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  Chapter one
Catptain's Vigil



The morning sun struck the live oaks behind the Inn Café, turning their western trunks into warm copper and casting long shadows across the porch. Beyond the cleared bungalow sites, the edge of the wildlife preserve shimmered in the early haze — still, hushed, and watchful.
Marissa stepped onto the shaded porch with a mug in hand, the faint tang of the harbor drifting in on the breeze. Loretta stood at the railing, dish towel slung over one shoulder, gaze fixed on the open lot beyond.
“You need to see this,” she said without turning.
Marissa followed her line of sight.
Captain sat stone‑still in the middle of the old Bungalow Number Two footprint, his body angled toward the preserve, ears alert, tail curled neatly beside him. He wasn’t guarding. He wasn’t curious. He was marking something.
“He’s been there since dawn,” Loretta murmured. “Didn’t even come in for bacon.”
Marissa narrowed her eyes. Captain had done this once before — in a storm shelter in Edna Springs, when a man lay hidden behind a mop sink. That night had changed everything. It had been nearly a year and a half since she’d left Manhattan, since the late‑night dinner at Fushimi where she’d stared into a mirror beside her table and whispered to herself, “Just step away”. She hadn’t known then what she was stepping toward — only that she couldn’t stay where she was.
Now she stood on a porch she owned, watching the dog who’d chosen her, at a gas station no less, and felt that same quiet shift in her chest.
“He’s never wrong,” she said softly.
Loretta nodded. “No, he’s not.”
Marissa set her mug on the porch rail and stepped down onto the path. Captain didn’t move, didn’t flick an ear, didn’t acknowledge her at all. His gaze stayed fixed on the earth, as if he’d been carved from the same wood as the old pilings.
When she reached him, she crouched beside the packed soil. The ground was firm, undisturbed — but there was a stillness here, a kind of held breath that made the hairs on her arms lift.
She pressed her palm lightly to the earth.
Cool. Solid. Waiting.
“What are you trying to tell me?” she whispered.
Captain didn’t look at her. He kept his eyes locked on the ground, muscles taut, breath steady.
Behind her, Loretta called out, “Construction crew’ll be here in a few days. With the permits approved, they’re ready to start framing. If there’s something under there, better we find it first.”
Marissa stood slowly. “I’m going to get Owen.”
Captain didn’t rise. Didn’t follow. He stayed rooted, sentinel‑still, as if he’d been assigned a post and intended to keep it.
As Marissa walked back toward the Inn, she glanced across the harbor; Harborview House stood quiet in the distance, its windows reflecting the morning light, directing it toward the Laguna Shores Inn.
She didn’t know why, but the sight of it sent a small shiver down her spine.  The previous owner of the Harborview House, currently in prison for three murders and a real estate scam to take the Laguna Shores Inn and marina from Marissa.  It was a beautiful property holding Marissa’s gaze for a moment, as she turned to her task of finding Owen, the Harbor master and all around handy man for the Inn and Marina, 
Captain chuffed once — a soft, knowing sound carried on the breeze.
“Yeah,” she murmured. “I feel it too.”
The harbor was waking. And something beneath the bungalows was waking with it.






