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  Preface



When I first visited the Louvre, I stood transfixed by the Mona Lisa—not just by her smile, but by the swirl of speculation that seemed to hover around her like a secret too sacred to be spoken. What if that mystery hid more than a message? What if it guarded a jewel, a crime, and a clever detective with a fondness for croissants and clues?




In this latest installment of the Grace Whitmore Mystery Series, our sleuth steps into the heart of Parisian intrigue, where every glance, shadow, and brushstroke hides a riddle.

I hope you enjoy the journey.




—David G. Hennessey
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Chapter 1: A Flight to Paris

Grace Whitmore Mystery – Book 17




Rain pelted the windows of Heathrow Airport with the enthusiasm of a thousand tiny fists, and Grace Whitmore felt every drop in her bones. She tugged her scarf a little tighter, not for warmth, but out of habit. Airports made her both nervous and oddly reflective. They were thresholds—between countries, between chapters, between lives. And this one, she hoped, was the start of something unforgettable.




She sipped her tea and peered through the foggy pane at the wing of the Air France jet that would carry her across the Channel. Paris. A city she hadn’t seen in years. Not since the last art history conference at the Musée d’Orsay, back when she was still lecturing part-time at Cambridge and solving mysteries only on rainy afternoons with a good cup of Earl Grey and a pile of Agatha Christie novels.




But Grace Whitmore’s life had changed since then. Drastically. What began as a few too many questions at an Oxford gala had turned into a cascade of real-world whodunits—mysteries that seemed to find her whether she sought them or not. Now, with six solved cases behind her and a growing reputation as an amateur sleuth, she had learned to pack a small notebook alongside her passport.




And this trip to Paris? It was meant to be a break.




Supposedly.




“I’ve booked you in a charming little flat in the Marais,” her friend Claudia had insisted over the phone. “You need rest, Grace. Proper rest. Museums, pastries, and absolutely no dead bodies, all right?”




“Absolutely,” Grace had said with a laugh. But the truth was, she didn’t believe in coincidence anymore. And when a mysterious invitation had arrived tucked inside the folds of an old art journal—a journal she hadn’t opened in over a decade—Grace couldn’t shake the feeling that something was waiting for her in the City of Light.




Her boarding call rang out through the speakers, crisp and efficient. Gate 42. She stood, gathered her coat, and slid the leather-bound journal into her satchel. It was old—edges curled, pages faintly stained with time—but the writing on the inserted note had been clear as day.




“Come to Paris. The truth hides behind her smile.”




No signature. No date. Just that cryptic message and a hunch that would not go away.




As she boarded the plane and found her seat by the window, she noticed the man already sitting beside her. Late fifties, a thick gray mustache, and a tweed coat that smelled faintly of pipe tobacco. He nodded politely but didn’t speak. Grace returned the gesture and glanced down at the book in his lap: The Louvre: Secrets Behind the Masterpieces.




Curious.




She opened her own bag and pulled out a slim folder—a collection of photocopies from old art theft cases she’d compiled during her years of research. She hadn’t planned to bring it, but something told her it might come in handy. As the engines roared to life and the plane began its ascent into the gray skies above London, Grace felt that quiet stir of excitement that always came before a mystery.




Three hours later, they descended through a blanket of clouds and into golden evening light. Paris shimmered beneath them like a well-kept secret. The Seine curved through the city like a ribbon, its bridges casting delicate shadows over the water. From this height, even the chaos of the streets seemed poised, curated, like a painting viewed from just the right distance.




At Charles de Gaulle, Grace wheeled her suitcase through the terminal and into the waiting arms of the Parisian air—cool, crisp, and tinged with the scent of roasted chestnuts from a vendor nearby. A small woman with a red umbrella stood by the taxi queue, holding a card that read Dr. Grace Whitmore.




“Bonjour, Madame Whitmore,” the woman said with a gentle smile. “I am Céleste. I’ve been asked to escort you to your flat.”




“Asked by whom?” Grace inquired, eyeing the sign curiously.




“Your patron,” Céleste replied. “He prefers not to be named for now.”




Patron. The word felt strange. She wasn’t a painter or a composer. But Grace had learned not to argue with vague introductions in foreign cities. They often led to the best—or worst—adventures.




They drove through narrow streets, the Eiffel Tower appearing briefly in the distance like a sentinel. Soon, they reached the Marais district, where cobblestones gleamed under gaslight-style lanterns, and centuries-old buildings leaned slightly into each other, as if whispering secrets.




Her flat was tucked above a bookshop on Rue des Francs-Bourgeois. The stairs creaked, and the wallpaper was peeling in just the right romantic way. Inside, the apartment was modest but elegant—high ceilings, velvet drapes, and a window with a view of Notre-Dame in the far distance.




On the table, someone had left a bottle of Bordeaux, two crystal glasses, and a folded envelope with her name written in elaborate calligraphy.




Grace opened it slowly.




Inside was a single sheet of cream-colored paper:




“Behind every masterpiece is a master of deception. Visit the Louvre at midnight. Look for the lady who doesn’t blink.”




She read the note twice, then once more aloud.




Midnight. Louvre.




It was absurd. The museum didn’t allow midnight visitors. At least, not officially.




