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  Preface



Baden-Baden is a town of contrasts—where emperors once bathed in silence and secrets still echo through marble halls. I’ve long been fascinated by places where history clings to the walls, not as memory but as presence. Writing this story was a chance to explore one such place, where refinement masks intrigue and healing waters run deeper than they seem.




In Grace Whitmore, I’ve tried to create a character who not only solves mysteries but uncovers what we try to hide—from others and from ourselves. Her investigations are not just about finding the thief or exposing the lie; they’re about restoring truth in a world that too often prefers illusion.




The Spa Heist of Baden-Baden blends fact and fiction, inspired by real places, historic rumors, and the lingering tension between elegance and corruption. If you’ve ever wandered down an old European street and wondered what stories its stones could tell, this book is for you.




Thank you for joining Grace on another journey. I hope you find the twists as thrilling as the truth that waits beneath them.




— David G. Hennessey
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Chapter 1 — Return to the Black Forest







The train slipped into Baden-Baden like a silver needle threading through emerald silk. Grace Whitmore leaned forward in her seat as the ancient spa town came into view, nestled beneath a canopy of thick, pine-covered hills. Even in summer, the air carried a hint of eucalyptus and earth, as though the forest itself remembered every story whispered in its shade.




She adjusted the lapel of her trench coat and tapped the envelope again. It had arrived at her Paris flat two days earlier—no return address, just elegant handwriting and a Baden-Baden postmark. Inside was a single line on stationery from the Hotel Belle Époque:




“Something precious has been stolen. We require discretion, brilliance, and urgency. Come at once.”




Below that, a stylized monogram: L.K.




It was vague. Too vague. And yet—irresistible.




The train hissed and came to a smooth stop at the station. Grace stepped down onto the platform with her leather satchel slung across one shoulder. A porter in a crisp green uniform approached with a nod.




“Miss Whitmore?” he asked, his accent clipped and Teutonic.




“Yes.”




“Welcome to Baden-Baden. A car awaits you.”




The porter led her to a vintage Mercedes, glossy black and immaculate, parked just beyond the stone colonnade of the station. As they drove through town, Grace couldn’t help but notice the contrast between elegance and secrecy. The ornate facades of the 19th-century hotels glowed in the late afternoon sun, but the narrow alleys and shadows between them told another story.




They passed the grand casino, the Kurhaus, its white columns and red carpet promising fortune—or ruin. The Trinkhalle colonnade stood nearby, a place once used for royal promenades, now frequented by tourists sipping thermal water and gossip. Statues of Greek gods lined the walls, their eyes blank and eternal.




Finally, the car turned onto a cobbled lane and stopped before the Hotel Belle Époque. True to its name, it was a masterpiece of old-world luxury—wrought iron balconies, arched windows, and a garden heavy with roses and lavender. A bellman opened the car door as the concierge appeared on the steps.




“Miss Whitmore,” the concierge said. “I am Herr Klaussner. You are most welcome. Madame Keller awaits you in the conservatory.”




So L.K. had a name now.




Grace followed him through a marbled foyer, past glass chandeliers and paintings of Baden-Baden in its 1800s heyday. The conservatory was sunlit, filled with tall palms and the faint scent of bergamot. At its center sat a woman in her sixties, elegant, but strained. She wore a linen blouse with mother-of-pearl buttons and a strand of pearls that glinted faintly in the light.




“Miss Whitmore,” she said, rising slowly. “Thank you for coming. I am Liselotte Keller, director of the Baden-Baden Spa Trust.”




They shook hands. Grace noticed that Keller’s fingers trembled slightly.




“You mentioned something stolen,” Grace said, taking a seat.




Keller nodded. “Not just something. An artifact. An heirloom. A symbol. The Emerald Mask.”




Grace blinked. “I thought the Emerald Mask was a legend.”




“It was,” Keller replied. “Until it resurfaced. In our possession. And then—gone again.”




“Where was it kept?”




“In a secure display inside the Friedrichsbad bathhouse. We unveiled it three days ago during our Summer Wellness Gala. It vanished that night.”




Grace leaned in. “And you didn’t contact the police?”




“We couldn’t. Not yet. The artifact was insured but undocumented. Its provenance is murky. The Trust agreed to keep the discovery private until a legal claim could be settled.”




“So if the public learns it’s missing…”




“We lose credibility. And perhaps more.”




Grace stood and moved toward the tall windows overlooking the garden. Beyond the hedges, steam rose from hidden springs.




“Who knew it had been found?”




“Only six people,” Keller replied. “Myself. The head of security. The gala planner. A museum consultant. And two board members.”




