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Secrets of the Tuscan Sunflowers







  
  
  A Letter from Montepulciano

  
  




Chapter One - A Letter from Montepulciano




The envelope was thick, creamy, and foreign. Grace Whitmore turned it over twice before sliding her letter opener beneath the seal. The elegant script bore no return address, only her name and her temporary residence in the Marais district of Paris. A curious pang of excitement tickled her chest. Invitations written on stationery like this rarely meant anything ordinary.




She tugged the single sheet of parchment free.




“Cara Signora Whitmore,”

You do not know me, but I know of you. Your articles on lost European villages have found their way into more than one local café here in Montepulciano. We are a quiet hilltop town, but not without stories worth telling—and secrets worth keeping. I believe there is something here that may interest you—a mystery surrounding a vanished artist, a lost collection, and a house filled with sunflowers.

Should you wish a place to stay while you write, my family farmhouse is open to you. Room and board are yours for the summer. The views are magnificent. The questions, even more so.

Respectfully,

Contessa Bianca Bellariva




Grace read the letter twice, then three more times, her eyes darting to phrases like “vanished artist” and “lost collection.” Her mind was already racing. She had traveled enough to know when serendipity knocked at the door—and this felt like more than a nudge.




She folded the letter slowly, thoughtfully. In her thirty-nine years, she had learned to say yes to the unexpected. That habit had once landed her in a Greek cave during a lightning storm and another time in a forgotten railway tunnel beneath Prague. So far, the universe hadn’t disappointed.




She glanced toward the half-packed suitcase on her bed. She had been planning to take a short train trip to Lyon next. But Tuscany? A hilltop villa? Sunflowers and secrets?




“Yes,” she whispered, smiling. “I think it’s time for a little Italian detour.”










The train to Florence rumbled beneath her as Grace stared out the window at the blur of vineyards and olive groves. A cappuccino sat cooling in its porcelain cup. Her notebook—ever present—lay open on her lap, though she’d only managed to scribble a few disjointed thoughts between glimpses of the landscape.




Missing artist. Local legend. Sunflowers…




Her mind kept circling back to that phrase. A house full of sunflowers. Was it literal? Symbolic? Or something far more tangled in Tuscan folklore?




“Scusi, signora,” the train attendant said as he passed. Grace nodded politely and handed him her ticket. She caught sight of her reflection in the glass—red curls tamed back in a scarf, lips painted berry, eyes alert and observant. Even after five years of writing travel columns and stumbling into the occasional mystery, she still felt the old thrill when a story was about to unfold.




By the time she arrived at the Montepulciano station, late afternoon shadows stretched across the countryside. A black Fiat waited near the platform, its driver holding a sign that read “Whitmore.”




“Signora Whitmore?” he asked in a thick accent as she approached.




“That’s me,” Grace said, extending a hand. “Grace Whitmore.”




“Welcome to Montepulciano. I am Matteo. The Contessa asked me to bring you to the villa.”










The road wound higher into the hills, past fields that looked like brushstrokes from a master’s canvas. Rows of sunflowers turned their faces toward the setting sun, casting long golden shadows across the earth. Every so often, tall cypress trees lined the curves, like sentries guarding the secrets of the land.




The farmhouse appeared at the crest of a slope, its stone walls bathed in amber light. Ivy crawled along the sides, and wooden shutters framed windows like curious eyes watching the road. A woman stood on the veranda, elegant despite her bare feet and linen dress. Her white hair was gathered at the nape of her neck, her posture straight as a sculpture.




“Contessa Bellariva?” Grace asked as she stepped from the car.




“Please, call me Bianca,” the woman said with a warm smile. “You arrived just in time for supper. But first, let me show you your room. I hope you don’t mind a view of sunflowers.”




Grace laughed. “At this point, I think I’d be disappointed without one.”










Her room was airy and simple, with exposed beams and an iron-framed bed. But it was the view from the window that stole her breath. Below, a sea of sunflowers stretched out toward the horizon, golden heads gently swaying in the breeze. Beyond that, vineyards clung to the hills like a patchwork quilt stitched by time.




