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  Preface



Preface

The Vanished Violin of Vienna




Vienna is a city where time lingers—where every stone holds a story, every corridor echoes with music, and every silent object has a voice waiting to be heard. It was here, in this elegant and mysterious capital, that Grace Whitmore found herself pulled into a tale unlike any other she had encountered.




This story was born not of politics or power, but of passion—of music that outlived its maker, of craftsmanship that defied centuries, and of silence that hid truths more powerful than any song. What began as a simple disappearance—one vanished violin, one fallen virtuoso—quickly unraveled into a deeper mystery rooted in memory, legacy, and the human heart’s enduring need to be heard.




In writing The Vanished Violin of Vienna, I wanted to explore not just the suspense of a high-stakes theft, but also the soul of a city where the past still performs its own symphony in the present. Grace, as always, listens for what others miss. She follows clues not only across rooftops and catacombs, but also through the subtle cadences of grief, ambition, and redemption.




This book is a tribute to music’s power to conceal and reveal, to unite strangers across generations, and to carry secrets far longer than any one life.




I hope you hear the echoes, feel the tension, and walk the moonlit cobblestones beside Grace—as the violin’s voice slowly, inevitably, returns.




— David G. Hennessey
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Chapter 1 - A Concerto Interrupted







The final notes of the Brahms concerto hovered in the Golden Hall like the last breath of a dream. The Musikverein, Vienna’s most revered concert venue, was packed to the rafters, its gilded balconies glowing under the chandeliers. The audience held its collective breath, entranced by the genius of the violinist, Anton Gruber, a living legend whose fingers seemed to summon music from another world.




Grace, seated halfway back in the parquet section, was as still as the rest. She had flown into Vienna that morning after concluding a case in Salzburg and bought a last-minute ticket just to hear Gruber perform on his prized violin—a 1713 Stradivarius known as Der Löwe, the Lion. According to rumor, it was the finest stringed instrument still in circulation, and as rare as a comet in full view.




Gruber, tall and reed-thin, stood center stage in a charcoal suit, eyes closed as his bow danced its final arc. The hush in the room was reverent.




Then something cracked.




It wasn’t the usual snap of a string. It was louder, sharper—followed by a gasp from Gruber himself. His knees buckled. The violin slipped from his shoulder. For a horrifying second, it hung in the air before clattering against the parquet floor.




The sound silenced the orchestra.




Gruber collapsed.




Gasps rippled through the audience as musicians dropped their instruments and rushed toward him. Grace shot up from her seat, instincts firing. She stepped into the aisle just as the concertmaster waved for someone to call an ambulance.




But Grace’s eyes were not on the fallen man. They were on the violin.




Der Löwe was gone.




A moment ago, it had lain on the floor, its varnished wood unmistakable. Now, in the confusion, it had vanished.




Grace pushed forward, flashing the badge that often helped her navigate situations like this. The Viennese authorities had never deputized her, but her credentials—issued through Interpol’s Cultural Crimes division—granted her a measure of access when art was involved.




“Do not touch anything,” she said sharply to a violinist who had stooped near Gruber’s last position.




“I—I was just going to move his bow,” the young man stammered.




Grace knelt, scanning the floor. She saw resin dust. A rosin cake. A crumpled silk cloth.




But no violin.




Two paramedics entered, wheeling a stretcher. The conductor gestured frantically, trying to explain. Meanwhile, a theater usher nervously called for the audience to remain calm. “Please stay seated,” he pleaded in three languages.




Grace turned to one of the orchestra’s security staff. “Check the exits. Lock the loading dock.”




The man blinked. “What?”




“That violin didn’t just grow legs. Someone walked out with it—or is about to.”




Security snapped into action.




Grace stepped away from the chaos, mentally rewinding the last few moments. Gruber had looked fine until the very end. No signs of distress. No trembling in his fingers. Then—collapse. And the violin? It hadn’t just fallen. It had been moved.




She scanned the stage again.




A stagehand stood in the wings, pale, sweat shining on his forehead.




Grace approached. “You saw something.”




“I—I’m not sure,” he stammered.




“Tell me what you think you saw.”




“There was… a man. I thought he was with the tech crew. But he wasn’t ours. He stood right behind the curtain—watching. When Gruber went down, he stepped out. I thought he was coming to help. But then he—he knelt, like he was checking on the violin. And then… he disappeared.”




“Disappeared where?”




“I don’t know. Maybe down the stairs to the storage level?”




Grace made a split-second decision. “Show me.”




They hurried down a narrow staircase at stage right, emerging into the labyrinth beneath the concert hall. The corridors were dim and damp, full of half-forgotten props, coiled cables, and crates labeled in German and Italian.




The stagehand pointed. “That way leads to the south door. If he had a car waiting—”




Grace was already moving. Her footsteps echoed on the concrete as she turned corners, glancing into alcoves and practice rooms. At the far end, a service door stood slightly ajar. Outside, the night air was brisk and damp with the hint of autumn.




No sign of the man. No footprints. No car.




Only silence.




Then—faintly, far away—she heard it.




A single note, sweet and low, like a breath drawn from memory. The unmistakable timbre of a Stradivarius played by someone who knew precisely what it meant to be heard… and never found.




