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Chapter 1 - Returning to Harcourt & Hemlock
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Sybil Harcourt paused outside her beloved wine shop and sighed with theatrical weariness. Bristol’s late-afternoon light glowed in peachy smears across the windows, the city managing to look both elegant and exasperating—the same balance Sybil privately aimed for herself.

Her gaze drifted to the chalkboard beside the door, still bearing Phoebe’s handwriting: a whimsical swirl of curlicues advertising “Try our autumn Rioja: like drinking a warm hug!” Sybil grunted. A hug? Wine should aspire to sophistication, not light emotional therapy. But she couldn’t deny the lettering had charm.

She gripped the handle of her suitcase—whose wheels rattled over cobblestones with the disapproval of a Victorian chaperone—and pushed open the door. The bell above it jangled cheerfully. Sybil privately thought of it as “the sound of both hope and unbearable admin.”

And then she stopped dead.

The shop—her shop—was spotless. Not simply clean in the everyday sense, but immaculate, the kind of organised gleam that could only be achieved by someone with purpose, energy, and frankly far too much time.

The timber shelves shone. The tasting leaflets were aligned with military precision. Even the notoriously grumpy till seemed to be sitting up straighter, as though Phoebe had scolded it into good behaviour.

Sybil stared.

“Oh dear God,” she muttered under her breath, “she’s alphabetised something.”

There were, in fact, multiple things alphabetised: wine regions, pamphlets, and—horror of horrors—the miscellaneous basket of bottle stoppers had been sorted into colour families.

A faint pulse of existential dread tapped at her ribs. Had the place... improved without her? It was a thought so unnatural that Sybil felt as though someone had handed her a glass of warm Chardonnay.

She walked further in, her suitcase wheels complaining at every tile. A small floral arrangement sat on the counter. Fresh flowers. She sniffed suspiciously. Seasonal. Phoebe had taste.

This was intolerable.

Her eyes softened abruptly as she reached the doorway to the upper cellar. There, on the wall, in a pool of gentle golden light, hung the portrait of Edward. Phoebe had moved it—elevated it, really—to a more central place, framed by candles and subtle greenery. It was understated, elegant, and heartbreakingly respectful.

A flicker of grief budded beneath her ribs, quiet but sharp. Edward’s wise, slightly mischievous eyes seemed to follow her in welcome. Sybil swallowed. Phoebe had done this for her. Of course, she had.

A voice behind her shattered the moment of softness.

“Excuse me, love—are you new here? The nice young woman said someone would be covering the till this afternoon.”

Sybil turned slowly.

A man of about sixty blinked at her, clearly mistaking her travel-worn hair and slightly scrunched linen trousers for the attire of a junior helper rather than a seasoned wine merchant and force of nature.

“I...” Sybil inhaled sharply. “I’m not new.”

“Oh! Sorry, sorry,” the man chuckled. “Didn’t recognise you. You look different without the... uh... glasses?”

“I don’t wear glasses.”

“Oh,” he chirped. “Must’ve been someone else then. Anyway, where’s the nice young woman?”

A small wound opened in Sybil’s ego, delicate but stinging. Nice young woman. As though Sybil herself had never been both friendly and young. Well, young, indeed. The niceness had always been optional.

“She,” Sybil said crisply, “is on her break.”

“Oh! Good on her. Hard worker, that one. Really runs this place well.”

Sybil smiled tightly, a smile with absolutely no warmth and an impressive amount of restraint. “Yes,” she said. “So I see.”

The man wandered off toward the rosé section (which Sybil noticed, with a pang, had been dusted), leaving her alone in the unnervingly perfect shop.

She reached out and straightened a bottle by a millimetre—not because it needed straightening, but because she needed to feel useful again.

Home, she thought. Thank God.

Even if it dared to look like it had coped perfectly well without her.

She drew in a breath, let it out, and murmured: “Well. Let’s see what else she’s alphabetised. And how quickly I can undo it.”
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Chapter 2 - Phoebe at the Counter
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Sybil moved through the shop with the measured grace of a cat inspecting an unfamiliar room—if the cat were jet-lagged, mildly affronted, and still nursing a secret suspicion that someone had tampered with its territory.

From the front counter drifted the unmistakable sound of Phoebe in full confident flight.

“...so if you’re looking for something lighter than a Cabernet but with more personality than a Pinot Noir,” she was saying, “this mid-range Bourgogne is perfect. Cherry, a little forest floor—nice forest floor, not creepy forest floor—and a smooth finish.”

Sybil stopped in her tracks.

Phoebe’s hands moved animatedly as she spoke, her curls bouncing with self-assurance. The customer, a tall man with the slightly dazed look of someone who had entered the shop for a bottle of birthday plonk and accidentally discovered wine as an art form, nodded eagerly.

“Oh! That sounds exactly right,” he said, delighted.

“It pairs beautifully with roast chicken,” Phoebe continued, sliding the bottle across with a flourish. “Or, failing that, a quiet evening and some biscuits.”

The man laughed. “You’re very good at this.”

Phoebe blushed. “Thank you! I’ve got a wonderful teacher.”

Sybil’s eyebrows shot up. Well. At least the girl was well-trained.

Phoebe completed the sale with gentle efficiency, tapping the till, offering a reusable bag, and sending the customer off into Bristol’s dreary drizzle with the kind of warm, genuine smile Sybil privately wished she could patent and sell.

