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Chapter 1: A Body in the Old Port




The Old Port of Saint-Tropez always smelled better before dawn.




Grace Whitmore had learned this in her first week back—how the air, untouched by sunscreen and diesel fumes, carried only salt, rope, and yesterday’s rain. It was an honest smell, the kind that made it harder to lie to yourself. She stood at the stone edge of the quay, the Mediterranean dark and glassy beneath her, sipping coffee that was far too strong and still too hot. The harbor hadn’t yet decided to wake up.




The body floated as if it had also chosen not to.




At first glance, it looked unreal—like a mannequin dropped from a yacht during an after-hours party gone wrong. The man lay half-submerged between two massive white hulls, his shoulders cradled by water, his face tilted away from the pale glow creeping over the hills. One arm moved slightly with the current, bumping softly against a wooden ladder slick with algae.




Grace didn’t gasp. She didn’t flinch. Instead, a calm, familiar weight settled in her chest.




Not again.




“Madame,” the harbor master said behind her, voice pitched low, “please don’t go closer.”




She hadn’t realized she’d stepped forward.




“I won’t,” she replied, though her eyes refused to look away. Experience had trained them to linger on details even while her conscience whispered that she wanted no part of this. Bare feet. Dress shoes aboard a yacht, perhaps. Expensive jacket, soaked through but still clinging to its crisp cut. No frantic clawing marks on the dock stone. No sign of a fall.




No accident.




The harbor master—Jean-Luc, who had spent four decades watching Saint-Tropez glide from fishing village to playground of the wealthy—crossed himself once, quickly. “I called it in as soon as I saw him. Five-twenty, maybe a little earlier. He wasn’t there when I made my round at four.”




Grace nodded, filing the timeline away. Two hours was a long window in a port like this. Boats came and went. People slipped through shadows without names.




“Did you hear anything?” she asked.




“A splash?” He shook his head. “Nothing. No shouting. No engines starting up at odd hours. He was just…” Jean-Luc swallowed. “There.”




She leaned her elbows on the stone, careful not to break the invisible barrier of control she felt slipping every second she stayed. Murder scenes had a pull for her. Always had. Some people stared at fire because it was beautiful. She stared because she couldn’t help wondering who lit the match.




Her phone buzzed lightly in her pocket. She ignored it.




A faint breeze carried the sound of rigging tapping against masts, a nervous percussion as the harbor stirred. Lights flicked on aboard a few yachts. Somewhere, a door slammed.




“Police will want statements,” Jean-Luc said. “You should go.”




“In a minute,” Grace replied.




She took another long look at the man’s face as the water shifted him just enough to reveal it. Clean-shaven, early forties, Mediterranean complexion that spoke of frequent sun rather than birthright. His eyes were open, staring without focus at something only he had seen before death had found him.




She didn’t recognize him.




That unsettled her more than it should have.




Footsteps approached—measured, confident, unmistakable. Grace straightened before she turned, already knowing who it would be. Saint-Tropez liked to pretend it was big enough to hide people, but it rarely succeeded for long.




Commander Étienne Morel stood a few paces away, jacket unbuttoned, badge clipped discreetly at his belt. He looked tired in the way men who slept lightly often did—creases at the corners of his eyes, jaw set as if finishing conversations no one else had heard.




Of all people.




“Madame Whitmore,” he said, not unkindly. “You have an uncanny sense of timing.”




“I could say the same,” Grace answered.




They regarded each other for a moment too long. The harbor master excused himself with sudden enthusiasm, leaving them alone with the body and years of unspoken history.




“You weren’t invited,” Morel continued.




“Neither was he,” she replied, nodding toward the water.




A muscle flexed once in Morel’s cheek before he schooled his expression. “Do you know the victim?”




“No.”




“Did you see anyone else near the docks?”




“No.”




“You live nearby?”




“Long enough,” Grace said. “And you haven’t asked why I’m up at this hour.”




“Because I already know,” he said. “You never sleep when you’ve returned to a place that owes you answers.”




Her gaze sharpened. “That’s poetic for a man with a badge.”




“And observant,” he countered. “A trait we share.”




Behind him, a patrol boat glided into view, lights dim but unmistakable. Two gendarmes followed, rolling out tape with practiced efficiency. The morning quiet retreated in the face of procedure.




“Any ideas yet?” Grace asked softly.




“Several,” Morel said. “None of which involve your assistance.”




She smiled without humor. “You’ve always been terrible at discouragement.”




“I’m serious. Stay out of it, Grace. Saint-Tropez is not kind to those who ask the wrong questions.”




“And yet it keeps answering me anyway.”




Morel sighed. “At least tell me this—how long were you here before Jean-Luc?”




“Two minutes. Three, maybe.”




“And before that?”




“I was walking. Thinking.”




“About?”




“Whether I should have come back.”




That seemed to disarm him more than anything. He nodded once, almost sympathetically, then turned to oversee the recovery of the body. Grace took the dismissal for what it was and stepped away, letting the tape seal off the scene behind her.




She didn’t go far.




Grace drifted into a café that had opened early out of habit rather than customers. She ordered espresso she didn’t want and took a seat where she could still see the corner of the quay. From here, the scene looked unreal, like a movie set before actors arrived.




Her phone vibrated again.




Did you see him?




The number was blocked.




Her fingers hovered over the screen. She hadn’t told anyone she was walking the port at dawn. No one except—




She typed back: Who is this?




The reply came almost instantly.




Someone who knows this was never an accident.




