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Chapter 1 - A Distinctly Uncivilised Drip
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Rain tapped at the tall windows of Harcourt & Hemlock like a drunk debutante locked out of her party. Inside, the shop smelled of damp stone, toasted oak, and faintly of Sybil’s rising temper. The scent of trouble — and possibly mildew — wafted up from somewhere below.

Sybil stood motionless behind the counter, one eyebrow climbing like ivy toward her hairline. There it was again: drip. A slow, maddening plink that echoed faintly through the floorboards. The sound had the smug rhythm of something trying to be ignored.

“No,” she muttered, glaring at the floorboards as though they’d insulted her ancestry. The drip responded by continuing.

She lifted her cane and rapped once against the stone underfoot. Nothing. Another drip. Treachery.

Phoebe appeared barefoot through the bead curtain from the back room, cradling a steaming mug and a large sketchbook, both of which looked liable to spill. Her hair was in a vaguely successful bun, and she wore mismatched socks — one striped, one pretending to be a fox. “I made tea,” she announced brightly, as if that solved anything.

“Oh good,” Sybil replied, without looking up. “Perhaps we can drown the leak with it.”

Phoebe paused. “Leak?”

Sybil gestured, sharp and regal, to the floor. “Something in the cellar is dripping. Something that ought not. Possibly water. Possibly revenge.”

Phoebe tilted her head, as if listening for the drip might improve its character. “Maybe it’s condensation? You said it was humid last week.”

“Condensation does not echo, Phoebe. This is something malicious. It has rhythm. Intent.” Sybil leaned heavily on her cane, as though the entire shop had confessed to moral weakness. “Go. Investigate. Poke something. Take a torch and common sense, assuming you’ve remembered where you left it.”

Phoebe took a sip of tea, utterly unbothered. “What about my shoes?”

“What about them?”

“They’re suede.”

“Then congratulations,” Sybil said crisply. “You’ll suffer for art and architecture at the same time.”

Phoebe set down her mug with a theatrical sigh worthy of a provincial stage and disappeared into the stairwell, torch in one hand, sketchbook still inexplicably in the other. There was a clatter as she missed the first step, followed by a muffled, “I’m fine! That was deliberate.”

Sybil pinched the bridge of her nose. The cellar was her sanctuary — a place of ageing bottles, velvet hush, and secrets best stored at twelve degrees Celsius. The idea of uncontrolled and unsupervised water making its merry way across hundred-year-old flagstones was frankly offensive.

Another drip. Sybil winced. If buildings could betray you, this one had chosen a wet and unseemly time to do it.

Phoebe’s voice echoed faintly from the cellar’s depths a few moments later. “It’s not flooded! Just... emphatically moist.”

“Reassuring,” Sybil called back. “Do let me know if the walls start weeping blood.”

Phoebe reappeared a moment later, now with damp knees and an expression of cheer entirely unsuited to the circumstances. “I found the leak—fifth level, near the east wall. Something’s trickling in. But also—wait for it—there’s a weird bulge in the plaster. Like a bubble. Or a... wall pimple?”

Sybil inhaled sharply. “Don’t say ‘wall pimple’ in my shop. Ever again.”

“Sorry. Could be structural.”

“Could be hiding something,” Sybil corrected, eyes narrowing.

Phoebe brightened. “Like treasure?”

“Or rats. Possibly a body. Or wine. In any case, far too interesting to ignore.”

She reached for her lacquered cane, unscrewing the top with a practised twist. From the hollow emerged a slim silver flask—one swig, dignified but thorough.   “Fetch my archaeologist,” Sybil said. “And your least absorbent footwear. We may have a mystery brewing beneath our feet.”

Phoebe grinned. “Do I get danger pay?”

“You get tea,” Sybil said. “Now move.”

And with that, the drip, for the moment, was forgotten. The hunt had begun.
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Chapter 2 - A Torch, a Draught, and a Drafty Mystery
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Phoebe had many excellent qualities. Navigational confidence in subterranean architecture was not one of them. She stood at the bottom of the fifth cellar stair, clutching a flickering torch and rethinking most of her life choices — beginning with the suede boots and ending with leaving her phone on the counter upstairs because “I won’t be long.”

The air down here was colder than expected—not just cool but antique. It had the damp, musty stillness of forgotten wine and even more forgotten intent. Her breath puffed in small white clouds, which, artistically speaking, she appreciated. Romantically atmospheric, it was less so in terms of respiratory comfort.