The moment the man stepped out, Phoebe turned—and saw Sybil.

Her eyes widened. There was a tiny, audible intake of breath.

Then she squealed.

It was not a subtle squeal. It was a squeal of delighted relief, mixed with the thrill of seeing someone she cared for deeply, and topped with what Sybil could only describe as overenthusiastic surprise frosting.

“You’re back!”

She flung her arms around Sybil, nearly knocking her off her sensible heels.

“Yes, yes,” Sybil said, doing her best impression of an aloof duchess receiving an overly affectionate dog. “I appear to have returned.”

Phoebe bounced back, beaming. “You didn’t tell me which day! I’ve been checking your flight updates religiously. But you’re here! And—oh—wait until I show you the new displays, and I solved that weird stock discrepancy from last week, and—oh!—we’re at 4.9 stars on Google now! Four point nine!”

Sybil blinked. The impossible had happened: the shop had thrived in her absence.

“How... efficient,” she murmured, with all the enthusiasm of someone commenting on a neighbour’s new gravel driveway.

Phoebe leaned forward eagerly. “And three different customers this morning said how much they liked the new layout. One even said,” She paused, wringing her hands. “You won’t be mad?”

“Phoebe,” Sybil sighed, “at this point, very little surprises me. Except perhaps the fact you didn’t redecorate entirely in lavender.”

“I moved the fortified wines to the left wall!”

Sybil inhaled sharply through her nose. “Did you?”

“It just made more sense!” Phoebe said brightly. “Better lighting for the labels!”

“Of course,” Sybil said. “Because, naturally, bottles crave sunlight like houseplants.”

Phoebe giggled.

Before Sybil could deliver a pointed lecture about ultraviolet damage, the same customer from moments earlier poked his head back in.

“Sorry to bother you,” he chirped, “but do you have any recommendations for fruity reds? Something, you know... zingy.”

Sybil’s expression tightened. Fruity reds. Zingy. She forced a smile that could have sliced ham.

“Of course,” she said. “Follow me.”

She led him to the reds, gesturing at a bottle with all the warmth of a tax auditor.

“This one offers exactly the... zing you seek,” she said, managing not to choke on the word. “Vibrant fruit notes. Accessible palate. Ideal for... unchallenging drinking.”

The man beamed, oblivious to the backhanded assessment.

“Brilliant! I’ll take two!”

“Splendid,” Sybil replied, guiding him gracefully back to the counter.

As soon as he left (again), Phoebe collapsed into a fit of suppressed giggles.

“You’re terrible,” she whispered.

“I’m precise,” Sybil corrected, smoothing her hair. “And, apparently, no longer needed.”

Phoebe’s smile softened with affection. “Oh, you’re needed. Very needed. But maybe also... a little bit loved?”

Sybil cleared her throat.

“Yes, well,” she said briskly. “Let’s not get sentimental. Show me what else you’ve alphabetised.”
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Chapter 3 - The Strange Man Among the Shelves
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The Burgundy aisle had always been one of Sybil’s favourite corners of the shop. It was cool, dimly lit, and lined with bottles that had survived two renovations, a mild earthquake, and one unfortunate incident involving a stag party that had confused “wine tasting” with “shot challenges.” The survivors had earned a quiet dignity.

Which was why the sight of a strange man loitering there instantly rubbed Sybil’s instincts the wrong way.

He was well-dressed—immaculately so. Tailored jacket, polished shoes, a silk scarf tucked with continental flair. The very picture of a man who drank Pommard not for pleasure but to display economic dominance at dinner parties.

Yet... he wasn’t browsing. Not properly.

He was studying.

Precisely.

Measured steps, exact pauses, and—most suspiciously—his phone held at waist height, screen angled toward labels in a way that screamed not texting but photographing while pretending to text.

Sybil watched him from the mouth of the aisle, her arms folded like an unimpressed archangel.

He lifted his phone again, thumb hovering theatrically as though composing a message, but the lens was unmistakably aimed at a 2016 Gevrey-Chambertin.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Sybil murmured.

She glided forward. Not stalked—glided. Her stride was that of a woman who could identify soil composition by smell alone and had absolutely no time for nonsense.

The man sensed her before he saw her and jolted very slightly. Not enough for a regular customer to notice, but Sybil had once witnessed a shoplifter flinch like that moments before he’d attempted to escape with two bottles of Chablis stuffed into his trousers.

“Good afternoon,” Sybil said, voice warm and polished like a fine glassware display. “May I help you find something?”

The man turned, wearing a smile tuned to precisely the wrong frequency—too bright, too rehearsed.

“Oh! No, no, thank you,” he said quickly. His accent was vaguely British with something else underneath—London polish, perhaps, or theatrical training. “Just looking for something special... for a friend.”

Sybil did not blink. She found blinking was often misinterpreted as trust.

“A friend,” she repeated.

“Yes. Someone with... refined taste.”

He waved his phone, as if to demonstrate the universality of messaging apps, but kept the screen angled away from her.

Sybil let her eyes drop pointedly to the bottle beside his hand.

“Well,” she said, “if your friend has refined taste, I’d recommend this Volnay Premier Cru. Elegant, refined, a whisper of wild strawberry. But you seem more interested in the labels than the wine.”