Grace felt a chill slide down her spine.




She stood abruptly, left the espresso untouched, and stepped back into the street. She needed air, movement—anything but the sense that Saint-Tropez had begun speaking in riddles the moment she returned.




Another message buzzed.




You should leave.




Before she could respond, a third arrived.




The galley is awake.




She stopped walking.




Galley.




The word carried weight far beyond its syllables. The stories were old, older than the modern Riviera—legends of gold-laden ships vanishing in storms, of men who murdered for maps that never made it ashore. Of forced oarsmen chained below deck, rowing toward fates they did not choose.




Grace hadn’t heard the word spoken aloud in years.




She turned slowly, scanning the street, the balconies, the shuttered windows. Tourists wouldn’t stir for another hour. Locals knew better than to linger when police tape went up.




The phone buzzed once more.




If you follow this, people will die.




She slid the phone into her pocket.




“If I don’t,” Grace murmured to no one, “they already have.”




Back at the harbor, the body was lifted free of the water. Just briefly, as it cleared the surface, she saw something she’d missed before: a thin, dark mark at the man’s collarbone, barely visible beneath the wet fabric.




Not a wound.




A symbol.




Simple. Deliberate.




Painted or burned.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




The sun climbed fully over the hills, igniting the harbor in gold and white. Cameras appeared. Voices rose. Saint-Tropez was awake now, and already working to turn the morning into something glossy and forgettable.




But someone had chosen this place, this hour, this method for a reason.




Grace didn’t believe in coincidence.




She turned away before Morel caught her staring again. Whatever the galley was—legend, metaphor, or something far more real—it had reached into the Old Port and left behind a message in human form.




And it had sent her a warning.




She almost smiled.




Warnings, she’d learned long ago, were rarely meant to stop people like her.




They were invitations.


By midmorning, Saint-Tropez had decided what the body was.




It was an inconvenience.




Grace watched the transformation from a bench near Place de la Garonne as café awnings unfurled like nothing had happened. The morning gossip grew polished with each retelling—some said the man had fallen drunk from a yacht, others whispered jealousy, drugs, foreign money. The truth, whatever it was, already felt smothered beneath speculation.




Grace knew better than to believe this meant the danger had passed. In her experience, the most perilous moment always came after people stopped paying attention.




She checked her phone again. No new messages. That bothered her more than the threats.




Grace pulled a slim notebook from her bag, its pages already softened by years of travel. She hadn’t meant to start another investigation. She never did. But the mark she’d caught a glimpse of as the body was lifted from the water refused to leave her mind. It hadn’t looked improvised. It had looked intentional.




A calling card.




She sketched what she remembered—nothing elaborate, just the shape: a rough oval intersected by a vertical line, simple enough to be dismissed as meaningless, clean enough not to be random. Her pulse quickened as she stared at it. Symbols were rarely just decoration. They were messages, meant for someone who knew how to read them.




The question was whether the message was for the police—or for her.




Her phone rang. This time, it wasn’t anonymous.




“Commander Morel,” she said as she answered.




A pause. “I hoped you wouldn’t be harder to reach on purpose.”




“I didn’t leave town,” Grace replied. “That should count for something.”




“It counts as a temporary victory,” he said. “I need you to come in.”




She stiffened. “As a witness?”




“As a familiar complication.”




“I assume that means you want me alone.”




“Yes.”




Grace closed her notebook. “Give me fifteen minutes.”










The police station sat just far enough from the harbor to feel separate from the gloss of the port. Grace had always liked that about it. Reality seemed less filtered there.




Morel met her at the door. He looked grimmer in daylight.




“You saw something,” he said, not bothering with pleasantries.




“I saw a mark,” Grace answered. “On his body.”




His expression confirmed her instincts. “You shouldn’t have.”




“That’s not how eyes work.”




Morel led her into a small interview room, waved away coffee, and shut the door. For a moment, neither of them spoke.




“The symbol,” he said finally. “Describe it.”




She did.




He exhaled slowly. “You recognize it.”




“I’ve seen variations,” Grace said carefully. “Always tied to maritime legends. Sunken treasure. Missing ships. People who vanish and don’t get missed.”




“This man will be missed,” Morel said. “Which makes this worse.”




He slid a file folder across the table. Inside was a photograph taken after the body had been cleaned. The mark stood out clearly now, darkened and precise.




“His name is Lucien Calder,” Morel continued. “French. Dual residency in Monaco and Milan. Shipping investments. Private collector.”




Grace’s stomach tightened. “What kind of collector?”




“That’s where it gets interesting,” Morel said. “Artifacts. Rare maps. Naval relics.”




“Let me guess,” Grace said. “Especially ones no one can prove exist.”




Morel’s silence answered her.




“He wasn’t just dabbling,” Morel continued. “He was obsessed. For the last two years, Calder funded deep-water searches along the Côte d’Azur and beyond. Always under the guise of academic interest.”




“But really?” Grace prompted.




“He believed the galley was real.”




Grace leaned back. “You’re familiar with the legend, then.”




“I am familiar with anything that causes wealthy men to spend recklessly and die inexplicably,” Morel said. “The Galley of Gold. Supposedly sunk somewhere along this coast in the late seventeenth century, carrying royal cargo that never reached Marseille.”




“And cursed,” Grace added.




Morel made a face. “I don’t arrest curses.”




“No,” Grace agreed. “But you arrest people who believe in them.”




He studied her. “You still haven’t told me why the symbol matters to you.”




