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Chapter 1 - Arrival in the Valley
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The train wound through the Douro Valley as if it were showing off. Every curve revealed another breathtaking vista — terraced vineyards tumbling down the hillsides, olive trees standing at military attention, and occasional glints of the river below, shimmering like a spilt bottle of tonic under the sun. If Sybil hadn’t seen the train’s ceiling, she’d have sworn she was in a drone shot for a travel documentary narrated by Judi Dench.

She sat by the window in a plume of weak sunlight, her notebook balanced on one knee, a biro poised for truth, mischief, or both. The carriage smelt faintly of coffee, oranges, and the peculiar optimism of early afternoon. Outside, Portugal sparkled. Inside, Sybil scrawled:


“Landscape so perfect it must have been ironed. Suspect God has an Instagram.”



A cluster of passengers chattered behind her in a flurry of Portuguese, their tones low and theatrical. Sybil caught only a few words — something about a vineyard and a curse. Which, frankly, tickled her curiosity more than it should have. She was on holiday, in theory. In practice, she was categorising gossip like a truffle pig snuffling for column fodder.

“Quinta da Maldição,” someone whispered, drawing out the final syllables like a bedtime threat.

Sybil’s ears pricked. She scribbled:


“Quinta da Maldição = cursed vineyard? Too on the nose. Must investigate. After wine.”



Opposite her, a man in an impeccable polo shirt and the mild sneer of someone who’d explained tannins one too many times to tourists glanced up from his tablet. “Every valley has one ghost story, senhora.” His accent was Portuguese, but his tone was pure public relations fatigue.

Sybil smiled at him — part polite, part predatory. “Yes, and every good story starts with one.”

The wine rep rolled his eyes and went back to whatever wine reps look at when pretending not to eavesdrop. Grapevine analytics, presumably. Sybil tucked the vineyard name into her mental filing cabinet under “possible leads” and “probably nonsense,” a drawer she opened more often than her suitcase.

The train rumbled into a tunnel, and Sybil’s reflection looked back at her in the window: tousled auburn hair, sensible lipstick, and the faint, familiar crease of someone pretending to be relaxed. She’d fled Bristol under the noble banner of Rest and Recharge, leaving behind drizzle, deadlines, and the insufferable prattle of the wine-writing elite (“Pinot noir is having a moment,” said one, as if it hadn’t been having moments since the 12th century). But she wasn’t really off-duty — her brain didn’t do “off.” It barely did “snooze.”

Another announcement crackled over the tannoy in Portuguese. Something about refeições: Sybil blinked. “If that was Portuguese for ‘refreshments,’ I’ve missed lunch,” she muttered. Her stomach growled in agreement. She added a note:


“Learn food words or starve. Buy snacks immediately. Possibly wine.”



The train screeched into the station fashionably late. Her hotel pickup, naturally, was nowhere in sight — possibly gone, possibly fictional. Sybil stepped off into a flurry of sunhats, rucksacks, and the collective heat of human confusion. She hoisted her case with a grace honed by years of awkward red-eye transfers and braced herself.

As she wove through the crowd, she caught a glimpse of an old woman muttering to herself and crossing her chest. Sybil didn’t need to speak the language to know what had just been mentioned — she’d caught that same musical lilt again: Maldição.

A curse, a valley, and wine. It had all the makings of a vacation. Sybil adjusted her sunglasses and grinned.

“Holiday,” she said aloud. “Right.”
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Chapter 2 - The Five-Star Welcome
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The Hotel Vale Dourado appeared as if it had been designed by someone who’d once whispered the phrase “quiet luxury” into a glass of vintage port and made it law. Terraced into the hillside like a particularly tasteful layer cake, it gleamed with honey-coloured stone and sported glass balconies that jutted out just far enough to make you feel glamorous but not suicidal. The air was warm with the scent of lavender and something richer — polish, perhaps, or ambition.