The dripping continued, louder now. She followed it to the far east wall, where a crooked length of ancient copper pipe trembled as water trickled from a crack, landing with a plink into a dark puddle that shimmered like something with opinions.

“Uncivilised,” she muttered, echoing Sybil’s tone. “Positively municipal.”

But it wasn’t the pipe that held her attention. It was the air. Something was... wrong. Not loud wrong — but interesting wrong. There was a breeze faint enough to tickle her cheek, coming from somewhere it absolutely shouldn’t—no open doors. No windows. And yet the air shifted subtly, like an exhale from a hidden mouth.

Phoebe turned slowly, torch in hand, and faced the wall behind the pipe. The stones were uneven. Not in the charming, Georgian-settled-over-time way, but more like someone had done a bad job of making it look like a good job. The mortar was rougher here, less aged. The shape wasn’t quite right. And when she leaned forward and tapped it with the butt of her torch... Hollow. She stepped back instinctively, heart hammering, and immediately felt silly. This was exciting—possibly alarming, yes, but mostly exciting.

She opened her sketchbook, flipped past two thumbnails of a wine bottle with bat wings, and jotted:

Suspicious. Possibly cursed. Probably off-limits.

“Right,” she whispered, like a fool in a horror film. “Now what?”

The sensible thing would be to go upstairs, tell Sybil, and let the grown-ups deal with it. But Sybil wasn’t exactly known for calm and measured responses when someone wandered off-script. And Phoebe wanted—no, needed—to be useful. To be taken seriously. To prove she wasn’t just the (almost) niece with good cheekbones and a knack for accidentally breaking vintage corkscrews.

A loud skitter broke her thoughts. She turned slowly, torch beam wobbling, and spotted something moving along the ceiling — large, hairy, and not paying rent.

“Oh, absolutely not,” she said aloud, taking two brisk steps backwards. “You can have the wall, mate. All yours. I’m not emotionally prepared for arachnid diplomacy.”

The spider paused mid-beam, one leg raised like it might wave.

Phoebe clutched her sketchbook like a shield and made a mental note to add “spider repellent” to the emergency cellar kit, right after “phone” and “prayer candle.” A final glance at the uneven wall. She didn’t touch it yet, but she pressed her hand gently to the mortar. Cold, but not icy. And that little draft again, winding through her fingers like a secret trying to get out.

With great reluctance and greater wariness of ceiling fauna, she turned and climbed the stairs two at a time. Back upstairs, she’d tell Sybil. Eventually. After tea.

And possibly after finding someone to remove the spider with a degree in entomology and a sword.
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Chapter 3 - Historic Outrage
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Sybil was elbow-deep in sarcasm when Phoebe reappeared. The morning’s crate of fortifieds — a selection of ports, sherries, and one inexplicable madeira that “tasted like remorse in a velvet smoking jacket” — was nearly labelled. Each bottle bore Sybil’s signature tasting notes in her spidery, disdainful script. One read: “Suitable for serving to enemies with a cheese course.” Another simply: “Still better than the house red at L’Escargot.”

She did not look up when the bead curtain rustled. She did glance up when a fine plume of cellar dust puffed across her desk like an enthusiastic ghost. Phoebe stood in the doorway, face alight, cardigan unbuttoned, and cobwebs clinging to her fringe. She looked like she’d fought a small ruin and come out victorious, though slightly out of breath.

“There’s something behind the wall,” she announced, wide-eyed.

Sybil finished writing ‘Pairs well with grudges’, recapped her pen, and looked her niece over. “You’re covered in seventeenth-century spider.”

“Possibly eighteenth. It’s a bit drafty down there.”

Sybil sighed. “Did you break anything?”

“No.” Phoebe hesitated. “Maybe the ceiling’s sense of privacy.”

This earned her a glance over half-moon spectacles. “Elaborate.”

Phoebe perched on the edge of the shop’s old tasting barrel and launched in. “There’s a bowed wall on the fifth level. The mortar’s odd—rougher, fresher. There’s a cold draught coming through a gap near the pipe, and when I tapped it, it sounded... hollow.”

That got her attention. Sybil put down the pen. Slowly. “A draught?”

Phoebe nodded. “Like the wall’s breathing. And it’s too even to be structural settling.”