His smile flickered.

“No, no—just comparing vintages,” he said, stepping back. “Lovely shop. Very... curated.”

Sybil’s nostrils flared very slightly. Phoebe would have missed it. Dawn would have interpreted it as a warning signal at DEFCON 1.

The man tucked his phone into his coat, nodded far too politely, and performed a bizarre half-bow before walking briskly toward the exit. He left without buying so much as a corkscrew.

Sybil stood very still. Portugal had taught her that danger didn’t always announce itself. Sometimes it came wearing polished shoes and smelling faintly of bergamot.

She told herself not to overthink. Not every suspiciously elegant man with a secretive phone habit was connected to organised crime.

But her investigator instincts prickled like a cat whose tail had been stepped on.

She marched back to the counter.

Phoebe glanced up from rearranging a pyramid of Rioja bottles. “Everything okay?”

Sybil hesitated, which was unusual. She rarely hesitated unless debating whether to correct someone’s wine pronunciation.

“There was a man in the Burgundy section,” she said. “Taking photos. Or pretending not to.”

Phoebe frowned. “Tall, scarf, very smooth hair?”

“Yes.” Sybil narrowed her eyes. “You know him?”

Phoebe nodded slowly. “He’s been in twice this week. Didn’t buy anything then either.”

Sybil felt a small coil of tension tighten low in her stomach. That was never good.

“Well,” she said briskly, smoothing her jacket, “if he tries to steal anything, we’ll hit him with the Merlot.”

Phoebe blinked. “The Merlot?”

“It’s the most expendable.”

Despite herself, Phoebe laughed. Sybil didn’t. Not yet.

Something was off.

And she intended to find out what.
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Chapter 4 - The Edward Portrait (Emotional Beat)
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The upper cellar was exactly as Sybil remembered it and yet... entirely different.

Warm lamplight glowed across the stone walls, giving the place the gentle ambience of a candlelit chapel—albeit one with vastly superior drink options. The soft, honey-coloured light made the wooden racks gleam and cast inviting shadows across the long tasting table. Sybil inhaled, half-expecting to catch the familiar scent of oaked tawny and ageing dust.

Instead, she caught the faint whiff of lavender polish. Lavender. Phoebe had clearly been here. And armed.

Sybil stepped further in, bracing herself for colour-coded chaos, scented candles, or God forbid, fairy lights. But the rearranged layout was... tasteful. Irritatingly tasteful. She paused at the threshold, torn between appreciation and a faint sense of territorial insult.

And then her eyes found it. Edward.

The portrait hung above the fortified wine shelf, positioned with such intuitive symmetry that Sybil stopped mid-step. The breath she hadn’t realised she was holding slipped out in a soft, startled exhale.

The painting—Phoebe’s painting—looked almost radiant in the warm lighting. Edward’s gentle, knowing smile seemed to greet her personally, as though he’d been waiting through her entire trip, patient as ever. Sybil felt a tightness in her throat that she had absolutely not authorised.

Phoebe appeared behind her, sliding into the cellar quietly, as though aware that heavy-footedness might break something fragile in the air.

“I moved it,” she said, voice soft. “I just... it felt right, here. Like he belonged in the place he loved most.”

Sybil kept her gaze fixed on the nearest bottle of port, the 20-year-old, pretending to check its placement with exaggerated scrutiny.

“Well,” she said briskly, “it’s certainly more visible here. Better lighting. Good for... ambience.”

She could feel Phoebe’s eyes on her. Watching, reading, and seeing far too much.

“It isn’t too much, is it?” Phoebe asked, hesitating. “I can move it back if—if it’s too emotional, or too forward, or just too—”

“No,” Sybil snapped automatically. Then winced. That had been too sharp. Phoebe flinched a little. Sybil softened her voice, still studying the ports as if they contained the secrets of the universe. “I mean... no,” she repeated, gentler this time. “It’s fine. Leave it. He looks like he owns the place anyway, which is very like him.”

Phoebe smiled—a slight, relieved curve of the mouth that tugged at Sybil’s chest. “You don’t mind?” Phoebe asked, almost whispering.

Sybil cleared her throat. “Mind? Of course not. Why would I mind? Perfectly natural to have one’s deceased friend staring down over the Sandeman and the Graham’s. Gives the customers something to... contemplate.”

Her voice wobbled ever so slightly on “friend,” and she masked it by plucking a bottle from the shelf and inspecting it with exaggerated vigour.

Phoebe stepped closer but didn’t touch her. She knew better. Instead, she stood alongside Sybil, looking up at the portrait with quiet affection. “He’d like it here,” Phoebe murmured.

“Yes,” Sybil replied, her voice a mixture of firmness and fragility. “He would.”

A long, warm silence stretched out between them. The kind of silence only certain people can share without it becoming awkward—comfortable, respectful, threaded with memory.

Sybil finally set the bottle down, aligning it more perfectly than necessary.

“It’s a good choice,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

Phoebe’s eyes brightened. “I wanted you to feel... welcomed home.”

Sybil swallowed. Hard. Then, in a tone so perfectly Sybil that it almost erased the sentimentality, she added: “Well, let’s not get carried away. But yes. It’s... nice.”

Phoebe beamed.