Inside, the reception was all creamy marble and pot-grown olive trees, their trunks artfully twisted as if ballet instructors had trained them. Ceiling fans turned at the exact speed of indifference, and a sad Portuguese woman sang wistfully through the sound system, presumably about lost love or excellent bread.

Sybil approached the desk with the air of someone pretending she hadn’t arrived sweaty, underfed, and slightly late because of a train delay and a taxi driver who spoke only in shrugs. The receptionist, in contrast, radiated serenity and possibly perfume derived from crushed gold.

“Miss Sybil Harcourt,” she said smoothly, producing a chilled glass of white port from somewhere beneath the desk as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “With compliments, and welcome to the Douro.”

Sybil took the glass as if it were a sacred object. It was, in fact, nectar. Dangerous nectar. “I might never leave,” she said.

The concierge glided over, crisp in linen and discretion. “We have arranged your suite, and here—” he handed her a folded schedule on heavy cream paper, “—a list of the finest vineyard tours in the valley. You may notice... one name.”

He tapped the list as if it had insulted his mother. Quinta da Maldição. His voice dropped half an octave. “We do not recommend guests visit after dark.”

Sybil raised a brow. “Because of ghosts or goats?”

The concierge did not blink. “Yes.”

She gave him her most gracious ‘I’m humouring you’ smile — a smile she usually reserved for male winemakers who insisted their chardonnay had "feminine notes."

Up in her suite — airy, elegant, and undoubtedly equipped with a minibar designed to bankrupt her — the bellhop arrived cheerfully lugging her suitcase like it was stuffed with bricks and regrets. He immediately launched into a local monologue about the legend of Maldição, which apparently involved tragic love, bad harvests, and an unfortunate amount of dramatic lightning.

Sybil nodded along, handed him a tip, and mentally added “check weather records, investigate love affair, avoid lightning.”

Finally alone, she stepped out onto the balcony and froze. Below, the valley split away in green steps, a rolling tide of vines slipping toward the river. It was absurdly beautiful, like nature had hired a stylist. Her glass was still half-full, and the sun was starting to dip, casting the Douro in honey and wine.

And yet.

Instead of simply drinking it in, Sybil was already thinking about pacing her wine visits to cover the most “notable” estates, chasing interviews, and possibly using the concierge’s ghostly warning as an angle. She sighed.

“Am I incapable of rest?” she murmured, sipping the port and glaring at the horizon like it owed her a holiday.

Somewhere below, a bird called out. Somewhere above, someone on a neighbouring balcony muttered to their partner about “strange lights across the river last night.” Sybil’s ears twitched.

She could feel the mystery trying to sidle up to her with jazz hands and fog, but she wasn’t having it. Not yet.

“It’s just grapes and nonsense,” she told herself firmly. “And I’m just here to drink.”

She opened her notebook anyway.
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Chapter 3 - Rumours at Reception
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The hotel lounge was doing an excellent impersonation of paradise. Wicker chairs arranged like a polite conversation, linen curtains billowing just enough to remind you there was a breeze, and a view of the Douro River that practically wept poetry — all molten gold and lazy bends, as if the landscape had decided to pose for a wine label.

Sybil Harcourt was attempting to look like a woman at ease. She was three sips into a port cocktail, the colour of ambition. She had her notebook open on the table, its pages filled with vineyard names, half-baked puns, and a tasting schedule that was already far too ambitious for someone pretending to be on holiday.

A trio of American tourists nearby were whispering with the sort of theatrical hush that suggested they very much wanted to be overheard. One of them — a woman in a wide sunhat and too many bangles — leaned in.

“I swear to God, barrels that move on their own.”

Her companions gasped appreciatively, as though haunted cooperage was a known phenomenon.

Sybil didn’t look up, but her pen paused mid-scribble. She scrawled:


"Spirits of the Douro — metaphysical or distilled?"



Behind the bar, a bartender was polishing glasses with a devotion usually reserved for firstborn children. Without being prompted, he said softly, “Quinta da Maldição. Some say the land remembers blood.”

