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  Preface



Castles are not meant to sleep peacefully.

Their stones remember too much.




When I first imagined Grace Whitmore walking the mist-draped halls of Heidelberg Castle, I didn’t yet know the full story she would uncover. I only knew that this ancient fortress—perched high above the Neckar River, half ruined, half regal—had a ghost. But as with all true mysteries, the ghost was only the beginning.




This book began with a simple question: What if the haunting wasn’t what it seemed? From there, the trail led to lost letters, masked secrets, wartime betrayals, and a White Lady whose legend hides a deeper truth. Grace, as always, listens to what others miss—music that stops too soon, doors that close too quietly, names spoken once and then forgotten. In this story, she must follow that trail into the past to bring justice to the present.




Whether this is your first Grace Whitmore mystery or you’ve journeyed with her before, I hope you feel the pull of curiosity and courage on every page. Grace never solves a case by force or pride, but by asking the right questions—and being willing to wait for the answers, even when they come wrapped in shadow.




So let the bells toll. The masquerade begins. The ghost waits.




And Grace Whitmore is already watching.




—David G. Hennessey
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Chapter 1: Return to the Neckar Valley







The train ride from Frankfurt had been quiet—almost eerily so. Grace Whitmore sat by the window, watching the countryside shift from fields to forests, hills to half-timbered villages. A golden haze clung to the trees, and the sun, already beginning to descend, caught the surface of the Neckar River like shards of broken glass. Somewhere in the far distance, spires pierced the horizon, and beyond them, she knew, stood the castle.




Heidelberg Castle.




Even the name sent a thrill through her.




This trip had been meant as a retreat. No puzzles. No disappearances. No coded messages tucked in antique books. Just Grace, her notebooks, and the promise of quiet reflection in a city known more for poetry than peril. She was three weeks behind on her next book, and her publisher had begun using polite phrases like “editorial anxiety.” But as the train slowed and the old red-stone towers came into view, her intuition stirred. The way it always did.




Something was off.




The Hauptbahnhof buzzed with evening activity. Travelers hurried toward taxis, luggage wheels clattered over stone, and church bells echoed faintly over the rooftops. Grace moved through the crowd like a quiet current, her shoulder bag clipped tight, her notebook in hand. The scent of roasted chestnuts from a nearby cart mingled with the cool breath of the Neckar flowing somewhere beyond the city’s edge.




“Taxi?” a driver asked in lightly accented English, reading her expression correctly.




“Yes. Up to the castle, please,” she replied, her voice calm but inwardly bracing herself for the ride.




As the cab climbed the narrow hill through Heidelberg’s Altstadt, the city gave way to shadowed trees and switchbacks. Vine-covered houses lined the road, their shutters drawn and lights glowing faintly inside. Then came the turn where the forest broke—and there it was.




The castle rose from the hillside like a story carved in stone: tall windows glowing gold, towers leaning slightly from centuries of war and weather, one section forever ruined from the French shelling of 1689. And yet it stood. Majestic. Watching.




Grace leaned forward as the taxi rounded the final bend. “Could you slow down here?”




The driver nodded, easing off the gas.




From this angle, she could see the Friedrich Wing, the Elizabeth Gate, and the Lantern Tower—every arch and wall steeped in history and legend. A thin fog curled around the parapets like breath. Somewhere inside those ancient walls, the past wasn’t sleeping. It was listening.




“You’re staying at the Guesthaus am Schloss?” the driver asked, pointing up a side path that led to a smaller building near the gate.




“Yes,” Grace said. “You know it?”




“Ja, of course. A nice inn, quiet. Except…” He hesitated.




Grace waited.




“Well… some say the White Lady walks again. The ghost of the castle. Since last month. After the scholar vanished.”




She turned sharply toward him. “Vanished?”




He nodded slowly. “University guide. Dr. Tabea Merten. Took a couple up for a private midnight tour. Said she saw something in the tower ruins. Then she ran. They never found her.”




“And the couple?”




“Terrified. Left Germany the next day. Won’t speak to the press.”




Grace frowned. “Do you believe in the ghost?”




The driver chuckled uneasily. “I believe castles hold memories. That’s enough.”




Grace paid the fare and climbed the gravel path to the inn. The Guesthaus am Schloss was a quaint, ivy-draped building set into the hill just below the castle’s gate. A flickering lantern hung beside the door. No one was outside, and the place seemed to hold its breath as she approached.




Inside, an elderly woman behind the desk gave a thin smile. “Frau Whitmore. Willkommen. We’ve prepared the corner room, overlooking the ruins.”