The note vanished into the night, like the violin itself.
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Chapter 2 - The Phantom of the Musikverein



Vienna’s Musikverein was quiet now—eerily so. Long after the stunned audience had been ushered out, the stage lights had been dimmed, and the medics had wheeled Anton Gruber away in a daze, the hall echoed only with the murmurs of worried custodians and the low voices of police. Grace remained behind, studying the place where the Stradivarius had vanished, trying to piece together the improbable.


There had been no sign of forced entry or exit. No obvious hiding spot. The instrument had disappeared in plain sight, in front of nearly two thousand people. And now—another question had begun to haunt her: What exactly had caused Gruber’s collapse?


She stood in the wings once more, gazing out at the darkened seats.


“You’re still here?” came a voice behind her.


It was Inspector Felix Drexler of the Viennese Art Crimes Division, a man with a perpetually furrowed brow and the wardrobe of someone who owned too many gray coats.


“I don’t like unanswered questions,” Grace replied, crossing her arms.


Drexler sighed. “You’re in the right city for them. Vienna runs on questions and contradictions.”


She half-smiled. “That why people are whispering about a phantom?”


His brow arched. “You heard that already?”


“The usher. The second violinist. The stagehand. All of them mentioned a ghost.”


Drexler rolled his eyes. “The Phantom of the Musikverein. An old story. Some say it’s the ghost of a cellist who died during a rehearsal in 1927. Others claim it’s a jilted composer who cursed the hall. Depends on whom you ask—and how much they’ve had to drink.”


“Ghosts don’t steal violins,” Grace said flatly.


“No,” Drexler agreed. “But stories do make convenient distractions.”


They began to walk the perimeter of the stage. Grace paused beside a tall curtain where the mysterious man had allegedly stood the night before. It swayed slightly in the stale air of the hall, but yielded no new clues.


She turned to Drexler. “Were there any cameras backstage?”


He gave her a pained look. “This is the Musikverein, Grace. Cameras would ‘interfere with the acoustics’ or offend ‘the dignity of the music.’ No surveillance allowed—especially not during performance.”


Convenient indeed.


She moved to the stage’s edge and peered into the orchestra pit. A few loose pages of sheet music still lay abandoned on the stands. Musicians had fled in a panic. Something about that bothered her.


“Do you know what piece Gruber was playing when he collapsed?” she asked.


“The Brahms Violin Concerto, in D major.”


She nodded. “And he was nearing the end?”


“Final movement, yes. Why?”


Grace knelt to examine a page that had fallen to the floor. It was the conductor’s score. The corner had been dog-eared—an unusual thing in a score of that age. She lifted it and turned to the final lines. Something was scribbled in the margins, barely visible.


F.W.—Decipher before end.


“What is it?” Drexler asked, peering over her shoulder.


“A note. Hidden in plain sight.”


“F.W.?”


“Initials. Could be anything—or anyone. Composer, restorer, archivist, thief. Someone who knew Gruber would be reading this.”


Drexler took the page and photographed it with his phone. “I’ll run it through the archive. If ‘F.W.’ is local, we’ll know.”


Grace stood and looked up into the high, curved ceiling of the Musikverein. Gold leaf glinted like frost in the chandeliers.


“Do you believe in curses, Inspector?”


He tilted his head. “No. But I believe in people who do.”


She nodded slowly. “Then let’s talk to them.”





Later That Morning



The Vienna Café am Beethovenplatz was quiet, its outdoor tables scattered with intellectuals and students sipping espresso and reading newspapers. Grace sat across from Klara Weiss, a wiry, white-haired musicologist who had once cataloged every instrument that passed through Vienna’s elite conservatories.


“A ghost?” Klara repeated, stirring her melange with slow precision. “Oh yes. The Phantom is quite real, if you ask the stagehands. They say he walks the rafters above the Golden Hall. Some have heard footsteps. Others hear music being played on an empty stage. Always the same melody—minor key, unresolved.”


“Has he ever stolen anything?” Grace asked.


Klara laughed dryly. “No, my dear. He prefers to haunt, not heist.”


“But he’s become part of the culture here.”


Klara’s eyes glimmered. “In Vienna, stories are more valuable than facts.”


Grace took a bite of her Apfelstrudel and considered that.


Klara continued. “If you want truth, Grace, forget the ghost. Look to the living. There is one man I’d speak to—if you truly think Der Löwe has been taken for more than money.”


Grace leaned forward. “Who?”


“Florian Weber. Former violinist. Retired from the Philharmonic after an ‘incident’ in 2006. Rumor has it he’s obsessed with instruments that were lost—or silenced—during the war. Lives in a townhouse in Josefstadt. Eccentric. Possibly dangerous.”


Grace blinked. “F.W.”


Klara smiled grimly. “Exactly.”





Josefstadt – That Afternoon



The townhouse on Florianigasse was dark-bricked and narrow, wedged between a music school and a bookseller’s shop. Grace rang the bell twice before a buzzer unlocked the gate. She climbed three flights of stairs until she reached a door with a tarnished brass violin affixed to its center.


It opened before she could knock.


Florian Weber was tall, thin, and almost translucent, like someone who lived more in memory than in daylight. His eyes were pale blue and slightly watery, and his left hand—though once clearly strong—trembled just slightly.


“You’re here about the Lion,” he said, voice barely above a whisper.


Grace blinked. “You know?”


“They always come for it. Eventually.”


He stepped aside, motioning for her to enter. The apartment smelled of wood polish and old parchment. Violins lined the walls, some hanging like sacred relics, others disassembled on velvet-lined workbenches.


Grace’s eyes caught a photograph on the mantle: a younger
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