Sybil looked up then, eyebrows raised. “How poetic,” she said. “Is that on the tasting notes?”

He gave a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “No, senhora. Just history.”

It was like the entire valley was in on the bit — the haunting, the hushed warnings, the pointed glances. All she’d wanted was to interview a few winemakers, flirt with a sommelier or two, and maybe write something smug about sustainable fermentation. Instead, she was being handed the plot of a gothic novella on a silver tray.

Just then, the concierge arrived like an exclamation mark in linen. “Miss Harcourt,” he said, “your dinner is confirmed for seven. Table by the terrace, as requested.” He hesitated, then added with the gravity of a man delivering a royal edict, “If I may... best to avoid that vineyard. The Maldição. Guests who go always return... changed.”

Sybil blinked. “Changed? Or just lightly drunk?”

He didn’t laugh. “Some things are not meant to be disturbed.”

She stared at him for a beat, then nodded graciously, as one might when promised divine retribution for overwatering a houseplant.

As he left, Sybil slumped back in her chair and took another sip. It tasted annoyingly good. She glanced around the room — polished, pretty, perfect. But luxury has its downsides. It’s hard to feel truly relaxed when everything around you is whispering, “Isn’t this nice?” and no one’s there to roll their eyes with you about it.

She missed that. The shared sarcasm. Someone to lean over and say, “Barrels that move? Probably just the staff trying to stay awake.”

Instead, she had only her notebook and the creeping suspicion that she was enjoying this too much. For all her annoyance at the clichés — blood in the soil, cursed vines, oh please — she felt the familiar tingle of a story brewing.

Everyone had told her not to go. So obviously, she would. She drained the last of her cocktail, flipped to a fresh page, and wrote in capital letters:

"QUINTA DA MALDIÇÃO — TOMORROW."

Then, just for fun, she added,

“Bring snacks. And possibly sage.”
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Chapter 4 - An Elegant Evening
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The terrace restaurant of the Hotel Vale Dourado looked like the kind of place where a Mediterranean heiress might accept a proposal over lobster risotto and lies. Marble balustrades framed a sunset so picturesque it bordered on smug, and the river below gleamed like polished copper. Cicadas hummed with the confidence of unpaid performers, and the air was fragrant with grilled sea bass, rosemary, and faintly expensive cologne.

Sybil Harcourt dined alone, as was her preference — or so she told herself. She had a table tucked just off-centre, close enough to observe without being observed, with a view that deserved its own brochure. The sea bass was divine — flaky, herb-kissed, swimming elegantly atop a mound of almond rice. She took a bite and made a note in her notebook:


“Bass: better than expected. Almond rice = hug in carbohydrate form. Pairing: Douro white, crisp enough to cut gossip.”



Which was timely, because the table to her left was positively fermenting with it.

A pack of businessmen — pale linen suits, loud watches, and the collective energy of a yacht timeshare pitch — were discussing their latest vineyard acquisitions in tones usually reserved for oil rigs and war strategies.

“Terroir is everything,” one declared, while pouring himself a second glass of something with more money than soul. “But also, the branding has to hit. We’re putting QR codes on the back labels now — story sells.”

Sybil sipped her wine, resisting the urge to mutter, “So does actual quality.” Instead, she jotted:


“Men in suits exploiting soil. Must be Thursday.”



The waiter returned and, with the warm confidence of someone who knew exactly what he was doing, suggested a flight of vintage ports. “For your professional interest, senhora,” he added with a wink.

She accepted, naturally. Research, after all, wore many disguises — sometimes as archive visits, sometimes as dessert wine.

Three small glasses arrived like obedient soldiers, each darker and more mysterious than the last. She sipped the first (nutty, complex), the second (sultry, a bit theatrical), and the third (mature, with a whisper of regret — like an ex who’s read some therapy books but still owns a motorbike).

