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  Arrival on the Silver Lake

  
  




Chapter 1 – Arrival on the Silver Lake 




Grace Whitmore first saw Lake Como through the narrow window of the train as it curved along the mountainside, the water flashing silver beneath a veil of early morning mist. The sight caught her breath in a way that surprised her. She had traveled widely, crossed oceans and continents, and stood before landscapes that others described as life changing, yet something about this lake felt different. It was not merely beautiful. It was watchful.




The train slowed as it approached the small station at Como San Giovanni, the screech of metal against rail echoing faintly against the hills. Grace gathered her bag from the floor and rose from her seat, steadying herself as the train came to a stop. Around her, other passengers moved with the casual familiarity of locals or the eager energy of tourists. Laughter drifted through the carriage. A woman near the door adjusted an oversized sunhat. A man snapped a photograph through the glass, already unable to resist capturing the lake.




Grace stepped down onto the platform and inhaled deeply. The air was cool, tinged with water and stone and the faint perfume of flowers she could not name. Above the station, pastel buildings clung to the hillside, their shutters still closed as if the town itself were slow to wake.




Vacation, she reminded herself. This was supposed to be a vacation.




For the past year, her life had been a relentless series of investigations, interviews, and uneasy conclusions. Each mystery she solved seemed to leave a quiet residue behind, a weight she carried long after the case was closed. When her editor insisted she take time away, Grace had resisted. When her sister echoed the same advice, Grace had finally given in.




Lake Como had seemed like a safe choice. Elegant. Restful. Predictable.




She smiled faintly at her own irony.




Outside the station, she hailed a taxi and gave the driver the name of the chateau. He glanced at her in the rearview mirror, his expression shifting almost imperceptibly.




“Il Château Belladonna,” he repeated, his accent soft but deliberate.




“Yes,” Grace said. “That’s correct.”




He hesitated for a heartbeat too long before nodding and pulling away from the curb.




The road wound upward, narrow and bordered by stone walls softened by creeping ivy. As they climbed, the lake appeared and disappeared through breaks in the trees, each glimpse more striking than the last. The water reflected the pale sky like polished metal, broken only by the wake of distant boats.




Grace watched silently, attuned to the subtle tension in the car. The driver said nothing more, and she did not press him. She had learned long ago that silence often revealed more than questions.




After twenty minutes, the taxi slowed at a wrought iron gate set into a high stone wall. An ornate crest was embedded at its center, weathered but unmistakably proud. The driver stopped and turned fully in his seat.




“You are certain this is where you are staying?” he asked.




“Yes,” Grace replied evenly.




He nodded again, though his unease remained. “Enjoy your stay, Signora.”




The gate swung open at the press of a button, and the taxi rolled forward, gravel crunching beneath the tires. The chateau emerged gradually, as if reluctant to be seen all at once. Pale stone walls rose from manicured gardens, their symmetry softened by age and flowering vines. Tall windows reflected the lake below, and a series of terraces stepped downward toward the water.




Grace paid the driver and stepped out, tilting her head back to take it all in.




The Château Belladonna was magnificent. And unsettling.




She could not have said why, only that the building carried itself like a keeper of secrets. There was history here, thick and layered, and Grace felt it press against her skin like a change in the weather.




A woman in a tailored navy dress approached her, her posture impeccable and her smile practiced.




“Miss Whitmore,” she said. “Welcome. We’ve been expecting you.”




Grace returned the smile. “Thank you. It’s even more beautiful than the photographs.”




The woman inclined her head. “I am Sofia. If you will follow me, I will show you to your room.”




They crossed the courtyard, their footsteps echoing softly against stone. The air was filled with the scent of lemon trees and something older, something mineral and cool. Inside, the chateau was hushed, the kind of quiet that amplified every sound. Grace noticed the way her heels clicked on the marble floor, the way distant voices seemed to fade as soon as they were heard.




Portraits lined the walls, their subjects rendered in formal poses, eyes dark and knowing. Grace slowed, drawn to one in particular. A woman in a black gown stared out from the canvas, her expression severe yet strangely familiar.




“Who is she?” Grace asked.




Sofia paused beside her. “Contessa Elisabetta Belladonna. The chateau was built by her family in the late nineteenth century.”




Grace studied the painting. “She doesn’t look pleased.”




Sofia’s smile tightened. “The Belladonna family was not known for its warmth.”




They continued up a sweeping staircase, the banister cool beneath Grace’s hand. Her room overlooked the lake, its balcony framed by stone balustrades. Sunlight spilled across the floor, illuminating antique furniture polished to a soft sheen.




“It’s perfect,” Grace said honestly.




“I’m glad,” Sofia replied. “Dinner will be served at seven. If you need anything, do not hesitate to ask.”




Left alone, Grace unpacked slowly, savoring the unfamiliar luxury of unhurried time. She changed into a light dress and stepped onto the balcony, letting the breeze lift her hair. Below, the lake stretched endlessly, serene and deceptively calm.




She closed her eyes.




For a moment, she allowed herself to believe she could leave her instincts behind, that she could simply observe beauty without seeking meaning.




A sharp sound broke the illusion.




A cry. Distant, but unmistakable.




Grace’s eyes snapped open. She leaned over the balcony railing, scanning the terraces below. The gardens were empty. The sound did not come again.




Perhaps she imagined it, she told herself.




Yet the feeling persisted, a tightening in her chest, the familiar pull of curiosity and concern.




Vacation, she reminded herself again.




But even as she stepped back inside, Grace knew that Lake Como had already begun to speak.




And she was listening.


Grace did not sleep well.




The room was quiet, too quiet, the kind of silence that magnified every creak of old stone and every sigh of wind through unseen corridors. She lay awake beneath crisp white linens, staring at the faint outline of the ceiling as moonlight filtered through the tall windows. Somewhere below, the lake lapped gently against the shore, a rhythmic sound that should have been soothing but instead felt like a countdown.




She told herself she was overtired. Travel always did this to her, unsettled her internal clock, sharpened her senses until rest became elusive. Still, the cry she had heard earlier lingered in her thoughts like an unfinished sentence.




Just before dawn, she finally drifted into a shallow sleep.




When she woke, the light had changed. Morning sun spilled across the room, soft and golden, transforming the chateau into something almost welcoming. Grace rose, showered, and dressed, determined not to let the previous night color her day. She reminded herself again that she was here to rest, to observe beauty, to let the world unfold without intervention.




Breakfast was served on a terrace overlooking the lake. White tablecloths fluttered gently in the breeze, and the scent of fresh bread and espresso filled the air. A handful of guests were already seated, speaking in low tones or gazing out at the water with the reverence usually reserved for cathedrals.




Grace chose a table near the edge and sat, her eyes drawn inevitably to the view. The lake shimmered in the sunlight, its surface deceptively calm. Boats moved slowly across it, leaving graceful arcs in their wake. Across the water, villas nestled among cypress trees, their facades glowing softly against the green hills.