Grace hesitated. This was the line. Once she crossed it, there would be no pretending this was casual curiosity.




“Because Calder wasn’t the first man I’ve seen marked like that,” she said quietly.




Morel’s jaw tightened. “Go on.”




“Years ago. Different country. Different case. A shipwreck that shouldn’t have been disturbed. Everyone involved either vanished or died violently within a year.”




“And you?” he asked.




“I walked away before it finished,” Grace said. “Or I thought I did.”




Morel looked at the photograph again. “Then why come back now?”




She met his gaze. “Because someone sent me a message this morning. They used the word galley.”




She showed him the phone.




Morel read the messages in silence. When he looked up, the decision in his eyes was unmistakable.




“You’re involved,” he said. “Whether I like it or not.”




Grace allowed herself a small breath of relief. “I won’t interfere.”




“That’s a lie,” he said. “But at least it’s a polite one. Listen carefully. Calder’s apartment has been sealed. His yacht has been impounded. Someone is going to panic.”




“And panic leads to mistakes,” Grace said.




“Or violence.”




Grace stood. “Which means staying ahead is safer than waiting.”




Morel shook his head. “You never could resist momentum.”




“No,” she said. “And neither can the people chasing gold.”










Calder’s yacht, L’Aurore, was moored at a private marina beyond the main port. Grace knew better than to approach it openly. Instead, she took the longer route, weaving through quiet streets until she reached a vantage point above the docks.




The yacht didn’t scream opulence. That was telling. People who chased legends rarely needed to advertise.




She waited.




It took nearly an hour before a woman arrived.




Mid-thirties, elegant but practical. No sunglasses. Calm stride. She spoke briefly with an officer, her expression carefully neutral, then boarded the yacht under supervision.




Grace snapped a quick photo from a distance.




Another message buzzed.




You’re being watched.




Grace didn’t look around. She typed as she walked away.




So are you.




A pause.




You don’t understand what Calder found.




She stopped beneath a plane tree, its leaves whispering overhead.




Then explain it.




Three dots appeared. Disappeared.




Then silence.




Grace smiled thinly. She had hit something real.




Her instincts urged her toward Calder’s past rather than his possessions. Collectors didn’t start obsessed—they escalated. Somewhere along the line, Calder had gone from curiosity to conviction.




She crossed into a quiet archive near the old citadel, a place rarely visited by tourists. The woman at the desk recognized her.




“Back again?” the archivist asked.




“Briefly,” Grace said. “Maps. Shipping ledgers. Anything involving lost galleys.”




The archivist raised an eyebrow but nodded. “We’ll start with what’s unofficial.”




Hours passed unnoticed. Grace lost herself in ink and margins, tracing routes that bent too sharply, voyages that ended without explanation. Then she saw it.




A marginal note in a seventeenth-century ledger.




Aurum sub undis.

Gold beneath the waves.




Next to it—etched in crude charcoal—the same symbol.




Her pulse roared in her ears.




She took careful photos, then froze as her phone vibrated again.




You should stop now.




Grace whispered, “Too late.”




She slipped the notebook closed and stood, suddenly aware of how quiet the archive had become. The archivist was gone from the desk.




Footsteps echoed faintly above.




Grace gathered her things, moving calmly, deliberately. Panic wasted energy. Whoever was pulling the strings wanted her frightened or compliant.




She gave them neither.




By the time she stepped back into sunlight, her phone buzzed one last time.




If you go to Pampelonne tonight, you won’t leave.




Grace typed without slowing.




Then don’t follow me.




She slid the phone away, gaze lifting toward the distant line of blue where sea met sky.




Somewhere beneath those waters lay the truth Calder had died for.




And now, apparently, others were willing to kill to protect.




Grace headed toward the harbor, already cataloging the risks, the players, the threads snapping tight around her.




Saint-Tropez glittered like a promise.




And like most promises made of gold, it was already stained with blood
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Chapter 2: The Sunlit Lie 




Saint-Tropez lied best in full daylight.




Grace had learned that illusion early. By noon, the harbor gleamed with polished excess—white decks buffed to a blinding shine, sunglasses masking intent, laughter floating easily from tables where nothing serious was ever meant to be discussed. The town perfected a particular kind of deceit: that nothing truly bad could happen under such generous sun.




Grace walked straight through it.




She moved with the trained ease of someone who knew how to blend without disappearing—linen jacket, flat sandals, hair caught loosely at her neck. A woman with places to be, no questions asked. Only she knew her attention was fractured a dozen ways at once, tracking patterns, exits, faces that lingered half a beat too long.




The warning about Pampelonne Beach still echoed in her thoughts.




If you go tonight, you won’t leave.




Warnings, she reminded herself, were information wrapped in fear. Useful only if you didn’t swallow them whole.




She stopped at a café overlooking the harbor and chose a table positioned so the sun was at her back. Shadows told better truths than faces. She ordered sparkling water and nothing else—another habit from years of working cases where a clear head mattered more than politeness.




Across the marina, Calder’s yacht sat quiet under police tape. From a distance, it looked serene. Too serene. Grace knew better than to trust serenity where wealth and obsession intersected.




Someone approached her table without asking.




“Ms. Whitmore.”




Grace didn’t look up immediately. She let the pause stretch, measuring the voice—female, controlled, clipped of affect but underlaid with tension.




“Yes,” she said finally.