“They bloom a little late this year,” Bianca said behind her. “Perhaps they were waiting for you.”




Grace turned. “I’m flattered.”




Bianca gave a cryptic smile. “You’ll find many things here that don’t behave as expected.”










Dinner was held under a grapevine trellis, the table set with earthenware and candlelight. Grace dined on pecorino cheese, fresh figs, and tagliatelle with sage and butter, all paired with a crimson Chianti that tasted like summer and memory.




She and Bianca talked of Florence and art, of American novels and lost traditions. Only after the sun disappeared behind the hills did Bianca grow quieter, her fingers resting lightly on her wineglass.




“There was once a painter,” she began softly. “Local. Brilliant. Unstable, some said. He came here during the war, escaping something—no one knew quite what. He lived in the guest house behind the villa. Painted sunflowers constantly. Claimed they were more than flowers. Claimed they… remembered.”




Grace leaned in. “And what happened to him?”




“One day, he disappeared. No goodbye. No suitcase. Just gone. But before that—he left behind a painting. One no one was meant to see.”




Grace’s spine tingled. “Do you still have it?”




Bianca’s eyes didn’t blink. “I have it locked in the cellar. You may see it. But only when the time is right.”




The candle flickered, casting long shadows across the table. Grace glanced toward the hills, where the last of the daylight kissed the earth.




She had come for sunflowers and stories.




But now she sensed something deeper. Older. Waiting.








  
  
  The Farmhouse on the Hill

  
  




Chapter Two - The Farmhouse on the Hill




The road to the Bellariva estate curved along ridges that seemed drawn from a dream. Rolling hills, lush vineyards, and cypress trees flanked each side like guardians of memory. As the Fiat rounded its final bend, Grace Whitmore caught her first full view of the farmhouse: weathered stone, shuttered windows, terracotta roof tiles bleached slightly by time. It sat on a soft rise, dignified but not boastful, as though it had been here long before the wars and would still be here long after the vineyards ripened their final harvest.




Matteo, the driver, parked beneath a chestnut tree and opened the trunk. “The Contessa will be waiting,” he said with quiet assurance.




Grace stepped out and was immediately enveloped by warm air scented with thyme, lavender, and the faintest hint of old stone. The sunflowers in the field below the house rippled in a slow wave, their gold faces tilted obediently toward the last light of day. Everything was glowing.




She adjusted the strap of her shoulder bag and approached the front terrace, where a woman waited beneath a grapevine-covered pergola.




“Welcome, Miss Whitmore,” said the Contessa.




Grace smiled and extended a hand. “Thank you for the invitation. I didn’t expect Tuscany to look quite this… cinematic.”




Bianca Bellariva laughed softly, a low, smoky sound. She was elegant, tall, and lean, with snow-white hair twisted into a graceful knot. Her sleeveless dress was the shade of faded sage, and a cameo pendant rested just at the hollow of her throat. Grace couldn’t decide whether the woman looked more like a retired actress or a retired duchess.




“Cinematic?” Bianca repeated. “Perhaps. But film cannot capture our secrets.” She motioned to the door. “Come inside. You’ll be more comfortable soon.”










The interior of the farmhouse was cool and surprisingly spacious. Worn tile floors, heavy beams, and walls decorated with framed etchings and sepia photographs gave it a timeless charm. A long wooden table filled most of the main room, its surface polished smooth by years of candlelit dinners and family debates. Near the hearth stood a stack of books—history, art, poetry—all in both Italian and English.




“Many of my guests have been writers,” Bianca said, noticing Grace’s interest. “Some were chasing stories. Others were trying to forget them.”




“And which am I?” Grace asked lightly.




“That is yet to be seen,” Bianca said. She smiled again, but something behind her eyes held back.




