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  Preface



Florence has always been a city of beauty, history, and light—but shadows dwell in even the most gilded corners. In this installment of the Grace Mystery series, I wanted to explore the darker side of the Renaissance capital—the secrets hidden behind masterpieces, and the price that sometimes comes with unearthing the truth.




As always, Grace finds herself caught between art and intrigue, guided by instinct and heart. Whether you’re a longtime reader or joining her for the first time, I hope you enjoy this journey beneath the arches of the Ponte Vecchio, where gold glitters, and danger runs deep.




—David G. Hennessey
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Chapter One: A Body Beneath the Bridge

Florence, Italy – June




The gold shimmer of the Arno River caught the morning sun like a polished coin, each ripple reflecting the timeless grandeur of Florence. Grace Whitmore stood on the stone terrace outside the Hotel degli Artisti, an espresso in hand, her linen blouse catching the breeze. Just across the river, the Ponte Vecchio stretched like a jewel box over water—its ancient buildings crammed with goldsmiths and watchmakers, centuries of craft balanced delicately above the current.




It should have been the beginning of a perfect Tuscan day.




Instead, it was the beginning of a murder.




The sound of sirens split the calm, sharp and discordant against the hum of waking Vespas and church bells. Grace turned toward the noise, heart skipping. Police cars and a small riverboat bobbed near the north bank of the Ponte Vecchio, just beneath the central arch. A cluster of officers formed a tight circle. Something heavy was being hoisted from the river.




She squinted. Not something.




Someone.




Her stomach dropped.




Grace tossed a ten-euro note onto the café table and hurried down the alley, past shops still shuttered from the night. Florence was a city that rarely hurried—except when something was wrong. As she reached the edge of the bridge, she caught sight of a familiar figure crouched near the waterline.




Inspector Luca Ferretti, sleeves rolled, tie askew, was barking orders into his phone.




He spotted her instantly.




“You’re early,” he muttered as she approached. “I figured I’d see you eventually—but not before the coroner.”




“Not my fault the city wakes me up with sirens,” Grace said. “Who is it?”




Ferretti’s jaw tightened. “Paolo Bellini. Goldsmith. His shop’s right up there—third from the center. You met him?”




Grace’s throat went dry. “Yesterday. He gave me a tour of his workshop. He told me he wanted to show me something today.”




Ferretti exhaled slowly. “Well, if he had any secrets, he took them into the Arno. Found floating under the bridge an hour ago. No signs of struggle in the shop. No forced entry. But he didn’t drown by accident.”




Grace peered over the balustrade at the makeshift tarp now covering the body. “Then how did he die?”




Ferretti didn’t answer immediately. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded paper. “They found this in his jacket pocket—still dry. Hidden inside a wax-sealed locket. Recognize the handwriting?”




Grace took it carefully, her eyes scanning the delicate Florentine script. It read:




What was lost must remain hidden. The corridor breathes only secrets. V.B.




Her breath caught.




“V.B.?” she whispered. “Vasari Bridge?”




Ferretti nodded grimly. “Or Vasari Corridor. I thought the same.”




A centuries-old secret passage that ran above the Ponte Vecchio, linking Palazzo Vecchio to the Uffizi and across the river to the Pitti Palace. It had been used by Medici dukes, Nazi officers, and modern politicians alike. Access was tightly restricted—official tours were rare. But Grace had studied it, even walked its length during a private invitation last year.




“Paolo must have found something,” she said softly. “Something hidden inside the corridor.”




Ferretti gave her a sidelong glance. “If that’s true, then we’ve got a lot more than a murder on our hands. We’ve got history leaking through the cracks of this city. And maybe someone desperate to keep the past buried.”




Grace folded the note and handed it back. “May I see the shop?”




Ferretti nodded reluctantly. “You’re in this now, whether I like it or not. Come on.”




⸻




Bellini Gioielli was one of the oldest shops on the Ponte Vecchio, a narrow storefront tucked between two jewelers and a watercolor stall. The heavy green shutters had been pried open by police earlier, revealing a warm, dust-laced interior that smelled of old wood and molten metal.




The workbench was cluttered with half-finished pieces—rings, brooches, a delicate cameo necklace that looked like it

Ferretti gestured toward a back room. “This way.”




The private studio was even more fascinating. Dozens of sketches were pinned to the walls, many replicating classical art motifs: da Vinci angels, Botticelli florals, the twisting figures of Michelangelo. On the far worktable, under a small glass dome, was an intricate gold bracelet—each link shaped like a Medici crest. It gleamed as though it had been cleaned just hours ago.