Sybil said nothing. Her expression shifted almost imperceptibly — from studied disinterest to the focus usually reserved for pre-Phylloxera ports or tax inspectors with clipboards. She reached for her cane and stood, brushing the dust from her sleeve with exaggerated delicacy. “Fetch the sledgehammer.”

Phoebe blinked. “Wait, what?”

“You heard me. Quietly. And don’t tell anyone I said it.”

“But you hate DIY.”

“This isn’t DIY,” Sybil snapped. “This is archaeology with conviction.”

Phoebe, giddy, was halfway to the storeroom when she paused, phone already in hand. “Should I text Cressida? Just in case? She’ll want first look if it’s historic.”

Sybil turned on her heel like a general betrayed mid-battle. “You will do no such thing.”

Phoebe blinked. “But—”

Sybil strode over, plucked the phone from her hand with two fingers, and expertly deleted the half-typed message. “Do not summon bureaucracy into my cellar. That way lies forms, permits, and the terrible phrase ‘heritage grant application.’”

Phoebe pouted. “Cressida’s not that bad.”

“She once filed a preservation order on my umbrella stand because it was made of a reclaimed church pew.”

“To be fair, it was a lovely stand.”

“It was holding umbrellas, which is its job. As God and carpentry intended.”

Phoebe sulked while Sybil handed back the phone with the care of someone returning a soiled glove.

“I’ll have a look first. Quietly. If there’s anything exciting, I shall consider the correct historical channels. Possibly.”

Phoebe folded her arms. “So if it’s cursed, haunted, or full of secret brandy barrels, you’ll call in the professionals?”

“If it’s cursed or haunted, I’ll call my solicitor. If it’s full of brandy, I’ll call lunch.” She headed for the cellar with uncharacteristic speed, muttering something about “drafts and drama” as she descended.

Phoebe, watching her go, couldn’t help grinning. For all Sybil’s bluster and scorn, she was thrilled.

And that, Phoebe thought, was how you got your aunt to approve breaking a wall—with mystery, mild deception, and a strategically timed spider.
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Chapter 4 - Enter the Academic Cavalry
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Dr. Linus Talbot arrived at Harcourt & Hemlock with the air of a man who had once missed a train by reading about Byzantine tilework and felt it was worth it. He was tall in the way that invited accidents, all elbows and enthusiasm, with windswept hair that looked like it had tried to escape his head entirely. His socks — one argyle, one depicting tiny Viking longships — peeked from beneath his too-short corduroy trousers. He smelled faintly of library dust, rosemary, and a socially acceptable level of optimism.

Phoebe met him at the top of the stairs with a grin. “You’re late.”

“I was reading an inscription on a gatepost,” he replied cheerfully. “It turned out to be modern graffiti. But it was very elegant graffiti.”

Sybil appeared behind the counter, eyeing him like a cat sizing up an uninvited dog. “Dr Talbot, I presume.”

“Sybil Harcourt,” he said, offering a hand that held a half-folded paper map of 19th-century Bristol. “I’ve admired your shop’s architectural footprint for years. Didn’t expect to get this far inside it without trespassing.”

“Technically, you still might be,” Sybil muttered.

They descended to the fifth level together, Phoebe bounding ahead, Talbot ducking instinctively under beams that weren’t relatively low enough to need ducking. When they reached the suspicious wall, he let out a low whistle.

“Oh yes. Oh, definitely yes.” He pressed his palms flat to the stone as if it were whispering to him. “This mortar’s completely different. Crude work. Post-war, possibly mid-century. Very slapdash. No stylistic sympathy with the original build. Hiding something.”

Sybil folded her arms. “So your professional opinion is: a bodge job with secrets.”

“Precisely,” he beamed. “A beautiful bodge job with secrets.” He tapped at the wall with a small metal tool from a pocket usually reserved for pens or emergency tweed. The resulting sound was satisfyingly hollow.

Phoebe beamed. “Told you.”

Sybil sniffed. “One must allow even amateurs a lucky guess.”

“I’ll arrange a proper team,” Talbot said, straightening. “Tomorrow morning. Careful deconstruction. No sledgehammers. I’ll need access, light, and ideally no sudden collapses.”

Sybil arched an eyebrow. “I’ll alert the masonry to behave itself.”

“And no interference, please,” he added gently, the academic equivalent of slapping a label on the wall reading Sybil, Do Not Touch.

