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Chapter 1

Morning Mayhem In The Train Carriage
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Saffron Tate’s morning began, as most of hers did, with a sense of misplaced optimism and the faint smell of smoke. The kettle shrieked like a banshee, its performance anxiety evident as steam curled into the cramped air of the decommissioned railway carriage that now served as her home. From the other end of the galley-style kitchen, the oven-grill added its dramatic flair: a low thunk, then a thin plume of smoke wafted from the top. Right. The toast. She’d forgotten the toast.

Again.

She launched herself across the narrow space, hip-bumped a cupboard, and flung open the oven door. Two charred slices of sourdough blinked back at her, smugly blackened and utterly unsalvageable. They smelt faintly of artisanal shame.

“Oh, for fu—fennel’s sake,” Saffy muttered, waving a tea towel at the smoke alarm, which had already started clearing its metaphorical throat.

Somewhere in the haze, her laptop blinked patiently. Her cursor pulsed at the end of a sentence she’d rewritten four times already. The offending line currently read: “Micro-herbs bring a delicate, almost flirtatious complexity to the plate.”

She scowled at it. It sounded less like a food review and more like a Mills & Boon special featuring coriander with a dark past. "Flirtatious complexity?" she muttered. “Get a grip, Tate. They're baby plants, not backup dancers.”

She deleted the sentence. Again.

The kettle had stopped screaming, but the residual tension lingered. She poured herself a cup of tea that promised clarity but delivered only warmth and regret, then perched on the threadbare velvet bench that served as both seating and a fire hazard. The sun filtered gently through mismatched vintage curtains—a set from a 1950s caravan on one side, and something suspiciously floral and 1980s on the other. Outside, the garden was a serene, dew-soaked oasis. Inside, it was barely controlled chaos; a shrine to the domestic goddess Saffy, most certainly, was not.

Her phone buzzed against the jam jar she used as a pencil holder. She glanced at it, one eye still on the blinking cursor.

Francine. Of course it was.

She let it ring out, picked up her mug, and took a slow, defiant sip. She knew why her editor was calling. No one voluntarily phones at 7:43 a.m. unless something’s on fire—or someone’s lawyer is.

The phone buzzed again, more insistent this time. Francine, again. Which meant it wasn’t just about the review. It was about the review.

“Oh, come on,” Saffy muttered, reaching over and stabbing the green answer icon before she could change her mind. “Morning, Francine. Or should I say... condolences?”

Francine did not laugh. Francine didn’t even breathe for a beat too long.

“Well,” she said crisply. “You’ve done it now.”

Saffy sighed. “Which bit upset them? The part where I called the truffle foam ‘sadly evocative of expired shaving cream,’ or the bit about the sommelier who seemed to be going through something personal with every wine pairing?”

“You know what part.”

Saffy winced. “The anchovy butter?”

“The death threats, Saffron.”

“Oh. Right.”

There was a long pause. A distant dog barked. Somewhere in the corner of her carriage, a spider the size of a twenty-pence piece had begun rappelling down from a light fitting. Probably to lodge a formal complaint about the air quality.

Francine exhaled loudly, the sound of a woman choosing to stay calm through sheer force of will and possibly the aid of medication. “Chef Laurent is furious. His PR team is furious. The owner of La Barrique sent us an email so aggressively formatted that it crashed my inbox. He used bold and italics.”

“Well,” Saffy said, curling her legs under her, “maybe they shouldn’t serve molecular foie gras in a martini glass and call it a ‘textural journey.’”

“Saffron.”

“I stand by every word.”

“I’m not asking you to recant. I’m asking you to stay alive. Do you have any idea how hard it is to replace you? No one wants to write about food without free wine anymore.”

“Touching.”

Francine sighed again, this time with the weight of a woman who had once believed in deadlines and now only believed in damage control.

“Just... be careful, alright? And don’t go poking around La Barrique again. Let it blow over.”

Saffy promised nothing, made a few non-committal noises, and hung up. The garden was still peaceful. Her tea was tepid. And somewhere in the distance, the scorched remains of her toast gave up the last wisps of their dignity.

She took a deep breath and turned back to her laptop.

“Micro-herbs bring a... subtle menace to the plate.”

She smiled. Better.