“Buongiorno.”




Grace looked up to see a man standing beside her table, holding a cup of coffee. He was in his late fifties, perhaps, with silver-streaked hair and the relaxed confidence of someone accustomed to beautiful places.




“Good morning,” Grace replied.




“May I?” he asked, gesturing to the empty chair.




“Of course.”




He sat and extended his hand. “Luca Ferraro.”




“Grace.”




His eyebrows lifted slightly. “American?”




“Yes.”




“You’ve chosen well,” Luca said, sweeping his hand toward the lake. “Lake Como has a way of revealing itself slowly. It does not give everything at once.”




Grace smiled politely. “That sounds ominous.”




He laughed. “Only if you listen too closely.”




Before Grace could respond, Sofia appeared with a tray. She set down a pot of coffee and a plate of pastries, her expression composed but attentive. Grace noticed the brief exchange of glances between Sofia and Luca, something unspoken passing between them.




“Enjoy your breakfast,” Sofia said, and moved on.




“So,” Luca said, lowering his voice slightly, “is this your first time at the chateau?”




“Yes.”




“And Lake Como?”




“No, I’ve visited before. Just never stayed here.”




Luca nodded. “The Château Belladonna is… unique.”




Grace tilted her head. “That seems to be a common description.”




“Some places earn their reputation,” he replied.




Grace studied him carefully. “And what is its reputation?”




Luca hesitated, then smiled again, though it did not quite reach his eyes. “That depends on who you ask.”




Their conversation drifted to safer topics after that. Luca spoke of the lake, of the changing seasons, of the tourists who came and went, never fully understanding what they were seeing. Grace listened, offering polite responses, but her attention kept straying. She noticed the way certain guests avoided one another, the way conversations stopped abruptly when Sofia or other staff passed by.




After breakfast, Grace decided to explore.




The chateau’s interior was a labyrinth of corridors and rooms, each more ornate than the last. She wandered slowly, letting her hand trail along cool stone walls, pausing to examine sculptures and tapestries. There was a sense of preservation here, of history carefully curated and guarded.




She found herself drawn again to the portraits. The Belladonna family watched from every angle, their faces solemn, their eyes sharp. Grace felt as though she were being cataloged, measured against the past.




In a quiet gallery, she stopped before another painting of Contessa Elisabetta Belladonna. This one depicted her later in life, her features more severe, her gaze almost defiant.




“You don’t approve of visitors, do you?” Grace murmured.




“Few of us do.”




Grace turned sharply. A woman stood a few feet away, her dark hair pulled back, her expression wry.




“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”




“It’s fine,” Grace replied, though her heart was still racing. “I didn’t hear you.”




“This place is good at that,” the woman said. “Making people appear and disappear.”




Grace smiled. “Grace.”




“Isabella Conti.”




They stood together in silence for a moment, both looking at the portrait.




“She’s judging us,” Isabella said finally.




“Harshly,” Grace agreed.




Isabella laughed softly. “The Belladonnas were not kind people, from what I’ve read. Powerful, yes. Influential. But kindness was not their legacy.”




“You’ve read about them?”




“I’m an art historian,” Isabella said. “I came here for research. The chateau houses several pieces that were never fully cataloged.”




Grace felt a familiar spark of interest. “Uncataloged?”




Isabella nodded. “Private collections, family acquisitions, things that don’t appear in public records.”




“Why keep them hidden?”




Isabella’s smile faded. “That is an excellent question.”




They spent the next hour walking together, sharing observations and impressions. Isabella spoke with passion about art and history, her words weaving vivid images of the past. Grace listened, her mind quietly connecting dots she hadn’t realized she was collecting.




They were in a narrow corridor near the eastern wing when Isabella stopped abruptly.




“Do you hear that?” she asked.




Grace strained to listen. At first, there was only the distant hum of the building. Then she heard it. A low, rhythmic sound, like footsteps echoing behind walls.




“It sounds like someone walking,” Grace said.




Isabella shook her head. “That wing is closed.”




“Closed?”




“Yes. For renovations, they say.”




The sound continued for several seconds, then stopped as suddenly as it had begun.




Grace felt a chill. “Maybe it’s the building settling.”




Isabella did not look convinced.




Later that afternoon, Grace returned to her room to find a note slipped beneath her door. It was handwritten, the ink slightly smudged.




Be careful what you ask about Belladonna.




No signature.




Grace read it twice, then folded it carefully and slipped it into her bag. Her pulse quickened, not with fear, but with recognition. This was the moment she knew well, the quiet threshold between curiosity and commitment.




She spent the rest of the day observing rather than engaging, noting details she might otherwise have dismissed. A door that was always locked. A staff member who avoided eye contact. A guest who left abruptly after a hushed argument in the courtyard.




As evening fell, the chateau transformed again. Lanterns were lit along the terraces, casting warm pools of light against encroaching darkness. Dinner was a formal affair, held in a grand dining room with a ceiling painted in elaborate frescoes.




Grace took her seat, her senses alert. She felt the weight of the building around her, the accumulation of secrets pressing close.




Midway through the meal, the lights flickered.




Conversation faltered, then resumed with nervous laughter. Grace’s gaze lifted to the far end of the room, where a door she had not noticed before stood ajar.




For just a moment, she thought she saw someone standing there, watching.




Then the lights steadied, and the doorway was empty.




Grace’s appetite vanished.




That night, as she prepared for bed, she stepped onto her balcony once more. The lake was dark now, its surface reflecting stars like scattered fragments of glass.




From somewhere below, faint but unmistakable, came the sound of voices.




Grace leaned forward, straining to hear. The words were indistinct, carried away by wind and water, but the tone was urgent, tense.




She stayed there until the voices faded, until the lake returned to silence.




Inside, she locked her door.




Vacation, she reminded herself for the last time that day.




But the chateau had other plans.




Chapter 1 – Arrival on the Silver Lake – Part 3




Grace dreamed of water.




Not the gentle, lapping kind she had watched all day, but dark water, heavy and cold, pressing in from all sides. In the dream, she stood at the edge of the lake, the chateau rising behind her like a silent sentinel. Someone was calling her name, their voice distorted, stretched thin by distance. She tried to turn, to see who it was, but her feet would not move. The water crept closer, inch by inch, until it touched her shoes and began to climb.




She woke with a sharp intake of breath.




For a moment, she did not know where she was. The room was unfamiliar in the half-light, its shapes blurred and distorted. Then memory settled in. The chateau. Lake Como. Italy.




She reached for her phone on the bedside table. Just after three in the morning.




The air felt wrong. Heavy. Charged.




Grace sat up slowly, listening. At first there was nothing but the soft hum of electricity and the distant murmur of the lake. Then she heard it again. The sound that had haunted the edges of her awareness since her arrival.




Footsteps.