The sommelier, a soft-spoken man with enviably clear skin, lingered just long enough to chat. “Some of the port houses have been... unlucky lately,” he said delicately.

“Unlucky how?” Sybil asked, casually sharpening her curiosity.

“Oh, nothing confirmed,” he said with a shrug, too polished to sound gossipy. “But a few accidents. Mishandled barrels. A collapse at one of the older cellars. Superstition, probably.”

“Of course,” Sybil said, eyes bright. “Portugal’s always been known for its robust ghosts and subpar scaffolding.”

He smiled, bowed slightly, and vanished.

She should have let it go. But the word unlucky had stuck, as had the murmurs from earlier in the bar, the cautious glances whenever Quinta da Maldição was mentioned. The world of wine, she mused, was equal parts passion, power, and subtle skulduggery — a perfect cocktail for someone with her professional affliction.

Just then, the man at the following table leaned over.

“Are you one of those lifestyle influencers?” he asked, gesturing to her notebook as if it were a selfie stick. “Love that. Let me tell you about the port. See, what most people don’t realise is—”

“I write,” Sybil said smoothly, “mostly about wine, occasionally about murder. Sometimes the two overlap. And I import wine for my shop.”

He retreated like a retriever who’d chased the wrong stick.

She finished her port flight in thoughtful silence. Solitude suited her, mainly. But tonight it felt like a well-worn coat — comfortable, but slightly too tight around the arms.

She looked out over the glowing river. The beauty here was undeniable, but it was the mystery — whispered, shadowed, inconvenient-that made her stay.

And tomorrow, she’d meet it head-on.
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Chapter 5 - Nightcap and Notes
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Sybil Harcourt’s suite was bathed in the kind of late-night stillness that felt both luxurious and mildly suspicious. The balcony doors stood open to the warm Douro air, fragrant with jasmine and the faint tang of something sweetly fermenting in the hills — nature’s way of reminding everyone that tomorrow would be sticky and alcoholic, in the best way.

She poured herself a modest glass of ten-year tawny port — the colour of well-worn leather and almost as comforting — then settled at the elegant writing desk, barefoot, notebook open, pen in hand. Her sandals had been kicked off in the sort of rebellious gesture one only makes when no one is watching.

Outside, the river caught the light of the half-moon, glimmering like it had secrets and no intention of keeping them.

Sybil swirled her port thoughtfully. The day had been a carousel of contradictions: grandeur and ghosts, charm and caution, waiters serving superstition with the wine list. She sipped and began to write:

“Day one. Portugal is breathtaking and mildly ridiculous. Everyone’s polite, most are evasive, and at least one man tried to explain port to me like I hadn’t written three columns on the subject. The bass was excellent.”

She paused, pen tapping against the glass. Somewhere below, laughter floated up from a terrace — not her own. Music followed, light and exuberant, the unmistakable sound of a wedding party toasting something that had nothing to do with curses or collapsed cellars.

Life, Sybil thought, was constantly multitasking. Love upstairs, ghosts down in the vineyard. She stretched, reaching for her glass, and that’s when she saw it.

Just a flicker, barely more than a suggestion of movement. A pinprick of light, far off in the vines. It bobbed slowly, like someone carrying a lantern — or a phone, or some old-fashioned sense of theatrical timing. It moved too deliberately to be nothing. And too odd to be explained easily.

Sybil narrowed her eyes. It could be a farmhand. It could be someone checking irrigation. It could be nothing at all. It could also be precisely the sort of thing someone who’d spent the evening warning her about bad luck and buried blood would rather she didn’t see.

She took a long sip of port and wrote, dryly:


“Quinta da Maldição — either haunted or hosting a very late grape inspection. Visit soon.”



She capped her pen with a satisfying snap. Part of her wanted to laugh it off — the wine, the heat, the hotel’s faintly theatrical energy. The rational part, the one trained in fact-checking and politely shredding PR spin, reminded her that people lie more easily when there’s beauty to distract from it.

