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Chapter 1 




Fog settled over everything, thick and heavy, hiding the world from view. It was like a gauzy blanket that covered everything, and nothing escaped it. 

Sophie Stern tightened her grip on the steering wheel as her sedan wound through the northern California hills. The rental car’s headlights struggled to cut through the thick fog. According to the GPS, Blackwood Vineyard was three miles away, but she couldn’t see beyond the hood ornament and the road was not clearly marked with signs. 

She should have waited for daylight. Maybe stayed one more night in that gloomy motel off Highway 101. But the walls there were thin, the couple next door was noisy, and she hadn’t slept anyway. It felt better to arrive early than to lie awake thinking about everything that had gone wrong. Sometimes it was just too hard to push things out of her mind. Maybe getting out on the road would help her. 

The divorce papers sat in a manila envelope on the passenger seat. Final. Stamped. Done. Twelve years of marriage reduced to legal jargon and David's signature—bold and careless, just like him. The restaurant was his now too. Her recipes, her vision, her hours of work, all signed away because she'd been too exhausted to fight back. 

A wooden sign appeared through the fog: BLACKWOOD VINEYARD – PRIVATE PROPERTY. Well, that certainly made a statement. 

Sophie turned onto a gravel road that curved between rows of sleeping grapevines. In late November, the branches were bare, twisted and dark in the fog. The vines reminded her of reaching hands. Something about the vines was gloomy even though she knew that they would spring to life when the sun came up again. 

She shook her head. Being this tired made everything seem more threatening. It had to be the fact that she was so fatigued that her mind was playing tricks on her. 

The Victorian mansion slowly came into view, three stories of weathered wood and sharp corners. All the windows were dark except for one light on the ground floor. The main house stood at the top of the hill, looking out over terraced vineyards that disappeared into the fog. It looked like an old movie set but she knew this was reality. 

Sophie parked by the front entrance and turned off the engine. Silence pressed in on the car. There was no wind, no birds—just fog and the soft ticking of the engine as it cooled.

The front door opened before she even reached the steps.

"Ms. Stern! You’re early." Helena Blackwood stood in the doorway, backlit and elegant in slacks and a cardigan. She looked to be in her sixties, with silver hair pulled back, sharp cheekbones, and even sharper eyes. "I wasn’t expecting you until noon."

"I’m sorry. I couldn’t sleep, so I just drove." Sophie held out her hand. "Please, call me Sophie."

Helena’s handshake was firm and cool. "Come in. You must be cold."

The entry hall smelled of polished wood and wine. Sophie followed Helena through rooms filled with antique furniture and photographs of vineyard harvests spanning decades. Every surface gleamed. Every corner held shadows.

"Coffee?" Helena led her into a kitchen that was both modern and rustic, with granite counters, copper pots, and windows looking out over the vines.

"Yes, please." Sophie sat down at the farmhouse table, her legs aching from the long drive.

Helena moved efficiently, filling a French press. "I'm so glad you accepted the position. Your credentials are impressive—sommelier certification, restaurant experience in San Francisco. We're lucky to have you."

"I’m the lucky one." Sophie watched the steam rise from the cups Helena set down. "This is exactly what I need. A fresh start."

"Running from something?" Helena sounded casual, but her eyes grew more focused. She was thinking and wondering what this woman needed a fresh start from.

"Divorce. A business that failed. The usual disasters." Sophie wrapped her hands around the warm mug. "I needed to get away."

"You’ll find plenty of that here." Helena smiled, but it was one of those polite smiles without feeling behind it. "Blackwood is pretty isolated. The nearest town is fifteen miles down the mountain. Cell service isn’t great. But we have wine and quiet, and sometimes that’s enough."

"That sounds perfect."

"Does it?" Helena stared out the window at the fog. "Our last sommelier thought so too. At first."  There was something foreboding in that comment, but Sophie decided to dismiss it and not proceed to ask further. 

 But Sophie did feel her stomach tighten. "The job posting said the last person left suddenly." The word "suddenly" stood out.

"Vivian Torres. She was with us for eight months." Helena's fingers tightened on her cup. "Talented woman. Brilliant palate. Then one morning three months ago, I came to the tasting room and found her cottage empty. No note. No forwarding address. Just...gone.

"Did something happen to her?" 

"I don’t know." Helena’s voice was flat. "I really don’t."

The silence stretched until Sophie couldn't stand it. "Well, I'm here now. And I'm not planning to leave."

"Good." Helena stood up quickly. "Let me show you your cottage."

They drove Helena's Range Rover down a different gravel path that curved behind the main house. The sommelier's cottage appeared through the fog—a small Victorian-style building with gingerbread trim and a wraparound porch. Charming. Isolated.

"It’s lovely," Sophie said, and she meant it.

"Vivian thought so too." Helena handed her a set of keys. "I had the place cleaned after she left, but I didn't remove her furniture or personal items. I kept hoping she'd come back. "

"And she never did?"  Sophie felt compelled to ask the question.

"No." Helena paused at her car door. "Get some rest, Sophie. We'll start properly tomorrow. If you need anything, call the main house. The landline works even when cells don't."