And at least no one had threatened to kill her over micro-herbs. Yet.
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Chapter 2

The Second Call
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Saffy was pacing. Well, what passed for pacing in a railway carriage barely wider than an enthusiastic yoga mat. It was more of a tightly choreographed shuffle between the fold-down writing desk and the herb rack, with occasional sloshes of coffee escaping her mug like liquid punctuation.

The garden door stood open, letting in a mix of crisp spring air, rosemary, and whatever was fermenting in her compost pile that day. It was almost pleasant, if one ignored the rising sense of dread currently crackling down the phone line.

Francine did not sound brisk and bossy. This, in itself, was deeply unsettling. "I need you to sit down," Francine said.

“I’m standing in a two-foot corridor,” Saffy replied. “Sitting down would mean either crouching or folding myself into a chair like a Victorian ghost.”

Francine wasn’t biting. “Saffy. Marc Bouchard is dead.”

The words landed with a thud. Saffy blinked. For a moment, the only sound was the faint rustle of leaves outside and the drip of coffee hitting her ankle—her mug now dramatically tilted but not yet worth spilling more over.

“What do you mean, dead?” she asked, stupidly as if Francine might clarify: Oh, not dead dead. Just emotionally unavailable.

“In his kitchen. At La Barrique. Late last night. Police were called. It’s—well, they’re treating it as suspicious.”

Saffy sat. The bench creaked in solidarity with her spine.

Marc Bouchard. Bristol’s answer to Gordon Ramsay, but without the Twitter charm. The kind of man who once threw a spoon at a trainee for chopping chives in the wrong direction. The human embodiment of a Michelin star crossed with a hangover.

Saffy had written about him just two days ago. And not kindly.

Her stomach twisted. Not the usual caffeine-acid tango—something heavier. Guilt? Panic? An impending lawsuit? “Suspicious,” she echoed.

“Not natural causes. Not suicide. The police haven’t ruled anything out. But it’s... not good.”

Saffy glanced down at her bare legs, suddenly goose-pimpled. The coffee, now forgotten, soaked into her sock with theatrical timing. “And the review?” she asked, not wanting the answer.

Francine didn’t say anything. Which was almost worse than saying Oh, it’s okay, just a minor firestorm. Then, it’s gone viral.

Saffy groaned and let her head thunk back against the wall. “Please tell me not for the phrase ‘textural betrayal.’”

Francine ignored that. “It’s all over Twitter. TikTok. There’s a dramatic reading of it on Instagram, accompanied by bongo drums and mood lighting. Someone’s made merch. There’s a T-shirt that says, ‘Anchovy Butter Should Be a Crime.’

“Oh no,” Saffy whispered. “I’ve become a meme.”

“You’ve become a movement.”

Saffy winced.

“I thought you’d be pleased,” Francine added, her voice sliding back into something more recognisably bossy. “It’s the most engagement we’ve had since your takedown of that brunch place that served toast on a shovel.”

“That shovel was offensive to cutlery and dignity.”

“Well now Marc Bouchard is dead, and half the internet thinks you skewered him to death with a metaphor.”

Saffy stood, too jittery to stay still. “I didn’t kill him with adjectives, Francine.”

“No, but the timing is... unfortunate.”

Unfortunate. That was one word for it. Another was terrifying. Another was, what if I missed something? Saffy walked over to the open door, breathing in the herby, slightly composty air. Her fingers tightened around the mug. “Do the police know about the review?”

“They will.”

Perfect.

She stared out at her garden—rows of lovingly abused vegetables, her poor half-built greenhouse, and the rosemary bush currently hosting an ambitious spider. Peaceful. Grounded. Not at all reflective of the PR crisis storming through her phone.

“He hated me,” she said quietly. “Well. Not me, personally. Probably. But he hated critics. Called us ‘parasites with laptops.’ Remember?”

Francine made a noise that sounded like both agreement and warning. “It doesn’t matter what he thought. It matters what people think now. And right now, Saffy, they think you wrote a scathing review of a man who dropped dead in his kitchen 48 hours later.”

Saffy looked down at her coffee. Cold. Bitter. Much like her conscience.

“So what do I do?” she asked.

There was a long pause. Then: “You do what you always do. You write. But maybe... this time, tread lightly.”

Saffy ended the call and leaned against the doorframe. The garden continued as if someone hadn’t just dramatically expired over a duck confit.