Sybil narrowed her eyes. “Define interference.”

“Entering the work area. Touching the artefacts. Consuming snacks within two metres of the dust sheet.”

She said nothing. Which, for Sybil, was a warning shot.

“Splendid,” Talbot said, blithely unaware. “See you in the morning.”

After he left — navigating the shop’s Georgian doorway with only one minor entanglement — Phoebe turned to find Sybil already rearranging a cheese board.

“You’re feeding the archaeologists?”

“I’m feeding myself,” Sybil said. “But I can’t stand to eat in front of people who don’t understand Roquefort, so I’ll make enough to share.” She opened the cellar ledger with a thump and frowned. “They’ll want tea. All of them. Multiple times.”

“Also, gloves. And probably a lot of labelling tape.”

“Good grief. I’m housing a primary school field trip in linen shirts.”

Phoebe grinned. “You’re excited.”

“I am prepared,” Sybil corrected. “There’s a difference.” But she didn't hide her anticipation as she laid out a wedge of Comté with surgical precision.
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Chapter 5 - The Brickwork Blinks
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The fifth cellar level wasn’t technically haunted. But at eleven o’clock on a wet Thursday night, it was certainly auditioning. Phoebe’s boots creaked softly against the stone steps as she followed Sybil into the chill. Their twin torch beams cut narrow tunnels through the dark, catching on dust motes and the occasional disapproving spider. The air grew colder with each level, heavy with the scent of damp stone and the secrets of undisturbed things.

Sybil said nothing. She walked with her cane in one hand and a half-full glass of Bordeaux in the other, because some rituals must be honoured even underground. They reached the wall. The bricks loomed in the torchlight — irregular, rushed, and ever so slightly... wet. A faint sheen clung to the mortar like sweat on a nervous forehead.

Phoebe stepped closer, her voice hushed. “It looks like it’s breathing.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Sybil murmured. “Walls don’t breathe.”

“It’s damp.”

“It’s suggestive.”

Phoebe crouched and pressed her palm flat against the stone. It was cold—not refrigerator cold, but tomb cold. The kind that crept through your skin like it knew the colour of your bones. She shivered. “It’s like... if a mausoleum and a wine rack had a baby.”

“That’s uncalled for,” Sybil replied. “My cellars have better manners than most mausoleums.”

Phoebe stood and wiped her hands on her coat. “Do you think there’s something really behind it?”

Sybil tilted her head. The torch beam glinted off the brickwork, now visibly beading. “Either we’re about to discover treasure,” she said dryly, “or something deeply inconvenient.”

Phoebe smiled nervously. “Place your bets?”

“Five to one it’s rats. Two to one, it’s legal paperwork. Ten to one it’s a body.”

Phoebe did not like those odds. They stood for a long moment, shoulder to shoulder, staring at the uneven bricks. The silence was thick, broken only by the distant tick of water in the pipe and the soft clink of Sybil’s glass as she swirled it with contemplative menace.

Phoebe’s heart pounded. Part of her wanted to reach out again, knock, push, or pry. What if this were important? What if this weird wall, sweating in a 300-year-old cellar, was her moment — the thing only she noticed?

The cellar lights flickered. Just once. Enough. Phoebe jumped half a foot into the air, nearly taking Sybil’s wine. “Oh god.”

Sybil did not jump. She raised one elegant eyebrow. “Honestly. It’s just a surge.”

“In the cellar?”

“Perhaps the wall’s annoyed.”

“I don’t think walls get—” The lights flickered again. Just a blip. Barely a blink.

Sybil narrowed her eyes at the ceiling. “If this turns out to be a ghost with a taste for French reds, I’m calling the council.”

Phoebe took a step back. Then another.

Sybil watched her niece retreat, then sighed and set her unfinished wine on a nearby crate. “Come along, then. No sense being murdered dramatically without lipstick.”

Phoebe was already halfway up the steps.

Sybil followed — slower, dignified, only glancing back once. The cellar swallowed the light behind them. And the wine sat forgotten on the crate, watching, waiting, and not alone.
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Chapter 6 - Coffee and Caution Tape
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At precisely 8:03 a.m., the front bell of Harcourt & Hemlock jangled with all the subtlety of a marching band. Dr. Linus Talbot had arrived—this time accompanied by a harried young assistant, a large canvas bag of tools, and a stepladder. He immediately whacked on the doorframe with the grace of a man whose spatial awareness had not yet had its morning coffee.

