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  Preface



Grace Whitmore has always followed curiosity wherever it leads—but in The Bell Tower Secret, that path winds through silence, shadows, and sacred stone. After the coastal winds of Provence, the stormy cliffs of Normandy, and the sunlit alleys of Sainte-Valérie, Grace now seeks peace in the Tuscan hills. What she finds instead is a mystery cloaked in ancient ritual and buried guilt.




This installment takes her into deeper questions—not just of whodunit, but why we hide what we do. Why do places meant for healing often hold the deepest secrets? And what happens when the past won’t stay buried?




I hope you’ll walk with Grace once more, through darkened corridors, forgotten prayers, and a bell tower that holds more than just time.




— David Hennessey
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Chapter One – A Room with a Veil




The fog rolled in like a procession of silent monks—heavy, slow, and ghostly white. It wrapped itself around the stone buildings of San Domenico like a mourner’s veil, softening the edges of the medieval hilltop village and muting the distant toll of the monastery bell. Grace stepped off the bus with a cautious breath and pulled her coat tighter. She’d been to many old European towns before, but this one felt different. Quiet in a way that was not just rural—but sacred.




The driver tipped his cap and drove off, his engine echoing briefly down the narrow mountain road before vanishing into the fog. Now she stood alone, suitcase in hand, at the edge of the monastery guest house. The walls were weathered stone, thick with ivy. Moss crept along the base. A wooden sign, hand-carved and cracked with age, read: Foresteria del Monastero di San Domenico.




Grace had accepted the invitation from Father Matteo, an old acquaintance from a case in Florence. He had written her a brief, enigmatic note:

“Come to San Domenico. We need someone who sees what others don’t. And quickly—before the bells fall silent for good.”




She hadn’t expected to find mystery in a place of prayer, but then again, Grace had long since learned that mystery respected no borders—not even holy ones.




A soft creak came from the wooden door ahead. A figure emerged, small and stooped, wearing a gray wool shawl that blended into the stone behind her.




“Signorina Whitmore?” the woman asked, her Italian laced with the warmth of old age.




“Yes. I’m Grace,” she replied, extending her hand.




The woman didn’t take it. Instead, she offered a brisk nod and turned, motioning Grace to follow her inside.




The entryway smelled of ancient stone and dried lavender. Wooden crucifixes lined the hallway, and faded frescoes peeked from behind centuries of candle smoke. As they walked, Grace’s footsteps echoed off the vaulted ceilings, the sound oddly amplified in the quiet space.




“I am Sister Lucia,” the woman said. “I take care of the guests. There is only one other at the moment. A man. He stays to paint icons.”




“Is Father Matteo here?” Grace asked.




Sister Lucia hesitated just long enough for Grace to notice.




“He is… indisposed,” she said carefully. “But he left instructions to prepare your room.”




They stopped at a thick wooden door at the end of the hall. Sister Lucia opened it slowly, revealing a simple room with a narrow bed, a writing desk, and a single window that looked out toward the bell tower—its silhouette faint in the mist.




“There is no television. No phone. No Wi-Fi,” Sister Lucia added with a slight frown, as if daring her to object.




Grace smiled politely. “I’ll manage.”




The nun gave a curt nod. “Dinner is taken in silence. Seven o’clock. Do not wander beyond the cloister walls after dark.”




Her tone was not unkind, but the warning was unmistakable. With that, she turned and vanished into the shadows of the corridor, her steps fading like incense smoke.




Grace set her suitcase down and walked to the window. The view was like a painting—stone roofs, layered cypress trees, and just beyond, the faint outline of the monastery’s bell tower. A crow perched on its ledge, unmoving. Watching.




Something about it all—Sister Lucia’s reluctance, the sudden fog, the isolation—itched at Grace’s instincts. She’d come for a mystery. She just hadn’t expected it to greet her so quickly.




She unpacked slowly, listening to the silence around her. The room held no clock, and the monastery’s ancient rhythm seemed to follow no modern sense of time. Instead, it pulsed with the distant toll of bells: low, mournful, almost funereal. The sound stirred something deep in her—a memory from childhood she couldn’t quite place. Something about old bells and older fears.




Grace shook the thought away.




She had just zipped up her suitcase when the wind shifted and the bell tower rang again. Once. Just once.