They were faint but deliberate, moving along the corridor outside her room. Grace held her breath, counting the seconds as the sound drew nearer, then passed, then paused.




A door creaked open somewhere down the hall.




She swung her legs over the side of the bed, her instincts overriding any lingering desire to remain a passive guest. She slipped on her robe and moved quietly to the door, pressing her ear against the cool wood.




Voices murmured beyond, low and urgent. She could not make out the words, only the tension beneath them.




Grace eased the door open a fraction.




The corridor was dimly lit, the sconces casting elongated shadows along the walls. At the far end, she saw two figures standing close together. One was tall and broad-shouldered. The other she recognized immediately.




Sofia.




They spoke in hushed tones, their heads bent together. Sofia’s posture was rigid, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. The man said something that made her flinch.




Grace leaned forward slightly, trying to hear more.




The floor betrayed her.




The softest creak echoed beneath her foot, loud as a gunshot in the quiet hall. The figures stiffened. Sofia turned sharply, her gaze locking onto Grace’s position.




For a split second, they stared at one another.




Then the man disappeared into a side corridor, moving with practiced speed. Sofia straightened, her expression smoothing into professional neutrality as she approached.




“Miss Whitmore,” she said softly. “Is something wrong?”




Grace hesitated, weighing honesty against caution. “I heard voices,” she said finally. “I thought perhaps someone needed help.”




Sofia’s smile was strained. “I’m sorry if we disturbed you. There was a minor issue with another guest.”




“At three in the morning?”




Sofia met her gaze steadily. “Yes.”




The answer was too quick, too rehearsed.




“I see,” Grace said.




Sofia inclined her head. “Please try to rest. Tomorrow will be a busy day.”




She waited until Sofia retreated down the hall before closing her door. Grace leaned against it, her heart racing.




So much for imagination.




Sleep did not return.




When morning came, Grace felt as though she had not rested at all. She dressed and made her way to breakfast, her mind replaying the night’s events in careful detail. She scanned the terrace for Sofia and the unidentified man but saw neither.




Instead, she found Isabella seated alone, a cup of coffee untouched before her.




“You look like you didn’t sleep,” Isabella said as Grace approached.




“Neither did you,” Grace replied, noting the dark circles beneath Isabella’s eyes.




“Insomnia,” Isabella said lightly. “It comes with the territory when you spend your days communing with ghosts.”




Grace sat. “Do you believe in ghosts?”




Isabella considered the question. “I believe places remember,” she said. “And sometimes they remind us.”




Grace smiled faintly. “That sounds uncomfortably accurate.”




They spoke quietly, the lake gleaming behind them. Grace debated how much to reveal, ultimately deciding to test the waters.




“Isabella,” she said, “has anyone ever gone missing here?”




Isabella’s hand tightened around her cup. “Why do you ask?”




“Just a feeling.”




Isabella glanced around, lowering her voice. “There are stories,” she said. “Unconfirmed, of course. A caretaker who vanished decades ago. A guest who checked in and never checked out. Officially, nothing happened. Unofficially… people talk.”




“About what?”




“About secrets that are worth killing for.”




Grace felt a familiar chill. “What kind of secrets?”




Isabella shook her head. “That’s where the stories become vague. Money. Art. Politics. The Belladonna family was connected to powerful circles. Some say they acted as intermediaries during the war. Others believe they hid assets that were never recovered.”




“And now?” Grace asked.




“Now,” Isabella said, “someone is very determined to keep certain doors closed.”




Later that morning, Grace took a walk along the lower gardens, the path winding down toward the lake. The sun was bright, the air warm, yet she felt as though she were walking through a pocket of shadow. She paused near a stone balustrade, gazing out at the water.




“You’re looking in the wrong direction.”




Grace turned. Luca stood a few feet away, his hands tucked into his jacket pockets.




“And which direction would that be?” Grace asked.




“Up,” he said, nodding toward the chateau. “That’s where the real view is.”




Grace studied him. “You seem to know this place well.”




“I should,” Luca said. “I’ve been coming here for years.”




“As a guest?”




“Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes as something else.”




Grace waited.




“I advise people,” Luca continued. “Investments. Acquisitions. Disputes.”




“And the chateau?”




“Is involved in all three,” he said. “Or was.”




Grace’s instincts flared. “Was?”




Luca’s gaze hardened. “You didn’t come here just to relax, did you?”




Grace met his eyes. “Neither did you.”




A corner of his mouth lifted. “Fair enough.”




Before Grace could press further, a shout echoed from the direction of the lake. Both of them turned as a figure came running along the path, breathless and pale.




“It’s Marco,” the man gasped. “The boat—”




He didn’t finish.




Grace and Luca followed him down to the small dock, where a cluster of people had gathered. A staff member stood near the edge, staring into the water with a look of stunned disbelief.




Floating just beneath the surface, caught against the wooden pilings, was a small boat.




And inside it, slumped over the side, was a man.




Chaos erupted. Someone shouted for help. Another ran back toward the chateau. Grace stood frozen, her mind snapping into a grimly familiar mode.




This was no longer a vacation.




Authorities arrived within the hour. The dock buzzed with activity as officers cordoned off the area and began asking questions. Guests were ushered back toward the chateau, their whispers rising like insects in the heat.




Grace lingered near the edge, watching as the body was carefully removed from the water. The man’s face was pale, his features slack. She did not recognize him.




“Do you know who he is?” she asked Luca quietly.




Luca shook his head. “But someone here does.”




Grace watched Sofia speaking urgently with an officer, her composure cracked just enough to reveal strain beneath. She noticed Isabella standing apart, her face ashen, her eyes fixed on the lake.




Grace approached her. “Isabella?”




“That’s him,” Isabella whispered.




“Who?”




“The caretaker,” Isabella said. “The one they said left weeks ago.”




Grace’s jaw tightened. “Left?”




“That’s what they told me,” Isabella said. “That he resigned suddenly. That he didn’t like the changes.”




Grace looked back at the lake, its surface already returning to deceptive calm. “And you believed them?”




Isabella swallowed. “I wanted to.”




By the time the authorities finished their initial inquiries, the sun was beginning to set. Guests were instructed to remain on the property until further notice. Dinner was canceled. The chateau felt smaller now, its walls closing in.




Grace returned to her room as dusk fell, her mind racing. The note. The footsteps. The voices. The locked wing. And now a body.




She sat on the edge of her bed, staring out at the lake as darkness reclaimed it. This place was not merely hiding secrets. It was actively guarding them.




A knock sounded at her door.




Grace rose cautiously and opened it to find Sofia standing there, her expression unreadable.




“Miss Whitmore,” she said, “there are some questions you will need to answer.”




Grace nodded slowly. “Of course.”




As Sofia turned away, Grace took one last look at the lake. Somewhere beneath its serene surface, truths lay submerged, waiting to be pulled into the light.




Grace followed Sofia into the corridor, knowing with absolute certainty that she had crossed a line.