Sybil didn’t look up from her seat behind the counter. She did, however, arch one eyebrow to a height previously reserved for royal disdain and badly decanted Bordeaux.

"Mind the Georgian woodwork,” she drawled. “It was here before your knees were.”

“Apologies!” Talbot chirped, already attempting to wedge the ladder through the narrow door to the cellar. “Bit tighter than I remember!”

“Funny,” Sybil said. “That’s what the vicar said about his cassock.”

Phoebe hovered nearby, sketchbook in hand, bouncing on the balls of her feet like an excited border collie in a vintage scarf. “Do you think it’ll be a hidden room? Or a smuggler’s stash? Or maybe a wine vault sealed in desperation during prohibition?”

“We didn’t have Prohibition,” Sybil muttered.

“But we should have sealed something in desperation,” Phoebe replied.

Sybil had taken measures to maintain order during the dig. These included:


	Two velvet ropes salvaged from a failed Prosecco tasting (still faintly sticky),

	A sternly worded sign that read STAFF ONLY. NO EXCAVATIONS WITHOUT COFFEE, and

	Below is a handwritten warning taped: Do not ghost summon, treasure hoard, or perform dramatic gasping unless genuinely necessary.



Dr Talbot, oblivious to the atmosphere of barely contained derision, had begun gently prodding the suspicious wall with what looked like a dentist’s implement for masonry. “This mortar,” he began, reverently, “is an absolute giveaway. See the texture here? More granular. That’s characteristic of post-war patchwork — usually rushed, often done without proper lime ratios. And if you look at the bonding pattern, it deviates slightly from the original coursing of the cellar.”

Phoebe nodded, eyes wide. Sybil reached for a notepad and began a column labelled Time until Actual Digging. She started the stopwatch at the word granular. “Fifteen minutes,” she muttered. “Place your bets.”

The assistant, a pale, blinking creature named Thomas, unrolled a measuring tape and nearly knocked over a Madeira crate. Sybil hissed like a displeased cat and shifted it back with her cane.

“Do tell your intern to avoid destroying the 1870s,” she said sweetly.

“He’s not an intern,” Talbot replied. “He’s a second-year doctoral candidate in historic surfaces.”

“Then he should have more respect for his elders,” Sybil snapped. “Some of those bottles predate his parents’ grammar school application.”

Thomas gave her a nervous smile and retreated behind a pillar. Meanwhile, Talbot was now several minutes into an enthusiastic monologue about Cold War brick quality standards. Phoebe had stopped sketching and was watching the man work, fascinated, as if expecting him to suddenly discover a time machine or a Victorian love letter tucked into the grout.

Sybil glanced at the stopwatch again. Twenty-one minutes. Not a single brick removed. “You realise,” she said aloud, “that the Pharaohs would still be underground with this pace.”

Talbot smiled without looking up. “Patience, Miss Harcourt. Science is a slow seduction.”

“So is gout,” she replied. “But I wouldn’t recommend it before lunch.” Still, she didn’t move. And if anyone noticed that she’d already laid out a fresh cheese board and opened a modest yet muscular bottle of tempranillo “just in case,” they were too polite to mention it. History, after all, had to be approached carefully.

But Sybil Harcourt was prepared to pounce the moment it looked interesting.
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Chapter 7 - Something Hollow This Way Comes
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The fifth cellar level had fallen quiet like a library just before someone faints. Dust hung in the air like it had RSVP’d specifically for the occasion. The only sound was the hum of the work lamp — a harsh, buzzing glare that threw long shadows against the wall like something out of a noir film funded by the National Trust.

Sybil stood with arms folded, her expression between intrigued and irritated — the face she reserved for overlong wine tastings and unnecessary metaphors. Phoebe, meanwhile, clutched her sketchbook to her chest like a medieval talisman and leaned ever so slightly forward, despite her better instincts.

Dr Linus Talbot crouched before the wall like a man proposing to history. He delicately eased the first brick from its place with the reverence of someone defusing a bomb made of dust and secrets. It came free with a low scrape and a puff of grey mortar that coughed into the air and hung there, theatrical and ancient. Behind the brick was nothing. Just a void. A deep, velvet-black hollow that swallowed the light without apology.