Marc Bouchard. Dead. Suspiciously. Her review was viral. Her inbox is probably a dumpster fire of death threats and passive-aggressive PR emails. She took a sip of cold coffee. Grimaced. Then muttered: “Anchovy butter is a crime.” And went to put on proper trousers.
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Chapter 3

The Guilt Spiral (and the Blog Comments)
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Saffron Tate sat at her narrow breakfast bar, blinking blearily at her laptop screen as if it might suddenly sprout legs and run away. Frankly, she wouldn’t blame it. The air in the carriage was unusually still, the kind of silence that felt... loaded. Even the birds outside seemed to be chirping judgmentally, like feathered members of a jury.

Her cold, neglected coffee sat beside her like a scorned lover. She hadn’t touched it in twenty minutes—a sure sign of emotional turbulence or possible possession.

The review stared back at her from the screen.

She reread it, slowly, carefully, like a forensic linguist. The headline still made her wince—“A Masterclass in Pretension: Dining at La Barrique”—but the body? It was fair. Sharp, yes. Witty, absolutely. Honest, always. But not cruel. She hadn’t called Marc Bouchard a hack. She hadn’t said the duck confit tasted like despair. She hadn’t—despite temptation—made any jokes about his trousers, which had been deeply unfortunate.

She’d critiqued the food, the service, the experience. The duck had been dry, the foam confusing, and the ambience “less rustic-chic and more hostage-in-a-wine-cellar.” Not untrue.

But now Marc Bouchard was dead, and her words felt like a trap she’d set for someone she hadn’t meant to catch. She clicked on the blog repost. Over a hundred comments. Her stomach gave a queasy little lurch. Scroll.

“Harsh but true.”

“She nailed it. La Barrique was always overrated.”

“I wish someone reviewed my love life with this much honesty.”

That one made her snort—then she immediately felt guilty for doing so.

Scroll.

“This reads like a personal attack.”

“Wow. She destroyed him.”

“Typical of these smug food bloggers. Who gives them the right?”

Saffy picked at her croissant, which had gone slightly stale and now crumbled like the fragile veneer of her professional detachment. She stared at the pastry like it owed her an apology. Or a footnote.

“Destroyed him,” she muttered, brushing flakes off her keyboard. “It was a restaurant review, not a vendetta.” But the phrase clung like burnt sugar. Destroyed. That wasn’t what she’d done. Surely?

She flipped over to the Twitter thread. A gif of a firework display captioned “Saffron Tate lit that man UP.” Another woman fanning herself dramatically under the words, “This review left no survivors.”

Somewhere in the comments, someone had photoshopped her face onto a medieval knight holding a ladle like a sword. The text read: "Saint Saffron, Patron of Palate Justice."

And yet, below that, a quieter voice: “What if this tipped him over the edge?” That one stayed. Heavy. Sticky.

She closed the laptop with a little too much force. The carriage echoed with the thunk of guilt trying to masquerade as decisiveness. Her plants—usually innocent bystanders—looked suddenly accusatory—especially the basil, which had wilted just enough to seem morally disappointed in her.

She pushed the croissant away, feeling vaguely betrayed by its lack of comfort.

Was she proud of the review? Yes. It was one of her best-written pieces—clever, honest, even funny, if she did say so herself (and she had, aloud, twice, upon finishing it). But now it felt like a very well-crafted missile.

She hadn't set out to hurt Marc. She’d just done her job. It was a critique of a dining experience, not a eulogy. She didn’t know—couldn’t have known—that the next headline with his name in it would come from the news, not the culture section.

Did she owe him something more? The question lodged in her gut like a poorly-chewed canapé. What if she'd misread something? Missed the signs behind his bravado? Everyone knew Marc Bouchard was a tyrant in the kitchen, but what if that wasn’t the whole story? What if the barbed humour of her review had cut deeper than she'd realised? What if truth wasn’t always enough?

She leaned her elbows on the counter and let her forehead drop into her hands. Outside, the birds kept chirping. Inside, her thoughts clattered like mismatched cutlery.

Her editor had said to tread lightly. Saffy had worn steel-toe boots. She reached for the coffee, took a sip, and winced. Cold. Bitter. Appropriate.

The guilt wasn’t going anywhere. Not today, anyway. But neither was the story.