The sound echoed through the valley like a call.




Not to prayer.




To something else.




⸻




Later, Grace found her way to the refectory, a long room with high ceilings and arched windows obscured by thick fog. Dinner was simple—lentil soup, crusty bread, and water from a clay jug. The guests ate in silence, each seated at small wooden tables spaced evenly like monks at prayer. No conversation. No phones. Just the quiet scrape of spoons and the occasional cough.

She glanced around discreetly. The man painting icons sat across the room, middle-aged, bald, with long painter’s fingers and a deep crease between his brows. He didn’t look up once. A pair of novices entered and sat near the back, heads bowed, eyes shadowed beneath hoods.




Grace finished her meal and stood. Sister Lucia appeared at her side with surprising speed.




“Tomorrow,” the nun said softly, “you may visit the cloister gardens. And the chapel. But the bell tower is closed. Under renovation.”




Grace arched a brow. “Is that where Father Matteo had his office?”




Another pause. “Yes. But he has not been seen… since the storm last week.”




That was the first real answer she’d gotten—and it raised more questions than it settled.




“Not seen?” Grace asked gently. “What does that mean?”




Sister Lucia didn’t answer. She turned and walked away.




Grace returned to her room with the kind of tension she often felt on the first day of a case. She had no file, no photos, no official client. Just a note and a bell tower she was forbidden to enter.




As night fell, the fog thickened like curdled milk outside her window. The crow was gone. But something else stirred in the mist. A low hum. A sound that might have been wind.




Or chant.




Faint. Male voices. Layered and ancient.




Grace leaned closer to the window. There was no one in the courtyard.




And yet she heard it. A chant, like monks in procession—deep and wordless.




Then the bell rang once more.




Once. Just once.




And then… silence.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Chapter Two – The Bell Tolls Once


Grace woke to the sound of silence. Not the peaceful, countryside kind, but something heavier. The kind of silence that presses in around you, purposeful and alert, as if it’s listening back.


Her room was still shrouded in morning fog. No sunlight filtered through the window. The bell hadn’t rung for matins. In fact, it hadn’t rung at all.


She sat up, listening. No chant. No footsteps. No creak of old wood in the halls.


A quick glance at her watch told her it was well past seven.


Odd.


She dressed quickly and made her way through the stone corridor to the guest wing’s small vestibule. The air was cooler than it had been the night before, and a faint scent of incense—old, ashy—lingered in the walls like a memory.


She passed through the cloister courtyard, half expecting to see monks in procession or novices sweeping the stone paths. But the gardens were empty. The only sound was the distant caw of a crow overhead.


Grace made her way to the chapel. Its heavy wooden doors were slightly ajar, the flicker of candlelight barely visible inside. She paused, listening.


Still no voices.


She stepped in slowly. The chapel was beautiful in its austerity. Wooden pews, hand-carved. A simple altar draped in linen. No gold, no extravagance—only centuries of quiet worship carved into every stone.


And yet something was wrong.


A single bell rope hung from a hatch in the rear alcove of the chapel—thick, old, frayed near the bottom. It swayed slightly, though there was no breeze.


No one was in the chapel. No priest. No monks.


Grace stepped closer to the bell rope. On the floor beneath it was a small patch of dust and something else—a single black feather.


She bent down, examining it. Crow.


Odd place for it.

As she stood, a voice behind her broke the stillness.


“You heard it last night, didn’t you?”


Grace turned sharply. The man who had sat alone at dinner—the icon painter—stood in the doorway, his hands behind his back. His dark jacket was stained with pigment and time, and his gaze was too steady to be casual.


“The bell,” he continued. “It rang once. And only once.”


Grace studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. I heard it.”


The man walked slowly toward her, eyes fixed on the bell rope.


“They say the bell hasn’t rung at night in decades. Not since the old abbot died. It’s only meant to ring during the Hours, according to ancient Benedictine rule.” He glanced at her. “And yet… it rang.”


“You’ve heard it before?”


He hesitated. “Once. A few nights ago. And then again last night. And each time… something vanishes.”


Grace tilted her head. “Something?”


“A novice. A visitor. A sound. A shadow. It’s like the bell takes something when it rings.” His voice was steady, but Grace could
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