grace’s spine straightened. “Off the bridge?”




Armin nodded. “He stepped up onto the rail. I tried to shout. I tried to grab him. But he looked at me and—and I don’t think he saw me. Then he—” Armin clenched his eyes shut. “He leaned forward and fell. I heard the splash, but when I ran to look… the water was empty. Like he’d never been there at all.”




The café was silent.




Outside, the world felt suddenly far away.




Grace’s mind sharpened, filing details, cross-checking sense against impossibility. There were a hundred explanations for illusions, reflections, shadows, tricks of river mist. But none of those accounted for the boy’s terror, nor the fact that someone else—Emina—had told her earlier of a strange sighting the night before.




“Armin,” Grace said carefully, “has anything like this happened before?”




He hesitated. And there it was—the flicker. The tell.




“Yes,” he whispered. “Twice. The first time was three nights ago. I thought I imagined it. But last night… I knew I didn’t.”




Grace exchanged a glance with Emina, who had gone pale but nodded: this matched what she’d overheard from neighbors.




“Why come to me?” Grace asked gently. “Why not your family?”




Armin’s mouth tightened. He looked away.




“My father isn’t… well. And my mother works all night. And Admir—my brother—says the bridge plays tricks on people. That it’s just stories. That ghosts stay in the war, not now.” His voice cracked. “But I know what I saw.”




Grace softened. “You’re very brave for coming here.”




Armin’s chin wobbled, but he didn’t cry.




Grace tapped her fingers once against the table. “I’m going to ask you something a little strange, all right?” He nodded. “The man you saw—the ghost. Did you recognize him? Even a little?”




Armin’s brow furrowed. “I… I don’t know. It was dark. His face was… wrong.”




“Wrong how?”




“Like he’d been underwater too long.”




Grace leaned back. That detail chilled even her. Not because it suggested ghosts—but because it suggested drowning.




“Can you show me where you were standing?” Grace asked.




Armin looked relieved, as though someone had finally taken him seriously. “Yes. But… can we go now? I don’t want to walk alone after dark again.”




“We’ll go together,” Grace said. “But first—have you seen anyone else on the bridge when the ghost appears? Anyone unusual?”




He hesitated again. “A man.”




“What kind of man?”




“I don’t know his name. He watches the water a lot. Sometimes he stands where the divers stand before they jump. But he doesn’t talk. He just… watches.”




Grace felt a spark of inquiry ignite. “How often?”




“Every night this week.”




Emina sucked in a breath.




Grace stood. “All right. Put on your jacket. Let’s go.”










Mostar in late afternoon glowed the color of old gold. The hills above the town burned with warm light, and Stari Most arched gracefully across the river like a stone crescent frozen mid-flight.




But as they approached the bridge, Grace sensed a tension beneath the beauty—a faint tremor, like the whisper of something wrong.




Armin walked close to her, eyes scanning the edges of the Old Bridge. Grace noted the vendors packing up, the clusters of tourists drifting toward dinner restaurants, the divers relaxing on the riverside steps. Normal. All normal.




Yet the river felt unusually restless, churning a little too fast, flashing silver in ways she couldn’t quite explain.




“Show me,” Grace said.




Armin pointed to the midpoint of the bridge, where the stones were worn smooth from centuries of footsteps.




“I stood here,” he said.




Grace stepped beside him and studied the river. “And he was where?”




Armin pointed again. “There. Near the left side. And he climbed onto the railing. But his feet didn’t make a sound.”




Grace crouched, her fingertips touching the stone. It was cold—unexpectedly so for a warm afternoon. She pressed harder. A vibration. Faint. Almost imagined.




Not imagined.




A bus rumbled by the far end of the old town, but the vibration under her fingers didn’t match its rhythm. No—it felt like something deeper.




Water? Current? Or something mechanical?




Grace stood and scanned the opposite bank. The old diving platforms were empty now. Folding chairs stacked. A few backpacks abandoned by teens skipping stones.




She took in every detail.




Then something caught her eye.




A man.