She opened her laptop again, ready to face the comments, the chaos, and possibly the ghost of Marc Bouchard in her mentions. If she were going to survive this mess, she’d have to write her way through it. And maybe—maybe—start by apologising to the basil.
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Chapter 4

The Assignment
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The light in the carriage had turned moody. The sun had vanished behind an English sky thick with drama, and the warmth that had briefly made the morning feel hopeful was now just a memory, like functional toasters and men who texted back.

Saffy sat at her tiny breakfast bar again, a fresh page open in her notebook, pen in hand, kettle cold. She hadn’t bothered to reheat it. It felt symbolic.

The phone buzzed again. Francine. “Back for more?” Saffy answered. “I’m guessing this isn’t a wellness check.”

“No,” Francine said, tone brisk, but with an undertone of something softer. Guilt? Sympathy? An exceptionally short-lived existential crisis?

“I’ve got a pitch for you,” she continued. “You’re going to love it. Human interest. Big picture. The Emotional Toll of the Culinary World. The price of genius. Something with heart.”

Saffy blinked. “You want me to write a eulogy for the hospitality industry?”

“Not a eulogy. A reflection. Think soft-focus trauma with a clickbait headline. We’re aiming for 'poignant but digestible.’”

Saffy raised an eyebrow, though no one was there to appreciate the effort. “And by ‘poignant,’ you mean emotionally manipulative?”

“Exactly. But keep it classy.”

“Of course.”

Francine forged on. We’re calling it 'The Heat Behind the Pass: When Pressure Cooks People.” We might workshop the title. Or lean into it. It depends on how dead he is by Tuesday.

There was a pause. “Too soon?” Francine added.

“Let’s just say I’ve already had one death too close this week,” Saffy said, her voice dryer than a supermarket muffin. She picked up her pen and tapped it against the page. She could picture it—quotes from overworked chefs, tearful apprentices, some poetic nonsense about knives and dreams. Maybe even a sepia-toned anecdote about Marc Bouchard’s humble beginnings. The problem was, she didn’t believe any of it. Not yet.

“Francine,” she said slowly, “you want me to write about him.”

“Well, yes.”

“I think I need to find out who killed him.”

Francine went quiet. Long enough for Saffy to hear the tap-tap of her leaky kitchen sink and begin mentally drafting an article entitled The Existential Drip: Plumbing Your Way to the Truth. Finally: “You want to play detective now?”

“Not professionally. Just... out of morbid curiosity. And self-preservation.”

Francine sighed. “Saffron. We need something reflective. Respectful. The internet is watching. I can’t have you running around poking chefs with cocktail sticks asking about motives.”

“I’d use a skewer. Better reach.”

“This isn’t a game.”

“I know. That’s why I can’t write fluff about a man I helped roast alive unless I know what really happened. You said it yourself—the police are treating it as suspicious.”

“Yes, and I treat supermarket oysters with suspicion. It doesn’t mean I want you turning into Miss Marple with better eyebrows.

Saffy rolled her eyes. “Fine. But if I get murdered by a rogue sous chef, you are writing my obituary.”

Francine gave a short, exasperated laugh. “It’ll be tasteful. I’ll even include your top three quotes about foam.”

“I’d haunt you.”

“Please. You’d leave passive-aggressive post-its in my dreams.”

Saffy smiled despite herself. “So that’s a yes, then?”

“It’s a ‘don’t get sued and don’t get stabbed.’ But yes, dig. Quietly. And give me 1,200 words by Monday on something that won’t get us cancelled.”

They hung up. Saffy stared down at her notebook. She wrote, in large letters: MARC BOUCHARD – WHO KILLED HIM? Below that: Motives: 1. Ego? 2. Revenge? 3. Death by critique? She underlined the last one twice, then set the pen down.

Her laptop chimed—another Twitter notification, probably someone debating whether her review had crossed a line or saved humanity from molecular cauliflower. She ignored it.

Outside, a robin landed on the sill and gave her a look. Judgy, as usual.

Inside, the kettle stayed cold, the croissant uneaten, and Saffy’s pulse just a little quicker than before. She didn’t want to chase ghosts. But she also didn’t want to keep wondering if her words had been the final push for a man who had built his career on intimidation and butter blanc.