Grace followed her up a narrow stairwell to the guest room, where the shutters were already open. From the bed, she had a view straight across the sunflower field to where the vineyard began to climb the next ridge. In the distance, a tiled bell tower poked through a low forest of trees—Montepulciano’s old town.




“You may open the window at night,” Bianca said. “The breeze carries the sounds of the harvest… and sometimes other things.”




“Other things?”




“Stories. Whispers. Regrets.” She turned to go. “I’ll let you settle in. Dinner is at seven. We eat outside when the weather allows—and the weather almost always allows.”










Grace took her time exploring the room: arched ceilings, a tall wardrobe, a pitcher of wildflowers on the desk. On the bedside table lay a guidebook to Tuscan folklore. She thumbed through it absentmindedly before returning to the window.




The field below wasn’t uniform. Patches of shorter sunflowers created subtle, winding paths. As she watched, she thought she saw a man’s silhouette just beyond the trees. But when she blinked again, there was nothing. Just the wind. Just the rustling gold.










Dinner was a slow, luxurious affair. Tomato bruschetta, fresh pecorino with pear slices, a risotto with saffron and lemon zest that made Grace exhale with delight. Bianca served it all herself, explaining that the housekeeper only came three days a week. She preferred silence and shadows.




They talked of travels, of Florence’s galleries, of Grace’s column in Continental Moments magazine. But as twilight deepened, the conversation inevitably shifted.




“Luca Ferretti,” Grace said quietly, watching a candle flicker on the table between them. “The man who disappeared.”




Bianca’s hands paused briefly before slicing into the fig tart. “Yes. He was… talented. Intense. He came here with nothing and made the guest house his world. He painted night and day. Said the sunflowers ‘spoke to him.’”




“In what way?”




“Metaphorically, I thought. But as time passed, I wasn’t so sure.”




Bianca set the knife down and took a long sip of her wine. “He painted obsessively. Mostly sunflowers. But not cheerful ones. His flowers were shadowed, twisted. He believed they held memory.”




“Memory?”




“Yes. He said they absorbed the pain of the land. That the soil remembered what it was forced to swallow—bodies, blood, secrets.”




Grace was silent. The candle’s light flickered across Bianca’s face like the flame itself was listening.




“Luca vanished in 1946,” Bianca said at last. “The police found no trace. But he left behind one final canvas. I’ve kept it locked away ever since.”




“And you think it’s… important?”




“I think it’s dangerous.” Her voice dropped. “But perhaps you are the kind of woman who needs to see it for herself.”




“I am,” Grace said quietly.




Bianca nodded once, then turned toward the garden. “Then in time, we’ll go down to the cellar. But first… you must walk the field.”








  
  
  Fields of Gold and Whispers

  
  




Chapter Three - Fields of Gold and Whispers




The sun had barely dipped below the horizon when Grace stepped into the field. The last light lingered in soft bands of orange and lavender across the sky, casting the sunflower heads in deep amber. Each flower stood tall and silent, as if holding a secret it refused to share aloud.




She followed the narrow dirt path that curved from the rear garden, past the old stone bench, and into the field itself. The air was thick with the scent of earth, pollen, and something else—something older. Like dried parchment or forgotten incense.




Cicadas chirped from the olive grove nearby, their chorus rising and falling in waves. Grace walked slowly, one hand brushing against the dry, bristled edges of the blooms. They seemed to lean toward her, as though reacting not to the sun, but to her presence.




By the third row, she paused.




There, nestled among the stalks, was a bare patch of ground—a circular space maybe four feet wide, where no flowers grew. The soil there was darker, looser. Trampled, perhaps, or recently disturbed.




Grace crouched and ran her fingers through the dirt. It was dry at the top, but cooler underneath. As she sifted, her fingers struck something hard.




She drew in a breath and carefully dug around the object. It was flat and oblong, wrapped in oilcloth and bound with twine. When she lifted it free, dust spiraled upward like a breath released from the past.




She carried it to the bench and carefully unwrapped the cloth.