Sybil didn’t look at her. Couldn’t. But she let herself glance at Edward—just once. His painted smile seemed to say he approved of the rearrangement. And of Sybil, too.
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Chapter 5 - A Hint of the Mystery to Come
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Sybil’s back office had always been a cheerful combination of chaos and complaint—mostly the latter, and mainly from Sybil. It was a narrow space with a desk that might once have been mahogany but was now buried beneath invoices, tasting notes, catalogues, and a worrying number of pens that had leaked in moments of passion.

Her suitcase—still half-unpacked—sat slumped against the wall like a sulky teenager refusing to go upstairs. A lone sock protruded from the zipped gap like a surrender flag.

Sybil plucked it free and stuffed it in with irritated dignity.

“Phoebe,” she said, watching a stack of papers tilt ominously, “why does my inbox look like the aftermath of a stationery riot?”

Phoebe, perched on the edge of the filing cabinet (which she had recently—and without permission—reorganised), swung her legs. “You had a lot of mail while you were gone. I tried to sort it, but some things needed your personal judgement.”

“To keep or to burn?”

“Exactly.”

Sybil lowered herself into her chair, which squeaked in protest. As she tugged a stack of envelopes closer, a small padded packet slid to the top.

She frowned.

It was addressed to Sybil Harcourt in the tidy, impersonal type of business, trying to look respectable. No return address—always suspect. She slit it open with a letter opener sharp enough to double as a weapon, and tipped the contents into her palm.

A sachet. A tiny, silver sachet labelled, in faux-elegant script:

“Wine Essence — Merlot Reserve. Courtesy of VinoTech Distribution.”

Sybil stared.

“Oh, absolutely not,” she muttered.

“Something wrong?” Phoebe asked, leaning forward like a kitten eager for gossip.

Sybil tore the sachet corner and held it to her nose. The scent hit her immediately: plum, black cherry, a whisper of oak... and something else. Something unnervingly precise. “This is...” Sybil inhaled again, more cautiously. “Too perfect.”

“Too perfect?” Phoebe echoed.

“Yes. Wine isn’t perfect. Wine has quirks. Flaws. The occasional existential crisis. Not this... aromatherapy nonsense.”

Phoebe slid off the cabinet. “Funny you should mention that company. I got an email from them yesterday.”

Sybil turned sharply. “You did?”

“They offered us a new line of ‘innovative non-liquid shipping options.’” Phoebe made little air quotes. “Sounded very futuristic. And very dodgy. I flagged it for you.”

Sybil lifted the sachet again. The scent still lingered—sharp and strange, too balanced, like someone had built a wine from memory rather than fruit.

She didn’t like it. She really didn’t like it.

She told herself she was being ridiculous. She was Sybil Harcourt. She understood wine on a molecular, spiritual, borderline supernatural level. If something made her uneasy, it was because it was nonsense—not because she didn’t understand it.

Still... the sachet made her feel as though someone had whispered in a foreign language she almost recognised.

Before she could contemplate this further, a loud thud struck the back door.

Phoebe yelped.

Sybil flinched so violently she nearly dropped the sachet.

Then came a muffled voice: “Parcel!”

Phoebe let out the breath she’d been holding. Sybil pressed a hand to her chest.

“For heaven’s sake. Couriers should be banned from knocking like debt collectors.”

Phoebe peered toward the front of the shop. “Oh! And—um—didn’t that man from earlier walk past?”

Sybil stiffened.

She rose and moved to the office doorway, peeking toward the window.

Yes. There he was. The elegant man with the suspicious phone habits. Strolling past as though he had every right to loiter within a ten-metre radius of her livelihood.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Phoebe,” she murmured, “make a note.”

“A note?”

“Yes. I am now keeping an actual list of strange men haunting the premises.”

Phoebe nodded earnestly and grabbed a pen.

Sybil turned the sachet over in her hand, slipping it into her pocket.

“Wine,” she said darkly, “should not arrive in envelopes. That’s how you end up on a watchlist.”

Phoebe giggled.

But Sybil didn’t because something—somewhere had just begun to ferment.

And she had a feeling it wouldn’t age well.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6 - Saffy Arrives in a Flurry
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The morning light drifted through the bay windows of Harcourt & Hemlock in that soft, indecisive way Bristol sunlight always did—half warm, half apologetic. The shop smelled of polished wood, fresh coffee from the café next door, and the faint lingering trace of Sybil’s disapproval at how precisely Phoebe had dusted everything.

It was peaceful. Until the bell exploded into a frenzy of jingles.

“Saffron Tate,” Sybil muttered, not even needing to look. “Of course.”

Saffy barrelled through the doorway like a journalist fleeing from a poorly reviewed restaurant. A battered leather satchel was slung across her body, pens sticking out like quills. Her hair was in its usual tousled arrangement, which looked both effortless and slightly dangerous, and her eyes held the tell-tale wild spark of someone who had A Thought and was determined to make it everyone else’s problem.

“Phoebe!” she cried.

Phoebe, who was arranging a pyramid of Rioja bottles with architectural precision, squeaked happily and threw her arms around her.

Sybil received a raised eyebrow, a once-over, and a very Saffy grin.

“You look tanned—annoying,” she said.

Sybil sniffed. “Yes, well, Portugal had sunlight. I merely stood near it.”

