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Chapter 1 - The Ritual Begins
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The upper cellar of Harcourt & Hemlock was not so much prepared for the evening as it was curated. Sybil Harcourt stood squarely in the centre of it, one hand on her lacquered cane, the other holding a tasting glass from which she had no intention of spitting. She surveyed her domain: stone walls seeped in three hundred years of secrets, velvet-draped tables glinting with polished glassware, and an unmistakable aroma she insisted was "authentic must" rather than mildew.

Lighting the oil lamps one by one, Sybil muttered as the flames caught, casting a golden shimmer on the dust-mottled bottles arrayed along the tasting table. Tonight’s theme was A Tour of Port, which Sybil knew would attract genuine aficionados and people who liked saying “tawny” with their pinky up. She rearranged a bottle of 1982 Graham’s with the reverence of a high priestess and adjusted a placard bearing its name to a precisely rakish angle.

“You,” she told the bottle, “are far too good for this crowd.”

A gentle pop echoed through the room as she unscrewed the top of her cane. Out came the slender flask of her elixir — half Benedictine, half Cognac, wholly medicinal. She sipped, eyes narrowed, and noted in her tasting pad: “Glassware slightly too conical. Risks making port appear flimsier than an opinion in a supermarket wine aisle.”

She leaned against the table, watching the candlelight flicker on the vaulted ceiling. It had been five years since she'd opened the shop, three since the first tasting, and nearly twenty since she'd walked away from the Bordeaux trade with a broken contract and a better tan than anyone in Hampshire. She had once helped smuggle a Grand Cru Classé through customs in the hollowed-out base of a harpsichord. Now she measured her days in shipments and rainfall, and wondered, not for the first time, if this was what her uncle had meant by “a gentle decline.”

Still, something was comforting in the ritual. The way the cellar sighed in winter. The way the dust clung stubbornly to the corners, as if it, too, had been here since the Napoleonic wars. She adjusted the crystal spittoons — or as she preferred to call them, “the optimism buckets” — and set them at intervals, already mentally tallying which guests would overuse them and which would try to flirt with her while red-faced and sugar-drunk.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a problem, in the form of an empty crate and a far-too-cheerful packing note. “No white port?” she muttered, flipping the note with one finger. “Of course not. Why would the requested thing arrive on time, intact, and correctly labelled? That would imply competence.”

She glared at the absent bottle’s spot on the table, leaving it ominously empty as a form of protest. It would, she decided, become a talking point. A moment of educational mourning. Or possibly an excuse to pour something else altogether and call it improvisation.

Then came the footsteps — fast, frantic, and muddied — as Phoebe stumbled into the cellar, cheeks pink, boots caked in riverbank sludge, holding a bottle like it was the Holy Grail she’d just yanked from under an unsuspecting vicar.

“Found it!” she announced breathlessly, waving the white port aloft like a trophy.

Sybil did not move. She sipped again from her cane, then arched a single eyebrow.  

“You're forty minutes early and covered in something that used to be a river,” she said, “but I suppose that counts as progress.”

The bottle, of course, was perfect—slightly dusty, gloriously pale gold, and chilled by nature’s hand. “Well,” Sybil said, straightening a placard and eyeing the bottle’s placement like a chess grandmaster. “Let the ritual begin.”
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Chapter 2  - A Cellar Full of Ghosts
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One flight below the public tasting level, the deeper cellar was not technically off-limits. It was just... discouragingly atmospheric. Sybil Harcourt descended the stone steps with the familiar rhythm of someone who had long since decided not to care if her shoes got dusty, although she did care intensely. Because appearances were everything.

Her carved cane echoed on the worn flagstones as she reached the cool gloom below. Oil-lamp light from above barely made it this far, casting long shadows that made the old hooks along the wall look suspiciously like the sort of thing you'd hang a pirate from — or at least a particularly disobedient wine rep.

She took a deep breath. The air down here always smelled faintly of damp stone, regret, and something oddly figgy, as if the ghost of a long-departed Madeira cask still lingered out of principle.