The woman standing across from her was the same one Grace had seen boarding L’Aurore earlier. Mid-thirties, dark hair pulled back, eyes sharp with practiced restraint. She wore a navy blazer too warm for the weather—always a sign someone preferred armor to comfort.




“I was hoping you’d still be in town,” the woman said.




Grace gestured to the empty chair. “If you’re going to involve me in whatever this is, you might as well sit.”




The woman hesitated, then complied. “Claire Delon.”




“Grace.”




“I know,” Claire said. “Lucien talked about you.”




Grace kept her expression neutral. “In what context?”




“As someone who understood the difference between history and myth,” Claire replied. “And the danger of mistaking one for the other.”




Grace studied her. “You were close to him.”




“I worked with him,” Claire said. “Archivist. Provenance consultant.”




“And something more personal?”




Claire’s mouth tightened. “That’s not relevant.”




Grace smiled faintly. “It always is.”




A silence settled between them, dense with what wasn’t being said. Around them, cutlery clinked, conversations drifted, a yacht engine hummed to life. The lie of a perfect afternoon.




“You saw the mark,” Claire said quietly.




It wasn’t a question.




“Yes.”




Claire exhaled, eyes flicking briefly toward the harbor. “Then you understand this isn’t random.”




“I understand Lucien Calder died for something he believed in,” Grace said. “And that belief frightened someone.”




Claire leaned closer, lowering her voice. “He was right.”




Grace didn’t respond right away. People who led with certainty were always hiding something—fear, ego, desperation. Often all three.




“About the Galley of Gold,” Claire continued. “It wasn’t legend. It wasn’t rumor. Lucien found proof.”




Grace felt the familiar tightening at the base of her skull, the place where intuition rooted. “Proof has a way of attracting the wrong audience.”




“Yes,” Claire said. “And Lucien underestimated that.”




Grace took a slow sip of water. “Then tell me why you sought me out instead of the police.”




Claire’s eyes met hers steadily. “Because Lucien didn’t trust the police. And because you already know enough to be dangerous.”




The words hung there.




“Dangerous to whom?” Grace asked.




Claire didn’t answer directly. “He found a map fragment. Not the one that circulates among collectors—the real one. It referenced a galley that disappeared during a sudden mistral storm in 1683. Royal cargo. Unofficial manifest.”




“Gold,” Grace said.




“Gold,” Claire confirmed. “And something else.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “You’re teasing me.”




“I’m warning you.”




Grace leaned back. “Everyone keeps doing that.”




Claire hesitated. “Lucien thought the galley was deliberately sunk.”




“And not by weather.”




“Yes.”




Grace felt a familiar chill. “To hide something.”




Claire nodded. “To bury it where time itself would kill curiosity.”




Grace thought of the symbol burned into Calder’s skin. “Symbols don’t end up on bodies by accident. Who else knew?”




“Treason,” Claire said carefully. “Smuggling. Names that echo in French history but were never meant to be spoken together.”




Grace’s gaze sharpened. “And someone decided Calder had gone too far.”




“Yes.”




“And now they’re watching the people who might finish his work.”




Claire’s silence confirmed it.




Grace stood. “Walk with me.”




They strolled along the quay, blending with the tourists, two women engaged in nothing more threatening than conversation. Grace kept them moving—not for paranoia’s sake, but momentum made surveillance sloppy.




“You said Lucien trusted no one,” Grace said. “Yet he trusted you.”




Claire’s voice dropped. “He trusted that I would recognize when knowledge became a liability.”




“And did you?”




“Yes,” Claire said. “Too late.”




They paused near a vendor selling straw hats. Grace pretended to inspect one.




“Where is the fragment now?” Grace asked softly.




Claire’s jaw tightened. “That’s why I came to you.”




Grace turned to face her fully. “Meaning?”




“I don’t have it anymore,” Claire said. “Someone broke into my apartment early this morning. Took nothing else. No valuables. Just the fragment.”




Grace cursed under her breath.




“I thought it would protect me,” Claire said. “I was wrong.”




“Who knew you had it?”




“Lucien. And whoever was listening to him.”




Grace scanned the street. Nothing obvious. Nothing reassuring either.




“You need protection,” Grace said.




Claire shook her head. “I need truth. Lucien believed uncovering this would change something. That people would finally understand why generations were silenced.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “And he paid for that belief with his life.”




Claire flinched.




Grace softened her tone. “Listen to me. Whatever is tied to the galley—it doesn’t want daylight. That’s why Calder was killed publicly. A warning, not a secret.”




Claire swallowed. “Then why continue?”




Grace didn’t hesitate. “Because daylight exposes lies.”




They resumed walking. The sun beat down without mercy. Grace welcomed it—the clarity, the lack of hiding places.




“Tell me about Pampelonne,” Grace said.




Claire stiffened. “How do you—”




Grace glanced at her. “Someone warned me not to go tonight.”




Claire stopped walking. “Then they know.”




“Know what?”




“That Lucien planned to meet someone there. Tonight.” Claire’s voice shook. “He thought it was finally safe.”




Grace felt the pieces locking together. “Someone used the meeting to lure him out.”




“Yes.”




“Who?”




Claire shook her head. “He wouldn’t tell me. Only that the sun made people careless.”




Grace looked toward the horizon, where the beach waited pristine and inviting.




“The Sunlit Lie,” she murmured.




Claire frowned. “What did you say?”




“Nothing,” Grace replied. “Just naming things as they are.”




They reached the end of the quay. Grace stopped.




“You stay visible,” Grace said. “Public places. No nights alone. If anyone contacts you—anyone—tell me.”




