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  Preface



Every journey down the Rhine holds secrets—some buried in legend, others in the river’s shimmering depths. Ruby in the Rhine River was inspired by the enchanting towns, medieval castles, and whispered folklore that cling to the riverbanks of Germany’s most storied waterway.




This is Grace’s fifth adventure, and once again, she finds herself unraveling more than just a mystery—she’s navigating the complexities of human motive, history, and heritage. In this installment, a seemingly tranquil river cruise quickly turns into a chase for a jewel lost to time and shadowed by family secrets.




Whether you’ve followed Grace since her first case or this is your maiden voyage with her, I invite you to come aboard, raise a glass, and set sail into a world of suspense, charm, and revelation.




— David G. Hennessey








  
  
  Chapter One - A Cruise to Remember

  
  







The sun dipped low over the Rhine, casting golden ribbons across the surface of the river as the Rhein Königin cut gracefully through the water. On either side of the vessel, vineyards marched up hillsides in neat green rows, while castle ruins clung to rocky outcrops like ancient sentinels watching the passage of time. Grace Whitmore leaned on the rail of the sun deck, her camera resting against her chest, heart stirred by the charm of the German countryside.




She had traveled to many places, but there was something different about this river—something storied, lyrical, and almost haunting. Perhaps it was the tales of river maidens, treasure hoards, and ghostly kings that had woven themselves into the waters. Or perhaps it was the knowledge that she was, once again, stepping into a world where appearances deceived and secrets surfaced in the most unexpected places.




This was supposed to be a vacation—an escape from mystery, not an invitation into one. A river cruise from Basel to Amsterdam had sounded like just the thing: picturesque towns, fine Rieslings, leisurely stops, and no one trying to kill her. But as Grace knew all too well, the universe rarely obeyed itinerary.




“Grace, darling!” a familiar voice called from behind her. She turned to see Eloise Carrington, her college friend turned globetrotting widow, sauntering toward her in a flowing scarf and wide-brimmed hat. Eloise was everything Grace was not—extravagant, spontaneous, and prone to scandal. Grace loved her for it.




“Already taken a hundred photos?” Eloise teased, slipping an arm around Grace’s waist. “Or just soaking up the romance?”




Grace smiled. “A little of both. It’s a beautiful view.”




“And a beautiful ship,” Eloise added, glancing up at the polished wood panels and the gleaming glass canopy that covered the upper deck. “These river cruises—they’re like floating hotels. Gourmet food, no seasickness, and a new fairytale town every morning.”




Grace nodded. “So far, no complaints.”




“Except,” Eloise said, lowering her voice, “for Cabin Thirteen.”




Grace raised a brow. “There’s a Cabin Thirteen?”




“Indeed. And I’ve already heard murmurs from the crew. Apparently, one of the passengers requested it specifically. Odd, isn’t it? Superstitious types always avoid thirteen, yet someone wanted it.”




Grace leaned against the railing. “Maybe they like tempting fate.”




“Or hiding something,” Eloise whispered conspiratorially.




Grace chuckled. “You read too many mystery novels.”




“Says the woman who keeps stumbling into real ones,” Eloise retorted with a grin.




The dinner bell chimed melodically through the speakers, and guests began making their way down the deck toward the dining lounge. Grace and Eloise followed, the scent of roasted duck and warm bread drifting on the breeze. The ship’s interiors were elegant, with mahogany finishes and modern touches—tasteful but not ostentatious. White linens covered the tables, each one set with sparkling glasses and folded napkins shaped like swans.




They were seated at Table Six, along with an elderly Swiss couple who spoke little English, and a sharply dressed gentleman who introduced himself as Viktor Stahl, a gem dealer from Berlin.




“A pleasure,” he said, shaking Grace’s hand. His grip was cold and dry, like polished stone. “Are you enjoying the journey?”




“Very much,” Grace replied. “It’s my first time on the Rhine.”




“Ah, then you are in for a treasure trove,” Viktor said, sipping from his wineglass. “Castles, legends… secrets beneath every ripple.”




Eloise arched an eyebrow. “Sounds deliciously mysterious.”




Viktor smiled thinly. “I prefer things that sparkle more than they spook. Though,” he added, lowering his voice, “some jewels do both.”




Grace studied him more closely. There was something carefully rehearsed about his manner—an elegance that bordered on theatrical. And though his clothes were perfectly tailored, his eyes flicked constantly around the room, as if watching for someone. Or something.




“Do you deal in antiques or modern pieces?” Grace asked casually.




“Both. But my heart belongs to history. Especially pieces with stories behind them.” He leaned in slightly. “Have you ever heard the legend of the Rhine Ruby?”