And there would be no easy way back.








  
  
  The Chateau Above the Water

  
  




Chapter 2 – The Chateau Above the Water 




Grace had learned long ago that there were moments when life divided itself cleanly into before and after. The discovery of the body on the lake was one of those moments. Everything that followed felt sharpened, stripped of pretense, as if the chateau itself had decided to stop playing the role of gracious host.




Sofia led Grace not to the front salons, where guests had been gathered earlier, but down a narrower corridor that sloped subtly inward. The air grew cooler with each step, the scent of polished stone giving way to something damp and metallic. Grace noted the absence of windows, the way sound seemed to fall flat against the walls.




“Where are we going?” Grace asked calmly.




“To a private sitting room,” Sofia replied. “The authorities prefer discretion.”




Grace said nothing. She had already noticed that discretion at the Château Belladonna often meant isolation.




They stopped before a heavy oak door reinforced with iron bands. Sofia knocked once, then opened it. Inside, two uniformed Carabinieri officers stood near a long table. A third man sat at its head, his jacket draped neatly over the chair beside him. He rose as they entered.




“Miss Whitmore,” he said in accented English, offering a polite nod. “I am Inspector Rinaldi. Thank you for your cooperation.”




Grace returned the nod. “Of course.”




Sofia withdrew silently, closing the door behind her with a soft but definitive click.




Rinaldi gestured for Grace to sit. She did, folding her hands loosely in her lap. The room was sparsely furnished, its single window set high in the wall, admitting a narrow strip of fading daylight. Grace felt the familiar sensation of being measured, assessed.




“You arrived yesterday,” Rinaldi began. “From Milan?”




“Yes.”




“You are staying alone?”




“Yes.”




“And your reason for visiting Lake Como?”




“Vacation,” Grace said evenly. “I needed time away from work.”




Rinaldi’s gaze sharpened. “And your work is?”




“I’m a writer,” Grace replied. “Travel essays, historical pieces.”




Not a lie. Just not the whole truth.




Rinaldi nodded, making a note. “You were present near the dock this afternoon.”




“Yes. I was walking in the gardens when I heard shouting.”




“Did you know the deceased?”




“No.”




“Did you speak with him at any point during your stay?”




“No.”




Rinaldi leaned back slightly. “Several guests reported seeing you ask questions earlier today.”




Grace met his gaze without flinching. “People talk at breakfast.”




“They say you asked about disappearances.”




Grace considered her response carefully. “I asked about the history of the chateau. That hardly seems suspicious, given where we are.”




Rinaldi studied her for a long moment, then smiled faintly. “Curiosity is not a crime, Miss Whitmore. But timing can be inconvenient.”




One of the officers cleared his throat. “Inspector, the preliminary report—”




Rinaldi raised a hand, silencing him. He looked back at Grace. “For now, you are free to return to your room. Please remain available should we have further questions.”




Grace rose. “Of course.”




As she left the room, she felt the weight of the inspector’s gaze linger on her back.




The corridor seemed longer on the return walk, its shadows deeper, its silence heavier. When she reached her room, Grace locked the door behind her and leaned against it, exhaling slowly. The questions had been expected. The restraint was not.




They were watching her now.




She crossed to the balcony and looked out at the lake. Dusk had settled fully, the water dark and still. Lights flickered on in villas along the opposite shore, their reflections trembling on the surface.




The chateau loomed behind her, unseen but ever-present.




Grace turned back inside, her instincts urging her to act rather than wait. She retrieved the note from her bag and read it again.




Be careful what you ask about Belladonna.




Whoever had written it knew more than they were willing to share. And they were afraid.




A soft knock sounded at the door.




Grace stiffened, then moved quietly to open it. Isabella stood there, her expression taut.




“They questioned you too,” Isabella said.




“Yes.”




“They asked me about my research,” Isabella continued, stepping inside. “About what I’ve seen, what I’ve cataloged.”




“And?”




“And I suddenly understand why so little of the Belladonna collection is public knowledge,” Isabella said bitterly.




Grace closed the door. “What aren’t they telling us?”




Isabella hesitated, then reached into her bag and pulled out a slim folder. “I wasn’t planning to show anyone this yet.”




She opened it, revealing photographs and handwritten notes.




“These pieces,” Isabella said, tapping one image, “are not listed anywhere. Not in museum records, not in private registries. They date back to the early twentieth century.”




“And?” Grace prompted.




“And they depict meetings,” Isabella said. “Gatherings of powerful figures. Politicians. Financiers. Men who shaped things from the shadows.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “And the Belladonnas were hosting them.”




“Yes,” Isabella said. “And documenting them.”




Grace leaned closer. “Why keep records at all?”




Isabella met her gaze. “Leverage.”




A knock interrupted them. This one sharper.




Isabella quickly gathered the folder. Grace opened the door to find Luca standing there, his expression grim.




“You should both come,” he said. “Now.”




“Where?” Grace asked.




“The east wing,” Luca replied. “The closed one.”




Grace’s heart skipped. “I thought it was off-limits.”




“It is,” Luca said. “Which makes what we found there very interesting.”




They followed him through back corridors rarely used by guests. Luca moved with confidence, clearly familiar with the layout. He stopped before an unmarked door and produced a key.




“Where did you get that?” Grace asked.




“From someone who no longer needs it,” Luca said quietly.




The door opened onto a narrow staircase descending into darkness. The air was colder here, the smell of damp stone unmistakable.




“This part of the chateau predates the rest,” Luca said as they descended. “Older foundations. Older secrets.”




At the bottom, the stairs opened into a long passageway lined with storage rooms. One door stood ajar.




Inside, Grace saw crates stacked along the walls, each marked with faded symbols. In the center of the room stood a table, upon it an open ledger.




Isabella stepped forward, her breath catching. “This is it.”




Grace joined her. The ledger was filled with names, dates, locations. Transactions. Meetings. Payments.




“This isn’t art,” Grace said softly.




“No,” Luca agreed. “It’s a record of influence.”




Footsteps echoed from the passageway.




Luca stiffened. “We’re not alone.”




The door slammed shut behind them.




For a moment, no one spoke. Then a voice came from the other side.




“You were warned.”




Grace recognized it immediately.




Sofia.




“What is this?” Grace called.




“Something that should have remained undisturbed,” Sofia replied.




“People are dead,” Grace said. “Because of this.”




Silence stretched.




Finally, Sofia spoke again. “Leave the ledger. Walk away. And perhaps this can still end quietly.”




Grace looked at Isabella and Luca. She knew the choice they faced. And she knew herself well enough to know she had already made it.




“No,” Grace said firmly.




There was a sharp intake of breath on the other side of the door.




“Then,” Sofia said coldly, “you leave me no choice.”




The lights went out.




In the darkness, Grace felt the chateau close in around them, its ancient walls bearing witness as they always had.




The Château Belladonna did not surrender its secrets easily.