Saffy dropped her satchel onto the counter with a thud that made a stack of tasting leaflets sigh in distress. “I’m here,” she announced dramatically, “for wine wisdom and emotional stabilisation.”

“Ah,” Sybil said dryly, “so you’ve come to the correct place and the wrong person.”

Phoebe giggled.

Sybil folded her arms, leaning back with the practised ease of someone who had mentored chaos before. “All right then. Go on. Dish. Who insulted your palate today?”

“Science,” Saffy said.

Sybil blinked. “Well,” she said slowly, “that’s new.”

Saffy perched on a stool, leaning in. “I met a research scientist. From Wessex University. Slightly odd, very earnest, the exact amount of geeky that suggests he owns multiple novelty mugs.”

Sybil nodded. She knew the type—men who carried their own whiteboard markers.

“He told me,” Saffy continued, “that he has found a way to remove water from anything. Anything water-soluble. Including wine.”

Sybil stared at her. “Oh, good,” she said flatly. “We’ve finally reached the age of dehydrated Sauvignon Blanc. Perhaps next someone will invent spreadable vodka.”

“I knew you’d mock me,” Saffy huffed. “But he seemed... genuinely convinced.”

Phoebe’s eyes widened. “Like... turning wine into powder?”

“Yes! Powdered wine! And apparently, you add water and boom!” She clapped her hands. “Instant drink!”

Sybil made a noise somewhere between a groan and a scoff. “That is not how wine works. That is how disappointment works.” But the sachet in her pocket seemed to pulse with sudden relevance. She shifted her coat slightly, trying to ignore the sensation.

Saffy dropped her voice. “He told me the university sold the rights to a business consortium in South Wales. Very hush-hush. Very, please don’t quote me.”

Sybil felt the first, faint prickle of genuine intrigue. But she would rather swallow cork fragments than admit that aloud. Before she could craft a dismissive rebuttal, a customer wandered up—an indecisive man clutching a shopping bag and an aura of confusion.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Where do you keep the rosé?”

“Oh!” Saffy said confidently, pointing. “Second aisle on the right.”

Sybil froze. “That,” she said with icy polish, “is the fortified wine section.”

The man blinked. “Oh.” “Though,” Sybil added, “I can see how one might confuse rosé with Madeira if they were particularly—”

She paused, searching for a diplomatic phrasing.

“—reckless.”

She steered the poor soul gently but decisively to the correct aisle, leaving Saffy to grin unrepentantly at Phoebe.

When Sybil returned, Saffy was already picking up her thread.

“Look, Sybil. I know it sounds ludicrous. But he wasn’t a crank. And once he started talking about molecular stabilisers and ethanol retention curves, I realised two things.” She held up two fingers. “One: I absolutely should have paid more attention in chemistry. Two: You needed to know.”

Sybil exhaled, steady but grudgingly attentive. “And why, precisely, do you think I needed to know about powdered nonsense wine?”

Saffy gave her a slow, meaningful look. “Because,” she said softly, “this didn’t feel like nonsense.”

Something in Sybil’s stomach tightened—not unpleasantly, but with that familiar flick of danger, curiosity, and impending complication.

The morning light shifted across the shop. Outside, the elegant man from earlier lingered at the window again.

Sybil saw him. And tried not to let her expression betray the fact that Saffy Tate had just blown a very intriguing hole in her tidy morning.

“Fine,” she muttered. “Tell me everything.”
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Chapter 7 - Saffy Tells the Story
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The upstairs tasting table at Harcourt & Hemlock had hosted many things over the years: wine flights, awkward dates, attempted poetry readings, and once an impromptu tarot session involving corks. Today, it hosted something entirely more chaotic: Saffron Tate in full storytelling mode, which required three mismatched chairs, elbow room, and emotional stamina.

Sybil took her usual seat—the sturdy wooden chair she trusted not to wobble. Saffy grabbed the one with the loose leg, because Saffy always gravitated towards the unstable. Phoebe hovered nearby, pretending with unconvincing dedication to reorganise a shelf of dessert wines while blatantly listening with her entire body.

“So,” Saffy began, leaning forward, “I met him after one of my food-writing panels.”

Sybil lifted a finger. “Food-writing panel, or rant disguised as a panel?”

“Same thing,” Phoebe whispered brightly.

“I heard that,” Sybil said without looking at her.

Saffy barrelled on. “He came up during the Q&A. Dr Oliver Penrose.” She said the name as though announcing a magician at a children’s party. “And honestly? He gave off strong ‘Oh-God-I-hope-I-don’t-sound-weird’ energy. The sort of man who apologises to potted plants if he bumps into them.”

Sybil sniffed. “Academic.”

“Exactly.” Saffy waved her arms, narrowly missing a bottle of Pedro Ximénez. “Anyway, he said he’d read my article on low-intervention wines and wanted to ask my opinion on something he was developing. A process. A weird, sciency process.”

Phoebe abandoned all pretence of rearranging. “What sort of process?”

“A water-removal process!” Saffy threw her hands in the air. “He said he’d perfected a way to extract every molecule of water from any water-soluble mixture. Including wine. But leaving all the properties of the liquid intact.”

Sybil sat back, folding her arms. “Ridiculous.”

Saffy pointed dramatically. “That’s exactly what I said. But then he started doing science gestures.” She mimed wildly: compressing air, drawing invisible graphs, making swoopy motions. “He said it was something like... osmotic partition something-something—”

Sybil closed her eyes in pain. “Dear God.”