Standing rigidly near the edge of the riverbank, not on the bridge but directly below it, hands thrust deep in pockets, gaze locked on the water. His posture was unnaturally still, like a statue waiting to be struck by lightning.




Grace murmured, “Armin. Is that him?”




Armin paled. “Yes.”




Grace’s instincts jolted. The man was tall, maybe late thirties, coat too heavy for the season. His hair hung oddly, damp though the air was dry. And he didn’t blink. Not once.




The man suddenly turned his head.




Not toward Grace.




Not toward Armin.




But toward the exact spot where Armin claimed the ghost had jumped.




As if remembering something.




Or waiting for it to happen again.




Grace felt Armin step closer to her. She placed a steady hand on his shoulder.




“It’s all right,” she said, though even she felt a prickle of unease.




Because the man didn’t just stare.




He mouthed something.




A word.




Two syllables.




Grace narrowed her eyes, reading the movement of his lips.




“Forgive me.”




Then he walked away—quick, purposeful steps toward a narrow alley that fed into the bazaar.




“Grace?” Armin whispered. “Are we going to follow him?”




Grace hesitated only for a fraction of a second. “Yes.”




She moved fast but not alarming, guiding Armin beside her through the crowd. But when they reached the alley—




The man was gone.




Completely gone.




No footsteps. No shadows. No rustle of fabric.




As if he had slipped into the stones themselves.




Armin trembled. “It’s happening again.”




“What is?” Grace asked.




He swallowed. “People disappearing.”




Grace froze. “What do you mean, disappearing?”




Armin shifted, eyes filling with dread. “It started a month ago. My friend Haris. Then a girl from the market. Then an old man who sells fruit near the east side. Everyone says they moved. But they didn’t. I know they didn’t.”




A cold wind passed through the alley though no one else seemed to feel it.




Grace knelt, leveling her gaze with his.




“Armin,” she said softly, “why didn’t you tell the police?”




Armin’s breath fogged in the air—odd, since the evening was warm. “Because the man who watches the river… he talks to them. They trust him. They think he’s helping.”




Grace’s stomach dropped. “Who is he?”




Armin’s answer was a whisper at the edge of breaking.




“He’s the diver. The famous one. The one everyone knows.”

He swallowed hard.

“He’s the man who’s supposed to keep us safe.”




Grace felt the chill reach her bones.




Because she knew exactly who Armin meant.




Mostar had a legend among its divers—a man who had once made a rescue that saved two children from drowning. A man celebrated. A man respected.




A man who, if Armin was right, was hiding something monstrous.




Grace felt the world tilt, the pieces rearranging into a pattern she didn’t yet understand—but would.




Armin tugged her sleeve.




“There’s more,” he whispered.




Grace steadied herself. “Tell me.”




“The ghost…” He pointed toward the river. “He wasn’t jumping last night.”




Grace blinked. “But you said—”




“He wasn’t jumping,” Armin repeated, voice shaking. “He was pushed.”




The words dropped like stones into the silence.




Grace stared at him, the implication carving itself into her mind:




This wasn’t a ghost story.

It was a witness statement.




The boy hadn’t seen a phantom.




He had seen a murder.




And somewhere in Mostar, the killer was still watching the water… waiting for something.




Or someone.




Grace exhaled, her pulse steadying with cold, focused resolve.




“All right,” she said. “Then we find the truth.”




Armin looked up, terrified but hopeful.




“Can you really help?” he whispered.




Grace stood, placing a firm hand on his shoulder.




“Yes,” she said. “Because you didn’t see a ghost, Armin. You saw the past trying to surface. And I’m not letting it sink again.”




Thunder rumbled in the distance—unexpected, rolling over the mountains like a warning. The river darkened, the sky bruised. A storm was coming.




Grace straightened, eyes narrowing toward the bridge.




“So,” she murmured, “let’s see what haunts Mostar now.”
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Chapter 3 — Footsteps on Stari Most







The storm arrived earlier than the forecast predicted—fast, brooding, violent. By the time Grace and Armin crossed the narrow streets away from the riverbank, the sky had darkened to an iron-blue bruise, and thunder cracked over Mostar’s ancient rooftops like musket fire. Vendors lowered their shutters, tourists scurried toward cover, and rain began to fall heavy and sudden, turning the cobblestones slick.