“Oh,” Talbot murmured, pleased. “Oh, now we’re getting somewhere.” He held up a small mirror and angled it to reflect the interior. “There’s a hollow space. Roughly two metres deep, maybe a little more. Looks like... a chamber of some kind.”

Phoebe gasped — lightly, dramatically, the way one does when handed a clue or a limited-edition print.

Sybil tilted her head. “Well. I suppose it’s too late to find buried treasure. Perhaps a buried scandal? Something with blackmail potential and poor taste in wallpaper.”

“Not wallpaper,” Linus muttered. “Stonework. Look at this pattern—no, don’t look yet.”

Phoebe bit her lip, a strange wave of apprehension curling low in her stomach. She’d been giddy with discovery a moment ago — now something in the air felt wrong. Not haunted, exactly. Just deliberately forgotten. She took a small step back.

Linus, oblivious, clipped a headlamp into place and leaned into the opening, craning forward like an eager meerkat of academia. Then he froze. Utterly. No commentary. No lecture. No wild hand gestures about Tudor adhesives. Just stillness.

Phoebe’s grip on her sketchbook tightened. “Dr Talbot?”

He didn’t answer at first. Then, slowly, he leaned back out. His face was pale. The cheerful colour had drained from his cheeks like he’d been personally insulted by time itself. “You’ll want to see this,” he said softly. And for once, he wasn’t being academic.

Sybil narrowed her eyes. “See what?”

He didn’t answer. Just shuffled aside with a slightly stunned expression and pointed toward the hole.

Phoebe stepped forward. Slowly. Her torchlight danced along the edges of the opening — uneven stone, irregular brickwork, and then— A shape. A silhouette.

A human figure, seated. Still. Upright. Phoebe gasped again — this time for real.

Sybil stepped closer, peering in with grim interest. “Well. That’s not something you find in every property survey.”

The figure was clearly a skeleton draped in the remains of a coat. Dust softened the edges like a shroud. One skeletal hand rested beside a green glass bottle, faintly smudged with age and something darker.

Linus cleared his throat. “It’s... staged. Deliberately. This wasn’t a collapse or a burial. Someone put him there.”

Phoebe shivered.

Sybil just took a long breath, steeling herself. “Well then,” she said quietly. “Someone thought they’d sealed up the past. How inconvenient it is for us to be curious.” She turned to the assistant. “Fetch a proper light. And don’t step on anything you can’t pronounce.”

The cellar, now undeniably colder, held its breath. Whatever they’d opened — it hadn’t finished being a secret.
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Chapter 8 - The Chair in the Cellar
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The newly opened chamber smelled of stone, dust, and ancient decisions. It was a small space — barely two metres deep and only a metre and a half high, as if designed for secrets, not comfort. A single, ancient wooden chair slumped in the far corner like it had been holding its breath for too long. Its back leg had given way, the others listing with exhausted dignity.

The skeleton sat against the wall, cradled by the curve of the stone like someone had tried to tuck it in. The coat — what was left of it — had once been tweed. Now it hung in moth-eaten ribbons, the colour long since abandoned. The jawbone lolled slightly to the left, giving the unfortunate occupant an air of permanent indifference. A wine bottle was beside the remains, resting as neatly as if just placed. Green glass. Intact cork. The label read: Castro & Flinch 1887.

Phoebe stared at it, pale. “It’s like someone staged it for a photograph.”

Sybil crouched — slowly, gracefully, because dignity did not preclude arthritis — and plucked the bottle from the floor with a gloved hand. She turned it, frowning. “This glue,” she said, “is younger than me.”

Linus made a noise between an academic squeak and a reverent gasp. He began photographing from every angle, muttering things like “post-Edwardian anomaly” and “compositionally performative deathscape.”

Sybil stood, bottle in hand. “If I hear the phrase ‘memento mori’ come out of your mouth, I’ll put this cork where the sun can’t ferment it.”

Phoebe inched closer, careful not to breathe too hard. “The bottle’s... wrong, then?”

Sybil nodded. “Too clean. The ink’s barely faded. Whoever put this here wanted it to look old, but not too old. Just romantic enough.”

A soft clink made them all freeze. Something had slipped from beneath the coat. Phoebe carefully picked it up — a tarnished brass keyring attached to a single rusted key and a faded leather fob stamped with the cracked image of a red barrel. “The Red Cask,” she read aloud. “That’s a pub, isn’t it?”