“—combined with membrane filtration and, um, nitrogen something,” Saffy finished triumphantly.

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Nitrogen something. How specific.”

“That’s what he said!”

“No, my love,” Sybil sighed. “That’s what you remember.”

Phoebe grinned behind her hand.

Saffy huffed. “Look, he was very clever, and his hands were doing curl-ups. I was distracted. But he seemed genuinely serious. Said the university had sold the rights to a private consortium. Big money. Secretive people. Very hush-hush.”

Sybil’s stomach gave a barely perceptible twist. Her fingers brushed the pocket where the sachet of “wine essence” still sat like a tiny, smug ghost.

“It sounds,” Sybil said carefully, “like nonsense. High-quality nonsense. Artisanal nonsense. But nonsense.”

“That’s what I thought!” Saffy said. “Right up until he asked me out!”

Phoebe gasped in delight. “He asked you out?”

“Yes!” Saffy threw up her hands again. “I panicked! I told him I was emotionally entangled with a bag of sweet chilli crisps and fled.”

Sybil pinched the bridge of her nose. “Naturally.”

“But afterwards,” Saffy pressed on, “I couldn’t stop thinking about what he said. And I thought, ‘Who do I know who actually understands wine? Who has a brain sharp enough to tell if this man is a genius or a nutcase?”

“And tragically, you thought of me,” Sybil said.

“Obviously, well after Phoebe anyway” Saffy replied.

Before Sybil could retort, a thundering crash echoed from downstairs—followed by the unmistakable grunt of a deliveryman who had not read the memo about using indoor voices.

“Oh!” Phoebe said, scampering off. “That’ll be the new crates.”

Sybil frowned. “New? We weren’t expecting a delivery today.”

From downstairs came Phoebe’s startled, “Um... Sybil?”

Sybil and Saffy exchanged a look and hurried down.

At the bottom of the stairs stood a mountain of boxes stacked like an architectural experiment in precariousness. The deliveryman was already leaving, waving cheerfully.

Phoebe held up one of the packing slips. “Sybil... this supplier? ‘QuayTech Drinks Logistics?’”

Sybil took the slip. The name meant nothing to her. Worse—she didn’t like the way it didn’t mean anything.

Her unease deepened, like sediment settling in a badly decanted wine.

Saffy nudged her. “Still think it’s all nonsense?”

“Yes,” Sybil said firmly. Then, much quieter: “Probably.” Which, for Sybil Harcourt, was tantamount to shouting I’m worried.  The sachet in her pocket seemed to grow heavier by the second.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8 - The Rejected Date
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By the time they returned to the counter, Saffy had fully assumed her favourite posture: leaning across it like a dramatic barmaid in a Victorian tavern, ready to recount a tale of social calamity. Phoebe settled beside her with open, glowing anticipation—like someone settling in to binge a particularly juicy true-crime podcast.

Sybil, sensing she was about to be subjected to feelings, fortifying herself with the nearest bottle of Shiraz. She didn’t open it—but she did hold it as though ready to self-medicate if necessary.

“So,” Saffy said, clearing her throat theatrically, “let’s discuss the moment my dignity died.”

Phoebe clasped her hands. “Oh, good! A story.”

Sybil muttered, “Dignity rarely survives your stories,” but Saffy was already in full flow.

“Picture it,” Saffy said, gesturing expansively. “The university café. Flimsy tables. Coffee that tastes like regret. And Dr Oliver Penrose—earnest, blinking rapidly, giving off the social grace of a startled ferret.”

Sybil snorted. “Science does attract that type.”

“He asked about my article,” Saffy continued. “Then, about my taste in wine. Then—suddenly—my taste in men.”

Phoebe gasped. “Smooth!”

“Not smooth! He segued into the question as if he were performing surgery with oven mitts. And then”—she flung her arm out like a tragic heroine—“he asked me out.”

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “And you declined.”

“Of course I declined! Do I look like someone who dates men who bring their own laser pointers to lunch?”

“Saffy,” Sybil said, “you once dated a man because he smelled faintly of olives.”

“That was Greco-Romantic,” Saffy protested.

Phoebe bit her lip to keep from laughing.

Saffy sighed dramatically. “I let him down gently. Told him I was emotionally unavailable. Or possibly allergic to commitment. Which might be true.”

Sybil frowned. “You didn’t encourage him?”

“No! Well... maybe. A bit. Accidentally. I thought his research was interesting! I asked questions! I showed curiosity! Apparently, that translates as flirting in academia.”

Sybil pressed her fingers to her temples. “Good lord.”

“But afterwards,” Saffy continued, leaning in, “I couldn’t stop thinking about what he said. The science stayed in my brain like... like—”

“A splinter?” Sybil offered.

“A curse,” Phoebe suggested.

“A hangover you didn’t earn,” Saffy declared. “He said something about, um—what was it—‘solid-phase molecular retention.’”

Sybil blinked. “Solid what?”

Saffy nodded earnestly. “Yes! He said, ‘It’s all about solid-phase retention curves.’”

Sybil’s eyes narrowed. “Retention of what? Flavour? Alcohol? Acidity? Dear lord, if he’s stabilising acidity at the molecular level, I shall write a letter.”