Emina insisted they wait out the first wave of rain inside the café. Grace agreed—partly for Armin, who kept glancing toward the bridge as though expecting the “ghost” to follow, and partly because she needed to think. Hard.




She sat at a corner table near the window while Emina brought warm tea for Armin and a strong Bosnian coffee for Grace—a brew as black and potent as the Neretva at night.




Armin huddled over his tea, the steam fogging his glasses. Grace made notes in her small leather notebook—something she hadn’t done in years. Only the most complex cases deserved ink.




– Boy claims sightings on bridge

– Man on riverbank identified (possible local diver)

– Disappearances in old town (unverified)

– Apparent push/fall = likely homicide witnessed




She paused, tapping the pen against her lip.




Too many pieces. Too little shape.




She needed to isolate what wasn’t supernatural—because everything in her experience told her that supernatural explanations were simply failures of observation.




Emina approached quietly. “You believe him?” she asked in a low voice, glancing at the boy.




“Yes,” Grace answered without hesitation.




“Even the ghost?”




“Especially the ghost.”




Emina frowned. “You are not making fun of him?”




“No,” Grace said. “He didn’t see a ghost. He saw a man fall. Or be pushed.” Her voice lowered. “And someone made very sure he didn’t get a second look.”




Emina folded her arms. “People fall from the bridge all the time. Some jump. Some slip. Storms come. Accidents happen.”




“True,” Grace said. “But not three nights in a row. And not always with a silent witness staring from the riverbank.”




Emina stiffened. “That man… you noticed him too?”




“Hard not to.”




“He comes often. More recently. Since the water grew strange.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Strange how?”




Emina hesitated, clearly unsure whether to speak. Grace waited.




“The divers say the current has changed,” Emina whispered at last. “Deeper. Deadlier. Like the river is hiding something.”




Grace resisted the urge to look out the window immediately—but she did exhale slowly.




“Rivers don’t hide things,” she said. “People do.”




Thunder cracked again, shaking the windowpanes. The stormline crept down the mountains, swallowing the peaks. The Neretva tossed angrily below, green shifting to a dark jade.




Grace pulled her notebook closer. “Armin,” she said softly. “Walk me through it again.”




The boy, calmer now with warmth and safety around him, nodded. “Do you want from the beginning?”




“Yes. But this time… slower. Every detail matters.”




Armin took a breath. “I went to meet my brother. He finishes work at ten. But I was early. It was quiet. No one on the bridge except a couple who left before I reached the middle. I like hearing the river when it’s dark. My brother says it’s dangerous, but I—” He paused, embarrassed. “I like pretending it’s talking.”




Grace smiled gently. “There’s nothing wrong with that. Lots of people feel that way about rivers.”




Armin nodded. “I was standing right at the top. The very middle. Then… I heard footsteps. Right beside me. Not the sound of someone walking on the stone. More like… echoes.”




Grace leaned forward. “Echoes?”




“Yes. The kind you hear from someone very heavy. Or very wet.” He shivered. “I turned and saw him. He was standing just there, like he came from nowhere.”




“And his clothes were wet.”




“Yes. Dripping.”




Grace suppressed a shiver—because that detail aligned perfectly with what she suspected.




“And his face?”




Armin shook his head. “I couldn’t see it clearly. It was wrong. Like the water made it blurry.”




“Like distortion,” Grace murmured.




Armin nodded. “But when he climbed the railing—his shadow didn’t move right.”




Grace’s pen paused. “What do you mean?”




“It moved too slow. Like… a different person was making the shadow.” His voice dropped. “That’s why I thought he was a ghost.”




Grace felt a ripple along her spine. Shadows don’t lie. They obey physics. If the man’s shadow was distorted, delayed, or misplaced—then a light source was interfering. Or something else.




She straightened. “And the splash?”




“I heard it,” Armin whispered. “But I didn’t see anything in the water. Not bubbles. Not hands. Nothing.”