Inside was a wooden palette. The colors were faded and cracked—raw sienna, deep violet, cadmium red—but still recognizable. Tucked into a slit along the edge was a folded piece of paper. She opened it slowly.




The sketch was of a sunflower—much like those in the field—but this one had a single human eye in its center. Beneath it, written in sharp, erratic strokes: “They see. They remember. They wait.”




Grace exhaled slowly.




The breeze picked up, carrying with it the faintest whisper. Or maybe a rustle. She turned instinctively, scanning the field.




At first she saw nothing but the darkening shapes of sunflowers. But then—movement.




A figure. Half hidden, watching from deeper in the field. A flash of white linen. Then gone.




“Hello?” Grace called, standing. “Is someone there?”




Silence.




She took a cautious step forward. “Bianca?”




Still nothing. Only the creak of the field and the rhythmic chorus of cicadas.




She remained frozen for another moment, then bent quickly, rewrapped the palette in its cloth, and started back toward the farmhouse. The narrow path seemed longer now, and the sunflower heads loomed closer, their dark centers watching her like eyes in a cathedral of gold.










Bianca met her at the door, holding a lantern.




“You walked the field,” she said softly, as if it were a ritual more than a casual evening stroll.




“I found something,” Grace replied, holding out the bundle.




Bianca didn’t take it. She only looked at it for a long time. “Luca’s palette,” she murmured. “It disappeared the same day he did.”




“Someone buried it,” Grace said.




“Someone—or something—didn’t want it found.”




Grace frowned. “There was someone in the field.”




Bianca’s brow lifted slightly. “Tall? Thin? Wearing white?”




Grace nodded. “Yes. Did you see him too?”




Bianca didn’t answer. Instead, she turned and walked into the house, beckoning Grace to follow. They returned to the long dining table, where the candle had burned low in its brass holder.




Bianca finally reached out and touched the palette. “Luca believed the land remembered. He said if you painted in the right place, at the right time, you could unlock what the earth refused to speak aloud.”




“Unlock what, exactly?”




She looked up. “Memory. Violence. Secrets. Whatever the soil buried during the war.”




Grace took a breath. “So you think this field… it’s more than just sunflowers?”




“I know it is.” Bianca’s voice dropped. “The sunflower field was once a grave.”




The candle sputtered.




Grace felt a chill that had nothing to do with the breeze from the open shutters.




“A grave?” she repeated.




“During the German retreat. In 1944. There were executions. Five villagers. Rebels. They were buried in a shallow pit, right where the sunflowers grow tallest now. No markers. Only flowers.”




Grace’s mind reeled. “And Luca knew?”




“He said they whispered to him at night. Told him stories. Made him paint what no one wanted to see.”




Grace leaned back in her chair, heart thudding.




She had come to Tuscany for a quiet writing retreat. For wine and rolling hills and maybe a bit of regional folklore.




But now she held, wrapped in her hands, the first clue to a mystery buried deeper than the roots of the flowers outside—and someone else knew she had found it.








  
  
  A Missing Artist

  
  




Chapter Four - A Missing Artist




Montepulciano was a maze of stone alleys, flowered balconies, and sun-warmed piazzas. The next morning, Grace walked its cobbled streets in search of answers, her notebook tucked under her arm and Luca Ferretti’s name rolling over and over in her mind like a stone in a river.




The town itself looked unchanged from photographs taken a century ago. Old men leaned against stone walls smoking pipes. Church bells rang on the hour. Tourists posed in front of fountains, unaware of the ghosts that might linger beneath their feet.




She had only a few leads. Luca Ferretti. Vanished in 1946. Left behind a studio full of unsettling artwork and a legend whispered through sunflower fields. Grace’s instincts told her someone in this town—maybe even several someones—knew more than they were letting on.




Her first stop was a narrow art supply shop tucked beside a wine bar. Inside, the smell of linseed oil and turpentine hit her like a memory. An elderly man with a trimmed white beard and a smock stained with colors looked up from behind the counter.




“Buongiorno,” he greeted her, eyes sharp. “Looking for brushes or stories?”