Grace examined it carefully. “This isn’t modern. This is Renaissance work.”




Ferretti crossed his arms. “So what’s it doing on a modern workbench in a shop run by a man who died with a message about the Vasari Corridor in his pocket?”




Grace tilted her head, then opened a nearby drawer. Inside were more sketches—one marked with the words Corridoio Segreto. Another showed a section of the corridor with a side chamber labeled Camera della Primavera.




She looked up sharply.




“Ferretti. Did you know there’s a hidden chamber inside the corridor? One that’s not on any official tour?”




The inspector’s brow furrowed. “That sounds like a fairy tale.”




Grace laid the sketch on the table. “Paolo didn’t think so. He was trying to recreate something. Maybe even protect it.”




Ferretti stared at the drawing, then turned back toward the bracelet. “He found something. Something old. And valuable enough to die for.”




Grace stepped to the window overlooking the river. The Ponte Vecchio buzzed again with tourists and shutter-clicks, unaware of the death that had just seeped into the city’s foundations. Beneath the stone, history was whispering. And someone didn’t want it heard.




She turned back to Ferretti, her voice quiet but firm.




“We need to get inside that corridor.”




He sighed. “I thought you might say that.”




⸻




Later that afternoon, Grace wandered the long halls of the Uffizi Gallery. She wasn’t here to see the art—though the pull of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus tugged at her heart every time she passed it. No, today she was looking for someone else.

She found her near Room 90—Dr. Elisa Moretti, curator of the museum’s Renaissance collection and an old friend from Grace’s university days at Oxford.




“Elisa,” Grace called.




The tall woman turned, startled—then grinned and enveloped Grace in a quick hug. “What a surprise! I thought you were in Switzerland chasing down a murder in a chocolate factory or something.”




Grace laughed. “That was last winter.”




They moved to a quiet alcove overlooking the Arno.




“I need to ask about the Vasari Corridor,” Grace said. “Specifically—has anyone been inside lately? Anyone unauthorized?”




Elisa’s expression grew wary. “Why?”




“Because a man is dead. And I think the corridor holds the answer.”




Elisa hesitated, then lowered her voice. “There was a break-in. Last month. Small door forced open near the Pitti end. Nothing stolen—or so we thought. But the camera logs were wiped.”




Grace’s heart raced. “Did you tell the police?”




“We didn’t think it mattered. Until now.”




Grace stepped closer. “I think someone found something. A relic. A secret. Maybe even a lost treasure. Paolo Bellini may have tried to protect it. Or hide it. And now he’s dead.”




Elisa stared at her, then nodded slowly. “Come back tomorrow at 6 a.m. I’ll get you inside. Quietly.”




Grace placed a hand over Elisa’s. “Thank you.”




As she stepped out into the golden afternoon light of Florence, the sky glowed pink above the Ponte Vecchio. The city looked like a painting—but Grace knew better.




Beneath the beauty, something dangerous waited.

And the past was about to come crashing into the present.
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Chapter Two: The Goldsmith’s Last Appointment

Florence, Italy – The Day Before the Murder


The bells of Santa Trìnita rang out across the Arno, their echo dancing through narrow streets like a memory in stone. The late afternoon sun bathed the Ponte Vecchio in a burnished light, turning the little shops into glowing lanterns suspended above the river. Grace walked slowly across the ancient bridge, careful not to rush, letting herself savor the city’s rhythm.


Florence didn’t speak—it whispered.


She passed tourists lingering over gelato, shopkeepers sweeping doorways, and elderly Florentines deep in the art of people-watching. The scent of espresso, beeswax, and antique wood floated through the air. Just ahead, the hand-painted sign for Bellini Gioielli swung gently on its brass hook.


She stepped inside.


The shop was tiny—no more than ten feet wide, but filled with more brilliance than a ballroom chandelier. Gold gleamed from every velvet-lined case. Rings, pendants, ornate earrings, and bracelets were displayed like museum artifacts. But unlike most shops on the bridge, this one felt… alive. Not just a showroom, but a place where something was being created.


A chime rang softly overhead.


“Signora Whitmore?” came a voice from the back.


A figure emerged from the shadows—slender, olive-skinned, his silver-streaked hair curling gently at the collar. Paolo Bellini moved with the precision of a man who had handled fine tools his whole life.


“You came,” he said, smiling warmly.


Grace returned the smile. “I wouldn’t miss it




























































































OEBPS/59cc2c63bfc6f2718857d4c57f5c719666e0356e_smallRaw.jpg
A GRACE WHITMORE MYSTER“@, .
DEATH UNDER THE

DAVID G. HENNESSEY