And it had no intention of starting now.


Darkness swallowed the room whole.




Grace’s first instinct was to remain still. Panic wasted energy, and energy was currency in moments like this. The sudden absence of light sharpened her other senses. She heard Isabella’s breath hitch beside her, Luca’s quick intake of air, the faint hum of electricity somewhere deep in the chateau as backup systems struggled to engage.




“Sofia,” Grace said into the blackness, keeping her voice steady. “Turning off the lights doesn’t erase what’s already happened.”




No answer came. Only the distant echo of retreating footsteps.




“She’s locked us in,” Isabella whispered.




“Yes,” Luca said quietly. “And she knows exactly how long it will take before anyone thinks to look for us.”




Grace reached out, her fingers brushing the rough wooden surface of the table. The ledger was still there. Solid. Real.




“We need light,” Isabella said.




“Not yet,” Grace replied. “First, we understand the room.”




She slid her hand along the table’s edge, counting steps in her mind. Four paces to the wall. Three more to the crates. The air felt cooler near the floor. Stone beneath their feet. No windows. One door. Heavy.




“Luca,” Grace said softly. “Do you know if there’s another exit?”




“Not from this room,” he replied. “But these storage corridors sometimes connect to service tunnels.”




Grace nodded, though he couldn’t see it. “Then we need to find one.”




A faint click sounded overhead. Emergency lighting flickered to life, bathing the room in a dull amber glow. Shadows leapt and twisted along the walls, transforming crates into looming silhouettes.




Isabella exhaled shakily. “That’s better.”




Grace moved to the door and tested the handle. Locked, as expected.




“She meant it,” Isabella said. “She wants us gone.”




“No,” Grace replied. “She wants the ledger.”




Luca crossed to the table. “And she doesn’t want what’s in it to leave this room.”




Grace joined him, scanning the open pages. The names blurred together now, but patterns emerged. Repeated references. Dates aligning with known historical events. Payments routed through shell entities.




“This isn’t just corruption,” Grace said. “It’s infrastructure. A system designed to survive scrutiny.”




“And it has,” Luca said. “For decades.”




Isabella flipped through her notes, comparing photographs to entries in the ledger. “Some of these people,” she said, “their descendants are still powerful. Politicians. Industrialists.”




Grace closed the ledger carefully. “Which means someone has been maintaining this.”




“And killing to protect it,” Isabella added.




A low sound reverberated through the stone floor. Not footsteps this time, but something heavier. Machinery.




“They’re sealing sections,” Luca said grimly. “Trying to contain us.”




Grace’s mind raced. “Then we don’t stay put.”




She scanned the crates more carefully now. Most were sealed, their markings faded. One, however, sat slightly apart, its lid ajar.




“Help me,” she said.




Together, they pried it open. Inside lay a collection of rolled documents, brittle with age. Maps. Schematics.




“Tunnels,” Isabella breathed. “These show subterranean passages beneath the chateau.”




Grace spread one out on the table. “Here,” she said, pointing. “This room. And this corridor.”




“There’s a service passage behind the north wall,” Luca said. “If it still exists.”




Grace crossed to the wall, running her hand along the stone. Her fingers brushed against something slightly recessed.




“There,” she said. “A seam.”




They worked quickly, prying at the hidden panel until it gave way with a groan of protesting stone. Beyond lay a narrow passage, barely wide enough for one person at a time.




Luca peered in. “It’s intact.”




“Then we move,” Grace said. “Now.”




They slipped inside, Grace taking the lead. The passage sloped upward, the air growing warmer as they climbed. Behind them, the hidden panel slid back into place with a soft thud, sealing the room once more.




They emerged into another corridor, this one unfamiliar but clearly part of the older structure. Dust coated the floor, undisturbed by recent traffic.




Isabella’s voice trembled. “Where does this lead?”




“Up,” Luca said. “Toward the original foundations.”




Grace listened carefully. Above them, faint voices echoed. The chateau was stirring.




“Stay close,” Grace said. “And quiet.”




They moved cautiously, navigating the twisting passage until it opened into a small antechamber. A narrow window slit admitted a blade of moonlight.




“We’re near the outer wall,” Luca said.




Grace peered through the opening. Below, the lake glimmered faintly. The height made her stomach drop.




“No way out that way,” Isabella said.




Grace scanned the chamber. Another door stood opposite them, its hinges rusted but intact.




Luca tested it. It opened silently.




They stepped into a forgotten chapel.




Candles lined the walls, long melted into waxy stalagmites. An altar stood at the far end, its surface etched with symbols worn smooth by time. The air smelled faintly of incense and damp stone.




“This place predates the Belladonnas,” Isabella whispered. “They built around it.”




Grace felt a chill. “Or they repurposed it.”




A sound echoed behind them. The scrape of a shoe against stone.




They spun.




Sofia stood in the doorway, flanked by two men Grace did not recognize. Their expressions were hard, professional.




“You should have left when you had the chance,” Sofia said.




Grace stepped forward, positioning herself slightly ahead of Isabella. “People are dead, Sofia. How many more will you sacrifice to protect a ledger?”




Sofia’s jaw tightened. “You don’t understand what you’re interfering with.”




“Then explain it,” Grace said. “Because from where I’m standing, this looks like a criminal enterprise that’s outlived its usefulness.”




One of the men shifted, his hand moving toward his jacket.




Luca spoke then, his voice calm but edged with steel. “If anything happens to us, everything we’ve seen goes public.”




Sofia laughed, short and humorless. “You think you’re the first to make that threat?”




“No,” Luca said. “But we’re the ones standing here now.”




Grace met Sofia’s gaze. She saw something flicker there. Fear, quickly buried.




“The ledger isn’t the real danger,” Grace said quietly. “It’s what it represents. A system built on secrecy. You can’t control it forever.”




Sofia’s eyes hardened. “I can control this.”




She nodded to the men.




Before they could move, a voice echoed through the chapel.




“Sofia!”




Inspector Rinaldi stepped into the doorway behind them, flanked by uniformed officers. Weapons raised.




“Step away,” Rinaldi ordered. “All of you.”




For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then Sofia’s shoulders sagged, the fight draining from her posture.




“It was never supposed to come to this,” she said.




Rinaldi approached, his expression grim. “It always does.”




The men were disarmed and led away. Sofia remained, her eyes fixed on the altar.




“You protected this place,” Rinaldi said quietly. “At the cost of lives.”




Sofia closed her eyes. “I protected a balance. One my family inherited.”




Grace felt a surge of anger. “The caretaker died because of that balance.”




Sofia looked at her then, really looked at her. “He found the ledger,” she said. “He wanted to sell it.”




“And so you killed him?” Grace asked.




“No,” Sofia replied. “He fell. In a struggle. An accident.”




Grace did not believe her.




Rinaldi signaled to his officers. “Take her.”




As Sofia was led away, Grace exhaled, the tension draining from her limbs.