She wasn’t sure what she’d find. But she knew she had to look.
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Chapter 5

The Decision to Go
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By evening, the chaos of the day had given way to something resembling calm. The garden, as if sensing her mood, had dialled down its usual overachieving bee activity and was now basking in the golden twilight like it had nothing to apologise for. A single candle flickered on the little table just outside her carriage door, casting a warm glow over the battered notebook in her lap and the pair of well-worn motorbike gloves beside it.

Saffy closed her laptop with a satisfying click. Not a slam—she wasn’t feeling dramatic. Just... final. For now. She picked up her notebook, flipping past pages of sharp one-liners, food scribbles, and something that might’ve been an attempted poem about fig chutney. The last page she’d written on said: “He was complicated. But so was the sauce.” It wasn’t Pulitzer material. But it was honest.

She sighed and stood, already mentally preparing to leave. There was a sort of ritual to it—throwing things into her bag when her instincts refused to sit still. She reached for the usuals: her pens (plural, because one always seems to die mid-thought), her worn-in notebook, phone charger, sensible leather boots, and, after a brief moment of hesitation, a half-used lipstick in a shade called Ginger Trap.

“Just in case,” she muttered. “Of what, I don’t know. A surprise date with a potential suspect?”

Her helmet was already hanging by the door. The gloves waited patiently. And the bag—a significant canvas item with ink stains and at least three rogue raisins at the bottom—was ready to go, unlike her.

She stood in the doorway for a minute, staring out at the still water of the canal—the reflection of a moorhen glided by, as if it was minding its own business but secretly listening.

Saffy took a breath. Then pulled out her phone. The message was short:

Coming to Bristol. Tomorrow. You around?

She didn’t add context. The person she was texting would either know or pretend to know until she told them, which was essentially the backbone of most of her friendships.

Message sent, she turned back toward the table and sat again. The candle flickered, as if it were waiting for something profound. She picked at the wax, then whispered, without quite meaning to: “Sorry, Marc.”

It wasn’t much. But it was more than she'd had the capacity to say yesterday. The man had been infuriating, yes. Intimidating, absolutely. But he hadn’t deserved to die face-down in his fine-dining establishment. Probably. Allegedly. Suspiciously.

Saffy didn’t want to be the centre of this story. She preferred being the voice slightly off to the side—observing, criticising, metaphorically skewering. But now, she was tangled up in the middle of it, whether she liked it or not. People had read her words, and now they were reading into them. Some thought she was brave. Others thought she was a bully. A few, confusingly, suggested that she start a podcast.

The truth was, she didn’t know what she was. But she did know what she wasn’t: someone who could let this lie. Marc’s death wasn’t just a tragedy, a headline, or an awkward footnote in her publishing history. It was something more significant. It meant something. And she wasn’t going to find peace—or a passable night’s sleep—until she knew what that something was.

The candle guttered in a breeze that smelled faintly of mint and engine oil. She reached for the gloves. Slipped them on, flexing her fingers as if she were preparing for battle—or at least a reasonably intense stop at a motorway service station.

It wasn’t about being a detective. She didn’t have a magnifying glass or a trench coat, though the idea of a sassy monologue over a crime scene was appealing. But she was a writer. A reviewer. A seeker of truth, even when it was uncomfortable, especially when it was inconvenient.

And the truth? The truth had teeth.

She stood again, bag slung over one shoulder, and blew out the candle. The garden exhaled with her, the silence folding back in like a blanket.

Tomorrow, she’d ride to Bristol. Tonight, she’d try not to let the weight of the story crush her before it even began.

And if she did get murdered by a pastry chef with a grudge? Well, at least she’d packed the good lipstick.
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Chapter 6

Arriving at the Bristol Venue
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A month earlier

Saffron Tate swung a leg off her beloved Royal Enfield and yanked off her helmet with the kind of flair that said, "Yes, I made it here alive, and no, I don’t trust valet parking." The Bristol air was sharp with spring indecision—half sunshine, half drizzle—and the smell wafting from the old firehouse-turned-event-space was equal parts cumin, ambition, and slightly scorched cauliflower.

She gave the building a once-over. Bare brick walls, overexposed Edison bulbs, and a sign out front that looked like it had cost someone’s entire graphic design budget: Ignite: A Culinary Collision. The vibe screamed industrial-chic, which, Saffy had decided long ago, usually meant cold, expensive, and somewhere a man named Felix is calling himself a Creative Director.