Sybil squinted at a shallow stone trough tucked into the corner — her jury-rigged damp trap. A series of upturned tiles, old gravel, and a cracked wine bottle filled with cat litter. Primitive, but effective.

“Still winning, I see,” she muttered to it, crouching slightly to inspect the moisture line. “Unlike the city council, which remains criminally indifferent to the sanctity of Georgian architecture. I really must start bribing someone more senior.”

She moved slowly along the rear wall, tapping her cane against the stones. She stopped when she reached a low archway bricked in decades—or possibly centuries—ago. The mortar was crumbling like shortbread, and Sybil could still trace the curve of the tunnel’s original mouth with her gloved fingers.

This had once been a smugglers’ passage to the quay. Barrels of port had trundled along it under the cover of fog and debt. Now it was sealed shut and monitored exclusively by spiders the size of jam tarts.

“Progress,” she said dryly, and gave the bricks a respectful knock. “You’d be proud, Edward. Still keeping the ghosts in.”

The thought of Edward Quayle brought a slight ache to her chest — not painful, exactly, just the sort of wistfulness that sneaks up on you when you’re standing alone in a room full of the past. He loved these cellars. Not in the fussy, over-earnest way of local history enthusiasts, but in that intuitive, craftsman’s appreciation for what was well-made and still standing. They had debates down here about poetry and port, French oak versus Slovenian, and whether Petrarch was better read sober or fortified.

She glanced to her right, to the little brass plaque she’d had installed for no reason beyond sentiment. It sat crookedly above a shadowed alcove:

THIS VAULT ONCE HELD MADEIRA. NOW IT HOLDS MEMORIES.

Sybil read it aloud with her usual wry tone. “And mildew,” she added. “Don’t forget mildew.”

She leaned briefly against the wall, eyes closed, letting the silence settle. Then came the tiny flicker of annoyance that chased all her emotions away like pigeons from a pastry stand. “Damn it,” she muttered, patting the inside of her jacket. “Where is that corkscrew?”

Her good one-brass-handled, slightly engraved, and perfectly weighted heirloom was missing. Vanished from its velvet-lined box. It could’ve been borrowed by Phoebe (unlikely), pilfered by Roland (probable), or consumed by the cellar in one of its quiet fits of historical vengeance.

Resisting the urge to accuse the walls of theft, Sybil straightened up and dusted off her lapels. The tasting upstairs was meant to be cheerful. Educational, yes. Civilised, of course. But cheerful.

She would not let an absence—whether of corkscrew or companion—pull her into melancholy. Not tonight.

Besides, she had backup. Three were hidden behind the Madeira crate labelled ABSOLUTELY NOT POISON — a private joke from last year’s Halloween tasting.

Sybil gave the plaque one last look, then turned and climbed the stairs, her cane tapping a steady beat behind her.

The past could wait. The port was breathing.
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Chapter 3 - Phoebe and the Pinecones
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The glitter arrived first. It floated in on the hem of an oversized cardigan the colour of fermented beetroot and settled, unapologetically, on Sybil Harcourt’s freshly dusted tasting tables. Moments later, Phoebe appeared in the doorway of Harcourt & Hemlock, carrying a large cardboard box and wearing the expression of someone who had once heard of time management but didn’t trust it.

“I come bearing seasonal splendour,” she declared, nudging the door closed with a foot clad in something that looked more decorative than weatherproof. The soles were about as suited to Bristol’s cobblestones as a crème brûlée is to scaffolding.

Sybil looked up from her clipboard, eyes narrowing at the faint sparkle now drifting onto a bottle of ten-year-old tawny like festive fallout.

“Is that... glitter?”

Phoebe beamed. “Eco-friendly. Recycled. Allegedly edible, though I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Sybil fixed her with the look once reserved for unreliable shippers and people who said “mouthfeel” without shame. “Phoebe, if I find even one flake of that infernal sparkle in my spittoons, I will lock you in the lower cellar with the Madeira ghosts.”