“It’s not over,” Luca said softly.




“No,” Grace agreed. “It never is.”




Later, as dawn began to color the sky, Grace stood once more on her balcony. The lake shimmered below, unchanged, indifferent.




The chateau behind her was alive with activity now. Investigators, officers, whispered conversations.




Isabella joined her, wrapping her arms around herself. “You could have walked away.”




Grace smiled faintly. “So could she.”




Luca appeared beside them. “The ledger is being secured. Officially.”




“And unofficially?” Grace asked.




Luca met her gaze. “That depends on who’s reading it.”




Grace looked out at the lake. Somewhere beneath its surface, truths still lay hidden. But one had risen, undeniable.




Her vacation was over.




And the mystery of the Château Belladonna had only just begun.


Morning arrived reluctantly at the Château Belladonna, as if the sun itself hesitated to illuminate what had been exposed during the night. A pale wash of gold crept across the lake and climbed the stone façade, softening edges but doing nothing to dispel the tension that clung to the air. Grace watched it all from her balcony, a cup of untouched coffee cooling in her hands.




Sleep had come in fragments. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the ledger, the names bleeding into one another like ink left too long in water. She heard Sofia’s voice again, calm and resolute even as her world collapsed. Grace had learned that villains rarely believed themselves to be villains. They believed they were caretakers. Stewards. Necessary evils.




Below, the chateau grounds buzzed with restrained activity. Carabinieri officers moved with quiet efficiency, their presence both reassuring and ominous. Guests were being questioned in small groups, their vacation attire clashing sharply with the seriousness of the moment. The illusion of luxury had fractured, revealing the machinery beneath.




Grace took a slow breath and turned back inside.




A knock sounded at her door, firm but polite.




“Miss Whitmore,” Inspector Rinaldi’s voice called. “May we speak?”




Grace opened the door and stepped aside. Rinaldi entered alone this time, his expression less guarded than before, though no less sharp. He gestured toward the sitting area.




“I won’t keep you long,” he said. “But given the events of last night, I’d prefer clarity.”




“Of course,” Grace replied, sitting opposite him.




Rinaldi studied her for a moment, as if recalibrating his assessment. “You have a talent for being present at inconvenient moments.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I’ve been told that before.”




“You did not disclose everything about yourself,” Rinaldi continued.




“No,” Grace said evenly. “But neither did you.”




A corner of his mouth twitched. “Fair.”




He folded his hands. “Your background. Investigative journalism. Private research. This is not your first… entanglement.”




Grace met his gaze. “I don’t go looking for them.”




“But you don’t turn away.”




“No.”




Rinaldi nodded slowly. “The ledger Sofia was protecting will have consequences. Not all of them immediate.”




“I assumed as much,” Grace said.




“There will be pressure,” he continued. “From people who do not appreciate old arrangements being disrupted.”




Grace leaned back slightly. “And you’re warning me because?”




“Because,” Rinaldi said, “you are leaving Italy soon. And I would prefer that what happens next does not follow you unnecessarily.”




Grace considered him. “You think I should walk away.”




“I think,” Rinaldi said carefully, “that you have already done enough.”




Grace shook her head. “A man is dead.”




“Yes,” Rinaldi said quietly. “And that is why we will proceed carefully.”




He rose, straightening his jacket. “You are free to remain at the chateau for now. But I suspect you may choose not to.”




After he left, Grace sat for a long moment, listening to the distant sounds of the chateau reassembling itself around the investigation. The building felt different now. Smaller. As if stripped of a layer of mystique it had relied upon for generations.




A soft knock followed.




Isabella stood in the doorway, her eyes tired but alert. “They’re letting some of us leave,” she said. “Those without… complications.”




Grace nodded. “And you?”




“I’m staying,” Isabella said. “There are things here that need documenting. Properly. Before they disappear again.”




Grace smiled. “That doesn’t surprise me.”




Isabella hesitated. “You could have left last night.”




“So could you.”




Isabella laughed softly. “Yes. I suppose I could have.”




They walked together through the chateau one last time, retracing steps that now felt irrevocably altered. Staff members moved quietly, avoiding eye contact. Doors once closed stood open, their contents exposed to official scrutiny.




They paused outside the east wing. The sealed door now bore an evidence marker.




“History has a way of resurfacing,” Isabella said. “No matter how carefully it’s buried.”




Grace nodded. “The problem is what people do when it does.”




Outside, Luca waited near the front drive, his posture relaxed but his eyes watchful.




“You’re leaving,” he said as Grace approached.




“Yes.”




“Smart.”




Grace smiled. “From you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”




Luca glanced back at the chateau. “This place will survive,” he said. “They always do. Buildings like this are resilient.”




“And the people?” Grace asked.




Luca’s expression darkened. “Less so.”




They stood in silence for a moment, the lake stretching endlessly beyond the gates.




“What will you do?” Grace asked.




“I’ll stay close,” Luca said. “There are threads here that extend far beyond these walls.”




Grace studied him. “Be careful.”




He smiled wryly. “I was going to say the same to you.”




The car arrived shortly thereafter. As Grace settled into the back seat, she took one last look at the Château Belladonna. In the daylight, it appeared almost benign, its terraces bathed in sun, its windows gleaming.




Appearances, she knew better than most, were rarely trustworthy.




The drive down the winding road felt surreal. The lake flashed between trees, beautiful and inscrutable. Grace let her head rest against the window, her thoughts drifting.




She thought of the caretaker, of the ledger, of the generations who had upheld a system because dismantling it felt too dangerous. She thought of Sofia, standing alone in that forgotten chapel, clinging to a legacy that had already rotted at its core.




And she thought of herself, arriving with the intention of rest and leaving with yet another mystery etched into her bones.




At the train station, the platform buzzed with ordinary life. Tourists laughed, locals hurried, announcements echoed. The world moved on with comforting indifference.




Grace boarded the train and found a seat by the window. As it pulled away, Lake Como unfurled one last time, shimmering beneath the rising sun.




She did not feel victorious. She rarely did.




But she felt certain of one thing.




The chateau above the water no longer controlled its secrets.




And that was enough—for now.




Grace closed her eyes as the train carried her onward, already sensing that Lake Como had not finished with her story. It had merely turned the page.
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Chapter 3 – A Whispered Warning 


The train slid along the eastern edge of Lake Como with a deceptive gentleness, as if nothing of consequence had ever happened on its shores. Grace watched the scenery pass through the wide window, villas perched like sentinels above the water, cypress trees standing in solemn rows, the lake itself flashing silver and blue beneath a cloudless sky. To anyone else, it was a postcard brought to life. To Grace, it was a reminder of how easily beauty learned to disguise truth.


She had told herself she was leaving the chateau behind. That whatever lingered within its stone walls would remain there, neatly contained by police tape and official statements. Yet the farther the train carried her from Belladonna, the more convinced she became that the story was not finished. It had simply changed location.