“And you?” Claire asked.




Grace smiled thinly. “I’m going to Pampelonne.”




Claire grabbed her wrist. “You can’t.”




“I can,” Grace said evenly. “And I will.”




“Then you’ll die.”




Grace met her gaze. “Or I’ll find out who decided Lucien Calder was disposable.”




She gently removed Claire’s hand.




“Saint-Tropez wants to pretend nothing dark happened this morning,” Grace said. “That’s the lie. And lies unravel fastest in the light.”




She walked away before Claire could answer.




As she crossed toward the street, her phone vibrated once.




Last chance. Walk away.




Grace typed back without slowing.




Tell me the truth instead.




No response came.




Grace slipped the phone away and let the sun warm her skin, aware that its brightness no longer comforted her.




Tonight, the beach would glow gold at sunset.




And someone was counting on that beauty to hide another lie.


Pampelonne Beach looked like innocence perfected.




By late afternoon, it stretched in a long, luminous arc—white umbrellas precisely aligned, pale sand brushed smooth by attendants whose work erased all signs of effort. The sea lay calm and obliging, blue as if painted that way on purpose. From a distance, it was impossible to imagine violence intruding here. Impossible, if you were inclined to believe appearances.




Grace arrived early.




She parked inland and walked the rest of the way, choosing discretion over convenience. The heat pressed lightly against her shoulders, not uncomfortable, just present—another deception of the Riviera. She wore a simple sundress and carried only a narrow leather bag, its contents reduced to the essentials she trusted. Phone fully charged. Notebook. Pen. A small recorder she hoped she wouldn’t need.




The warning echoed again: If you go to Pampelonne tonight, you won’t leave.




Grace ignored it with professional discipline. People who wanted to scare you relied on imagination doing their work. She preferred facts.




She chose a beach club toward the quieter end, not one of the loud, curated spectacles farther down the shore. From here she could see who arrived by water and who came by road. She ordered sparkling water, tipped generously, and settled in under an umbrella that offered more shadow than shelter.




Then she waited.




An hour passed. The rhythm of the beach absorbed itself—waves sliding in and out, laughter punctuating conversation, servers weaving tables with the efficiency of dancers. Grace allowed herself to look relaxed. Surveillance failed most often when it grew bored.




Her phone buzzed.




You’re early.




Grace didn’t smile.




She typed back: You’re late.




Several minutes passed.




Then: Walk to the rocks at the southern edge. Alone.




Grace rose without hesitation, leaving her bag beneath the chair. She wanted to look unburdened. Vulnerable enough to be believed.




She walked barefoot the length of the sand until the beach frayed into stone—sun-warmed rocks sculpted smooth by tide and time. The sound changed there. Waves lost their gentle hush and grew sharp, echoing.




A man stood near the rocks, back to her, staring out at the sea.




He was older than she expected. Late fifties, perhaps. Well dressed but deliberately nondescript—linen trousers, pale shirt open at the collar. His posture suggested money without ostentation, confidence without hurry.




“You chose a beautiful place to threaten me,” Grace said mildly.




He turned.




His face was familiar in the way public figures always were—someone she had seen in articles she didn’t read closely enough. European. Reserved. Carefully maintained anonymity.




“Grace,” he said. “You continue to live up to your reputation.”




“And you’re going to tell me which version you’re relying on,” Grace replied.




He smiled thinly. “The version that doesn’t walk away.”




She nodded once. “Then let’s stop pretending this is about my safety.”




The man gestured toward the sea. “Lucien Calder would have said the same.”




Grace kept her eyes level. “Lucien Calder underestimated how badly people guard what they stole.”




The smile faded. “Lucien Calder didn’t understand discretion.”




“No,” Grace said. “He understood consequences. That’s why he contacted me.”




The man’s gaze sharpened, just slightly. “He never contacted you.”




“He planned to,” Grace corrected. “Someone stopped him.”




Silence pressed between them, broken only by the waves.




“Did you kill him?” Grace asked.




The man didn’t answer immediately. That was answer enough.




“He was warned,” the man said finally. “He ignored it.”




“So you floated his body in the Old Port as an example.”




“As a necessity.”




Grace’s voice hardened. “You wanted him found.”




“Yes.”




“And marked.”




“Yes.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “So talk. Before your version unravels.”




The man glanced back at the beach. People lounged, drank, laughed. A child shrieked as cold water touched her ankles for the first time.




“Do you know why the galley was sunk?” he asked.




“To erase a transaction,” Grace said. “Gold moved quietly. People didn’t.”




He studied her. “Close.”




“Refine it,” Grace said.




“The galley carried gold looted from colonial accounts and church coffers. Funds meant to finance a shift of power,” he continued. “But it also carried proof. Names. Records. Agreements that would implicate families who still walk the corridors of influence today.”




Grace felt a familiar tightening. “So the ship disappeared. Permanently.”




“Yes,” he said. “And those who ensured it stayed buried inherited stability.”




“Stability built on murder,” Grace said.




“On survival,” he countered. “History is not sentimental.”




Grace stepped closer. “And Lucien found evidence that the ship was not lost at random.”




“Lucien threatened to dredge up the lie,” the man said. “And lies, when exposed, don’t just embarrass. They destabilize.”




Grace nodded slowly. “So you decided one death was cheaper than upheaval.”




The man’s expression did not change. “You of all people should understand calculated outcomes.”