Phoebe grinned and flopped the box onto the nearest table. Inside: dozens of pinecones, unevenly sprayed with what appeared to be gold paint, hope, and too much enthusiasm. “They’re charming,” Phoebe said, reaching for a clump. “Rustic chic.”

“They’re shedding like a nervous Pomeranian,” Sybil replied, inspecting one with the tip of her cane. “And they smell vaguely of citrus and regret.”

Undeterred, Phoebe plucked one of the less sparkly specimens and began arranging them in the centrepiece bowls. She smelled faintly of pastry and rain, and handed Sybil a paper bag with the word Speltacular! stamped across it in aggressive typeface. “From the new vegan place down the road. You should try the fig and oat twist. It’s allegedly life-affirming.”

Sybil eyed the bag as though it might leap up and declare itself gluten-free in Comic Sans. “You know my views on ethical baking. If I can’t taste the cholesterol, I consider it a personal insult.”

“That’s what you said about electric corkscrews.”

“And I was right.”

They worked in companionable silence for a few minutes, punctuated only by the occasional clink of glass or muttered remark from Sybil about the “tragedy of beige pastries.” Phoebe moved with the slightly distracted energy of someone with a thousand things to do and no particular interest in doing any of them.

Sybil noticed. She always noticed. “You’ve turned down another job,” she said casually, rearranging a decanter with surgical precision.

Phoebe didn’t look up. “I’m helping you this week.”

“You could help me and still pursue a career that doesn’t involve pinecones.”

“I’m taking time to figure things out.”

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “Last time you said that, you dyed your hair the colour of a bruised damson and joined a book club that only read self-help memoirs.”

“Growth,” Phoebe said breezily. “It’s called growth.” Just then, as if summoned by narrative timing, she reached for a bottle of tawny and fumbled it with all the grace of a giraffe on roller skates. It slipped from her hands, clunked against the table edge, and slowly descended toward catastrophe.

Sybil gasped — an audible intake of horror — and lunged with the sort of agility usually reserved for wartime nurses and startled cats. The bottle landed in her gloved hands with a dull thunk, unbroken. There was a beat of silence.

Phoebe winced. “That was the mid-range one, wasn’t it?”

Sybil cradled the bottle like a wounded soldier. “Mid-range? My dear girl, that tawny is the emotionally stable member of the family. It holds this entire tasting together.”

“I’ll go get the polishing cloth.”

“And a glass. I need something with actual sugar content before I recover fully.”

Phoebe hurried off, and Sybil sighed, brushing another flake of glitter from her sleeve. Heartbreak, she suspected. Or confusion pretending not to be. She wouldn’t pry. Not yet. But she made a mental note to check the cellar for emotional debris and, perhaps, a secret stash of tawny, just in case.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4 - Neighbourly Chords
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Sybil was aligning the last of the tasting glasses in formation when the back door creaked open with the sort of subtle menace usually reserved for Gothic novels and poorly oiled hinges. She didn’t flinch — the door always sounded like it had just returned from haunting a vicarage. “Ah,” she said, without turning. “Either the wind’s developed a taste for mahogany, or Edward Quayle is lurking with intent.”

A soft chuckle followed. “Guilty, but only mildly.” Edward stepped inside, brushing a stray leaf from his overcoat. His hair, always slightly dishevelled, had reached what Sybil called “poetically tragic” proportions — though today, it veered more toward “mournful cellist on deadline.” He carried a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with red twine, as though he’d stepped out of time and into a gift-wrapping tutorial from 1938. “I brought you something,” he said, holding it out. “Not explosive. Not entirely useless. Thought of you when I saw it, which may say more about me than the item.”

Sybil took the parcel with practised suspicion and unwrapped it with her thumbnail. Inside was a small, elegantly carved violin bridge — aged maple, delicate as lacework, and etched with a border of tiny ivy leaves. You’d expect to find the sort of thing in a museum exhibit titled Fussy Objects with Hidden Drama.

“Oh,” she said, quieter than usual. “She’s lovely.”

“She belonged to a luthier in Lyon. Made bridges like most people knit scarves. I found it in a box marked ‘Miscellaneous’. Travesty.”