“Perfect,” Grace replied.




“You are here for writing, yes?”




Grace hesitated. “Yes. Writing.”




But as she signed the guestbook, she noticed the last name entered on the page. Dr. Tabea Merten. The date was nearly three weeks earlier—and no checkout recorded.




Later, in her room, Grace unpacked slowly. The air held a faint chill, though it was July. Her window opened to a view of the courtyard and the edge of the ruined tower. The town’s distant lights flickered along the river below. Somewhere far off, a violin was playing.




She sat at the desk and opened her notebook. Then paused.




There it was again.




A sound—soft and rhythmic. Not the violin. Not footsteps.




Breathing.




She stood and stepped to the window. The courtyard was still. The castle beyond it, golden and silent.




She looked toward the tower ruin.




And there—just for a moment—she saw it.




A pale figure, unmoving, standing in the shadows near the far wall. Not walking. Not watching. Just… there.




Grace blinked, and it was gone.




Wind rustled the ivy along the courtyard wall.




She reached for her pen and wrote two words at the top of her page:




She’s here.




The White Lady had returned. And Grace Whitmore was not here for peace after all.
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Chapter 2: A Storm Over Heidelberg







Grace awoke in darkness.




For a moment she didn’t remember where she was. The scent of old stone and lavender soap drifted from the open window. Then came the faint toll of a church bell—eleven o’clock. Not midnight yet. But close.




She sat up slowly, glancing at the small writing desk where her notebook lay open, the words She’s here written in her familiar, sharp hand. Beneath it, she’d jotted a second line in the haze of half-sleep:




“Ruins don’t whisper. People do.”




She wasn’t sure what she meant yet.




A flicker of light flashed across the sky outside. A second later, thunder rolled low and distant, like a drum beating beneath the earth. A summer storm was building over the Neckar Valley.




The curtains danced in a sudden gust. She crossed the room and leaned out the window.




Below her, the castle courtyard was deserted. Only the statue of St. George remained, his sword raised mid-swing as if forever fending off unseen foes. In the flickering torchlight from the castle’s perimeter lamps, the courtyard looked like a stage set for a ghost story.




She turned and began dressing. Grace had long ago learned that answers rarely came to those who waited indoors. And besides, she wasn’t tired anymore.




The inn’s hallway creaked as she stepped into it, her footsteps soft on the wooden floor. A tapestry depicting the Elector Palatine on horseback lined the corridor wall—his eyes following her in that unsettling way 18th-century portraits always seemed to do.




Downstairs, the lobby was quiet. The innkeeper’s desk was unlit, and a faint hum came from the old grandfather clock in the corner. Grace paused long enough to slip a scarf around her neck and stepped outside into the night.




The wind had picked up. Clouds raced across the sky, darkening the moon, but she could still see the outline of the castle rising above her—massive, looming, alive.




A flicker of lightning lit the façade in pale white. For a heartbeat, she saw the Elizabeth Gate in its full Renaissance glory, the stone carvings glowing against the dark.




And something else.




A figure—tall, still—standing between the columns.




She blinked. Gone.




Again.




Grace hesitated, then pressed on, ascending the outer steps of the castle’s forecourt. The massive wooden doors to the central courtyard were locked, but the archway beside them—used for staff access—remained slightly ajar.




She slipped through.




Inside the main courtyard, the castle seemed to sigh with memory. Grace moved toward the Friedrich Building, its ornate façade carved with figures of Roman emperors and German princes long dead. Lightning cracked again—closer now—and in that flash, she saw someone watching her from a third-floor window.




Not a figure, exactly.




Just… the outline of a face.




A woman’s, she thought. Pale. Sad.




Thunder answered overhead, louder now. Rain threatened but hadn’t yet fallen. Grace stood motionless for a full minute, scanning the darkened windows, but saw nothing more.




“Stop imagining things,” she whispered aloud.




But she didn’t believe it.




As she turned toward the outer wall near the tower ruins, her shoe caught something—a glint of metal on stone. She bent and picked it up.




It was a key.




Not new. The metal was old, worn with time. Heavy. No hotel room key, this.




Stamped into the bow was a crest she didn’t recognize: a rose wrapped in chains.




She felt something shift then—not outside, but within. Her mind clicked. This was a clue. A message. The kind the past leaves behind for those willing to listen.




A sudden crack of thunder split the sky—and the storm let go.




Rain poured down in sheets, soaking her coat in seconds. She ducked beneath the high arches of the terrace walkway, brushing water from her hair, heart racing.




She should have turned back. Returned to the inn. Waited for daylight and logic.