Grace smiled. “That depends. Do you have stories?”




The man chuckled and gestured for her to come closer. “You’re not from here.”




“No. I’m staying at Villa Bellariva.”




That got his attention. His smile faltered for just a second. “Then perhaps you are looking for old names. Old ghosts.”




“Luca Ferretti,” Grace said softly.




The man said nothing for a long moment. Then, he turned and pulled a canvas from behind the counter. It was unsigned and unfinished. A storm of dark sunflowers swirled around a shadowy figure kneeling in a field.




“Do you know him?” Grace asked.




“I was a boy when he lived here,” the man said. “But yes. I remember. He had… fire. Mad fire. Painted for days without stopping. He’d come in here, buy every tube of Naples yellow I had, and then disappear again.”




“What happened to him?”




The man lowered his voice. “Some say he left. Others say he died. But I think he saw something he shouldn’t have.”




Grace leaned forward. “Like what?”




“I remember one day he came in—skin pale, eyes wild. He said, ‘It’s not the war that haunts the land. It’s what came after.’ Then he bought a single brush and walked out.”




Grace wrote the quote into her notebook.




“Do you think someone killed him?” she asked.




The shopkeeper gave a slow shrug. “In Italy, we don’t always ask that question. Sometimes the dead prefer to stay buried.”




Grace stood, grateful and unsettled. “Thank you. You’ve given me more than you know.”




“Be careful, signorina,” he said as she reached the door. “Not every canvas should be finished.”










Her next stop was the town archives, located inside a former monastery near the cathedral square. She was surprised to find a middle-aged woman at the front desk not only willing to help, but thrilled at the chance to talk about a mystery.




“Ah, Luca Ferretti,” said the woman, whose name tag read Alessia Fiori. “His name still appears in some of the wartime inventory lists. He lived off ration books and sold sketches to American soldiers passing through.”




Alessia led Grace through a quiet back corridor and into a reading room lined with old leather-bound ledgers and binders that smelled of age and mildew.




“This is the housing census for 1945,” she said, pulling one down. “And here—see? Ferretti, L. Occupation: Artist. Residence: Guest house, Villa Bellariva.”




She flipped a page.




“And in 1946—his name is crossed out. No forwarding record. No death certificate. Just… gone.”




“Was there ever an investigation?” Grace asked.




Alessia nodded slowly. “A priest from the cathedral reported his disappearance. But there was no family. No body. The case was dropped quietly.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “Do you know the name of the priest?”




Alessia smiled. “Father Corrado. He’s still alive. Eighty-nine. Mostly blind now, but very much alert. He lives at the rectory behind the church.”










Grace arrived at the rectory just before lunch. An elderly priest with watery blue eyes and a gentle voice greeted her in the garden, where birds flitted among the vines.




“You’ve come about Luca,” Father Corrado said before she even spoke.




Grace blinked. “Yes. How did you know?”




He tapped the side of his head. “People come here for only two reasons: to confess sins or uncover them.”




They sat on a bench in the shade.




“I remember Luca,” he began. “Too thin. Always painting. Always mumbling about voices in the soil and images that came to him in dreams.”




“Did you believe him?”




“I believe grief takes many forms. He had seen war. He had fled it. He found refuge in color, but color turned against him.”




Grace hesitated. “Do you think he… harmed himself?”




“No.” The priest turned to her slowly. “I think someone wanted his silence.”




“Because of something he painted?”




“Because of something he knew.”




Grace scribbled quickly. “Do you know what happened?”




“I know he came to me the night before he disappeared. He was trembling. He said he had uncovered something that wasn’t meant to be remembered. He wanted me to bury it.”




“And did you?”




The priest smiled faintly. “Some secrets cannot be buried, Miss Whitmore. Only painted. And only by those who see with both eyes and heart.”




He stood, shakily. “Go to the well,” he whispered. “Behind the guest house. When the sun is highest. The truth prefers light.”