Sybil turned the piece over in her hand. “I’m tempted to set it in resin and wear it as a brooch.”

“I’d expect nothing less,” Edward said. But he wasn’t smiling quite the way he usually did. His expression flickered between tired and troubled — the look of a man trying to file away too many thoughts and finding no cabinet deep enough.

She offered him a glass from the tray — her private blend, pre-tasting. “Liquid clarity?”

He shook his head. “Later. Just a few things to finish first.”

There was a pause — not uncomfortable, just filled with things unsaid. Sybil didn’t press. She never did. But something about the slouch of his shoulders, the way he kept looking toward the door like it might close behind him for good, set off a quiet clanging bell somewhere deep in her gut. “Well,” she said, tone crisp, “if you're late to the tasting, I’ll assume string instrument purists have kidnapped you. In which case, I’ll drink your share out of respect.”

Edward managed a proper smile at that — small, but genuine. “Deal.” He turned to go just as a sharp draught whooshed up from the cellar steps, tugging at the table drapes and rattling the glasses like a polite poltergeist. Sybil instinctively checked the corkscrew pocket in her blazer — the things one does in a crisis.

“Charming,” she muttered, glaring at the cellar door. “The weather's developing dramatic instincts.”

Edward paused, one hand on the doorknob. “Or your cellars are haunted.”

“Don’t be absurd,” she replied. “If they were, the ghosts would be filing complaints about the council drainage system.”

He gave a faint nod, then slipped back through the door with the same quiet grace he'd entered. Sybil stood for a moment longer, violin bridge in hand, unease prickling beneath her collar. She knew that look. The one he’d had. It was the expression of a man trying to put something right before time caught up with him.

She tucked the bridge into her pocket. The tasting would begin soon. There would be wine and chatter and more glitter than legally advisable. But something told her this night wouldn’t go as usual. Not even close.
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Chapter 5 - Rain, Wine, and Warnings
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By half-past six, the front windows of Harcourt & Hemlock glowed like a stage set—warm and golden against the encroaching gloom of the Bristol storm, which was now lashing the pavement like a cross uncle with a grudge against umbrellas.

Inside, Sybil Harcourt stood at her usual post just behind the main tasting table, adjusting the velvet tablecloth for what must’ve been the twelfth time. She refused to admit she was stalling. It was just that something about the evening refused to settle.

Outside, the wind howled with the kind of operatic flair usually reserved for particularly vengeful sopranos. The doorbell jingled cheerfully inside as the first guests filed in — damp, scarfed, and red-cheeked from weather and wine anticipation.

“Evening, Sybil,” called Mr. Carmichael, who claimed to be a retired accountant but drank like a naval poet. “Storm’s blown a gazebo onto the A38.”

Sybil gave a polite nod. “Gazebos shouldn’t travel. It’s undignified.”

“I saw a wheelie bin go past like a speedboat,” added someone from behind a rapidly shedding waterproof coat. “And the Clifton sinkhole’s eaten a street lamp. Just gone. Like it had opinions about lighting.”

Sybil sighed. “Bristol does love its drama. Helps distract from the parking situation.”

As the room filled with chatter, clinking glass, and the comforting rustle of damp coats being peeled off and hung on the historic-but-sturdy coat hooks, Sybil played hostess with crisp efficiency. She topped up glasses, offered bite-sized stilton puffs, and clocked every interaction like a general mapping a battlefield.

Everyone looked fine. Or rather, they looked like themselves, which, in Sybil’s experience, wasn’t quite the same thing. There was a tension in the air. Maybe it was the weather. Perhaps it was the late port rep. Maybe it was the distinct possibility that someone had brought an emotional crisis wrapped in a scarf and a smile.

And then, as if summoned by a particularly sarcastic thought, the door opened again — this time with a gust of wind, a stomp of boots, and a strong whiff of municipal polyester.

DS Dawn Vickery stood in the doorway, rain-slicked and unamused, her standard-issue constable jacket steaming gently in the warmth. Her gaze swept the shop like a health inspector who’d read too many Gothic novels.

