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  Preface



There are cities that whisper to the soul, and then there are cities that sing.




Annecy is one of the latter.




Nestled beside a sapphire lake and hemmed by Alpine peaks, Annecy is a place of postcard beauty. But behind its winding canals and flower-laced bridges lies a deeper kind of resonance—one not found in guidebooks, but in stories waiting to be uncovered. This novel is one such story.




Annecy: A Note Left on Pont des Amours began with a single image: a folded piece of paper left on a lovers’ bridge, soaked in fog and time. Who wrote it? Who was meant to find it? And why now?




In this 22nd installment of the Grace Mystery Series, our detective returns not only to solve a mystery, but to confront the quiet spaces where grief and memory entwine. This is not just a story about a missing girl or a forgotten melody—it is a story about remembrance, and the courage to listen when the past speaks softly.




I hope that as you walk with Grace through these pages, you’ll hear what Annecy is trying to tell you.




Because some bridges don’t simply connect places.




They connect hearts, across decades, across silences, across time.




—David G. Hennessey
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Chapter 1: Return to Lac d’Annecy







The morning mist curled like breath across the surface of Lac d’Annecy, drifting in slow, languid ribbons that caught the first shy light of dawn. Grace Whitmore leaned against the wrought-iron railing along the Quai de l’Évêché, letting her eyes follow the swans that cut perfect, rippling crescents across the water. Behind her, the quiet streets of Old Annecy were still half asleep, though a few shopkeepers had begun to stir. A broom swished against stone, a metal shutter clanged softly as it was unlatched, and somewhere nearby, the rich aroma of baking bread escaped into the cold, clean air.




Grace closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She had not realized until this very moment how desperately she had needed this place. Annecy was a postcard brought to life—canals that looked like Venice had drifted north, pastel buildings with wooden shutters and flower boxes, and that perfect lake, cradled by mountains that seemed carved from blue glass in the early light.




It was precisely the sort of town she had chosen for escape.




After Vienna, she had promised herself time away from both the noise and the danger of her usual life. The previous months had been consumed by symphony halls, missing violins, and a series of harrowing encounters that had nearly cost her both her life and her peace of mind. She had been moving at a relentless pace, chasing shadows through cities that offered beauty and peril in equal measure.




Annecy, she had told herself, would be different.




Here, she wanted no secrets, no codes to break, no strangers to outwit. She wanted mornings like this—crisp, clean, and uneventful. She wanted to be a woman with a book in her hand, not a woman with a notebook of clues tucked in her coat pocket.




But if Grace had learned anything in the years since she had stumbled into her first mystery, it was this: stillness had a way of breaking.




She turned her gaze to the Pont des Amours—the famous Lovers’ Bridge that arched across the Canal du Vassé just ahead. Painted a soft, understated white, the bridge seemed to belong to a watercolor rather than reality. Lovers’ locks clung to its railings in glinting clusters, their little brass hearts catching the light like a collection of promises too heavy to carry in one’s own hands. Below, the canal reflected the early sky in fractured blue and rose, interrupted only by the elegant drift of swans and the faint splash of an oar from a distant rowboat.




Grace walked toward the bridge slowly, her boots clicking lightly against the damp stones. The town seemed to rise with her footsteps—the distant chime of a bell from the Église Saint-Maurice, the rustle of pigeons on the roofline, the hiss of a barista testing the steam wand of a just-awakening café. Every sense told her that she had arrived in a place that had been living and breathing long before she ever set foot here, and would continue to do so long after she left.




She paused at the center of the bridge, resting her gloved hands on the chilled iron. Looking down the length of the canal, she could see the Palais de l’Isle in the distance—the triangular medieval building that rose from the water like the prow of a stone ship. Once a prison, now a museum, it was the icon of the city, staring at her with windows like watchful eyes.




Grace smiled faintly. “This is where people come to fall in love,” she whispered to herself. “Not to chase ghosts.”




Still, a part of her—a part she had long stopped trying to suppress—stirred with curiosity.




Beneath the railing, she noticed a cluster of love locks etched with initials, dates, and sometimes tiny hearts. She traced one with a finger, the metal icy against her glove. M + E, it read, followed by 1998. Another, smaller lock bore the words Pour toujours, forever, scratched in clumsy but earnest script.




A voice in her mind reminded her: in every place touched by love, there is always a shadow of loss.




She took a step toward the edge of the bridge to watch the first sunlight creep across the swan-dappled canal. Her breath clouded in the air. From behind, she heard the soft scuff of shoes against stone. A cyclist rattled across the bridge, offering a quick nod before disappearing down the path toward the lake.




It was then that she noticed something unusual.




At the far end of the bridge, just beneath the curve of the railing, a slip of white broke the pattern of dark metal. It was barely visible from where she stood—just the edge of something wedged tightly between two iron balusters. Grace hesitated. It was probably a flyer or a forgotten receipt, something tossed aside by a passing tourist. But the sight of it snagged her attention the way a spark catches the corner of a dry page.