“Was,” Sybil corrected. “Closed down in the late ‘90s. Notable mostly for suspicious pies and a clientele who didn’t believe in last call.”

Linus stepped forward, positively vibrating. “We’ll need to preserve this whole chamber intact as is. I’ll call the authorities — police, heritage office, possibly the museum. This is a major discovery!”

Sybil looked up sharply. “You’ll do what?”

“It’s the law,” he said, with the air of a man reluctantly invoking it. “Human remains. Suspicious circumstances. This isn’t a burial site. It’s a sealed death scene.”

Sybil glared at the skeleton. “Wonderful. First, it leaks. Then it harbours corpses. This building owes me rent.”

Phoebe looked between them, torn. “I mean... he’s not wrong. Someone put that body there on purpose. We don’t know how long it’s been. Or why?”

Sybil sighed, heavy and long-suffering. “Yes, yes. Call your police. Summon bureaucracy. I’ll clear a space in the stockroom for the swarm of clipboard-wielders that will descend like wasps at a picnic.” She handed the bottle to Linus. “Be careful. That’s not a wine. That’s a lie in a costly outfit.”

As Linus scurried off to make phone calls and Phoebe lingered by the chamber entrance, Sybil remained a moment longer, eyes narrowed, lips pressed tight. “This isn’t archaeology,” she murmured. “It’s theatre.”

With that, she turned and climbed the cellar steps, her cane tapping sharply against the stone. Behind her, the past sat slumped and silent, still waiting for its cue.
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Chapter 9 - Vickery, Summoned
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The sign on the front door of Harcourt & Hemlock read, in looping gold ink, "CLOSED DUE TO UNFORTUNATE DISCOVERIES." Below it, in Phoebe’s handwriting, was added, "No refunds for premonitions."

Inside, the shop was unnaturally tidy—a suspicious detail in itself. The wine ledger was open but strategically flanked by an ornamental bowl of corks and a vase of dying rosemary, as if Sybil believed dried herbs could camouflage active paperwork.

She stood behind the counter now, composed as a still life, save for one hand stirring a cup of proper coffee. Not the tragic instant stuff she usually gave the unworthy. This was a peace offering. Possibly a bribe. Probably both.

The bell jangled with the mournful defiance of a door being opened by someone who intended to ruin everyone’s afternoon.

DS Dawn Vickery stepped in, trench coat damp, ponytail tight, expression tighter. “You always find the good ones, don’t you?” she said, greeting.

Sybil gestured gracefully to the cup. “I made you coffee. Not the usual. This has flavour. A gift. A warning.”

Vickery eyed the mug like it might confess to tampering. Then she took it, nodded once, and said, “Where is he?”

“Still sitting politely where we found him. Fifth cellar. Wearing tweed and existential ambiguity.”

“Show me.”

They descended in silence, Phoebe trailing behind with the reverent solemnity of someone accompanying a detective and an aunt who disapproves of everything except velvet and truth. The fifth cellar was more incredible now, the chamber lit by a soft work lamp. Dust still hung, but the air felt different — like it knew what was coming.

Vickery stepped into the chamber’s threshold, crouched, and examined the remains without a word. She studied the bones, the coat, the bottle, and the chair. Her brows twitched, very slightly. She looked at the wine label. Her jaw set. “This isn’t archaeological,” she said flatly. “This is performance. And it’s recent.”

Phoebe winced. “How recent?”

Vickery didn’t answer directly. She stood, pulled out her phone, and dialled. “Yeah, it’s Vickery. I need a team at Harcourt & Hemlock. Yes, again. No, it’s not a false alarm this time—fifth cellar level. We’ve got a body, intact, clothed, posed. Wine bottle next to it. It’s staged. It could be twenty years, it could be ten. Bring gloves.” She hung up and turned to Sybil. “The entire fifth level is now a crime scene. Sealed. No access. I mean it this time, Sybil.”

Sybil placed a hand on her heart. “You wound me. I’ve had weddings down there with more fatalities and less police tape.”

Vickery did not smile. But her lip may have twitched. “You also catered a poetry reading that ended in someone falling into a barrel.”

“Hardly my fault if the sonnets were soporific.”

“You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to.”

Vickery sighed and looked around. “I need a proper forensic sweep. And a list of anyone with access to the cellar last month.”
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