Grace exhaled. “Armin… the man you saw on the bank—the one who watches the river. Did he see you?”




“No,” Armin said quickly. “He never looks at people. Only the water.”




Interesting.




Grace stood abruptly.




“We’re going back to the bridge,” she said.




Armin flinched. “Now? In the storm?”




“Yes,” Grace said. “Storms wash away lies. They reveal things people hide. And I need to see that shadow for myself.”




Emina stepped forward. “Grace… be careful.”




Grace gave a small nod. “Always.”










The storm lashed the old town as they stepped outside. Rain hammered the stones, turning the alleys into shallow rivers. Wind funneled hard through the bazaar stalls, snapping cloth awnings and scattering the scent of spices into the air. Armin stuck close to Grace, his small hand gripping her coat sleeve.




The Old Bridge loomed ahead, slick, glistening, and unmistakably alive. Lightning arced across the sky, illuminating its curve like a blade of ancient steel.




Grace breathed in the rain and river—a scent thick with history, grief, and secrets.




As they reached the foot of Stari Most, she paused.




“Stay behind me,” she told Armin.




The boy nodded, his face tense but determined.




They climbed the steep stone steps—narrow ridges designed centuries ago to stop horses from slipping—now treacherous under the downpour. Grace’s boots found traction, but only barely. Armin held the railing with both hands.




When they reached the midpoint of the bridge, Armin stopped cold.




“This is where he stood,” he whispered.




Grace scanned the area. Rain blurred the world, turning lights into smears of gold. The river thundered below, louder than the storm.




No people. No stray tourists. Only the storm.




Grace crouched and placed her palm flat on the stone.




Cold.




Too cold.




She frowned. The stone here was much colder than anywhere else on the bridge—almost refrigerator-damp, as if chilled from below.




She moved her hand two inches to the left.




Warm.




To the right.




Warm.




Back to the center.




Cold.




“That’s not normal,” Grace muttered.




Armin nodded, shrinking closer. “It was like that last night too.”




Grace rose slowly. “Armin… you said his shadow didn’t move right. Do you remember where the light was coming from?”




He blinked. “What light?”




Grace frowned. “There had to be light. For a shadow to appear.”




Armin shook his head. “There was no light. The lamps on the bridge were off. They’ve been off all week.”




Grace froze.




If the lamps were off… then the boy couldn’t have seen a normal shadow.




“Are you sure?” she asked.




“Yes,” Armin said. “The only light was the moon.” He pointed to the sky—now hidden by clouds. “But even that wasn’t bright enough to make shadows. Not clear ones.”




Grace’s heartbeat quickened—not from fear, but from the thrill of a pattern forming.




“Then you didn’t see a shadow,” she whispered. “You saw something else being cast onto the stone.”




She looked up at the arch of the bridge—carefully, methodically—eyes narrowing.




“Armin,” she said softly. “I need you to step back.”




The boy obeyed immediately.




Grace moved toward the railing and looked over the side. The river was a monstrous, churning beast tonight—white froth and furious green.




Lightning split the darkness.




And in that flash—just for a fraction of a second—Grace saw it.




Something metallic.




Something lodged in the underside of the bridge.




Something reflecting light where no light should exist.




She gripped the railing with both hands, leaning further, squinting hard.




Another flash.




This time she saw it clearly.




A rectangular object. Dark metal. No larger than a book. Bolted under the arch.




A camera.




An infrared camera.




Hidden, waterproofed, and angled to watch the exact midpoint of the bridge.

The exact place where Armin saw the “ghost.”




Grace inhaled sharply.




Of course.




The ghost.

The shadow.

The blurred face.




The boy didn’t see a haunting.




He saw a projection.




Or a recording.




Or something far worse.




Grace whispered under her breath, “Someone is using this bridge.”




“For what?” Armin whispered behind her, trembling.




Grace didn’t answer.




Not yet.




Lightning flashed again—and this time, Grace saw movement on the riverbank far below.




A silhouette.




Tall.




Unmoving.




Watching the bridge.




Watching them.




Armin gasped. “It’s him.”