And yet, there it was — a sense she couldn’t quite shake. A low thrum in the atmosphere, like the hills were listening. Not menacing, exactly. Just... aware. As though the valley itself was tilting its head.

She stood, walked to the balcony, and leaned on the cool stone railing. The light among the vines had vanished. Typical, she thought. Ghosts always had terrible timing.

The port was warming in her hand. The music below shifted into something slower. She should sleep. She wanted to. But curiosity had always been a night owl, and hers had just caught the scent of something delicious.

She drained her glass and set it down gently beside her notebook. One last thought, scribbled quickly before bed:


“If that’s the cursed vineyard, I hope it’s haunted by good manners and not another bloody metaphor.”



And with that, Sybil turned in for the night — alone, amused, and entirely unfooled by the silence.
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Chapter 6 - Tasting Invitation
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The hotel’s grand tasting salon was the sort of room that made you instinctively lower your voice and straighten your posture. Sunlight poured through tall windows, catching on decanters and gilt frames, glancing off the polished walnut tables until the whole place shimmered like a very tasteful hallucination. Somewhere, unseen but omnipresent, hovered the faint perfume of oxidised port — that intoxicating blend of raisins, regret, and wealth.

Sybil Harcourt had arrived early, primarily out of professional habit. She claimed a seat near the window with a notebook discreetly tucked beside her plate and resolved, as she always did at such events, to “observe quietly.” She made it to minute seven before her first scribble:


“Hotel tasting. Guest’s decorative. Sommelier rhapsodising as if auditioning for a perfume advert.”



At the front, the sommelier — a man with the poise of someone who’d never once dropped a corkscrew — was already describing the first pour.

“This,” he said reverently, “is like dusk in a glass. You taste the memory of sunlight.”

Sybil swirled, sniffed, and thought it smelled more like furniture polish and ambition, but she limited herself to a polite nod. She had long ago learned that sommeliers could smell existential nuance in a puddle if you gave them long enough. “Notes of dried fig, burnt sugar, and the passing of time,” he continued.

“Don’t we all,” Sybil muttered. She was composing a suitably acerbic tasting note when a presence joined her table — elegant, composed, and radiating the kind of quiet authority that could silence an entire garden party without speaking.

“May I?” the woman asked, gesturing to the empty chair.

“Please,” Sybil said.

The woman’s pearls caught the light; her dress was pale silk, the sort of thing that required either extreme confidence or air conditioning. “Helena Duarte,” she said, her accent soft, her English flawless.

“Sybil Harcourt,” Sybil replied. “Writer and wine importer. On holiday, allegedly.”

Helena smiled — a slow, knowing smile that made “allegedly” sound like a confession. “I envy people who can take holidays. I tend to bring my work with me.”

“Occupational hazard?”

“I own a vineyard,” Helena said simply, lifting her glass.

“Of course you do,” Sybil said cheerfully. “I was beginning to feel underqualified just being here.”

They laughed lightly — until Helena added, almost absently, “It’s a small estate. Quinta da Maldição.”

Sybil very nearly inhaled her port. “Sorry— what did you say?”

Helena’s eyes flicked to her, amused. “You’ve heard of it?”

“Oh, only everyone’s been whispering about it since I arrived,” Sybil said, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “Cursed vines, tragic history, barrels that move of their own accord — that sort of thing.”

Helena tilted her head, considering. “Yes, we do attract stories.”

There was a quiet poise to her tone — not defensive, not dismissive, but faintly weary, as though she’d had this conversation more times than she’d poured a glass.

“I’m sure most of it’s nonsense,” Sybil said lightly, trying not to sound too delighted. “But then, nonsense makes good copy.”

Helena gave a small smile. “Writers and winemakers — we both rely on fermentation.”

It was, Sybil admitted, a good line. She scribbled it down.

Across the room, the sommelier glided over, refilling their glasses and glancing disapprovingly at Sybil’s notes. “This one,” he announced, “has a finish of walnuts and wisdom.”