Phoebe perked up. “Do you have special letter-writing paper for outrage?”

“Yes. It’s cream with a faint watermark of judgment.”

But Saffy, oblivious to Sybil’s rising rant, continued. “Anyway, as he explained it—very badly, I might add—I realised the only person who could actually make sense of it was you.”

Sybil looked personally offended. “Why must I always be dragged into scientific nonsense?”

“Because,” Saffy said sweetly, “you love it.”

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do.”

Sybil’s silence confirmed it.

A customer interrupted before she could retort—a man with a loud coat and louder opinions.

“Excuse me,” he said brusquely, “where are the wines without tannins?”

Sybil inhaled sharply, as though preparing for battle.

“Wine,” she said with icy politeness, “has tannins. It is, in fact, one of its defining features. Asking for wine without tannins is like asking for tea without water.”

“Well, I don’t like tannins,” the man huffed. “They’re bitter.”

Sybil’s eye twitched. “Try drinking Ribena then.”

Phoebe hurried forward with crisis-averting grace. “We do have smooth reds with very soft tannins,” she said diplomatically. “Let me show you.”

As she steered him away before Sybil combusted, Saffy whispered, “He’s lucky she got him first. You were about to remove his soul.”

Sybil exhaled slowly. “People like that should be required to carry disclaimers.”

Saffy straightened, her expression turning more serious. “Look, Sybil. I know I’m dragging you into something messy. But... he seemed scared. And excited. And a little bit lonely. It felt important.”

Sybil pretended to rearrange a bottle. “You’re making too much of this.”

“Am I?”

The sachet in Sybil’s pocket felt suddenly heavy again. Too heavy. Too familiar. “No,” she said quietly. “No, you’re not.”

Saffy’s grin was immediate and triumphant. “Ha! I knew it. You’re intrigued.”

“I am not,” Sybil lied.

Saffy only smiled wider.

“At least,” Sybil amended, “not yet.”

But oh—she absolutely was.
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Chapter 9 - Dawn Enters (and Nearly Trips Over Her Feelings)
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The shop had grown pleasantly busy with the passing afternoon—pairs of friends browsing, a tourist asking deep philosophical questions about screw caps, and Sybil muttering darkly as she re-shelved a bottle someone had left in the wrong region entirely (“Australia is not adjacent to Austria, for heaven’s sake”).

The bell above the door jingled.

Phoebe turned toward the entrance, ready with her usual sunny greeting—— and promptly froze.

Standing in the doorway, cheeks pink from the cold, uniform immaculate except for one rebellious curl escaping her cap, was DS Dawn Vickery.

As always, Dawn attempted to enter calmly, professionally, and responsibly. As always, she failed within two seconds of seeing Phoebe.

“Oh!” Phoebe squeaked, then forgot entirely how language worked.

Dawn cleared her throat. “Afternoon,” she said, voice an octave lower than usual. “I was... passing by.”

Sybil glanced up from the shelf with the piercing accuracy of a hawk spotting a field mouse. “You were not,” she said.

Dawn flushed. “Well. Passing by adjacent to here. In the general... direction.”

Phoebe twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “Hi,” she breathed.

Saffy, leaning elegantly against the counter, watched them with unabashed delight. “Oh, wonderful,” she whispered loudly enough for Sybil to hear. “Romantic subtext thick enough to spread on toast.”

Sybil shot her a look. “Behave.”

“I refuse,” Saffy said brightly.

Dawn attempted to stand in a relaxed stance, but her hands betrayed her—one hovering near her belt, the other smoothing her hair, as though trying to appear both casual and regulation-ready.

“Everything all right, Sergeant?” Sybil asked.

“Yes,” Dawn said quickly. Then she hesitated. “Well... actually...”

Her brows knit. “I did see something odd near the shop last week.”

Sybil’s attention sharpened. Saffy perked up, too.

“O-odd?” Phoebe echoed, wide-eyed.

Dawn nodded. “A man loitering after closing time. Well-dressed. Kept circling the block. I thought he was waiting for someone, but...”

Her expression darkened. “It seems he’s still around.”

Saffy’s eyes widened. “The scarf man!”

Sybil folded her arms. Her pulse gave a quiet, unwelcome kick. This was no longer amusing chaos—it was the first thread of something dangerous.

Phoebe opened her mouth—probably to ask a hundred worried questions—but at that very moment, fate (and gravity) intervened.

A customer jostled the tasting table, sending a bottle teetering off the edge—straight toward Dawn’s foot.

Phoebe gasped and lunged.

Dawn gasped and lunged.

What happened next looked like the opening of a mildly disastrous dance routine.

Phoebe and Dawn collided mid-save, arms wrapping, legs tangling, a flailing duet of frantic determination. The bottle wobbled, spun, and would have smashed into a tragic Cabernet tsunami—

—if Phoebe hadn’t caught it at the last millisecond with both hands, falling backwards into Dawn’s arms.

They froze in the world’s most accidentally romantic tableau. Phoebe stared up at Dawn, breathless. Dawn stared down at Phoebe, both of them breathless. The world held its breath.

Then Saffy applauded. “Bravo,” she said. Five stars. Deeply moving. I felt the tension.”

Phoebe scrambled upright, cheeks blazing. Dawn looked as though she might actually pass out.