The man didn’t blink. Didn’t react to the storm. Didn’t step out of the shadows.




Grace felt the hairs rise on her arms.




The watcher lifted his chin ever so slightly—just enough to acknowledge her.




And then—slowly—he stepped backward into the darkness until he disappeared entirely.




Grace straightened.




The storm suddenly felt colder. The world smaller.




Someone was watching the bridge.

Recording it.

Manipulating it.

Staging something on it.




And a child had witnessed one of their secrets.




“Armin,” Grace said quietly, “we’re leaving. Now.”




They moved quickly, descending the slippery steps. Rain pelted their faces. Thunder growled. But Grace felt something far heavier in the air than weather.




A presence.




A plan.




A predator.




They reached the bottom of the bridge when a tremor shook beneath their feet—just a slight vibration, like distant machinery.




Armin froze. “Did you feel that?”




Grace did.




She turned back toward the bridge.




At that exact moment—beyond the storm, beyond all rational explanation—she heard it.




Footsteps.




But not hers.

Not Armin’s.

Not human footsteps.




Footsteps on stone.

Slow.

Deliberate.

Heavy.

Following them.




Yet no one was on the bridge.




Grace’s blood ran cold.




Armin’s voice cracked. “He’s back.”




Grace’s jaw tightened. “No. Not him. Something else.”




Lightning illuminated the entire bridge—




And she saw, for a split second, a shape at the top of the arch.




A figure.

Blurred.

Dripping.

Bent at an impossible angle.




Then darkness swallowed it again.




Armin screamed.




Grace grabbed his arm, pulling him into the shelter of a stone archway.




“Don’t look back,” she commanded.




“But—”




“Don’t.”




The footsteps ceased.




The storm raged.




The river roared.




The storm did not ease. It intensified.




By the time Grace and Armin made it halfway through the archway beneath the bridge, wind roared through the stone channel like a trapped beast. Water spilled from the sky in sheets, the river swelling, climbing hungrily toward its edges. Grace steadied Armin against her side, keeping him close but never coddled. The boy had endured more fear in forty-eight hours than most adults saw in a lifetime.




Raindrops hammered the narrow passage before them. The old town’s lamps flickered wildly, some dying entirely. A few vendors still finishing their evening takedown rushed for shelter, shouting to each other in frantic Bosnian.




But no one—not one person—looked at the bridge.




Grace noticed. And she didn’t like it.




The footsteps she heard still reverberated in her bones, not fading like a hallucination but echoing, subtle and threatening, as if whatever produced them lingered just beyond the veil of the storm.




She crouched to meet Armin’s eyes. “We’re going to my apartment,” she said. “It’s secure. We’ll sort everything out there.”




He nodded, trembling, not because he disagreed but because he was desperately holding himself together.




Grace placed a steady hand on his shoulder. “You’re safe with me.”




Armin swallowed hard and nodded again.




The rain hit harder.




Grace pulled him through the archway, down the winding stone steps that led toward the bazaar. But halfway down, she stopped cold.




Someone had been there.




Recently.




She felt it—her instincts honed by years of MI6 training. A faint disturbance in the air. A shift in the shadows that wasn’t from wind alone. Grace crouched and touched the stone wall. It held residual warmth, human warmth, as if someone had pressed against it only moments ago.




She rose slowly, eyes narrowing, scanning the path.




Someone was tracking them.




Not following.




Tracking.




Whoever it was had anticipated her route, waiting where she might pass.




Grace gripped Armin’s arm more tightly. “Stay close.”




“I am,” he whispered.




They moved along the narrow street, the storm a living roar around them. Grace kept her senses alert—every doorway, every awning, every alley watched.




But the threat did not reveal itself.




Not yet.










They reached her rental apartment—a small upper-level flat above a quiet shop—after ten tense minutes. Grace unlocked the door and ushered Armin inside.




“Sit. Towels are in the bathroom. Dry off.”




Armin nodded and obeyed, grateful for warmth.




Grace stood motionless for a moment, letting her senses recalibrate to the stillness of the apartment. She listened—rain on the windows, distant thunder, Armin rummaging through a towel closet. Nothing else.




