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  Preface



Every city has its secrets, but few wear them as beautifully—and as dangerously—as Venice.




This book was inspired by the surreal beauty of Carnevale, where masks are not just costumes but symbols of the stories people hide behind. As I wandered the shadowy calle and watched gondolas slip silently beneath ancient bridges, I imagined what might happen if someone used that anonymity to commit the perfect crime.




Grace, my ever-curious mystery writer turned sleuth, once again finds herself caught between elegance and evil—this time in a city that both enchants and deceives. Whether you’re new to Grace’s world or have followed her adventures from the beginning, I invite you to lose yourself in this illusion.




—David G. Hennessey
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Chapter One — Arrival in the Floating City




Grace Whitmore stepped off the water taxi with one gloved hand holding her suitcase and the other gripping her wide-brimmed hat. The wind off the Grand Canal tugged playfully at her silk scarf as the scent of salt, damp stone, and something faintly floral welcomed her to Venice. Around her, a riot of color passed by—feathers, masks, sequins, and cloaks—as revelers swept through the city in celebration. It was Carnevale.




She paused on the dock near Santa Lucia Station, letting the atmosphere settle over her. Venice didn’t bustle like other cities; it shimmered. Gondolas drifted like shadows beneath arched bridges. Streetlamps glowed like fireflies along alleyways that felt older than time. Grace had been many places, but Venice was different—it didn’t just whisper history; it wrapped you in it like a velvet cloak.




“Signora?” the porter asked, gesturing to help her with her luggage.




“Grazie,” she smiled politely, letting him lift her case. “Ca’ Girasole,” she added, naming the small palazzo she’d rented for the next ten days. “Near Campo San Barnaba.”




The man nodded, then led her down a narrow, twisting calle, where voices echoed softly from above and laundry fluttered like faded flags between the windows. Grace followed, weaving her way deeper into the floating city. With each step, the carnival grew louder. Laughter. Music. The distant boom of fireworks. And always—masks. Hundreds of faces without identities, glittering eyes watching from behind delicate porcelain.




She found it enchanting. And slightly unnerving.




Ca’ Girasole stood at the edge of a quiet canal—tall, faded rose-colored, with curling iron balconies and shuttered windows. It leaned, as most of Venice did, but proudly, like a noblewoman aging with grace. The porter set her luggage down, tipped his cap, and vanished into the fog that had begun to creep along the water’s surface.




Grace entered the building, the old iron key heavy in her hand. Inside, the villa smelled of lemon oil and centuries of memory. A tiled floor stretched into a living room with velvet chairs, a writing desk by the window, and a fireplace carved with winged lions. Her bedroom overlooked the canal, where the hush of lapping water promised peace.




She exhaled. This was what she needed. A break from deadlines, book tours, and the curious looks she always got when people realized the author of Murder at Mont-Saint-Michel had once solved a murder there herself.




She was here to rest. No bodies. No mysteries. Just Venice.




But Grace knew better than to believe in clean getaways.

The first inkling that something was wrong came just past midnight.




She was seated by the window, sipping a cup of chamomile tea and watching candlelit gondolas glide by like ghost ships. A masked couple laughed under a bridge, their voices echoing like a melody. Somewhere nearby, a violin played a slow, mournful tune. The air smelled of wax and river mist.




Then she saw him.




A man in a white bauta mask and crimson cloak stood at the edge of the canal, motionless. He was facing the water, hands behind his back, as if waiting. Or watching. His figure was stiff, like a statue planted there for decoration. But something about the stillness was off. Grace leaned forward, her fingers tightening on the mug.




He didn’t move. Not even when a gondola passed inches from his shoes.




She turned to grab her phone—reflexes honed by too many strange experiences—but when she looked again, he was gone. No footsteps. No splash. Just an empty stone landing and the soft drip of water from a mooring ring.




Grace frowned. A Carnevale costume, most likely. A partygoer with a flair for the dramatic. But even as she told herself that, she couldn’t shake the image of the figure—his stiff posture, the way he had stared so intently at the canal. Like someone waiting for something to rise.




Or fall.




She told herself it was nothing. She told herself to go to bed.




She didn’t.




—




The next morning broke with pale sun filtering through gauzy curtains. Church bells rang in lazy harmony. Grace rose early, wrapped in a shawl, and took a walk to the corner café. Locals were already sipping espresso at outdoor tables, many of them masked. Even the children wore tiny, glittering disguises. A pastry in hand and notebook tucked under her arm, Grace strolled through Campo San Barnaba toward the market.




She loved mornings like this—half-storybook, half-stage set. And then, just as she passed the fruit vendor, she saw the crowd.