That afternoon, Grace returned to the Bellariva estate, the priest’s cryptic words still echoing in her ears. She passed the fields, now glowing again in the early evening sun, and made her way around the back of the guest house.




There, hidden behind a cluster of wild rosemary and fig trees, was an old stone well.




She stepped closer.




Its mouth was covered by an iron grate, rusted and overgrown with vines. She crouched and peered into the darkness, heart pounding.




A single sunflower had grown beside the well—taller than the rest, its golden face tilted not toward the sun, but toward the ground.
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Chapter Five - The Secret Studio




The sun hung directly overhead when Grace returned to the villa’s guest house, its heat pressing down like a hush over the valley. Shadows pooled along the base of the stone walls, and the shutters rattled slightly in a passing breeze that carried the scent of lavender and dust. She had walked past this old building half a dozen times in the past two days. Now it loomed in front of her like a closed book finally ready to be read.




Grace paused at the door. The key Signora Bellini had given her hung from a simple brass ring in her pocket. She slid it into the lock and turned. The latch gave with a dry clunk.




Inside, the air was stale, as if it hadn’t been disturbed in years. Wooden floorboards groaned under her feet. Dust floated in beams of sunlight piercing through slatted windows. An easel stood in the center of the room, empty but noble, like a sentinel at a forgotten outpost.




The room was filled with remnants of a once-active mind: canvases stacked against the walls, jars of hardened brushes, crumbling sketchbooks. One wall had been partially plastered over—but the rough texture and odd discoloration suggested something had been covered up, hastily.




She moved carefully, as though the space might shatter under her presence. On the far wall hung a small painting, the only one still displayed. It showed a sunflower field at dusk, but the sunflowers were bowed, as if mourning. In the distance, a figure stood alone—facing away, painted with such minimal detail it could have been anyone. Or no one at all.




She touched the edge of the frame. Dust clung to her fingertips. Something behind the painting clicked.




Grace froze.




Then, slowly, she lifted the frame off the wall. Behind it was a thin iron hook embedded in the plaster—and behind that, a hairline crack.




Her heartbeat thudded louder. She pressed along the wall, gently at first, then harder. Suddenly, a portion of the plaster gave way with a soft pop.




A hidden door.




She swallowed hard and pulled.




The small door swung inward, revealing a narrow passage descending beneath the guest house. It was dark—pitch black—but dry, and lined in stone.




Grace grabbed her phone from her pocket and switched on the flashlight.










The passage was colder than she expected. Her breath fogged faintly in front of her as she descended the narrow staircase. The air smelled of mold and age, with a faint hint of turpentine.




At the bottom was a square room carved from the bedrock. A single bulb dangled from the ceiling, its pull cord still intact. She tugged it.




The light sputtered, then blinked on.




And revealed a secret studio.




The room had been undisturbed for decades. An unfinished canvas sat on a tilted easel, ghostly in its stillness. It was the same size and shape as the others upstairs—but this one showed something very different.




Not sunflowers.




Not landscapes.




But faces.




Dozens of faces, sketched in fine charcoal—men, women, even children. They were screaming. Some looked panicked, others were cold and blank. In the middle of the canvas was a black void, a hole or eye, and it seemed to pull her gaze inward.




Grace staggered back.




It was unlike any of Luca’s other works.




She turned toward the table in the corner. A bundle of letters sat tied with twine. The paper was yellowed, the ink faded, but the signature was unmistakable: L. Ferretti.




She read the first line aloud:

“They told me never to speak of it. That what we saw in the tunnels would be erased, covered, painted over. But I could not forget. I will not forget.”




Tunnels?




Beneath the fields?




Her fingers trembled as she flipped through the pages. The next few letters were undated, frantic, fragmented. Mentions of buried documents, a chapel beneath the soil, and a man with a twisted scar who watched him from the trees.




One letter stood out. Dated 5 October 1946—the night before he vanished.




“Tomorrow, I will take it all to the well. Let them bury the truth. But I must first leave behind my map—so someone can find it again, if they dare.”