Grace felt the truth of that strike deeper than she liked. “Then explain why you contacted me.”




“Because Lucien believed you would give this story dignity,” the man said. “I believe you would give it drama. Both are equally dangerous.”




Grace laughed softly. “You should have done more homework. I don’t publish myths.”




“No,” he agreed. “You expose systems.”




He met her gaze squarely. “And systems don’t forgive.”




Grace held his stare. “Neither do I.”




The man nodded once, as if conceding a point. “The fragment Lucien possessed is gone.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “You took it.”




“No,” he said. “Someone else did.”




Her pulse quickened. “Who?”




“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Which complicates things.”




Grace frowned. “You expect me to believe a man willing to kill lost control of the evidence?”




His smile returned, humorless. “You underestimate how many hands reach for buried gold.”




Grace absorbed that. “Then we have a wildcard.”




“Yes,” the man said. “And that wildcard believes exposure equals leverage.”




Grace’s thoughts moved fast now—Claire Delon’s apartment, the theft, the warnings. The fracture in the plan.




“You didn’t expect Lucien to push this far,” she said.




“No,” the man replied. “And now momentum is out of our control.”




Grace tilted her head. “So you’re here to recruit me. Or neutralize me.”




“Or warn you again,” he said.




Grace stepped closer still. “You want me frightened.”




“I want you selective,” he corrected. “The truth can be guided.”




Grace shook her head. “Truth guided is just another lie.”




The man’s eyes hardened. “Then this is where we part ways.”




He stepped back. “Walk away from this, Grace. You will be left alone.”




Grace met his gaze calmly. “And if I don’t?”




He didn’t answer.




Grace watched him turn and walk away along the rocks, disappearing into the glittering crowd without a ripple. Just another man leaving the beach at sunset. No one glanced twice.




She stood there longer than necessary.




The sun slid lower, painting the water gold. The lie deepened.




Her phone buzzed.




You spoke to him.




Grace replied instantly: Yes.




Then leave Pampelonne. Now.




Grace typed slowly.




You’re afraid.




A pause.




I’m alive.




Grace closed her eyes briefly.




Then help me.




No dots appeared.




Behind her, the beach continued its evening ritual. Music softened. Glasses were refilled. Saint-Tropez prepared for night, confident it had discarded the day’s ugliness.




Grace walked back to her chair, retrieved her bag, and didn’t look back.




She had learned enough.




The Galley of Gold wasn’t just a legend—it was a keystone holding together a structure built on silence. Lucien Calder had tried to pry it loose. Someone else now held the lever.




And Grace stood directly in the path between them.




As she reached the parking area, her phone buzzed one last time.




The map points to the lighthouse.




Her breath caught.




Which one? she typed.




The reply came after a long minute.




The one everyone assumes has already told its story.




Grace stared out at the coast, where lights began to blink to life, fragile against the encroaching dark.




Lighthouses didn’t just guide ships.




They warned them away.




Grace started the car.




Saint-Tropez faded behind her in a wash of gold and music. Ahead lay stone, night, and answers resistant to daylight.




She smiled faintly.




The sun had lied all day.




Darkness, at least, tended to be honest.
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Chapter 3 – Whispers Along the Quay


The morning fog clung to the quay like a damp, clinging veil, softening the edges of the old stone walls and making the salt-scented air feel almost dreamlike. Grace walked briskly along the weathered boards, her coat pulled tightly around her as the chill seeped into her bones. Even after years of visiting ports around the Mediterranean, there was something uniquely magnetic about Saint-Tropez at dawn—an almost imperceptible hum of life beneath the quiet surface. The yachts were still at rest, their masts swaying gently with the tide, and the occasional gull’s cry echoed across the water.


Grace’s eyes scanned the waterfront, noting the usual early risers: fishermen unloading the night’s catch, dockhands maneuvering crates with practiced ease, and a solitary café owner setting out chairs and wiping down tables with a damp cloth. She paused for a moment, inhaling the crisp air, the scent of brine and seaweed mingling with the faint aroma of freshly baked croissants from a nearby bakery. Her mind, however, was not on the morning ritual of Saint-Tropez—it was on the events that had shaken the port only days earlier.


The body.


Even now, the image of the lifeless form in the Old Port haunted her. The man had been sprawled unnaturally along the dockside, his eyes staring blankly at the water that had betrayed him. Grace had been among the first to arrive after the call came in—a frantic, breathless report from a fisherman who had stumbled upon the grim sight. Police had swarmed the area, their presence a constant hum of questions and caution tape. But Grace had her own reasons for being involved, reasons that she kept tightly locked away. The investigation had seemed straightforward at first, the kind of murder that would be written off as a crime of opportunity. Yet something about it gnawed at her instincts. The precision, the calm execution, the absence of any obvious motive—it was all too deliberate.


She moved along the quay, her heels clicking lightly on the damp wood. Whispers from the fishermen reached her ears, snippets of conversations carried on the breeze. “Did you see the way he was…?” one muttered. “No one knew him well, but…” another trailed off, shaking his head. Grace knew better than to believe half-heard gossip, yet she felt the pulse of it, the way the community’s unease threaded through the words like an invisible current.


Her attention shifted to a small alleyway leading off the quay, shadowed by stacked crates and the overhang of a warehouse roof. She had followed this path before, tracing the movements of those who preferred to remain unseen. Today, the alley seemed to call to her, a narrow corridor where secrets festered and whispers clung to the walls like mildew. She stepped into it, feeling the chill intensify, the faint scent of old fish and damp wood stronger here. Every sound was magnified—the scuff of her shoes, the creak of a loose shutter, the distant splash of water against the pier.


