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  Preface



When I first imagined Grace Whitmore, I saw a woman standing at the edge of a foreign shore, suitcase in hand, looking not for adventure—but for peace. And yet, like so many of us, she discovers that life often has other plans. What began as a quiet escape to Provence in Murder in Lavender Lane quickly unfolded into something richer: a journey of healing, discovery, and unexpected courage.




In Murder on the Côte Bleue, Grace finds herself once again drawn into a mystery that tests not only her intellect but her heart. Set along the lesser-known but breathtaking Mediterranean coastline west of Marseille, this story weaves together past and present, beauty and betrayal, and the power of truth rising to the surface.




This book continues Grace’s evolution—not just as an amateur sleuth, but as a woman rediscovering her purpose, her strength, and the subtle joys of a life rebuilt.




Thank you for joining her on this journey.




—David Hennessey
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Chapter One: An Invitation to Cassis




The sea always called to Grace—but never twice in the same voice.




This time, it whispered with salt and secrecy.




She stepped off the train at Gare de Cassis, the afternoon sun spilling over the limestone hills like warm honey. A gull cried overhead. The breeze off the Côté Bleue smelled of fennel, salt spray, and something faintly metallic—familiar, but not quite pleasant.




She had received the letter three days earlier.

No return address. Just a name she hadn’t heard since Paris: Margaux Delon, owner of the enigmatic wine boutique Le Vin Perdu.




The note had been short.




A man is missing. A case of rare wine is involved.

Come to Cassis. Ask for me by the port.

—M.D.




Grace, still raw from what Sainte-Valérie had taken and given, should have said no.




Instead, she packed a small bag, grabbed her notebook, and caught the 8:45 train from Avignon.




Mystery didn’t wait for grief to heal.




⸻




The taxi dropped her near the harbor, where boats bobbed lazily against their moorings and pastel shutters blinked in the Mediterranean sun. White stone buildings rose in tidy rows, wrapped in terracotta roofs and dotted with bougainvillea.




She asked a flower vendor where she might find Le Vin Perdu.




The woman pointed without smiling. “Down past the chapel. If it’s open.”




Grace made her way along a quiet alley that twisted toward the sea. The scent of jasmine thickened. At the end of the street stood a boutique wedged into a curve of stone—its wooden sign weathered but still legible:




Le Vin Perdu

Rare Wines. Rarer Stories.




She stepped inside.

It was cool, dim, and dusted with history. Floor-to-ceiling wine racks lined the walls. Bottles wrapped in twine and parchment. Maps of Bordeaux, Rioja, and the Rhône. A single oil painting of a storm at sea hung behind the counter.




And standing behind it—




Margaux Delon.




⸻




“Grace,” she said, as if she’d been expecting her for years. “Still walking into the wrong mysteries at the right time.”




She was elegant, older than Grace remembered, but sharp-eyed. Her navy scarf was knotted precisely. Her lipstick, dark plum.




Grace offered a small smile. “Still handing out letters with just enough mystery to make someone cross the country.”




Margaux poured two glasses of water with lemon. “Sit.”




Grace took the stool. “You said a man was missing.”




Margaux nodded. “His name is Alec Rutherford. American. Mid-forties. Claimed to be a private collector. Said he was here for wine… but I think he was here for something else.”




“When did you last see him?”




“Four nights ago.” Margaux tapped the counter lightly. “He came in just before closing. Bought one bottle—an unlabeled Côtes de Provence from my private shelf. Then he said he was meeting someone near the cliffs. He never came back.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “The police?”




“They’ve marked him as a likely drunk tourist who fell into the sea,” Margaux said with a shrug. “But I’ve run this shop for fifteen years. I know when something is off.”




“And the wine?”




Margaux hesitated. “It’s the reason I wrote to you.”




She reached beneath the counter and slid out a small notebook. Faded red leather. Salt-stained edges.




It was the same kind of notebook Grace had seen in Sainte-Valérie.

The same kind Julien Moreau had used to hide a secret worth dying for.




Grace opened it. Inside were lists—bottles, names, dates. Some had check marks. One name was circled in dark ink:




Henri Laroche

Last seen: Marseille

Same blend. Same symbol.




Grace looked up slowly. “What symbol?”




Margaux took out a torn label from under the counter.




It was hand-drawn, faded, and bore an unmistakable image:




A black feather crossed with a corkscrew.




⸻




Grace felt a chill.




That symbol had appeared once in Sainte-Valérie—barely visible on the base of an unlabeled bottle Claire Bryant kept hidden. At the time, it meant nothing.




Now it meant everything.




“Do you think Alec found something?” Grace asked.