  
  Chapter two
The First Scrape



Marissa stepped off the porch and headed toward the marina, the morning warming around her. The harbor shimmered in soft gold, and the gulls were already circling the docks, calling out like they owned the place.
Halfway down the path, she spotted Owen walking toward her, hands in his pockets, cap pulled low against the sun. He looked relaxed, steady — the way he always did after his first dock check of the day.
He smiled when he saw her. “Morning.”
“Morning,” she said, though her voice carried an edge. “I was coming to find you.”
His expression shifted. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s Captain. He’s been rooted in the same spot since dawn. Hasn’t moved an inch.”
Owen’s brows lifted. “That’s not like him.”
“No,” she said quietly. “It’s not.”
They walked together toward the Inn Café. The screen door creaked open as they stepped inside, and the warm scent of cinnamon rolls drifted through the room — Loretta’s morning ritual. She stood behind the counter, plating pastries with the precision of someone who’d been doing it for forty years.
She looked up the moment she saw Owen.
“Oh good, you’re here,” she said. “Captain wouldn’t come in for bacon this morning.”
Owen froze. “He refused bacon?”
“Didn’t even look at it,” Loretta said, shaking her head. “Just sat out there staring at the ground like he was reading it.”
Owen turned to Marissa. “Show me.”
They stepped back outside. Owen grabbed a hand garden spade from the porch storage box — the small, sturdy kind he used for clearing debris around the docks — and followed Marissa toward the bungalow lots.
Captain was exactly where they’d left him. Rooted. Rigid. Eyes locked on the same patch of earth.
Owen crouched beside him. “Hey, buddy.”
Captain didn’t blink.
Owen pressed his palm to the soil. “Ground’s compacted. Undisturbed. But something’s off.”
Marissa nodded. “That’s what I felt too.”
A voice floated toward them from the path leading to the Inn from the square where her she worked for The Post Intelligencer, the town’s newspaper and her family heritage. “Good morning, Laguna Shores! It’s your girl Tessa, coming to you live from the prettiest walk in Franklin County!”  Tessa was also the Laguna Shores livestreaming machine, bringing all that happens in Laguna Shores to the world, and to her legion of online followers, all 50,000 and growing.  All of them eager to hear of the goings on in laguna Shores. 
Her viewership grew from a few hundred, mostly local, to a large national audience after the murder at Slip 17 in the marina occurred last year.  They also enjoyed her postings of the food offerings around town, especially the cinnamon rolls and the Beacon Lemon Pie at the Inn Café.
Tessa strolled up the path, phone held high, hair perfect, cinnamon roll already in hand. She waved at the camera, then at them.
“What’s going on? Why’s Captain doing his statue impression?”
“Not sure yet,” Marissa said.
Tessa lowered her phone. “Well, this feels like content.”
Owen ignored her — which was his usual strategy — and dug the spade gently into the soil. The first scrape made Captain’s ears twitch sharply.
Owen paused. “You see that?”
Marissa nodded. “He reacted.”
Owen scraped again, slower this time. Captain stiffened, muscles taut.
Sheriff Dan’s voice drifted over from the porch. “What are y’all doing out there?”
He walked toward them with a steaming cup of coffee, his uniform shirt half‑tucked like he’d dressed in a hurry. He stopped beside Marissa, took a sip, and frowned at Captain.
“That’s not his usual morning routine.”
“No,” Marissa said. “It’s not.”
Owen dug a little deeper. The spade hit something soft but solid — not wood, not stone. The soil shifted. A corner of fabric appeared, darkened by age and damp earth.
Owen brushed the dirt aside with the back of his hand. “Marissa… we’ve got something.”
Sheriff Dan stepped forward, coffee forgotten. His tone changed instantly — from casual to official.
“All right, that’s far enough,” he said. “Nobody touches anything else.”
He pulled out his phone.
“I’m calling Rabadi. This is his territory now.”
Captain didn’t move.
Didn’t blink.
Didn’t breathe.
He just stared at the ground, as if he’d known all along what waited beneath it.






  
  Chapter three
Doc Rabadi's Ruling



Sheriff Dan didn’t move until Owen lifted his hand away from the exposed corner of fabric. The breeze shifted, carrying the faint scent of damp earth and cinnamon from the Inn Café porch. Captain stayed rigid, eyes locked on the disturbed soil.
Dan took one last sip of his coffee, then exhaled. “All right. Nobody touches anything else. I’m calling Rabadi.”
Tessa lowered her phone. “Wait, like… Doc Rabadi?”
“The one and only,” Dan said, already dialing. “And don’t livestream this.”
She huffed but lowered the camera anyway.
A few minutes later, the familiar rattle of Doc Rabadi’s old SUV rolled to a stop. The doctor stepped out onto the crushed‑shell path, his signature Crocs clicking softly — the ones decorated with tiny flower and herb pins: chamomile, lavender, basil, and something he’d once claimed was lemon verbena.
He carried his field kit in one hand, thermos in the other, looking every bit the town’s general practitioner and reluctant coroner — a role he kept only because no one else ever ran for the position. He’d much rather have been in his herb garden, tending seedlings and formulating tinctures, but duty was duty.
“Morning,” he said, as if this were a routine house call.
Dan pointed toward the disturbed soil. “We’ve got something.”
Rabadi crouched beside Owen, set down his kit, and pulled on a pair of gloves. “Let’s take a look.”
Owen handed him the hand spade. “It’s right there. Fabric. Something soft underneath.”
Rabadi nodded once, then began clearing the soil with slow, practiced movements. Captain watched every scrape, muscles taut.
Tessa whispered, “This is so creepy.”
Marissa didn’t answer. Her eyes stayed on the ground.
Rabadi brushed away another thin layer of dirt. The fabric became clearer — old, frayed, stained by time. He paused, leaned closer, and used two fingers to lift a corner just enough to see beneath.
His expression shifted.
Dan noticed immediately. “Doc?”
Rabadi sat back on his heels. “Sheriff… you’re going to want to cordon this area off.”
Dan’s jaw tightened. “So, it’s a body?”
Rabadi didn’t look up. “It’s bones.”
Dan blinked, then glanced at Marissa. “Do bones count as a body?”
Rabadi’s mouth twitched — the smallest hint of a grin. Dan mirrored it.
“Medically speaking,” Rabadi said, “they count as a body as long as all the bones are present.”
Dan turned to Marissa. “You heard the doctor. Official ruling.”
Marissa groaned. “Fantastic. So now I’m a bone magnet too.”
Dan shrugged. “Just calling it like the doctor sees it.”
Rabadi continued working, clearing the soil with careful precision. “This bundle has been here a long time,” he murmured. “Decades, maybe more. The fabric’s deteriorated, but the structure is intact.”
Owen stood slowly. “You think it’s from the original bungalows?”
Rabadi didn’t answer immediately. He lifted another layer of soil, revealing more of the wrapped form beneath.
Captain let out a low, uneasy chuff.
Rabadi finally looked up at Dan. “Sheriff… this wasn’t buried by accident.”
The wind shifted again, carrying the distant clang of a halyard against a mast in the marina.
Marissa felt the hairs on her arms rise.
Whatever lay beneath the bungalows hadn’t been meant to be found.
Not until now.