Inside, the air thickened with heat and hierarchy. Nervous chefs adjusted their aprons like fidgety schoolchildren, PR reps darted between conversations like caffeinated dragonflies, and judges clustered in self-important knots, each more convinced of their palate than the last. Saffy exhaled slowly through her nose and gave the room a “solid 6.5 for style, minus 2 for emotional warmth.”

She had barely crossed the threshold before a familiar voice coiled around her like a scented candle made entirely of ego.

“Saffron, darling. Finally.”

Hugo Blaine—Instagram’s favorite mixologist and the only person she’d ever seen serve a cocktail in a hollowed-out sea urchin—was draped over a barstool, clad in all linen trousers and exuding smugness.

“Hugo,” she said, forcing a smile and stepping precisely out of hugging range. “Still putting foam on everything?”

He grinned, undeterred. “Olive air. It’s the future of umami.”

“I thought that was just MSG.”

Hugo gave her a tight laugh and turned his attention back to the bar, where a tray of amuse-bouches sat quivering. Saffy made a mental note: if something on a spoon looked like pond scum, it was probably his doing.

Moving deeper into the venue, she scanned the crowd. The usual suspects were here: a food critic who wore cravats unironically, a TikTok chef who only cooked with truffle oil, and a woman who had once described anchovies as “sensual.” Saffy’s credentials were less flashy—one-time chef, now food columnist—but her palate was sharp, her opinions sharper, and she didn’t do flattery unless it was to buttered toast.

And then she spotted Marc.

He was already mid-lecture, his finger jabbing toward a plate while a sous chef wilted before him like a soggy microgreen. Sharp-eyed, his jacket half-buttoned, and his hair in that deliberate dishevelled state that made it look like he’d fallen out of bed straight into charisma. Marc Delacroix. Michelin-starred, French-born, and so charming, it was honestly a little rude.

Saffy watched him for a moment. The man had opinions about parsley placement that bordered on philosophical. Say what you like—plenty did—but he cared.

He spotted her. His scowl softened. “Saffron Tate,” he called, spreading his arms as if he were about to host a very aggressive dinner party. “I thought they only invited real judges.”

She raised an eyebrow. “They needed someone who knew the difference between seasoning and showing off.”

It was their usual greeting. Affection disguised as sparring, like two cats circling the same sunbeam. She liked him. She didn’t trust him entirely. He once described foie gras as “honest,” which still kept her up at night.

“Come,” he said, beckoning her closer. “You must see what this poor soul has done to a beetroot.”

Before she could decline, a sharp tap on a champagne glass rang out, and the room shifted toward the centre of the space. A woman in a black jumpsuit and architectural earrings took the mic. Probably the event organiser. Probably named Zara or Ivy or something equally botanical.

“Welcome, everyone,” she said, “to Ignite. Where the bold, the brilliant, and the barely holding it together come to show us what modern British cuisine can do”.

Saffy stifled a snort. Judging by the tension already radiating from the kitchen stations, what modern British cuisine could do was start a knife fight over plating angles.

As the schedule was announced—six tasting rounds, each more conceptually exhausting than the last—Saffy found her place at the judges’ table and sat, suppressing the urge to adjust her chair to avoid eye contact with Hugo. Too late. He leaned in, whispering conspiratorially.

“I heard one of the chefs is using fermented asparagus in a dessert. Thoughts?”

She turned to him slowly. “My thought is that therapy exists, and we should support people in seeking it.”

He laughed again, this time genuinely, and Saffy allowed herself a small smile. It was going to be a long day of edible foam, passive-aggressive plating, and culinary one-upmanship. But if there was a mystery to be sniffed out, someone poisoning egos or sabotaging sauces, well...

Saffron Tate was right where she needed to be.
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Chapter 7

Marc Bouchard Takes the Stage
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The open kitchen had all the charm of a high-stakes operating theatre—if surgeons wore aprons embroidered with their personal logos and the patient was a freshly plucked pigeon. Above, a drone buzzed lazily, no doubt live-streaming every chopped herb to someone’s “ChefTok.” Rows of wine-sipping onlookers leaned forward, as if they were about to witness a minor miracle or a culinary breakdown—ideally, both.