“I think he was close to something that someone didn’t want him to find,” Margaux said. “And if the wine he bought was part of that… he’s not the only one in danger.”




Grace turned back toward the window. The cliffs in the distance glowed pink in the late light.




“I’ll need a map,” she said. “And directions to the overlook.”




Margaux slid both across the counter. “The path is steep. Don’t go alone.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I never do.”




⸻




She left the shop with the bottle label, the red notebook, and a strange sense that the vineyard at Sainte-Valérie had been just a prelude.




Here on the Côté Bleue, something older was fermenting.




And this time, it wasn’t just a vineyard’s reputation at risk.




It was lives.
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Chapter Two: The American Widow


The widow wore sunglasses, even in the shade.


She sat at a seaside café just off the port, back straight, one manicured hand wrapped tightly around a chilled glass of rosé. Her dress was black linen, crisp and expensive, with a brooch shaped like a phoenix pinned just above her heart.


Grace spotted her instantly.


“Mrs. Rutherford?” she asked.


The woman turned, nodded, and gestured to the chair across from her. “You must be Miss Whitmore. Margaux said you’d be coming.”


Her accent was polished New York. Her tone? Flat, rehearsed.


Grace sat slowly. “I’m sorry about your husband.”


The woman smiled thinly. “Thank you. I’m not sure I believe he’s dead.”


Grace blinked. “The police believe he fell from the cliffs.”


“That’s what the police believe,” she said, “because they didn’t know Alec.”


She removed her sunglasses.


Her eyes—steely blue and dry—bore into Grace’s. “He wasn’t careless. He wasn’t drunk. And he wasn’t sightseeing. He was here to buy something.”


“A bottle of wine.”


The widow leaned forward. “No. A confession in a bottle.”


⸻


Grace glanced at the rosé between them. Its color reminded her of Sainte-Valérie—of summer wine stained with winter secrets.


“What was your husband really doing in Cassis?”


“He was a collector. But not of wine,” the widow said. “He tracked forgeries. Smuggled bottles. He followed money, and sometimes… the bodies it left behind.”


Grace’s eyebrows lifted. “So he was investigating something?”


“Something called le Marchand Noir. The Black Merchant.”


Grace froze.


The name wasn’t in Julien Moreau’s journal. But it had come up—once—scribbled in the margins of Isabelle Bryant’s formulas in Sainte-Valérie. A whispered warning. A supplier with no face.


“You think this Black Merchant is here?”


The widow sipped her wine. “I think Alec found him. And then vanished.”


⸻


Grace pulled out the wine label Margaux had shown her—the black feather crossed with a corkscrew.


“Does this symbol mean anything to you?”


The widow’s fingers trembled slightly as she reached for it.


She studied it. Turned it over. Then she nodded. “He drew this. In his notes. It was the last thing he sketched before he left our hotel.”


Grace frowned. “Where were you when he disappeared?”


The widow didn’t flinch. “I was in Marseille. Visiting an old friend. Alec insisted on going alone. He said he’d be back by morning.”


“And when he wasn’t?”


“I returned to the cliffs. I found his scarf snagged in a tree near the edge. No blood. No signs of a fall. Just… the scarf. And a fresh set of tire tracks off the road.”


Grace was quiet for a moment. Then: “Do the police know this?”


She gave a bitter laugh. “They didn’t even look.”


⸻


They sat in silence, the sea wind growing cooler. A nearby boat honked twice as it pulled away from the dock.


Finally, Grace asked, “Why me?”


The widow’s face softened. “Because you see things others don’t. You’ve been where no one wants to go. You ask the second question, not just the first.”


She pulled a photograph from her bag and slid it across the table.


It showed Alec Rutherford standing beside a dark-haired man in a café, both holding wine glasses. In the background: a chalkboard sign advertising vin vieux—aged wine.


Grace squinted.


The man beside Alec was younger, with Mediterranean features. Not French.


“Who’s this?”


“My husband said his name was Nico,” the widow said. “But I think he lied.”


Grace tucked the photo away. “And where can I find this Nico?”


The widow pointed toward the hill above the harbor.


“He works at an old château that used to host wine auctions,” she said. “You’ll know it by the cypress trees. Locals call it la Maison du Sel.”


The House of Salt.


Grace stood slowly. “If he’s lying, I’ll find out.”


The widow gave her a long look. “And if he’s not lying?”


Grace slipped the black-feather label into her notebook. “Then I’ll know who is.”


⸻


As Grace made her way toward the old road leading up to the bluff, the shadows grew longer.


Some lies were buried deep in vineyards. Others were hidden in stone châteaus above the sea.


Either way, Grace had learned one thing:


Where there was missing wine, missing men, and
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