“Evening,” she said, entirely without frills.

“Detective,” Sybil replied, already reaching for a glass. “Checking in on flood risks or finally surrendering to a glass of ten-year tawny?”

Vickery raised an eyebrow. “The council sent me to check the cellar access. Rising water and all that.”

“Well,” Sybil said dryly, “if it reaches the second floor, I’ll switch to champagne and learn to float.”

She offered the glass again. Vickery waved it off, then eyed a bottle on the table with a look that might have been curiosity, suspicion, or the early stages of surrender. “Nice setup,” she muttered, eyeing the tablecloth. “Very... velvety.”

Sybil tilted her head. “A touch of luxury never killed anyone. Well, not technically.”

The detective smirked and moved off to peer at the cellar door. Sybil watched her go, then turned her gaze back to the room. Guests were laughing. Swirling glasses. Making the usual low-level flirtations with fig biscuits.

And yet... Something felt crooked. Not wrong, exactly — just askew. Like a table leg that’s half a millimetre too short. Like a smile that doesn’t quite reach the eyes.

Sybil adjusted a wine card and glanced once more at the door. The port rep was late. The storm was worsening. The guests were trapped.

And if this night were going to end in a police report, which her instincts were increasingly whispering it would, at least the wine would be excellent.
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Chapter 6 - A Cellar Full of Characters
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By the time the sconces had settled into their flickering rhythm and the storm was drumming politely-but-insistently on the stairwell glass, the upper cellar of Harcourt & Hemlock had taken on its usual late-evening glow: part salon, part séance, and entirely curated by Sybil Harcourt’s finely tuned sense of social alchemy.

Guests were ushered to their seats with the kind of casual grace that belied the extensive mental chart Sybil had constructed in advance. Every placement was strategic, every separation deliberate.

“I’ve adjusted the seating,” she whispered to Phoebe, “due to unfortunate proximity-based rivalries.”

“You mean Felix and Imogen?”

“Everyone who’s ever had a passive-aggressive argument about varnish, port, or historical interpretation within a twelve-foot radius of my cheese board.”

She swept past the table with quiet omniscience as the guests settled. Regulars found their glasses. Newcomers looked slightly dazzled by the ambience — perhaps just distracted by the sheer number of glinting pinecones.

And then, with all the dramatic timing of a doomed romantic hero, in flounced Felix Marriner. He was damp at the edges, his scarf askew like he’d been mid-sonnet when the heavens opened. His expression was a mix of defiance and theatrical suffering, generally reserved for misunderstood artists and cats denied dinner.

“I ran,” he announced breathlessly. “One must run for the port. If not for love, then at least for fortified comfort.”

“You’re late,” Sybil replied, already handing him a napkin. “And under-accessorised. That scarf looks like it’s been mugged.”

Felix flopped into his seat with a sigh and immediately began expounding on the authenticity of cork versus synthetic closures, despite no one asking.

At that exact moment, Imogen Vale slipped in through the side entrance with the quiet precision of someone determined to be unnoticed. She carried a branded notebook, a faint scent of linseed oil, and the air of a woman who’d rather be anywhere else — and probably was, in her mind.

She gave no sign of seeing Felix. He returned the favour by loudly declaring, “The tragedy of modern restoration is its utter lack of spirit.”

Sybil’s eye twitched. She barely had time to intervene before the final blow to the evening’s fragile social architecture arrived in the form of Roland Gresham and — dear God — a plus one.

Roland entered with the self-satisfied gait of a man who thinks velvet blazers are charming and consequences are optional. Trailing behind him was a tall, polished man with the unmistakable look of wealth and confidence, someone who probably referred to wine as “an asset class.”

“Darling Sybil,” Roland purred, “I took the liberty of bringing a guest. Declan oversees one of the continental houses. Fascinated by provenance, aren’t you, Declan?”

Declan smiled like sharks probably do when asked about their dental hygiene. “Thrilled to be here,” he said, scanning the bottles like they might confess under pressure.