Sybil took a sip, then said, “Structured but slightly haunted.”

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

“It’s a technical term,” she said solemnly.

Helena laughed, a quiet ripple that turned a few heads. Not all approving ones. Sybil noticed, with the reporter’s instinct she could never quite suppress, that other guests were looking at Helena — not rudely, but warily. A couple of murmured exchanges. A turned shoulder. Helena seemed used to it.

Sybil, meanwhile, could practically feel her curiosity clawing at the inside of her ribcage. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t chase stories this trip, and here one was — elegant, mysterious, and sipping tawny across from her.

She wrote one last note in her book:


“Quinta da Maldição — owner lovely, cursed vineyard, probable investigation. God help me, I’m working again.”
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Chapter 7 - An Introduction to Tawny
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By late afternoon, the tasting salon had mellowed into a rich, velvety hum — all amber lamplight, the glint of ruby ports in cut-glass decanters, and murmured conversations marinated in alcohol and entitlement. Waiters moved like polite ghosts, replenishing glasses and rescuing abandoned tasting cards with the quiet precision of museum staff.

Sybil was three ports in and trying to remember if the current one had been described as “autumn in silk pyjamas” or “a walnut grove at dusk.” Either way, it tasted expensive and brooding, like it had regrets but still owned property.

Across the table, Helena Duarte was swirling her glass and speaking fondly — though with the practised neutrality of someone accustomed to public scrutiny. “The vines at Maldição are some of the oldest in the valley,” she said. “We don’t use heavy machinery. Everything is still done by hand. My husband used to say the soil remembered tragedy.”

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Mine only remembers to stain my shoes.”

That earned a genuine laugh from Helena — quick, surprised, and undeniably authentic. The kind of laugh that made other guests turn and reassess why they weren’t funny enough to get it.

“You’re not like most wine people,” Helena said.

“Some people collect medals. I collect footnotes,” Sybil replied, sipping her port. “And possibly early liver damage.”

Helena smiled, her gaze softening. “We’re actually looking for new export partners at the moment. It’s... delicate. The family name carries history.”

“I’ve noticed,” Sybil said. “It’s carried in whispers, mostly.”

Helena chuckled again — more guarded this time — and glanced briefly around the room. “We’d be delighted to have you visit the estate. Later this week, if you have time?”

Sybil blinked, surprised by the sudden invitation. She hadn’t expected that kind of openness — or perhaps Helena recognised a valuable ally when she saw one. Or a mildly cynical British writer with a wine column and a history of rooting around in inconvenient truths.

“Absolutely,” Sybil said, ever the professional. “Nothing I love more than scenic tragedy.”

As if summoned by those words, a new figure appeared beside them — tall, sharply dressed, and visibly uncomfortable, like a catalogue model forced to attend a funeral for someone he barely knew. His smile was technically correct but spiritually absent. “Apologies for the delay,” he said, placing a polite kiss on Helena’s cheek. “Small crisis at the quinta.”

Helena’s posture shifted almost imperceptibly. She stiffened, but her voice remained smooth. “Sybil, this is my nephew, Rui Duarte. He manages the business now.”

“Mostly the misfortunes,” Rui added drily.

Sybil extended a hand. “Sybil Harcourt. Wine writer, occasional troublemaker.”

He shook it, his grip firm and brief. “A dangerous combination.”

“That’s what it says on my business cards,” she quipped.

The atmosphere cooled by a few degrees — not freezing, but no longer cosy. Around them, Sybil noticed several heads tilt in their direction, antennae raised. Duarte family drama, it seemed, was the valley’s preferred vintage.

Helena, sensing the shift, steered the conversation neatly back to generalities — tourism, harvest projections, the weather (always safe, even in cursed vineyards). But Sybil saw it: the tiniest twitch at the corner of Helena’s jaw when Rui mentioned “crisis.” A flinch disguised as a smile.

