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  Preface



When Grace arrives in Verona for what she thinks will be a peaceful retreat among Shakespearean romance, ancient ruins, and cobbled piazzas, she quickly finds herself entangled in a mystery buried deep within the city’s medieval stones. Whispers echo from crumbling frescoes, and secrets seem to drift from the very walls of Juliet’s House. But this is no love story. A hidden journal, a forgotten crypt, and a centuries-old betrayal plunge Grace into a shadowy world of deception, stolen art, and deadly ambition. In the city of love, danger waits behind every balcony.
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Chapter One: Arrival in the City of Love







The train sighed into Verona Porta Nuova station like an old storyteller arriving late but unbothered. Grace Whitmore pressed her hand against the window, watching as the ochre-colored buildings blurred into focus and the late afternoon sun cast golden rays across the platforms. She stepped off the train with her familiar leather satchel swinging at her side, her passport tucked into the front pocket, and her heart poised somewhere between curiosity and weariness.




Verona. The city of star-crossed lovers, of Shakespearean legend, and of marble streets echoing with centuries of secrets. Grace had come for rest—or so she told herself. After the harrowing events in Zermatt and her reluctant brush with Alpine murder, a quieter Italian city seemed the perfect antidote. A few days to stroll the Adige River, sip Amarone in sunlit cafés, and perhaps, just perhaps, avoid any dead bodies.




A tall man in a pressed white shirt and navy slacks held a cardboard sign with her name scrawled in looping black ink.

Miss Whitmore – Casa di Corvina




She smiled politely as she approached. “You must be Matteo,” she said.




“Si, signorina,” he replied with a bow of the head. “Welcome to Verona. The casa is ready for you.”




The drive through the city was a sensory banquet—aromatic bakeries, Roman walls hemmed with ivy, couples strolling arm-in-arm, scooters zipping past the sidewalks with casual defiance of physics and safety. As they neared the historic district, Grace caught her first glimpse of the Adige River glinting in the sun like a ribbon of polished glass. Verona felt both ancient and alive, every balcony and bell tower breathing with history.




Matteo pulled the car onto a narrow stone-paved lane lined with climbing vines and shuttered windows. “This is Via del Silenzio,” he said. “Very quiet. The locals say the walls here remember everything.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Do they?”




He chuckled. “In Verona, even stones have stories.”




The villa—Casa di Corvina—stood at the edge of a walled courtyard draped in flowering wisteria. Pale terracotta with moss-covered tiles and ironwork balconies, it looked like it had once housed noble poets or forgotten counts. Matteo helped with her luggage and handed her an antique brass key.




“No modern locks?” she asked, amused.




“This casa prefers old things,” he said. “But the plumbing is recent. I checked it myself.”




Inside, the villa was modest but charming. Sunlight filtered through slatted shutters, casting patterns on the hardwood floor. A grand fireplace with a cracked marble mantel dominated the sitting room. Bookshelves bowed under the weight of Italian literature and antique maps. In one corner, a dusty grand piano waited patiently for someone to lift its lid.




Grace wandered through each room, trailing her fingers across furniture, worn tiles, and faded tapestries. Everything felt curated, as if each object had been placed not merely for use but for memory. In the study, an old oil painting of a woman with a sorrowful expression hung over a desk. Her dark eyes seemed to follow Grace as she moved.




“I see why they call it the whispering house,” she murmured.




After Matteo left, Grace unpacked her things and poured herself a glass of water from a pitcher on the kitchen counter. Then she slipped out onto the vine-covered terrace that overlooked the narrow lane. Across the street, an old man was sweeping his doorstep. A girl pedaled past on a red bicycle, her scarf trailing behind her like a comet’s tail.




The peace of it all was almost enough to make Grace believe she could stay out of trouble. Almost.




That evening, she walked into the heart of Verona. The city glowed like a golden mosaic in the soft light. She passed Roman ruins embedded in modern shops, open piazzas filled with music and chatter, and eventually arrived at Piazza delle Erbe, where tourists mingled with locals beneath Renaissance frescoes and towering statues. A busker played a melancholy violin near the old fountain, and for a while, Grace simply stood and listened.




She was about to return to the villa when a narrow alley caught her eye—dark, winding, and quiet despite the surrounding bustle. At its end stood an archway carved with the words:

“Qui giacciono i segreti del cuore.”

Here lie the secrets of the heart.