She shrugged off her drenched coat and crossed the room to the window overlooking the street. The storm made visibility difficult, but she scanned anyway.




A man leaned against a lamppost across the street. Hood up. Motionless.




Watching.




Grace’s pulse ticked once—sharp, clear.




She didn’t flinch. She didn’t draw back. She simply noted his position, his build, his stance. She memorized the angle of his shoulders and the stillness of his posture. She had seen people waiting before—killers, agents, watchers.




This man was not waiting.




He was listening.




Grace clicked the window lock quietly and pulled the curtain.




Armin appeared from the bathroom, hair damp but calmer. He clutched the towel to his chest.




“Is he out there?” he asked.




“Who?”




“The man who watches the water.”




Grace didn’t immediately answer. “Tell me something first,” she said. “When did the disappearances start?”




Armin sat on the edge of the sofa, small and pale in the dim light. “Maybe a month ago? I don’t know exactly. My friend Haris disappeared first. He was—he was scared. Before he went missing.”




“Scared of what?”




Armin’s voice cracked. “The bridge.”




Grace’s breath stilled.




“He said he saw something,” Armin whispered. “But he didn’t tell me what. Then one night he didn’t come home.”




Grace sat across from him. “Did anyone look for him?”




“His uncle did. But after three days, the police said he probably ran away. They say that about everyone.”




Grace broke eye contact so she wouldn’t reveal her anger.




“And the girl from the market?” she asked.




“Ajla,” Armin whispered. “She was sixteen. She disappeared right before Haris. She told her sister the river was ‘talking to her’ and she didn’t want to go near it anymore.”




A cold pulse traveled down Grace’s spine.




“And the old man?”




“Kemper. He sold fruit. He… he told people to stay away from the bridge at night. He’d shout at kids who played near it.” Armin looked up with frightened clarity. “The day before he disappeared, he said he saw someone fall from the bridge. But when he went to help—he said there was no splash.”




Grace felt every muscle go still.




Three people. Three warnings. Three vanishings.




All centered on the bridge.




“Why didn’t your brother tell me any of this?” Grace asked gently.




Armin lowered his head. “Admir works too much. He thinks I make things up. And since my father… since he got sick…” The boy swallowed. “Admir says we can’t ‘cause trouble.’”




Grace exhaled. “You’re not causing trouble. You’re telling the truth.”




Armin looked relieved. “Do you believe me?”




“Yes,” she said.

She had stopped doubting him hours ago.




She stood and paced slowly, her mind working through what she knew.




A hidden camera. A watcher at the river. Disappearances. Distorted shadows. A man who appeared dripping wet where no wet man could be. Footsteps with no physical source. Stones unnaturally cold.




This was not supernatural.




This was calculated.




Deliberate.




“Armin,” Grace asked, “the man you saw on the riverbank last night—the one you think is connected—did he ever speak to the police?”




Armin nodded. “Yes. And they like him. Everyone likes him.”




“Why?”




“Because he saved two kids once. Years ago. He’s a hero.”




Grace felt her stomach tighten.




“A hero,” she repeated softly.




Heroes were the easiest people to hide behind. People trusted them. Gave them access. Let them close.




“Do you know his name?” she asked.




Armin hesitated.




“Yes.”




“Tell me.”




“His name is Mirza Kovačević.”




Grace went completely still.




“I’ve heard that name,” she said.




“He’s the best diver in Mostar,” Armin said. “Everyone knows him.”




Grace didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Something inside her clicked sharply into place—a memory from a newspaper article she’d read weeks earlier while still in Sarajevo. A human-interest piece. A local hero. A diver who taught young teens safety courses. A man beloved by the community.




A man whose brother drowned twenty years ago on Stari Most.




Grace sat very slowly.




“Armin,” she asked quietly, “the man you saw the ghost of—the man who fell into the river… did he look about Mirza’s age?”




Armin blinked. “I don’t know. He looked… ruined.”




“Yes,” Grace murmured. “But his build. His height.”