Sybil’s smile was knife-sharp. “How spontaneous of you, Roland.”

The seating chart she’d so lovingly devised lay in ruins, like a battle plan sabotaged by an unexpected cavalry of hedge fund sommeliers.

Declan found his place — far too close to Imogen — and was already leaning in with practised faux-innocence. “So, how certain is the lineage of that twenty-year tawny? You know how tricky records get pre-20th century...”

She blinked. “I’m sure they have extensive documentation.”

“I’m sure they do,” Declan said, with a grin that might as well have been a glove slap.

Sybil took a steadying breath. The social balance was off. Imogen was retreating into her notebook. Felix was auditioning for Port: The Musical. Roland was clearly up to something. And Declan? Declan was trouble in loafers. She signalled Phoebe for more cheese and made a mental note to double the B&B in her cane flask. Tonight was already unbalanced. And the tasting had barely begun.
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Chapter 7 - A Foreign Entrance
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The bell above the shop door gave a particularly frantic jingle that suggested either a dramatic arrival or a small, panicked livestock escape. Given the clientele, Sybil braced for either. In swept a gust of November, smelling of wet pavement, exhaust fumes, and the bruised optimism of someone trying to make a good impression after arriving very late indeed. Celia Dormand, framed by the doorway like an apologetic hurricane, was damp, dazzling, and utterly misplaced among the drizzle and doilies of Bristol.

Her coat — an elegant dove-grey trench that practically hummed with imported tailoring — was soaked at the hem and lightly misted across the shoulders. Raindrops clung to her earrings like diamonds with separation anxiety. Her heels clicked on the wood floor, impractical to the point of hostility toward cobblestones. Sybil’s eyes immediately narrowed in respectful judgment.

“I am so sorry,” Celia said, breathless but perfectly enunciated, her accent a curious hybrid — England finishing school with a distinctly Portuguese flourish. “My taxi driver attempted to reverse down something called Christmas Steps, and then blamed me when we got wedged between two delivery vans and a pub argument.”

Standing behind the tasting table with the air of a woman who had survived worse than tardy port reps, Sybil offered a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“You’ve missed the gossip about the sinkhole and the ceremonial unwrapping of the fig biscuits,” she said, coolly. “But you’re just in time for the suspicious glances.”

Celia gave a brief, elegant laugh — the kind that wouldn’t dare rumple a blouse. “I’ll try to make myself useful.”

Sybil doubted she’d tried that in years. Still, she accepted the apology with a tilt of her cane and gestured toward the cellar steps.

“The real show is downstairs. Do mind the top stair — it’s developed a vendetta against heels.”

Celia descended carefully, her grip tight on the bannister, her expression composed. But Sybil watched with the keen eye of a veteran hostess-slash-amateur profiler. There was something too precise about Celia — the way her hair still held its curl despite the rain, the calculated charm in her smile, the very faint, deliberate delay before she responded to questions, like someone flicking through acceptable answers in their internal Rolodex.

Behind her poise, Sybil saw tension. Not the usual nervous energy of a rep from a grand blending house arriving late to an event she might ruin with bad port or worse patter. No — this was curated unease. The kind came from trying hard not to let something leak out. A secret, perhaps. Or the truth about the real reason she was here.

Sybil didn’t trust her. This was her baseline setting with most people under seventy and overconfident.

The guests, meanwhile, had begun the low hum of impatience that preceded either a minor rebellion or a collective nap. Sybil clapped her hands together lightly, like a headmistress about to divert a mutiny.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our esteemed representative from Quinta da Esperança has arrived — somewhat battle-worn, but intact.” She raised an eyebrow in Celia’s direction. “Let us assume that’s an omen.” Polite laughter. A shuffle of coats and cups. Celia smiled through it all, smoothing a hand over her rain-dappled sleeve like she’d planned the whole entrance.

Sybil poured the first ten-year tawny sample and handed it to Celia with a flourish. “Here. To brace you for the British welcome.”

Celia accepted it, their eyes locking for just a second too long. “Obrigada,” she said softly.