Sybil made a mental note. Then, unable to help herself, she scribbled in her notebook:


“Maldição: ancient vines, new tension, family footnotes. Something’s fermenting.”



And beneath that:

“Even in paradise, I find a scandal. Must be something in the soil.”
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Chapter 8 - Enter the Nephew
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As the last of the port tasting guests drifted onto the terrace like well-dressed fog, the Douro Valley transformed into a painting. The hills shimmered in gold and violet, the river below catching the colours like a jeweller turning over a gem. A trio of musicians eased into a lilting Fado tune, all longing and lantern glow, while waiters wove between guests with trays of aperitifs and practised nonchalance.

Sybil sipped a spritzy white port cocktail and pretended not to notice Rui Duarte approaching like a man arriving at his own ambush.

He joined their little circle—Helena serene as ever, Sybil perched in full journalistic curiosity—and offered a smile that might’ve been charming if it weren’t stretched quite so tight.

“So, Miss Harcourt,” he said, the ice already clinking in his tone, “enjoying your research trip? I do hope the ghosts of the Douro have been cooperative.”

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “So far, they’ve been very polite. Only one spectral sighting, and he offered to top up my glass.”

Helena chuckled softly, clearly amused. Rui, less so. When Helena mentioned that Sybil would be visiting Quinta da Maldição later in the week, Rui’s reaction was less of a flinch and more of a full-bodied freeze. “It’s not in a state for guests,” he said firmly, too quickly.

Sybil blinked. “Oh, I’ve seen worse. Once, there was a feature on a Champagne house that doubled as a pigeon sanctuary. Nothing says ‘terroir’ like feathers in the fermentation tanks.”

Helena, ever composed, offered a light laugh. “Nonsense, Rui. The estate has charm, even in its disarray. Sybil is a writer, not a health inspector.”

Rui’s jaw tensed. He said nothing, but the message was clear: this was not his idea.

Sybil, for her part, felt a small thrill — the satisfaction of a door nudged open just far enough to glimpse the shadows inside. She’d suspected there was more to this family vineyard than poetic soil and dramatic rumours, and here was her confirmation — wearing designer loafers and trying very hard to pretend he wasn’t irritated.

Still, the feeling was complicated by guilt. She hadn’t come to Portugal to wedge herself into someone else’s family tensions. Then again, she hadn’t come for that either.

Journalists, she reminded herself, are like truffle pigs with notebooks: sensitive to faint traces and utterly shameless when something smells like a story.

Rui, watching her too carefully, leaned in a fraction. “People underestimate how heavy barrels can be,” he said, swirling his drink with a little too much menace for the cocktail hour. “Slippery things, cellars. Poorly lit. Especially in old estates.”

Sybil gave him a polite smile, the kind she usually reserved for men who offered unsolicited opinions about decanting temperatures. “Thanks for the tip,” she said. “But I tend to wear flat shoes and keep my wits about me.”

Helena, perhaps sensing the brewing storm beneath the civility, clinked her glass gently against Sybil’s. “I’m sure your visit will bring a bit of fresh perspective. And God knows the vineyard could use some fresh air.”

That landed like a well-aimed olive pit. Rui’s expression didn’t change, but Sybil clocked the flash behind his eyes — not quite anger, but irritation edged with something less precise. Concern? Possessiveness? Damage control?

The music floated on, sweet and mournful, while the three of them stood like characters waiting for the next act of a play they hadn’t agreed to perform.

Sybil drained the last of her cocktail, then casually jotted in her notebook:


“Visit to Maldição confirmed. Rui: deeply twitchy. Vineyard may contain pigeons, secrets, or both.”



As the sun slipped behind the hills, one thing was sure — she hadn’t just been invited into their world. She’d been noticed. And that was always where the trouble started.
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Chapter 9 - Business Banter
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The terrace after dark was shamelessly romantic — fairy lights looped through olive trees like a film set trying too hard, and the Douro below shimmered with reflected stars, smugly beautiful in its moonlit stillness. The air had cooled, laced with the scent of basil, charred lemon, and subtle tension.