Saffron Tate settled into her chair at the judges’ table, notebook at the ready, although she’d long ago learned that most of what she wrote down at these events was just coded shorthand for Needs salt, Too much foam, or God help us, another deconstructed crumble.

The announcer’s voice rang out with all the pomp of a circus ringmaster. “Next up—Marc Bouchard, representing La Barrique, Bristol.”

There was a smattering of polite applause. And then he appeared, striding into the open kitchen like he owned not just the venue but possibly the concept of fire itself.

Marc wore black. Of course he did. Tailored chef whites were for the insecure. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing forearms dusted with flour and a hint of hubris. The ingredients on his station were disarmingly humble—pigeon, celeriac, and black garlic—but he moved with the clinical precision of someone who could fillet a fish blindfolded, making you feel inferior about your chopping technique.

The cameras zoomed in as he laid out his mise en place. Even his chopping was smug.

“Looks like someone’s auditioning for a fragrance ad,” Saffy muttered under her breath.

Hugo, seated two judges down and nursing a lavender spritz, gave her a sideways glance. “You mean ‘focused and composed,’ right?”

“I mean editorial lighting and an attitude problem,” she replied, scribbling a fake note to irritate him.

Marc worked in near silence, save for the hiss of searing pigeon and the distant clicks of lenses zooming. When he did speak, it was to drop a sarcastic gem with the air of someone lobbing a grenade wrapped in linen.

“I’ve tried to keep the plating simple,” he said, not looking up. “Didn’t want to overwhelm the judges. You know, have to dumb it down.”

There was a pause—just long enough for the meaning to land, like an overfilled soufflé collapsing in slow motion. Snickers from the crowd. A smirk from the TikTok judge. And a glacial, measured sip of wine from Meredith Boscombe, head judge and reigning queen of passive-aggressive food commentary. Saffy could practically feel the temperature drop three degrees.

“Oh, he’s that guy today,” she murmured.
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Chapter 8

The Judging Table
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Still a month earlier

The judging table was long, sleek, and smug. Starched white linen ran its length like a freshly ironed guilt trip. Each place was set with a clipboard, a gold-embossed menu card, and a glass of sparkling water floating with an herb so obscure even Saffy wasn’t sure it was edible. She gave it a sniff. Tarragon? Lovage? Passive aggression?

“Nothing like judging food in the kind of silence normally reserved for expensive funerals,” she muttered, adjusting her seat. Across from her, a judge who once wrote a ten-thousand-word essay on the emotional weight of risotto was already frowning at her water.

The dishes arrived one by one. First came a dainty thing involving heritage carrots and a mousse that could legally be called foam. Then a scallop dish was served with ‘a memory of sea breeze,” which, if Saffy had to guess, was just kelp and drama. Each plate received the same treatment: a polite chew, a scribbled note, and a murmured comment, with all the warmth of a tax audit.

Then Marc’s dish arrived. The waiter placed it down with the kind of reverence usually reserved for sacred relics or the unveiling of a new MacBook. Saffy caught the slightest twitch across the table as the judges, almost in unison, subtly straightened their postures.

And there it was. A seared pigeon breast, gleaming and tender. A smear of black garlic like a calligraphy stroke. Celeriac purée, deceptively modest. Nothing towered. Nothing foamed. It was confident in its stillness, and Saffy felt herself pause traitorously. She picked up her fork and took a bite.

Oh. It was bold, layered, but somehow gentle. The garlic didn’t punch—it whispered. The pigeon melted. The celeriac grounded the whole thing, as if it had been waiting its entire root-vegetable life for this exact moment. Saffy’s pen hovered over her notepad, forgotten.

It was the kind of plate that silenced people—not with theatrics, but with sheer clarity. She looked around. The silence wasn’t just hers.

Then Meredith, regal in her structured blazer and chronic disapproval, broke it. “Well,” she said, voice dipped in aged vinegar, “technically sound.”

“But a bit... masculine, don’t you think?”

Saffy blinked. She wasn’t sure what that even meant in this context. Was the plating manspreading? Did the garlic refuse to ask for directions?

Another judge chimed in: “Yes, it’s confident to the point of... overstatement.”

Hugo nodded solemnly, as if someone had just declared war on nuance. “It lacks delicacy.”