A cluster of police officers, a gondolier gesturing wildly, and red-and-white crime tape strung across a small stone bridge. Murmurs filled the air like static.




“…drowned, they say…”




“…but no ID…”




“…still had the mask on…”




Grace’s blood chilled.




She edged closer, lifting her sunglasses and listening without looking too obvious. A small crowd had gathered near the bridge. On the water’s surface, a yellow tarp floated like a lily pad. Underneath it, unmistakable: the shape of a man. Long, stiff. A bauta mask rested beside the dock, cracked in two.




Crimson fabric clung to the body like seaweed.




She knew that mask.




She knew that cloak.




Grace stepped back, the pastry now forgotten in her hand. A man in a crimson cloak and white mask, standing by the canal just hours before.




Watching. Waiting.




Not for someone else.




But for death.
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Chapter Two – Masks and Motives


Grace spent the rest of the morning walking in slow, deliberate circles around the crime scene, watching—not from the front, but from behind the lines of tourists and Venetians who had gathered to speculate. Her notebook stayed in her shoulder bag, but the notes were already forming in her head. She had a gift for faces, and while Carnevale made that harder than usual, body language rarely lied.


The gondolier who’d found the body was still nearby, talking to a Carabinieri officer with animated gestures. His uniform was faded, his straw hat askew, and his dark eyes wide with something that looked an awful lot like guilt. Not the guilt of a killer—Grace didn’t think so—but the guilt of someone who had seen something they wished they hadn’t.


She filed that away.


Grace moved on to the edge of the square and bought a second coffee she didn’t need, then took a seat near a pair of older women, both in simple masks and heavy scarves.


“—said he was no one local,” one murmured in Italian, low and conspiratorial.


“The police think he was a tourist. But who wears a full mask at night like that, alone?”


“He wasn’t alone. Someone put him in the canal. You don’t fall in with your mask still tied on.”


They clucked their tongues in unison and crossed themselves. Grace sipped her espresso slowly.


When she returned to Ca’ Girasole, her scarf pulled high against the wind, the images refused to leave her: the man in crimson, the cracked mask, the pale tarp rocking softly in the current. Most people might’ve felt horror. Grace felt a burning curiosity—one that had both fueled her career and tangled her life in real danger more than once.


She unlocked her notebook and started writing.


Not fiction. Not this time.


Just questions.


Who was the man in the mask?

Why was he there at midnight?

Did he know he was being watched?

Why did he vanish so silently—unless he didn’t?

And why was he dead by morning?


She stared at the last question. Her pen hovered.

There was a knock at the door.


Grace rose, crossing the room with measured steps, and opened it to find a tall man in his fifties, silver-streaked hair pulled back in a low tie, dark coat buttoned up to the collar. His badge peeked just enough from his lapel to let her know he wasn’t a neighbor.


“Signora Whitmore?” he asked in precise English with a lilting Venetian accent. “I’m Inspector Luca Bellini. May I come in?”


She opened the door wider.


—


They sat across from each other in the high-ceilinged salon, a small fire crackling in the grate. Bellini didn’t remove his coat but accepted her offer of espresso with a quiet nod. Grace studied him as he stirred a single sugar into the cup.


“You’ve heard,” he said without preamble.


“I saw,” Grace corrected. “Both last night—and this morning.”


He looked up sharply. “You saw the man?”


“Briefly. He was wearing a crimson cloak and a white bauta mask. He stood by the canal just past midnight. Didn’t move. Then vanished.”


Bellini nodded slowly. “You’re sure it was the same man?”


“I saw the cloak in the water. Same style. Same mask. Same height, I think.”


Bellini exhaled through his nose. “Then you saw him later than anyone else.”


Grace leaned forward. “So you do know who he is?”


“We know what passport he had on him,” Bellini said. “American. James Reynolds. Forty-eight. New York.” He paused, watching her reaction.


“I don’t know him,” Grace said. “Should I?”


“Perhaps not. But people like you often travel in similar circles.”


She raised a brow. “Mystery writers and drowning victims?”


He smiled faintly. “Let’s say… people who come to Venice during Carnevale with a purpose.”

He stood and moved toward the fireplace, warming his hands. “Mr. Reynolds arrived two nights ago. He was booked at a boutique hotel near San Zaccaria. Solo traveler. No immediate family on record. What makes it odd—besides the mask and hour—is that his pockets were empty. No wallet, no phone. Just the passport, folded into his boot. Neatly. Deliberately.”


“Robbery?” Grace offered.


“Maybe. But odd, no? Why leave the passport?”


Grace’s mind ticked. “To identify him. Or to misidentify him.”


Bellini turned, approving. “You see what I
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