Sybil took the rescued bottle from Phoebe’s trembling hands, inspecting it with the gravity of a surgeon. “No cracks,” she said. “In the glass, at least.”

“S-sorry,” Dawn stammered. “I didn’t mean to—well, I mean—I meant to stop the bottle, but not to—well—”

Phoebe’s voice was barely a whisper. “You did stop it.”

Saffy beamed. “And each other!”

Sybil ignored her. Mostly. With gentle authority, she addressed Dawn. “Thank you, Sergeant. And if you happen to see our elegantly suspicious friend again... do let me know. Immediately.”

Dawn straightened. Professional Dawn re-engaged. “I will,” she said firmly. But when she glanced at Phoebe again, Professional Dawn flickered back to Overwhelmed Lesbian Dawn in a heartbeat.

Phoebe tucked a curl behind her ear. Dawn nearly melted.

And Sybil, watching them with a sigh that blended fondness and looming dread, thought: If romance doesn’t kill them, this mystery just might.
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Chapter 10 - A Decision (and the First Step Toward Danger)
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Sybil’s back office was once again the setting for a moment she had not emotionally scheduled. She shut the door behind her, muffling the sounds of Phoebe and Dawn attempting to resume everyday shop conversation—something that was proving difficult because both of them were currently shaped like flustered cinnamon rolls.

Saffy followed Sybil in, closing the door with theatrical gravity.

On the desk lay the sachet. Silver. Innocent-looking. Offensively small. Sybil placed it beside Saffy’s notepad as if she were laying out evidence in a murder trial.

Saffy raised an eyebrow. “So are you going to investigate?”

“No.”

Saffy waited.

“I’m not.”

She waited harder.

Sybil folded her arms. “Absolutely not.”

Saffy tilted her head, the faintest smirk forming. “Mm-hm.”

Sybil began pacing, a never-good sign for her resolve. “I mean, really,” she began with righteous indignation, “why on earth would I involve myself in academic nonsense about powdered beverages? It’s absurd. Dangerous. Pathetic. And entirely not my concern.”

“Yes,” Saffy said serenely.

“Furthermore,” Sybil continued, ticking off an invisible list, “I have a shop to run. And employees to supervise. And customers who insist on asking where we keep the ‘wine that doesn’t taste like wine.’ I cannot add science to my burden.”

“Of course,” Saffy murmured.

“And yet,” Sybil said, pivoting sharply, “there are... alarming inconsistencies in all this.”

Saffy allowed herself a pleased little smile.

Sybil ignored it and held up one finger. “Firstly, why would someone send me a sachet of so-called wine essence completely unprompted? That is not marketing—that is a cry for help.” A second finger. “Secondly: if this Penrose person has really created something that can replicate wine flavour perfectly, the entire wine industry is in danger of being taken over by idiots with chemistry sets.” A third. “And thirdly: that man in the scarf keeps hovering like a poorly-written spy novel. And I don’t enjoy being observed unless I have approved the observer.”

Saffy leaned back in her chair, triumphant. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Sybil glared at her. “You will take it as nothing of the sort. This is research, not involvement.”

“A classic denial phrase,” Saffy said sympathetically. “You’re already invested.”

Sybil scowled, picked up the phone, and dialled Wesex University with the doomed determination of someone who was absolutely about to get involved.

“Good morning,” Sybil said when the receptionist answered. “I need to speak with Dr Oliver Penrose... yes, urgently... no, I am not a journalist... yes, I am willing to drive over there myself... no, powdered wine is not an acceptable concept...” She paused. “Two o’clock? Fine.”

She hung up with a groan. “I am being dragged in by idiots with powdered wine.”

“Brilliant,” Saffy chirped. “I’ll come with you.”

“You will not.”

“I absolutely will.”

Sybil opened her mouth to retort—but stopped.

A shadow passed across the frosted glass of the back door. Slow. Deliberate. Sybil and Saffy exchanged a sharp glance. Sybil crossed the room in three strides and yanked the door open. No one.

The alley outside was empty except for bins, a scrap of newspaper, and the thick silence of a narrow Bristol street holding its breath. Except—Sybil’s eye caught something. Footprints. Fresh ones. Right outside the door, angled toward it.

Someone had been standing there. Watching.

She shut the door and locked it, more carefully than usual. “Well,” she said, brushing invisible dust from her coat. “That’s unsettling.”

Saffy looked more excited than frightened. “We’re definitely onto something.”

Sybil picked up the sachet, slipped it into her coat pocket, and straightened her shoulders. “Right,” she said. “Let’s go annoy a scientist.”

Behind her, somewhere deep in her ribcage, a knot of tension tightened—but so did a spark of something else. Determination.

The investigation had officially begun.
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Chapter 11 - The Journey to Wessex University
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Sybil Harcourt did not often question her own decisions, but as her slightly battered but dignified car growled its way out of Bristol and onto the A4, she allowed herself one small, discreet thought:

This may have been a mistake.

Grey morning clouds sagged low over the city, as though exhausted by British weather’s relentless mediocrity. The radio burbled between pompous classical overtures and travel updates she had no intention of obeying. Sybil twitched the volume down—twice—and began rehearsing the lines she would absolutely, definitely deliver with cool, surgical detachment.

“This is nonsense,” she said aloud.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