“Grace,” a voice called softly from behind her, cautious yet deliberate. She turned to see Inspector Renault emerging from the morning haze, his face drawn and serious. The inspector had always been a man of detail, the kind who noticed the minutiae that others overlooked. “You’re here early.”


“I like to see things for myself,” Grace replied, her voice steady, though her mind raced. “The quay doesn’t reveal all its secrets at ten in the morning. Sometimes the truth hides in the quiet hours.”


Renault nodded, his eyes scanning the alley with her. “I hope you’re not planning on getting in over your head again. This case… it’s messy, more than I anticipated.”


“I’m not planning on anything,” she said, though she knew the lie tasted familiar on her tongue. She never planned anything, not in the traditional sense. She followed instinct, intuition, and the faint trails of evidence that others dismissed as inconsequential. The line between involvement and obsession was thin, and Grace had learned long ago how easily one could cross it.


The inspector hesitated before speaking again. “The man… the victim… he wasn’t from around here. At least, not recently. No identification, no record in the local registry. It’s as if he appeared out of nowhere.”


Grace frowned, her mind piecing together fragments of information she had collected. The man had been neatly dressed, far too polished for the rough docks he now rested in death. His shoes, though scuffed from the journey, were expensive, imported perhaps. There was a sense of precision in the way he carried himself even in life, a refinement that clashed violently with the rugged port.


“And yet,” she murmured, “someone wanted him gone. Permanently.”


Renault shifted uneasily. “We found no signs of struggle. No evidence of robbery. Nothing. It’s… almost as if he walked into the water willingly, though that makes no sense at all.”


Grace turned her gaze toward the horizon, where the rising sun began to cast streaks of gold across the misty water. She could almost see the echoes of the night before, the invisible movements that no one else had witnessed. She felt a shiver, not from the cold, but from the anticipation of what lay ahead. Someone in Saint-Tropez had orchestrated this death with care, and it was her task—her burden—to uncover why.


A sudden movement caught her eye. Across the quay, a figure slipped behind a stack of crates, too quick to be accidental. Grace’s pulse quickened. She adjusted her bag over her shoulder and began moving toward the figure, keeping her steps measured. The shadows were dense, yet she could make out a flash of white—a shirt, a reflection, a note left for no one else to see.


“Grace?” Renault’s voice brought her back from her concentration. “Wait. Let me—”


“No,” she interrupted softly, almost fiercely. “This is mine.”


She pressed on, her senses sharpening with each step. The figure paused, then moved again, faster this time, disappearing into a narrow passage between the warehouse and the waterfront. Grace followed, heart pounding, the morning light failing to pierce the shadows entirely. She caught a glimpse of a hand brushing against the wall, leaving a faint smear of something dark—paint? blood? Her stomach churned with a mix of fear and determination.


At the end of the passage, she found herself in a small courtyard, abandoned except for a few rusting barrels and a broken wooden crate. The figure was gone, but the evidence remained: a faint footprint, a torn piece of fabric snagged on a rusted nail, and a sense of presence that lingered in the air like smoke. Grace knelt down, examining the fabric carefully. It was expensive, patterned, the kind of textile not often found among the dockhands and fishermen.


Her mind raced. Who was this man? Why had he come to Saint-Tropez, and what had he brought with him that was worth killing for? The answers were hidden somewhere, tangled in the whispers of the quay, in the secrets of the warehouses and the people who worked them. Grace knew that uncovering the truth would require more than observation—it would demand courage, cunning, and a willingness to confront the darkness lurking beneath the port’s picturesque facade.


She stood and took a deep breath, the morning air filling her lungs. Somewhere along this quay, someone knew more than they were saying, someone had seen what had happened to the man, and someone held the key to unraveling the mystery. Grace was determined to find them.


As she walked back toward the main dock, the sun began to rise higher, scattering the fog in golden streaks across the water. The quay was coming alive now, the hum of life growing louder, but Grace moved with purpose, aware that each passing moment allowed the trail to grow colder. She could feel the weight of the city’s history pressing in around her, the centuries-old stones whispering secrets she had learned to interpret.


A seagull cried above, startling a flock into flight, and Grace paused to watch them rise, wings glinting in the sunlight. The symbolism was not lost on her—the freedom of the birds contrasted sharply with the constraints of human deceit and danger. Somewhere out there, in this maze of docks and alleys, was a clue, a whisper, a fragment that could pierce the veil of lies. And Grace intended to follow it wherever it led.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket—a message from an unknown number. She glanced at it cautiously: “Stop looking, or you’ll regret it.”


The text was brief, almost polite, but the threat was unmistakable. Grace felt a thrill of anticipation, the kind that always accompanied a case that truly mattered. Whoever had sent it knew she was close, or at least had guessed that she would be. And that meant she was on the right path.


She stuffed the phone back into her coat, her mind already racing ahead to her next move. Interviews would have to be conducted, old records dug up, and the local community coaxed into revealing what they might know. It would not be easy—Saint-Tropez was a city of secrets, its beauty a perfect mask for the darkness that festered just below the surface.


Grace adjusted her scarf, straightened her coat, and walked with renewed purpose along the quay. The whispers along the water seemed to follow her, carried by the wind and the distant churning of boat engines. Each footstep brought her closer to the truth, each breath a reminder that danger and discovery often traveled hand in hand.