A map?




She scanned the room, heart pounding. On the far side of the wall was a framed sketch that looked like a typical pastoral scene. But now, in the light of his words, she saw it differently.




The winding road wasn’t a road at all. It was shaped like a spiral.




The sunflower field curved unnaturally around a central tree. The base of that tree bore a small, almost invisible cross.




A symbol.




She pulled the frame off the wall.




Behind it, folded neatly into the back of the frame, was a second sketch. It was drawn in ink, in Luca’s unmistakable hand.




A map of the vineyard grounds. At the center: the old well.




She was right to return there.




Grace exhaled slowly, trying to still her racing heart. Ferretti hadn’t just disappeared—he had hidden something. Something he believed would be discovered one day. Something that could explain why so many in the village seemed frightened by his name.




The well was more than a place.




It was a grave.




Or a door.




She gathered the sketch, the letters, and her thoughts. As she climbed back into the light, the studio behind her seemed to sigh—like a secret finally shared.




And above her, the sunflowers stirred in the breeze.
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Chapter Six - Van Gogh in Tuscany




The next morning, the Tuscan hills shimmered under a gauzy veil of mist, and Grace found herself walking through the sleepy town of Pienza with a sketch tucked under her arm and a question burning in her chest.




Why had Luca Ferretti — an artist known for painting vibrant, hopeful scenes — left behind a final work so raw, so haunted? The faces on the unfinished canvas still clung to her thoughts like cobwebs. And now, this talk of tunnels and secrets beneath the vineyard stirred something deeper — a story itching to be uncovered.




At the corner of Via dell’Amore and a narrow alley framed by terracotta pots, she found the place the innkeeper had recommended: Antica Galleria degli Eredi, a tiny, forgotten gallery that specialized in wartime art and lost Italian masters. The bell jingled as she stepped inside.




It smelled of old paper and turpentine. Paintings lined the walls, some of them peeling, others carefully restored. A man emerged from behind a curtain, adjusting his spectacles and peering at her with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.




“You must be Signorina Whitmore,” he said with a formal nod. “I am Enzo Marini. You called about Luca Ferretti.”




Grace offered a warm smile and produced the sketch. “And this,” she said softly, “was hidden behind one of his paintings.”




Enzo took it with reverent care, his eyes narrowing as he studied it. “Hmm. His hand, no doubt. But this… this is not for the public eye. This is personal. Maybe even dangerous.”




He gestured for her to follow him to the back room, where a long table was cluttered with photographs, notes, and thin leather-bound volumes. One book was open to a black-and-white photograph of a group of soldiers standing in front of a barn. The man in the center — tall, angular, with a smudge of paint on his sleeve — was unmistakably Luca.




“He was drafted into the Resistenza,” Enzo said. “He served not only with brush, but with bullets. But he didn’t kill. No — he documented. He sketched the horrors he saw in secret, smuggling images to Rome and even to the British intelligence.”




Grace leaned in. “So he was more than an artist.”




“He was a witness,” Enzo replied. “And he admired Van Gogh not just for the colors, but for the madness. He believed madness was honesty without permission.”




Grace blinked. “Did Luca ever travel to France?”




“No,” Enzo said. “But Van Gogh came to him — in paint, in pain. Look here.”




He pulled a small canvas from beneath a cloth. It was unsigned, but it bore unmistakable strokes — thick, urgent brushwork, sunflowers turned upward in a swirling sky that mimicked The Starry Night. At the bottom was a strange addition: a pair of eyes hidden in the flower centers.




“Luca’s homage,” Enzo whispered. “Or warning. He once wrote: ‘Where Van Gogh saw stars, I see buried ghosts. His madness painted light. Mine cannot find it.’”




Grace’s skin prickled.




Enzo’s voice dropped. “Before he disappeared, Luca sent one final parcel to this gallery — addressed to no one, wrapped in brown paper. Inside were four sunflower paintings. All unsigned. All deeply… unsettling.”




He handed her one. Grace gasped.
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