“A small pool,” Grace murmured. “That makes it personal.”




Keller sighed. “Everything in Baden-Baden is personal.”




There was a long pause.




Finally, Grace turned back. “Where do I begin?”




Keller handed her a key card and a slim folder. “You’ll stay in Suite 201. There’s a copy of the guest list from the gala and floor plans for the Friedrichsbad in your folder. I’ve also arranged a spa appointment for you at noon tomorrow. Blending in is best. This town doesn’t take kindly to overt investigation.”




Grace smiled faintly. “Neither do thieves.”




As the sun dipped below the Black Forest hills, casting gold shadows over the tiled rooftops, Grace Whitmore climbed the stairs to her suite with the silent certainty that Baden-Baden had just become a stage—and someone in this spa town was already sweating.
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Chapter 2 — A Whisper in the Thermal Waters







The steam drifted in graceful ribbons through the arched ceilings of the Friedrichsbad. White marble columns stood in solemn rows like guards at attention, their bases bathed in gentle pools of mineral-rich water. Sunlight filtered in through stained-glass windows above, casting swirls of blue and gold across the surface.




Grace Whitmore stepped carefully along the edge of the warm plunge pool. A white cotton robe hung from her shoulders, loosely tied. Beneath it, her swimsuit clung damp to her skin, still warm from the tepidarium. A spa attendant had directed her to “relax and enjoy the waters,” but Grace was already working.




The layout of the Friedrichsbad was as intricate as a Roman mosaic. Twenty-nine stages of bathing, from hot to cold to hotter still. Underneath all the luxury was the oldest part of Baden-Baden—Roman ruins, silent corridors, thermal springs, and now… secrets.




She lowered herself into the water and let her body float effortlessly. Around her, the soft murmurs of other guests echoed beneath the dome. Conversations were held in hushed tones: German, French, and something Slavic. It was difficult to tell what was ordinary and what might be performance. Grace had learned long ago that the most dangerous people rarely spoke loudly.




A pair of women sat across the pool from her. One wore a silk headscarf, the other large sunglasses—odd choices for an indoor bath. They seemed to be watching the doorway more than enjoying the water. Grace made a mental note.




Just then, a low male voice drifted over from the adjoining alcove.




“…said it was supposed to be under constant watch.”




A pause. A softer voice responded.




“It was. Until Keller overruled the protocol for the gala.”




“You’re telling me someone walked out with it? In a towel?”




A short laugh. “Stranger things have happened here.”




Grace turned her head slightly and closed her eyes, pretending to nap. The acoustics were tricky, but the voices carried well enough from the massage chamber next door.




“Anyway,” the first voice continued, “it wasn’t just the jewel. There’s something bigger going on. You didn’t hear this from me.”




“Obviously.”




“I think someone’s blackmailing the board. Or worse.”




The conversation ended with the swish of robes and footsteps on the tile. Grace waited ten seconds before rising and reaching for her towel. She slipped silently out of the bathing hall and into the cool corridor beyond.




As she passed a display of framed spa history photographs, she spotted something odd: a brass plaque on the wall beside a small door that read Authorized Personnel Only. The hallway curved toward the Roman ruins exhibit, open to tourists during the day—but this door wasn’t marked on the layout she’d reviewed.




She glanced back. No one in sight.




Quickly, she tried the handle. Locked.




A voice behind her broke the stillness. “Can I help you, Fraulein?”




Grace turned slowly. A tall man in a charcoal-grey suit stepped out from a shadowed alcove. Late fifties. Square jaw. Blue eyes that didn’t smile.




“I was just looking for the cold plunge,” Grace said with practiced ease. “I must’ve taken a wrong turn.”




The man smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.




“It’s downstairs. This area is not for guests.”




“Of course. Thank you.”




He didn’t move. “My name is Herr Falk. Head of security. If you need anything, ask me directly. There’s been… some concern about safety this week.”




Grace gave a polite nod. “I heard about the theft. Spa gossip moves faster than steam.”




He didn’t answer.




Grace smiled, then turned and walked slowly down the corridor, this time in the proper direction. As she rounded the corner, she let her expression drop.




Falk was lying. That door led to something important. And the conversation she’d overheard in the steam alcove confirmed it—this wasn’t just a case of a missing jewel. There were deeper motives swirling in Baden-Baden’s thermal waters.




Back in the changing suite, Grace opened her locker. Folded inside her robe pocket was a note on thick linen paper.




It read:

Meet me at the Ludwigsplatz fountain. Midnight. Come alone.




No name. No mark. Just water stains along the edges—either from the baths or from sweat.




Grace exhaled slowly. This spa retreat was heating up fast.
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