And in the distance, among the rising sun and the shimmering water, the Old Port waited. Its secrets were patient, but so was Grace—and she would not leave until every last whisper had been heard.


The late morning sun had burned away most of the fog, leaving Saint-Tropez sparkling under a clear, pale blue sky. Grace returned to the heart of the Old Port, her heels clicking against the sun-warmed wooden boards. The bustle of the harbor had increased—fishermen hauling crates, delivery trucks unloading goods, and tourists wandering in awe of the picturesque marina. Yet beneath the cheerful noise, Grace felt the same tension that had gripped her that morning, the quiet hum of danger hiding just out of sight.


She paused near a cluster of brightly painted fishing boats, taking in the details she had memorized. Every vessel had its story, its own rhythm of life, and sometimes, its own secret. A few dockhands watched her warily, noticing her deliberate movements. Grace smiled politely at them but did not stop; she knew better than to engage too freely in conversation, not until she understood what role they might play in this tangled web.


Her mind returned to the torn piece of fabric she had discovered in the alley. Something about it nagged at her—an understated elegance, a pattern that seemed familiar. She studied it again under the bright sunlight, tracing the fine weave between her fingers. She remembered the boutique near Place des Lices, the one she had visited months ago for a case in Cannes. Could this fabric have come from there? The thought made her heart quicken. If so, it suggested that the victim was no ordinary traveler but someone accustomed to luxury, someone who might be entangled in high society affairs.


Her musings were interrupted by the low hum of a conversation nearby. Two men leaned against a railing, speaking in hushed tones, their words carried partially by the breeze. Grace slowed her pace and pretended to examine a set of ropes on a nearby boat, listening intently.


“…did you see what he brought with him?” one of the men whispered.


“No,” the other replied, shaking his head. “But I know someone saw. And now he’s gone. That’s all that matters.”


Grace’s pulse spiked. They were talking about the victim, no doubt. She moved closer, careful to remain in shadow, but the men seemed oblivious to her presence.


“Gone?” the first man repeated. “You mean… him?”


The second man nodded. “He should never have come here. Saint-Tropez is not for people like him. Some things are meant to stay buried.”


Grace bit back a gasp. They were hinting at motives, at secrets tied to the victim, but they left her with only questions. Who was this man, really, and what had he uncovered that was so dangerous? The answers were within reach, and yet frustratingly elusive.


She needed more than snippets of overheard dialogue. Grace made a mental note to follow up on these two men later. For now, she moved along the quay, scanning the surrounding area for any other clues. Her eyes fell on a small café tucked into a corner of the port, its awning faded from sun and salt. The smell of strong coffee and toasted baguettes drew her in despite herself, and she slipped inside, the bell above the door jingling softly.


The café was quiet, filled with the low murmur of early patrons. Grace selected a table near the window, giving her a clear view of the harbor and the flow of people along the quay. She ordered a coffee, black, her mind already working through the possibilities of the case. She pulled out a notebook from her bag, scribbling observations, names, and questions, connecting threads that were still too faint to form a complete picture.


The barista brought her coffee, setting the cup down with a polite smile. “You’re up early,” he remarked in French, his tone casual, almost perfunctory.


Grace smiled, hiding the tension coiling in her chest. “Always,” she replied, her eyes scanning the quay through the glass.


As she sipped, she noticed a familiar figure approaching—a man she had seen at the docks that morning, moving with a measured precision that suggested experience rather than nervousness. He paused outside the café, glancing around as though searching for someone. Grace felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. Something about his presence was deliberate, almost predatory.


He entered the café and approached the counter, speaking softly to the barista. Grace strained to hear, catching only fragments of the conversation. “…needs to meet her… before noon…”


Grace’s instincts flared. He was looking for her—or someone connected to her. She weighed her options. Confrontation might reveal answers, but it could also be dangerous. She finished her coffee quickly, leaving a few coins on the table, and stepped outside, keeping a careful distance as the man exited the café.


He moved along the quay, stopping occasionally to glance at the boats or speak to passing dockhands. Grace followed at a distance, careful to blend into the crowd of tourists and locals. Her mind raced through strategies—how to engage, how to draw out information without revealing herself too openly.


As they reached a secluded section of the port, away from the main boardwalk, the man paused near a small yacht, peering at its hull as though inspecting it for damage. Grace took this opportunity to approach, her steps measured, calm, and purposeful.


“Beautiful morning, isn’t it?” she said, her voice casual, though her heart was hammering.


The man turned sharply, his eyes narrowing. “Do I know you?” he asked, suspicion thick in his tone.


“Not yet,” Grace replied smoothly. “But I think we have a mutual interest.”


He studied her for a moment, the muscles in his jaw tightening. “Mutual interest?”


“Yes,” she said, stepping a fraction closer. “The man who died in the Old Port. I believe you know something about him.”


His eyes flickered with a mixture of caution and calculation. “Perhaps. But knowledge can be dangerous, Ms…?”


“Whitmore. Grace.” She offered her hand, though he did not take it.


He regarded her silently for a long moment. “Ms. Whitmore… then you are the one asking questions everyone else is too afraid to ask.”


Grace allowed herself a small smile. “Someone has to.”


The man glanced around, clearly considering whether to speak openly. Finally, he leaned slightly toward her, voice low. “What you seek… it is not what it appears to be. That man did not come here by chance. He carried something, something worth killing for. And now it has vanished.”


“Vanished?” Grace’s curiosity sharpened
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