Grace paused. “Can’t say I have.”




“It’s an old tale,” he said. “A ruby the size of a walnut, said to have belonged to Charlemagne. Lost in the river centuries ago after a battle near Koblenz. Some say it lies at the bottom still. Others say it was found—and cursed.”




“That’s quite a tale,” Eloise said, lifting her wine. “To lost rubies and cursed treasure.”




Viktor’s glass clinked hers gently. “To mystery.”




As the dinner continued, the conversation moved on to lighter topics—wine regions, shore excursions, German chocolates—but Grace’s mind lingered on the ruby. Viktor’s expression hadn’t changed when he mentioned it, but there had been a flicker—something behind his eyes. Not curiosity. Possession.




Later that evening, Grace returned to her cabin and unpacked a few more items. She’d been in Germany less than 48 hours and was already thinking like a detective. She shook her head and laughed softly. “No mysteries this time,” she whispered. “Just castles and cake.”




She changed into a robe and stepped out onto her small private balcony. The river was calm now, silver under the moonlight. Trees whispered along the shore, and the distant silhouette of a hilltop fortress loomed like a shadow from another time.




A soft splash caught her attention.




She leaned over the railing.




Nothing.




Just the lapping water.




But then, from the corner of her eye, a flash of red.




Grace blinked. It vanished as quickly as it appeared—like a glint beneath the surface.




A trick of the light? A reflection?




Or something else?




She stayed there a long while, staring at the ripples where the ruby-colored shimmer had been, heart quiet but alert. The night was silent except for the occasional creak of the ship’s hull.




Then came a sound that sent a chill down her spine.




A soft knock on her cabin door.




Three slow taps.




Grace turned quickly. She wasn’t expecting anyone. She stepped inside and opened the door cautiously.




No one was there.




Only a folded piece of paper on the floor.




She picked it up.




One line, written in a slanted hand:




“It was never lost. Only hidden.”








  
  
  Chapter Two - The Legend of the Lost Ruby

  
  





The next morning, sunlight filtered through the gauzy curtains of Grace’s cabin, casting soft patterns on the floor like stained glass from a forgotten cathedral. But her sleep had been anything but peaceful. She’d awakened twice in the night—once convinced she’d heard footsteps outside her door, and again after dreaming of a ruby sinking slowly through dark river water.


Now, as the Rhein Königin docked briefly in the small village of Boppard, Grace sat at the breakfast table turning over the mysterious note in her hand. It was never lost. Only hidden. The handwriting was unfamiliar—slanted, almost rushed—but the paper was thick, the kind used for stationery, not hotel pads or cruise brochures.


She hadn’t told Eloise about the note yet. Something in her gut warned her to hold it back, just for now. Across the table, Eloise was delighting in a plate of German pastries and regaling the waiter with a story about a misadventure in Venice involving a gondolier and a missing handbag.


“I swear, he was halfway to Murano before I realized he’d taken the wrong woman,” she laughed. “But he was quite handsome, so I didn’t complain.”


Grace smiled politely, her thoughts still swirling. “You don’t happen to know anything about handwriting analysis, do you?”


Eloise blinked. “That’s a sudden topic. Should I be worried?”


Grace slid the note across the table without a word. Eloise’s expression shifted as she read it. “Well, well,” she murmured. “Is this a riddle or a warning?”


“Your guess is as good as mine. Someone slipped it under my door last night.”


“Lovely. Can’t even go on a vacation without a touch of espionage.” Eloise held the note to the light. “Expensive paper. This wasn’t scribbled in a hurry, even if the writing looks that way. It’s someone trying not to be recognized. Who knew that Grace was on board and might be interested in something that wasn’t lost but hidden?”


Grace stirred her coffee. “Last night Viktor Stahl told us a story about a ruby that supposedly sank into the Rhine. He called it cursed.”


“The Rhine Ruby,” Eloise said slowly. “I’ve heard whispers of that. A local legend, isn’t it?”


“Maybe,” Grace said. “But Viktor wasn’t telling it like a myth. More like a lead.”


They left the ship just after ten for a guided walking tour of Boppard—a charming village with half-timbered houses, Roman walls, and sunlit cobbled streets. The air smelled of baked bread and fresh flowers. But Grace barely registered the quaint beauty around her. Her mind kept drifting to the river, to the splash in the night, and to Cabin Thirteen.


As the group paused at a Gothic church, Grace slipped away and circled back to the dock. She scanned the row of cabins from a lower gangway and located Cabin Thirteen. Its curtains were drawn. A red Do Not Disturb card hung
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