The whisper had followed her.


Not an actual voice, not yet, but the unmistakable sense of unfinished business that tugged at her thoughts. She had learned to recognize it over the years, that subtle pressure that settled between her shoulders when a mystery refused to be abandoned. It was the same sensation she’d felt on trains in Prague, in Edinburgh, in a small village outside Avignon where a single overlooked detail unraveled an entire case.


Grace closed her eyes briefly, then opened them again, focusing on the present. The rhythmic click of the rails. The murmur of conversation in the carriage. The smell of coffee from a paper cup held by the woman across the aisle.


Normal life.


The train slowed as it approached Varenna-Esino, the small lakeside town where Grace had booked two nights before flying home. She gathered her bag and stepped onto the platform, the warmth of the sun settling against her skin. Compared to the chateau, Varenna felt alive, immediate. Narrow streets bustled with locals and visitors alike, the air filled with laughter, clinking glasses, and the sound of water against stone.


Grace walked slowly through town, letting the sensory shift ground her. Her hotel was modest, tucked above a café with a balcony overlooking the lake. She checked in, climbed the narrow stairs, and entered a room that smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and fresh linen.


It should have felt like freedom.


Instead, the quiet felt anticipatory.


Grace unpacked only what she needed and stepped out onto the balcony. Below, ferries cut steady paths across the lake, their wakes intersecting like the lines of a map. Somewhere out there, beyond the view of tourists and cameras, lay truths that had survived wars, regimes, and generations of silence.


She reminded herself that the authorities were handling the matter. That Inspector Rinaldi was capable, cautious, and fully aware of the implications of the ledger. She reminded herself that she had done her part.


The whisper did not fade.


A knock sounded at her door.


Grace stiffened. She had arrived less than thirty minutes earlier. She crossed the room quietly and looked through the peephole.


A young man stood in the corridor, early twenties perhaps, his posture tense, his eyes darting nervously as if the walls themselves were listening.


“Miss Whitmore,” he said softly, leaning close to the door. “I know you’re in there.”


Grace did not respond immediately. She assessed. He was not hotel staff. His clothes were neat but worn, his jacket creased from travel. Most telling was the way he held himself, shoulders slightly hunched, as though accustomed to moving unnoticed.


“Who are you?” she asked through the door.


“My name is Matteo,” he replied. “I worked at the chateau. Not as staff. For the archives.”


Grace’s pulse quickened. “How did you find me?”


Matteo swallowed. “You checked in under your real name.”


She winced inwardly. A rookie mistake, born of exhaustion.


She opened the door partway, keeping the chain fastened. “You have one minute.”


Matteo nodded gratefully. “They’re watching you.”


Grace studied him. His fear appeared genuine, unpolished. “Who is ‘they’?”


“Not the police,” he said quickly. “Others. People who don’t wear uniforms.”


Grace felt the whisper sharpen. “Go on.”


“The ledger,” Matteo continued. “It’s only one piece. There are copies. Fragments. References hidden in places you wouldn’t think to look.”


“And you know this because?”


“Because I helped catalog them,” he said. “Before I realized what I was cataloging.”


Grace’s instincts screamed caution. “Why tell me?”


“Because you don’t belong to them,” Matteo said. “And because you leave.”


Grace considered him. “Where is this information now?”


Matteo hesitated, then reached into his jacket and pulled out a small envelope. “Not everything,” he said. “Just enough to prove I’m not lying.”


Grace unlocked the chain and opened the door fully. Matteo stepped inside, his relief palpable.


She opened the envelope carefully. Inside were photocopied pages, aged handwriting, annotations in the margins. Names she recognized from the ledger. Dates that overlapped. Locations extending far beyond Lake Como.


“This is dangerous to carry,” Grace said quietly.


“I know,” Matteo replied. “That’s why I can’t keep it.”


Grace looked up. “Why me?”


Matteo met her gaze. “Because you ask the right questions. And because when Sofia told us to forget what we’d seen, you didn’t.”


Grace closed the envelope. “You should leave,” she said. “Now.”


Matteo nodded. “They’ll come.”


“Where will you go?” Grace asked.


He gave a humorless smile. “Somewhere small. Somewhere forgettable.”


Grace opened the door. Matteo paused at the threshold.


“One more thing,” he said. “The caretaker didn’t fall.”


Grace’s jaw tightened. “I assumed as much.”


“He was pushed,” Matteo said. “And not by Sofia.”


Before Grace could respond, Matteo was gone, disappearing down the stairwell.


Grace closed the door and leaned against it, the envelope heavy in her hand. The room felt suddenly smaller, the air thicker.


Not by Sofia.


That single phrase rearranged everything.


Grace sat at the small desk and spread the documents before her. She read carefully, her mind cataloging patterns, discrepancies, echoes of what she’d already seen. There were initials repeated across decades. Symbols that appeared in different contexts. A particular phrase surfaced again and again in the margins, written in different hands.


Custodi del Lago.


Guardians of the Lake.


Grace felt a chill.


She reached for her phone and hesitated. Calling Rinaldi felt premature. Whatever this was, it extended beyond his jurisdiction, perhaps beyond his awareness. Matteo had not trusted the police. Grace had learned to respect that instinct, even when it complicated matters.


A soft sound drifted in through the open balcony door.


Grace froze.


Footsteps.


Not in the hallway this time, but below, on the street. She moved to the balcony and looked down. A man stood across the narrow lane, pretending to examine a menu posted outside the café. He glanced up briefly, his gaze sharp and assessing, then returned to the menu.


Her pulse quickened.


She stepped back inside and closed the balcony doors quietly. The whisper had become a warning now, insistent and urgent.


Grace packed quickly, her movements efficient, controlled. She slipped the envelope into her bag, along with her passport and essentials. She paused only once, looking around the room, committing it to memory.


When she left, she did so calmly, descending the stairs as if heading out for an afternoon stroll. She did not look toward the café. She did not look back.


Instead, she blended into the crowd, moving toward the ferry dock.


The lake stretched before her, serene and unknowable.


Grace stepped onto the ferry just as it pulled away from the dock, the town of Varenna receding behind her. She stood at the railing, the wind lifting her hair, her thoughts racing ahead.


The whisper had followed her from the chateau.


Now it had found its voice.


And it was telling her one thing, with absolute clarity.


This conspiracy was larger than Lake Como.


And it was far from over.


The ferry’s engines vibrated beneath Grace’s feet as Lake Como opened around her, wide and deceptively peaceful. The shoreline slid past in slow motion, villas and cafés dissolving into distance as the vessel angled toward the center of the lake. Wind rushed against her face, cool and bracing, carrying with it the scent of water and fuel and something faintly metallic that reminded her of old coins.


Grace kept her gaze fixed on the horizon, resisting the urge to look back toward Varenna. She had learned that fear often revealed itself through hesitation. If someone was watching, she would not give them the satisfaction of seeing it.