Sybil, digestif in hand (a local amaro that tasted like regret and rosemary), was trying to focus on Helena’s thoughtful breakdown of the British fortified wine market. The older woman spoke with elegant precision — clearly knowledgeable, genuinely passionate — the kind of person who made you believe in the nobility of soil and barrels and the poetry of properly aged tawnies.

“There's still a deep affection for tradition in the UK,” Helena was saying. “But it must be approached with charm, not nostalgia. Storytelling, yes — but intelligent storytelling.”

Sybil nodded. “So less tweed and dusty labels, more heritage with a hipster translator.”

“Exactly,” Helena smiled.

At which point Rui, seated opposite them with the posture of a man trying to radiate disinterest while eavesdropping, swirled his glass and announced, “Tradition’s only valuable if it sells. No one under forty cares about grandfather’s fermentation techniques.”

Helena’s smile didn’t flicker, but her fingers curled slightly around her glass.

Sybil leaned back, stretching her legs under the table. “Fair point,” she said brightly. “But then, nostalgia is trending. Even ironic nostalgia. I recently met a twenty-five-year-old who collects ration tins and swears by sherry.”

Rui gave a humourless chuckle. “Yes, well. Writers do love a tragic angle.”

Sybil raised her glass in mock salute. “Only when it’s already half-written.”

He shifted in his seat. “We’ve been exploring new revenue streams at the quinta. Experiences. Tastings. Weddings, eventually. That’s where the money is.”

“Destination weddings at Quinta da Maldição?” Sybil blinked. “Bold branding choice.”

Helena gave a short, brittle laugh. “We’re still debating the direction.”

Sybil could practically hear the subtitle: ‘He wants to Airbnb the family legacy.’ She turned smoothly. “Well, Rui, your modern approach is certainly pragmatic. You must have a clear vision.”

He inclined his head, half-flattered, half-wary. “The wine world’s changing. You either adapt or become someone’s forgotten uncle in a cellar tour anecdote.”

Sybil smiled. “Isn’t that what most writers aspire to?”

The tension was gossamer-fine now — barely visible, but unmistakably present. She could feel the outline of a story pressing into shape: the legacy vineyard, the glamorous widow, the ambitious heir itching to swap pruning shears for influencer packages.

Professional instinct urged her to dig — to ask about the estate’s recent “bad luck,” the whispered curse, the visible crack in Rui’s diplomatic mask. But her personal instincts hesitated. Helena, who had so graciously invited her in, now looked tired around the eyes. Still composed, always, but quieter. And more than a little exposed.

Sybil swirled her drink and stared down at the amber glow. Why was it that wherever there was money, wine, and inherited furniture, there also seemed to be decay? Maybe she was cursed. Moral rot was easier to spot when it came in a vintage bottle.

She decided, for once, to soften the blow. “Well,” she said, clinking her glass gently against Helena’s, “whatever direction you choose, I’m grateful for the invitation. Most vineyards don’t let journalists past the gift shop.”

Helena gave a genuine smile. “Most journalists don’t listen.”

Rui stood then, perhaps sensing he’d lost the round, and muttered something about checking emails. He walked off briskly, as if allergic to candlelight and subtlety.

Sybil watched him go, then turned to Helena with a raised brow. “He’s... efficient,” she offered.

Helena exhaled. “He means well. But the quinta means something different to him.”

“And to you?”

Helena looked out at the valley, glowing beneath the stars like something sacred and forgotten. “To me,” she said softly, “it’s home. And history.”

Sybil didn’t write that down. Not yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 10 - Evening Reflections
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Sybil padded barefoot into her suite, heels dangling from one hand like trophies from a remarkably civilised battle. Her cheeks were flushed, partly from the wine, partly from the afterglow of a conversation that had turned more combustible than the digestif menu suggested.
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