Sybil nodded once. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

And so they did — with stormlight at the windows, secrets at the table, and the first notes of something sour, sharp, and slow to surface, like a very expensive port just beginning to turn.
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Chapter 8 - Port Authority
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The upper cellar had taken on the gentle glow of civilised excess. Candles flickered in sconces that may or may not have survived the Regency intact. The fire in the corner hearth offered a steady crackle, as if politely applauding the cheese board, which had just made its entrance to mild fanfare and the scent of truffle crackers.

At the head of the table stood Celia Dormand, once again composed and dry-ish, speaking in the carefully modulated tone of someone who had rehearsed both her speech and her smile.

“Casa de Valdas,” she began, holding her tasting glass like a chalice at a very expensive communion, “was founded in 1783, collapsed in 1791, and promptly reinvented by an ambitious illegitimate son with better instincts and a worse surname.”

There were a few appreciative chuckles from the audience. Sybil Harcourt, seated with perfect posture and an expression carved in diplomatic curiosity, sipped her blend from a discreet cut-glass tumbler and made a note in her mental ledger: Knows her script. Mildly charming. Possibly lethal in stilettos.

Celia continued, warming up like a soprano mid-aria. “Valdas white ports are rare, traditionally crafted, and known for their light oxidation and subtle almond finish. Perfect with soft cheeses or—”

“—quince paste,” Sybil interjected, not looking up from her plate. “Which is why it’s sitting at precisely one o’clock to your cheese, Celia.”

A ripple of laughter. Celia’s smile grew slightly taut, like fondant left out in the rain. “Quite. I was getting to that.”

“Oh, do carry on,” Sybil said sweetly, finally looking up. “I’m fascinated by the resurrection of a house that failed quite so dramatically. Few brands survive an embezzling great-uncle and Napoleon.”

Celia took a breath. “Casa de Valdas has always prized resilience.”

“Or rebranding,” Sybil murmured. “They’re very close cousins.”

More laughter. This time, a few people were reaching for their glasses in anticipation of round two. Celia’s nostrils flared the tiniest bit, a twitch easily missed by the untrained. But Sybil clocked it immediately. She knew that flicker. That internal flinch of someone who’d just realised the spotlight had shifted — not lost, exactly, but borrowed by a woman in a vintage brooch with better comedic timing.

Still, Celia recovered. “We are also proud of our traditional field blends — roughly thirty grape varieties, harvested together. An old practice. Romantic.”

“Romantic, yes,” Sybil mused, “if one enjoys complete chaos and no record-keeping. Like dating in the 1970s.”

Laughter again. Louder now. Phoebe snorted into her wine glass and tried to pretend it was a sneeze.

Celia’s smile held, but her pride now rattled its cage. She glanced around at the guests—mostly loyal to Sybil, of course—then fixed her gaze back on her host, her expression now a perfect mask of graciousness that could be read, in certain lighting, as murder-adjacent.

“I must say,” she said, swirling her port too vigorously, “your guests are... delightfully engaged.”

“They are,” Sybil agreed. “One does try to train them young. It’s all in the terroir.”

A final laugh swept the room. The metaphorical bell rang. Round complete.

Celia took a long sip from her glass and offered a diplomatic nod. “Shall we proceed with the tasting?”

“By all means,” Sybil said, dabbing the corner of her mouth with a linen napkin. “Let’s see if the 20-year-old has aged with more grace than its PR.”

Celia turned toward the decanters, jaw set, heels clicking with theatrical precision. Sybil watched her go, noting the tilt of her chin, the flicker of something dangerous beneath that silk scarf. She wasn’t just a rep. No one with that much curated charm worked retail.

Sybil reached for her notes and added a line:

Celia Dormand — good taste, better tailoring, lying through at least one name.
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Chapter 9 - Port of Call
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The six bottles stood in a solemn row along the sideboard, their hues ranging from golden amber to the deep garnet of secrets best left unsaid. Sybil thought they looked like a bishop’s procession—if bishops were fortified, bottle-aged, and slightly flirtatious after a second pour.
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