Intrigued, Grace stepped closer, peering into the alley’s dim recess. It opened into a courtyard she hadn’t noticed before—overgrown, abandoned-looking, with a faded fresco half-hidden by vines. The image showed a woman in medieval dress holding a key in one hand and a scroll in the other. But something was odd—beneath the paint, a patch of plaster had been scraped away, exposing what looked like a symbol carved into the brick.




A circle enclosing a spiral. And beneath it… the faint outline of writing.




Grace leaned in.




“Non tutto ciò che è perso è dimenticato…”

Not all that is lost is forgotten.




Just then, the wind picked up, rustling the vines like a whispered warning. She shivered, glancing back at the busy square just yards away. But the courtyard felt miles apart—separate, silent, watching her.




She turned and walked quickly back toward the lights and voices, her footsteps echoing behind her.




Verona, she realized, might not let her rest after all.
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Chapter Two: A Whisper Behind the Wall



The next morning dawned soft and pale, with a lavender haze clinging to the rooftops of Verona like a veil over a bride’s face. Grace awoke to the sound of distant church bells chiming from opposite directions—unsynchronized and beautifully imperfect. She padded to the kitchen in slippers, made herself a cup of coffee from the stovetop moka pot, and carried it to the small balcony outside the bedroom. The air was cool, scented faintly with rosemary and bread baking somewhere nearby.


She thought of the courtyard she’d stumbled upon the night before, the strange fresco, and the cryptic words etched beneath the paint. Not all that is lost is forgotten.


What was it about this city? The atmosphere was thick with layered history—Roman, medieval, Venetian, and now… personal. Grace couldn’t shake the feeling that something was waiting to be found, or worse, that something had noticed her.


Back inside the villa, she wandered into the study again, drawn once more to the oil painting of the melancholy woman. This time, she looked more carefully. The signature at the bottom was barely visible:

L. Dandolo – 1887


She pulled out her phone and typed the name into a search engine. A few entries popped up: Lavinia Dandolo, a little-known 19th-century Veronese painter who had specialized in portraits of noble women and religious iconography. Nothing overtly scandalous. But then she noticed something odd—several of Lavinia’s paintings were listed as missing, unlocated, or presumed destroyed during World War II.


Grace looked up at the painting again. The woman’s sorrowful expression hadn’t changed, but the shadows around her eyes seemed deeper in the morning light. Grace stepped closer. The canvas was rippling slightly—loose from its wooden frame. She hesitated, then reached up and gently lifted the edge of the painting from the wall.


And that’s when she heard it.


A faint, dry whisper. Not from the street. Not from the study.


From behind the wall.


Grace froze, breath held. She pressed her ear against the panel where the painting had hung.


Nothing.


She tapped lightly. The wall sounded… hollow.


She set the painting down on the floor and examined the plaster more closely. There was a seam in the paneling that didn’t match the rest of the room—too sharp, too vertical. She traced it with her fingers. No handle, no latch. Just the suggestion of a hidden door.


She stood back, hands on her hips. “You’ve got secrets, don’t you?”


Determined not to get too carried away—not yet, Grace, not again—she fetched a flashlight from her suitcase and gently tapped the edges of the paneling with the base of the torch. One tap sounded different. She focused on that section. A tiny depression in the corner caught her eye. Grace pressed it.


Click.


A narrow, dusty panel swung inward by an inch.


The smell hit her first—old wood, forgotten paper, and the faintest trace of something musty, like lavender that had long since lost its bloom. She pulled the panel open further. A small passage, no wider than her shoulders, stretched forward into darkness.


“Of course you have a secret passage,” she muttered. “Why wouldn’t you?”


She returned to her bedroom, changed into jeans, pulled her hair into a loose braid, and slipped on a light jacket. Armed with the flashlight, she ducked into the passage and let the door creak closed behind her.


Inside, the air was heavy, unmoved for years. Dust floated in the flashlight’s beam like ghostly moths. The narrow corridor led about ten feet forward, then opened into a small alcove—a forgotten storage room. Stone walls. No window. Shelves on either side. Broken picture frames. An old coat on a peg.


But it was the table in the center that held her gaze.


A leather-bound journal sat atop it, its spine cracked, its cover bearing an embossed C in faded gold leaf.


Grace sat down slowly, brushing off the dust. She opened the cover. The ink was faded but legible, written in slanting Italian script:


“This is not a confession. It is a warning. Those who think the past lies still have never walked Verona’s oldest streets…”


Her pulse quickened.


She flipped forward. Dozens of entries, some dated, others simply marked by location or initials. A sketch of Juliet’s balcony. A page on the Scaliger tombs. Notes about a hidden scroll in
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