She moved inside and took a seat near the rear of the cabin, positioning herself where she could observe without being obvious. The ferry was moderately full. Tourists clustered near the windows, phones raised. Locals sat with the quiet familiarity of routine travel, eyes down, minds elsewhere.


Grace scanned faces.


A middle-aged couple murmuring to each other. A teenage boy absorbed in his phone. An elderly woman clutching a shopping bag, her lips moving silently as if counting items. Nothing out of place. Nothing overt.


That, she knew, meant nothing.


She slipped her bag onto her lap and rested a hand over the envelope inside, grounding herself in its physical presence. Matteo’s words echoed in her mind.


Not by Sofia.


The implication was clear. Sofia had been a gatekeeper, a custodian of the Belladonna legacy. But she had not been the architect. Someone else had moved the pieces. Someone who preferred to remain invisible.


Grace leaned back and closed her eyes, letting the steady rhythm of the ferry settle her thoughts. She began to reconstruct the sequence of events, not as they had appeared, but as they must have occurred beneath the surface.


The caretaker discovers the ledger. He realizes its value. He considers selling it. Someone learns of this. Someone with far more to lose than Sofia. The caretaker ends up dead, and Sofia is left holding the ruins of a system she believed she controlled.


Grace exhaled slowly.


The ferry docked briefly at Bellagio, passengers disembarking and boarding in a flurry of movement. Grace remained seated, watching the crowd shift. A man entered at the last moment, tall, neatly dressed, his hair dark and carefully styled. His eyes swept the cabin with practiced ease before settling into an empty seat several rows ahead of her.


Grace’s instincts flared.


She studied him subtly. His posture was relaxed, but his attention was alert. He did not pull out a phone. He did not gaze at the view. Instead, he watched people watch the lake.


She adjusted her position, angling her reflection in the window to catch glimpses of his face. There was nothing overtly threatening about him. That was what made him dangerous.


The ferry pulled away again, the engine’s hum deepening.


Grace waited.


At Menaggio, more passengers exited. The man remained.


When the ferry resumed its route, he stood and moved toward the café counter, passing close enough for Grace to catch the faint scent of expensive cologne. As he waited for his coffee, his gaze flicked briefly to her, assessing, then away.


It was enough.


Grace rose and moved toward the opposite exit, stepping out onto the open deck. The lake spread wide before her, the wind tugging insistently at her coat. She gripped the railing, her thoughts racing.


If he was following her, then Matteo’s warning had already been acted upon. Which meant her window for anonymity was closing fast.


She needed distance. And she needed leverage.


The ferry’s final stop loomed ahead. Grace disembarked with the crowd, merging seamlessly into the flow of bodies. She did not look back. She walked with purpose, neither hurried nor slow, her movements unremarkable.


At the edge of the dock, she turned suddenly and ducked into a narrow alley between two buildings. She pressed herself against the wall, listening.


Footsteps approached.


They paused at the alley entrance.


Grace held her breath.


After a moment, the footsteps resumed, moving past.


She waited a full count of thirty before easing back into the open. The man stood near the dock, scanning the crowd, his coffee forgotten on a low wall. His jaw tightened when he didn’t see her.


Grace turned away, her heart pounding.


She found a small café near the waterfront and slipped inside, choosing a table in the back where she could observe the entrance reflected in a mirror behind the bar. She ordered espresso she had no intention of drinking.


Her phone buzzed softly.


An unknown number.


She stared at the screen, then answered.


“Yes?”


“You’re difficult to pin down,” a man’s voice said, smooth and unhurried.


Grace’s grip tightened on the phone. “You have the wrong number.”


A soft chuckle. “I don’t think so, Miss Whitmore.”


Grace kept her voice level. “If you wanted to talk, you could have approached me.”


“I prefer conversation without witnesses,” the voice replied. “Especially in places like this.”


Grace glanced at the mirror. The café door remained closed.


“What do you want?” she asked.


“Clarification,” he said. “You’ve come into possession of something that doesn’t belong to you.”


Grace smiled faintly, though he couldn’t see it. “That depends on how you define possession.”


Silence stretched.


“You’re not as reckless as you pretend,” the voice said. “Which suggests you understand the stakes.”


“I understand that someone is willing to kill to keep secrets buried,” Grace replied. “That tends to raise the stakes naturally.”


Another pause.


“You’re making this more complicated than it needs to be,” the man said. “Return what you have. Leave Italy. This ends.”


Grace leaned back in her chair. “And the caretaker?”


A faint edge crept into the voice. “An unfortunate consequence.”


“Of what?” Grace pressed. “Greed? Fear? Or simply habit?”


The line went dead.


Grace lowered the phone slowly. Around her, the café buzzed with ordinary life. Cups clinked. Laughter erupted near the counter. Outside, the lake shimmered, indifferent.


She finished her espresso in one swallow and stood.


The whisper had become a conversation now. And conversations, Grace knew, were negotiations.


She returned to the dock and boarded a later ferry heading back toward Como. If someone wanted to keep an eye on her, she would not make it easy. Movement was her ally.


As the ferry cut across the water, Grace pulled the envelope from her bag and examined it again. The phrase Custodi del Lago appeared twice in these documents, always in the margins, always understated.


Guardians of the Lake.


A title. Or a warning.


Grace’s mind raced ahead, mapping possibilities. A clandestine network rooted in the Belladonna legacy but extending far beyond it. People who saw themselves as stewards of influence, justified by tradition and longevity.


She thought of Luca, of his comment about threads extending beyond the chateau. She thought of Inspector Rinaldi’s caution, his awareness of pressures he could not fully articulate.


And she thought of Matteo, running now, hoping anonymity would save him.


Grace’s phone buzzed again.


This time, it was a message.


You should have stayed out of it.


Grace typed her response carefully.


Too late.


She did not send another.


As the ferry approached Como, the familiar silhouette of the mountains rose ahead, imposing and watchful. The chateau was somewhere beyond them, quiet now, under scrutiny.


Grace stepped onto the dock with renewed resolve.


The whisper had tried to scare her away.


Instead, it had issued a challenge.


And Grace had never been good at ignoring those.


The streets of Como felt narrower than usual, winding in tight spirals between pastel-colored buildings with peeling shutters and flower boxes heavy with blooms. Grace moved quickly but deliberately, letting the rhythm of her steps carry her through alleys where the late afternoon sun left only strips of light across cobblestones. Each shadow she passed seemed alive, hiding more than it revealed. Her hand brushed against the envelope inside her bag, a constant reminder that the ledger’s fragments were not just evidence—they were a beacon, a danger, and an invitation all at once.


She paused at a corner café, pretending to admire a display of pastries while surveying the street beyond. People passed without noticing her. Tourists held cameras at their sides, couples lingered in quiet conversation. No one seemed to register the tension rolling off her like a silent current. Grace liked it that way.


But she knew better than to trust appearances.
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