She walked the length of the bridge, her boots tapping in rhythm with the water lapping softly against the stone embankments. As she drew closer, the scrap of white revealed itself to be a folded piece of paper—stiff from the morning damp, its corners slightly curled.




Grace glanced around. The bridge was empty now. The café terraces were just beginning to fill with the first murmurs of conversation. She reached down and carefully worked the paper free, feeling the cold iron bite against her glove.




The note was small—no larger than a postcard—and folded once. No name, no envelope, no markings on the outside. She hesitated only a moment before unfolding it.




Inside, written in looping, old-fashioned script, were six words:




“She waits where the swans sleep.”




Grace froze. A familiar thrill ran through her—equal parts intrigue and caution. She glanced around again, half expecting to see someone watching her from a distance. But there was only the soft bustle of morning Annecy, unconcerned and innocent.




A rational part of her told her it could be nothing. A snippet of poetry, a love note, or even some cryptic scavenger hunt designed for tourists.




But the handwriting was too deliberate, too careful. The ink was slightly smudged as if it had been written in haste but with intent. And those words—She waits where the swans sleep—were not meant for just anyone to read.




The note trembled slightly in her gloved hand as she folded it back and slipped it into her coat pocket.




Her quiet escape, it seemed, had just drawn its first breath of mystery.




And Grace knew—whether she wanted it or not—she was going to follow where that breath would lead.
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Chapter 2: The Bridge of Lovers



Grace sat beneath a striped café awning just steps from the bridge, her hands wrapped around a porcelain cup of café au lait. A single croissant, still warm from the oven, sat untouched on the plate before her. She wasn’t hungry. Her mind was already chewing on something else.


The note.


She had unfolded it again after ordering, studying every curve of the handwriting as if it were a clue in itself. There were no initials. No signature. Just the six enigmatic words:

“She waits where the swans sleep.”


She sipped her coffee slowly, eyes drifting toward the canal. The swans still floated silently near the reeds, their feathers impossibly white against the mirrored water. Where the swans sleep. Did that mean the lake? The canal? Was “she” a person—or a memory?


Grace had seen cryptic clues before, often wrapped in florid prose or dramatic code. But this one felt… intimate. As if someone were speaking in metaphor not for mystery’s sake, but out of necessity. As if clarity itself was dangerous.


She pulled a small notebook from her satchel and wrote the line at the top of a blank page. Beneath it, she jotted possible meanings.



	“She waits” — Someone living? Someone missing?

	“Swans sleep” — Figurative? Actual location? Symbol?

	A meeting place? A warning?






Grace paused, tapping the edge of the pencil against her lip.


She remembered something a guide had said yesterday during a historical walking tour of the town: “Swans on Lac d’Annecy often nest near the edges of the canal at dusk—especially near the willow groves beside the Lovers’ Bridge.”


She looked again across the water. Beyond the bridge, past the edge of the canal path, a grove of trees leaned over the far bank like watchful old men. One of them was a willow, its long green tendrils brushing the canal’s surface like fingers searching for something lost.


She made a note of the grove, then tucked the paper back in her coat pocket.


The waiter returned with the bill, placing it discreetly beside her coffee. “C’est tout?” he asked.


“Oui, merci,” she replied, smiling politely as she paid.


She gathered her things and left the croissant uneaten.


—


Crossing the Pont des Amours again, Grace took her time. The bridge had already begun to fill with couples strolling hand in hand, tourists photographing the view, and children tossing crumbs to the ducks. The city was waking, and the bridge, always romanticized in postcards and poems, looked precisely as it should: timeless, open, and gently touched by love.


But beneath that peaceful image lay something unsettled.


She stopped halfway across and turned to examine the exact spot where she’d found the note. It was still there in her pocket, now folded into thirds and pressed between pages of her notebook.


No one around her seemed to notice anything odd.


Grace stepped to the side of the bridge, near the spot where the locks were densest. Some were engraved, others were written on with permanent markers or paint pens. She found one heart-shaped lock with a rusted chain—its lettering almost gone—and gently moved it aside to examine the metal bar behind it.


No marking. No scrape. No clue as to who had placed the note. No camera on this part of the bridge, either.


It had been placed deliberately, she was sure of it. Not dropped or lost. Wedged in a spot easily seen—if you were looking. Hidden—if you were not.


Grace turned slowly and followed the path leading off the bridge toward the willow grove. A row of benches lined the canal, each casting long shadows on the path. She passed a couple sitting close together, whispering in French, and an older man sketching the view in a leather-bound notebook. No one looked suspicious. No one looked like a messenger or a watcher.


Still, she felt the old sensation return—that slight prickle at the base of her neck, as if she were not walking alone.


She crossed to the grove. The willow stood tall and bowed, its green curtain hiding a narrow bench beneath its drooping limbs. Grace stepped inside the veil of branches, brushing them aside as she entered. The ground was still damp with morning dew, and the scent of earth and fresh water filled the quiet enclosure.


There, beneath the willow, was a bench facing the canal.


Empty.


Grace stood for a moment, taking in the view. From this spot, one could see the swans gliding in and out of the shadows along
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