Sophie watched the Range Rover fade into the fog, then unlocked the cottage door. Odd that she hadn't been shown around the cottage and left to inspect it on her own, but Sophie decided that wasn't worth thinking about. It was just good to be away.

The interior was tasteful—hardwood floors, a stone fireplace, furniture that looked antique but felt comfortable. The main room had a sofa, two chairs, and built-in bookshelves filled with wine references. A kitchenette filled one corner. Two doors led to what must be a bedroom and bathroom she thought.

She set her bags down by the sofa and looked around. The bedroom had a queen-sized bed with a quilted comforter, a dresser, and a closet half-filled with women’s clothes—probably Vivian’s. There were jeans, sweaters, a few dresses. Nothing fancy, but everything was clean and ready. Why would someone leave her clothing? They wouldn't.

It looked like Vivian had planned to return.

Sophie shivered and returned to the main room. She should unpack. Should eat something. Should sleep. Instead, she built a fire and sat watching flames consume oak logs while fog pressed against the windows. Sitting there, she was wondering if there was something she wasn't being told.

She didn’t move until the clock struck midnight.

The bedroom closet had empty hangers, and she started transferring her clothes from the suitcase to hangers, pushing Vivian's things aside. As she worked, her hand knocked something loose behind the closet's back panel.

The board moved.

Sophie froze, then carefully pulled. The panel was a false back, cleverly concealed. Behind it, tucked into the wall cavity, lay a leather journal.

Her hands shook as she took it out.

The cover was worn, and the pages were filled with neat handwriting in dark ink. The first entry was from eight months ago:

"Day one at Blackwood Vineyard. Helena is wonderful. The wines are exceptional. I think I'm going to love it here." That was good and optimistic and Sophie was hopeful.

Sophie flipped through pages about tastings, vintage notes, and barrel evaluations. Professional details mixed with personal thoughts. Vivian had been careful and thorough. A vision of the woman was beginning to be composed in Sophie's mind.

She turned to the last entry. The handwriting was rushed, the letters cramped and slanted:

"November 3rd. He knows. I saw him watching the cottage last night. I can't prove anything yet, but the manifests don't lie. The deliveries, the locked cave, the meetings at 2am—it's all connected. Helena doesn't know. I'm sure she doesn't know. But Ethan knows I've been asking questions, and the way he looked at me today... I can't stay. I have to leave tonight. If you're reading this, whoever you are, be careful. Don't trust anyone. Don't ask questions. Just do your job and get out."

Sophie felt her mouth go dry. This wasn't what she expected.

Outside, somewhere in the fog, she heard a branch snap. A simple thing like that would have been normal in other circumstances. But considering what she just read in the journal, it caused the hair on the back of her neck to get prickly. 

She went to the window, pressing her face against the cold glass. Nothing but white darkness. But as she watched, a shadow moved through the vines—tall, human-shaped, and heading away from her cottage toward the eastern edge of the property.

Someone was out there in the fog.

They had been close enough to her door that she should have heard them coming. Now she'd have to make sure it was locked whenever she came in.








  
  
Chapter 2




Morning came gray and cold and the fog had lifted just a bit. 

Sophie woke on the sofa, still dressed, Vivian's journal clutched against her chest. Pale light filtered through windows streaked with condensation. The fire had died to ash.

She sat up slowly, neck stiff, and checked her phone. 6:47 AM. No signal. The landline sat on a side table, old-fashioned and cream-colored. Someone had an eye for decorating. 

The journal felt heavy in her hands. Did Helena know about this and was it something that she should know? 

She should give it to Helena. Should mention the figure in the fog. Should probably pack her car and drive back down the mountain before whatever scared Vivian could scare her too. Possibilities went through her mind one after another but she decided to stay. 

Instead, she showered in the cottage's tiny bathroom and dressed in jeans and a thick sweater. She hid Vivian's journal under the mattress and headed to the main house. 

The fog had thinned a little, showing the full spread of Blackwood Vineyard. Terraced grapevines reached out in every direction, their bare branches forming sharp lines on the hillside. Stone walls marked the edges of the property. Outbuildings were scattered across the land: a large barn, a few equipment sheds, and far to the east, partly hidden by trees, an old stone structure built into the hillside. She could see it all as she walked toward the main house. 

A wine cave.

Sophie stared at it until Helena's voice made her jump.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Helena had appeared on the main house porch, coffee cup in hand. "My husband and I planted the first vines forty-two years ago. Just five acres then."

"How much land do you have now?"

"Sixty acres of vineyards, another forty of forest and natural landscape." Pride softened Helena's features. "We're one of the oldest family-owned vineyards in the region. Small production, high quality. Our wines sell out every vintage."

"Then why do you need a sommelier?" Sophie climbed the porch steps. "If the wines sell themselves?"

"Because my son says we need to modernize. Expand our wine club. Offer exclusive tastings. Build relationships with high-end restaurants." Helena's expression tightened. "Ethan handles the winemaking. I handle the business. Or I used to. Now he wants to hire consultants and experts for everything."

"Is he here? I'd like to meet him."

"He's in the cellars. Come, I'll take you down."

They entered the main house through a side door that led to a staircase descending into darkness. Helena flicked switches, and lights bloomed along stone walls. The air grew cool and damp, heavy with the scent of oak and fermenting grapes.