She glanced at her watch. 10:13 p.m.




Outside, the city was winding down, but something about the note stirred that old thrill in her veins. Grace opened her suitcase and swapped her heeled boots for quieter flats. Then she pocketed the note, grabbed her notebook and coat, and descended the creaky stairs.




She didn’t know what she’d find at the Louvre at midnight, or who had sent the invitation. But Grace Whitmore never ignored a riddle—especially one hidden behind the world’s most mysterious smile.
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Chapter 2: The Louvre by Moonlight

Grace Whitmore Mystery – Book 17




Paris at midnight had a different heartbeat. The tourists were gone, the cafes were hushed, and the air had that late-night perfume of cool stone, distant pastries, and something unspoken—something ancient. Grace stepped from the shadows of Rue de Rivoli, her footsteps muffled by the cobblestones as she approached the great glass pyramid of the Louvre.




The moon hung low above the Seine, casting a silver glow across the courtyard. The pyramid glistened like a jewel in a crown of shadows, each facet reflecting the moonlight in shards of pale blue and white. Grace paused at the edge of the square. She half-expected an alarm to blare or a guard to step out from behind a statue and wave her away. But the square was empty. Silent.




The museum should have been closed, but the side gate—an old service entrance tucked beside a row of columns—stood slightly ajar.




She hesitated. Every part of her English upbringing told her this was trespassing. But another part—the one that had chased smugglers through Scottish ruins and unmasked a killer in a Venetian palazzo—reminded her that some doors are meant to be opened, even if they creak.




Grace slipped inside.




The interior was dim, but not dark. Security lights glowed faintly from the corners of the corridors. The marble floors gleamed beneath her feet as she moved through the Denon Wing, her breath held as if the museum itself might wake up. Every echo felt like a whisper. Every painting seemed to watch.




She had no map, no idea what she was meant to find. Only the note: Look for the lady who doesn’t blink.




The Mona Lisa.




Of course.




Grace climbed the stairs slowly, avoiding the central escalator, her fingers grazing the smooth handrail as she made her way to the Salle des États. The doors were closed but not locked. She pushed gently, and they opened with a sigh.




There she was.




La Joconde.




The lady with the enigmatic smile. Behind her protective glass, she sat as she had for centuries, tiny in her frame but commanding. Her gaze followed Grace across the room, as it did every visitor. But tonight, Grace stood alone before her.




She stepped closer. The room was quiet. Too quiet.




Then she noticed it—a figure in the far corner. Shadowed, still.




Grace froze. Was it a guard? A visitor? An intruder?




The figure shifted slightly, then stepped forward. A woman. Mid-thirties. Tall, with sharp cheekbones and dark auburn hair pulled into a knot. She wore a tailored black coat and leather gloves.




“You came,” the woman said in perfect English with a trace of Parisian lilt.




“You sent the note?” Grace asked.




The woman didn’t answer immediately. She walked slowly to the painting and stood beside Grace.




“Do you know how many times she’s been stolen?” the woman asked, nodding toward the Mona Lisa.




“Once. 1911. Vincenzo Peruggia,” Grace replied automatically. “He hid inside the museum overnight and walked out with it under his coat. Thought it belonged in Italy.”




The woman smiled faintly. “Very good. But that’s the theft the world knows about.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying there were others?”




The woman didn’t respond. Instead, she reached into her coat and withdrew a small black velvet pouch. She held it delicately, like it contained something both fragile and dangerous.




“What is that?” Grace asked.




The woman handed it to her silently.




Inside was a diamond.




At least, it looked like one.




Roughly cut. Small, but radiant. And old—Grace could tell by the imperfections. A glimmering, smoky stone that caught the light and refracted it into faint rainbows across the polished floor.




Grace stared at it. “This… is from the painting?”




The woman nodded. “Hidden in the frame. Recovered during a quiet restoration. Never reported. The museum didn’t want attention.”




“But why hide a diamond in the Mona Lisa?” Grace asked, voice low. “It makes no sense.”




“Because it isn’t just any diamond. It’s part of a royal treasure—one stolen during the French Revolution. A collection believed lost forever.” The woman turned to Grace. “And this is only the first.”




Grace’s thoughts raced. “So what do you want from me?”




“I want you to find the others,” the woman said, slipping on her gloves again. “There are seven stones. Hidden across Europe, each within or near a work of art once housed in the Louvre.”




Grace blinked. “Why me?”




The woman’s eyes glittered in the dim light. “Because you understand more than just paintings. You see the story behind them.”




Before Grace could ask another question, the woman turned and walked quickly toward the corridor.




“Wait!” Grace called after her. “Who are you?”




The woman paused at the doorway, silhouetted against the far gallery lights.




“Call me Camille,” she said. “And be careful, Dr. Whitmore. You’re not the only one looking.”




Then she was gone.




Grace stood in the silent chamber, the diamond still resting in her hand, the Mona Lisa watching her with that eternal, knowing smile. Whatever vacation she had planned had just vanished into Parisian moonlight.




She tucked the stone back into its pouch and slipped it into her satchel. This was no ordinary art mystery. This was a treasure hunt across time, across borders—and she was already at the center of it.
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