Saffy wanted to laugh. Or scream. Instead, she took another bite—purely for investigative purposes, of course—and kept her face composed.

The truth was obvious. Marc had delivered the best dish of the afternoon, by several well-cooked miles. And the others hated him for it.

Not because of the food. But because of him. Because he was confident. Because he’d made that crack about dumbing it down. Because he didn’t fawn or flatter. Because he wasn’t playing the game.

She saw it all with sudden clarity—like a sauce splitting right before your eyes. They weren’t judging the plate. They were judging the man who made it. And they were punishing him accordingly.

She picked up her pen and calmly wrote:

Technique: 9.5

Flavour: 9

Presentation: 8.5

Comment: Clean, layered, quietly exceptional. And yes—deliberately bold.

She slid the scorecard forward and caught Meredith’s glance. There was no need for words. Meredith’s smile said everything: We know what he’s doing. We don’t reward that.

The other scorecards moved down the table like silent confessions. Saffy watched out of the corner of her eye. A 7. A 6.5. Someone wrote a 6; the culinary equivalent of an eye roll. The numbers didn’t match the food. They matched the mood. She folded her hands in her lap and said nothing. Not yet. But her fingers itched.

If snobbery were a sauce, half this panel would be swimming in it. And Saffy had no appetite for it. Still, she smiled politely. Jotted something innocuous on her notepad and played the part. She didn’t challenge them. Not here. Not now. But her notebook was full. Her patience was thinning. And her instincts, honed over years of kitchens and columns and watching chefs break themselves for approval, told her one thing:

Marc Bouchard wasn’t the only one being served something cold today.
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Chapter 9

The Awards and the Snub
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A month earlier

The awards ceremony had all the charm of a corporate team-building retreat crossed with a reality TV finale. A temporary stage had been erected at one end of the fire station, flanked by press backdrops and the kind of branded banners that used far too many adjectives. Bold. Local. Artisanal. Unapologetic. Saffy suspected they’d just strung together every word from a startup's pitch deck.

The judges were shepherded into position like mildly resentful sheep, sparkling water in hand, still laced with whatever mystery herb was trying to impersonate mint. A PR intern handed Saffy a trophy-shaped program and whispered, “We’ll cue applause when the name is read out.”

The implication was clear: the illusion of spontaneous joy must be tightly choreographed.

First place went to Danny West. Of course it did. He bounded up to the stage in a linen apron that looked as if it'd been ironed mid-service, grinning like a man who had just found out oat milk was tax-deductible. His food had been fine—safe, seasonal, smug. The kind of dish that nodded politely and never interrupted. Root Vegetable Tart with a Heritage Egg. Foam-free. Soul-free.

The crowd clapped. The flashbulbs popped. Saffy clapped too, though her hands felt like they were only pretending to belong to her. She caught Hugo’s eye and got a slight, knowing shrug in return. Even the mixologist could see what this was.

Marc Bouchard’s name appeared in a tidy, deflating list of “honourable mentions,” although it was clear from the order that he’d placed it near the bottom. His dish hadn’t been mentioned. His name was said quickly, like a side effect on a prescription label.

He stood at the back of the room, jaw clenched. No smile. No show. Just a slow, sarcastic clap that echoed slightly louder than it should have. Then he turned and walked out—stage left, quite literally—before the final photo op had finished.

The silence he left behind was telling. The room moved on quickly, as if his absence had improved the feng shui. Saffy didn’t move.

The last trophy—a strangely phallic object featuring a copper spoon—was awarded to someone for “Innovative Use of Seasonal Citrus.” The applause resumed. More photos were taken. The branded banners fluttered gently in the breeze from the venue’s overzealous air conditioning.

Saffy drifted toward the edge of the stage, away from the cameras, sipping her herbal water as if it might turn into gin if she concentrated hard enough. She didn’t know what she was waiting for—just that she wasn’t ready to pretend this had all been fair.

Behind her, two judges huddled in whispered conversation. She wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but subtlety was not their strong suit. “Well,” one said, with the satisfaction of someone scraping the last bit of smugness off a ramekin, “that’s what happens when you bite the hand that feeds you.” Saffy stiffened. The other laughed—one of those brittle, posh laughs that sounded like a wine glass cracking under pressure. “Honestly, if he’d just played along...”
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