Armin considered. “Yes. Maybe.”




Grace breathed out through her nose.




A possibility formed—ugly and sharp.




“What if,” she whispered, “the man you thought was a ghost… wasn’t falling into the river?”




Armin frowned. “But he did fall.”




“No,” Grace said. “He was being shown falling.”




Armin froze. “What do you mean?”




Grace leaned forward.




“That camera under the bridge… someone is projecting something. Not a ghost. A recording. Or a hologram. Something deliberately engineered to distort shape, shadow, and movement. Something people would dismiss as illusions of the rain, the moon, the darkness.”




“But why?” Armin whispered.




“Because,” Grace said, “if you want to commit crimes near a bridge and ensure no one interferes, convincing them it’s haunted is a very effective strategy.”




Armin’s breath hitched.




Grace stood abruptly and moved to the window again.




The man outside was gone.




Completely gone.




Grace’s skin prickled. “We need to leave. Now.”




Armin stiffened. “We’re leaving the apartment?”




“Yes. This place isn’t secure anymore.”




She grabbed her bag. Not her whole gear—she didn’t have it here—but the essentials: flashlight, penknife, notebook, her phone, and an old listening device she used when she wanted to hear conversations across thin walls.




Armin hugged his coat to him. “Where are we going?”




“Somewhere public enough to keep us safe,” Grace said, “but close enough to watch the bridge.”




“The café?”




Grace shook her head. “No. Too obvious.”




“Then where?”




Grace zipped her coat, eyes sharp. “The diving platform.”




Armin paled. “But that’s where Mirza goes.”




“Exactly,” Grace said. “And tonight I want to know why.”










The storm eased as they approached the river again, though the sky remained bruised. The Neretva churned violently, flashes of white foam sweeping down its length. The diving platforms were deserted—of course they were—but the floodlights deeper along the riverbank glowed faintly through the haze.




Grace kept Armin behind her, scanning the shadows of the river’s edge.




“Stay low,” she whispered.




They crept forward, following the concrete descent used by divers during summer festivals. The platform jutted over the water, slick with rain but sturdy.




Grace crouched behind a support column.




Armin whispered, “Do you see anything?”




“Yes.”




Down by the lower landing, where the platform met the steps that vanished into the river, a man knelt in the dim light.




Mirza.




He was alone. His posture stiff, shoulders hunched over something he was holding.




Not watching the river.




Doing something to the river.




Mirza dipped a device—black, box-shaped, metallic—into the water and pressed a button.




The river pulsed.




Literally pulsed.




A faint vibration trembled up through the platform, into the stone arch of the bridge, into Grace’s bones.




Armin gasped softly.




Grace placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Quiet.”




Mirza removed the device and stood. His face was expressionless—emotionless, almost carved from stone.




Then he turned toward the steps leading up—toward them.




Grace pulled Armin back into the shadow, pressing against the cold stone. Mirza’s footsteps were steady, deliberate, heavy—exactly like the ones Grace had heard on the bridge.




They listened.




One step.

Two.

Three.




Mirza paused at the midpoint.




Grace held her breath.




Then—




He spoke.




Not loudly. Not to them. Not to anyone visible.




But to the river.




“It’s almost ready.”




Armin grabbed Grace’s hand in terror.




Mirza continued quietly, voice low, reverent, chilling.




“Soon the water will take the next one.”




He turned.




And walked toward the bridge.




Grace didn’t move until he was gone.




Armin whispered, shaking violently, “Grace… what is he doing?”




Grace stared at the water, her mind racing.




She now understood the footsteps, the shadows, the ghost.




Mirza wasn’t summoning a spirit.




He was rehearsing a death.




She rose slowly.




“Armin,” she said quietly, “we need help. And not from the local police.”




“Then from who?”




Grace looked up toward the storm-dark sky.




“From someone who won’t dismiss this as superstition.”




The river churned, angry and alive.




“And someone who knows what a drowning looks like.”

And the bridge—Stari Most—seemed to breathe.




Grace steadied the boy, heart pounding.




Something was terribly, horribly wrong here.




And it was only beginning.
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