But Grace Whitmore had never been good at waiting.




She stared at the key in her palm, wondering which door it had once opened—and whether someone didn’t want it found.




Just then, a low creaking sound echoed through the rain—like a door slowly swinging open behind her.




She turned.




The entrance to the Apothecary Museum had been shut and locked when she passed it earlier. But now, the ancient wooden door stood ajar.




No light inside.




No sound.




Just open.




Welcoming.




Or warning.




She stepped toward it.
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apter 3: The Whisper in the Tower







The door creaked open with the slowness of something long untouched.




Grace stepped inside the Apothecary Museum, the rain thundering just behind her like a curtain drawn across the night. She paused just past the threshold, her soaked coat dripping onto the worn stone floor. The smell of damp wood, dried herbs, and centuries-old dust filled the air.




She had visited this part of the castle once years ago—during daylight, when tourists bustled through the arched corridors, marveling at shelves lined with glass bottles and antique mortars. But now, under the veil of storm and shadow, the space felt… different.




Alive. Listening.




She reached for her flashlight, a slim LED she kept in her coat for emergencies, and switched it on. The beam danced across a series of cabinets. Inside them, old tinctures and bottles labeled in Latin glimmered faintly, like ghosts waiting to be poured. Mandragora. Belladonna. Spiritus Vini.




“Who leaves a museum door open in a storm?” she murmured.




No answer came, except for the groan of wind against ancient shutters.




She moved deeper, passing the alchemical exhibit—a reconstructed 17th-century lab complete with alembics, furnaces, and diagrams copied from the notebooks of Paracelsus. Her light passed over a diagram of the human soul as divided into spirit, memory, and breath. Beneath it: “Natura abscondita non fallitur.” Nature, when hidden, does not deceive.




A chill passed down her arms.




Something was out of place.




Then she noticed it—just ahead on the tiled floor—a set of wet footprints.




Not hers.




Smaller, narrower.




Bare feet.




Grace knelt, studying them. The prints led away from the side door, through the museum, and toward the back hall near the spiral staircase that once connected the Apothecary Wing to the tower above.




She stood, every instinct alert now, and followed.




The storm raged outside. Windows rattled in their frames. The prints veered slightly to the left, up a short set of steps, and vanished at the base of the old turret stair.




The flashlight flickered once, then held steady.




Grace touched the stone wall. Cold. Wet with condensation. She began to climb.




Each step echoed louder than the last. The staircase narrowed with each turn, the spiral tightening like a noose. Halfway up, a draft met her, blowing down from above, carrying a strange scent—floral, but decayed. Like roses left too long in the sun.




Then came the whisper.




She stopped, heart pounding.




At first, it was just a breath. Barely audible. But then she heard it again—closer.




A woman’s voice. “Lass mich gehen…”




Let me go.




She froze.




The phrase was whispered in German, soft and sorrowful. Grace scanned the stairwell with her light, but no one was visible.




Another step.




The beam of her flashlight struck a mark on the wall—scratched into the stone, half-hidden beneath cobwebs.




She brushed them aside.




A single name had been carved there: Tabea.




She ran her fingers across it. Fresh.




“Dr. Tabea Merten,” she whispered aloud.




Lightning flashed through a slit window, illuminating the tower stair in a sudden wash of white.




And for a breathless second—Grace saw her.




A woman in white stood on the landing above. Her hair loose, her gown long and flowing, her eyes hollow with sorrow.




Then gone.




The light faded. Thunder cracked above. The stairwell plunged into darkness again.




Grace braced herself against the wall.




Ghosts don’t leave footprints, she reminded herself.




And yet… hadn’t she seen the imprint of grief in that woman’s face?




She reached the top of the stair and found herself in the Tower Room—a long-abandoned section of the castle closed to the public, once used as quarters for a visiting scholar or royal physician. The door stood half-open, and inside the walls were lined with faded tapestries and an empty fireplace blackened with age.




Grace stepped inside.




The floor creaked.




Then she noticed something on the hearth—papers. Dozens of them. Scattered, some torn, others water-stained.




She knelt, collecting them. Notes. Letters. Maps. Most were written in German, but one caught her attention immediately.




It was a letter. In English. Folded carefully and addressed to:




“To Whom It May Concern — Should I not return.”

—T.M.




Her breath caught.




She opened it.




“There are things beneath this castle that should never have been unearthed. Not in wartime. Not now.

I followed the signs too far. I saw her—just as the others have. But I believe the White Lady is not a ghost in the old sense. She is memory. She is something kept here, bound by name and place.
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