  
  Chapter four
The Walk Toward the Harborview House



The porch had finally begun to settle. Sheriff Dan’s yellow tape fluttered in the breeze, marking off the patch of earth where the bundle had been unearthed. Most of the guests had drifted back toward their rooms or the marina, but a few lingered with half‑finished mugs, still whispering theories.
Tessa sat on the top step, phone held low at her thigh, screen dimmed. She wasn’t livestreaming — not officially. Not in a way Sheriff Dan could yell about. But her chat was alive:
@GulfGirl87: #CaptainKnows
@BungalowBabe: Is that crime‑scene tape
@HarborHound: Blink twice if Dan is behind you
@CinnamonRollSleuth: #NotLivestreamingSheriff
Tessa whispered, barely audible, “Okay sleuth squad… dark‑mode livestream. No commentary. No visuals. Just vibes.”
Loretta shot her a look. “Tessa.”
Tessa froze. “I’m… texting.”
Loretta didn’t buy it, but she let it go.
Owen leaned against the porch post beside Marissa, arms crossed, gaze fixed on the disturbed soil. Captain lay at Marissa’s feet, calm now but still alert — like he was waiting for the next piece of the puzzle to surface.
Marissa exhaled slowly. “Everything’s on hold now. The bungalows, the permits… all of it.”
Owen nodded. “Dan won’t let anyone near that site until the state’s done.”
Loretta stepped closer. “So what’s your plan, honey? You can’t run the Inn out of a construction zone.”
Marissa didn’t answer immediately. She looked toward the distant silhouette of Harborview House. Its roofline shimmered in the late‑morning light, quiet and patient.
She stepped inside the Inn Café, away from the porch chatter, and pulled out her phone.
“Hi,” she said softly. “It’s me. We need to move on Harborview House.”
A pause.
“Yes. Go ahead and start the wire. I’ll handle the contract once we’ve done the walkthrough.”
Another pause.
“I’ve got the earnest money in hand.”
She hung up, took a breath, and returned to the porch.
“All right,” she said, steady now. “Next step is calling the realtor.”
Loretta nodded approvingly. Owen straightened. Captain chuffed — the same sound he’d made earlier when Harborview was mentioned.
Tessa’s chat exploded:
@LagunaLurker: #HarborviewHunt
@GulfGirl87: Captain approves
@BungalowBabe: CALL HER NOW
Marissa ignored the phone noise and dialed.
“Susan? It’s Marissa. I’d like to schedule a walkthrough of Harborview House. Today, if possible.”
A pause.
“Four‑thirty works. We’ll meet you there.”
She hung up and looked at the group. “We’re going.”
Captain stood immediately.
The decision was made.

      ***4:30 pm Meeting at HarborView
The late‑afternoon sun slanted across the crushed‑shell parking area as Marissa pulled up beside the old magnolia tree. Harborview House rose ahead of them, quiet and sun‑worn, its white siding softened by salt air and time. The porch railings leaned slightly, and the shutters hung at uneven angles, but the bones of the house were unmistakably strong.
Susan Sanddollar stood on the porch steps, clipboard tucked under one arm, her linen blazer catching the breeze like a sail. She waved as Marissa approached.
“Glad you called,” she said. “I’ve had a few inquiries, but no one’s followed through. Folks still associate the place with Celeste, but it deserves better.”
As Owen, Loretta, Tessa, and Captain approached, Susan hesitated.
“Is the dog… coming along for the walkthrough?”
Marissa didn’t miss a beat. “Captain’s part of the process. If I’m buying a property, he gets a vote.”
Captain chuffed once, as if confirming his authority.
Tessa’s phone buzzed quietly at her side.
@GulfGirl87: CAPTAIN IS THE REALTOR NOW
@LagunaLurker: #CaptainApproves
Susan unlocked the door and pushed it open. A faint scent of lemon oil and old wood drifted out, cool and dry. Dust motes floated in the slanted light as they stepped into the parlor — wide‑planked floors, a fireplace with a chipped mantle, and tall windows framing the preserve like a painting.
“This was the receiving room,” Susan said. “Back when Harborview hosted shipyard foremen and visiting dignitaries. The suites are upstairs. Kitchen’s through there.”
They moved slowly, taking in the space. Loretta ran her hand along the banister, nodding. “Feels like it remembers things.”
Owen checked the window frames, the floorboards, the structural lines. “Solid. Needs love, but solid.”
Tessa snapped discreet photos, her cinnamon roll tucked into a napkin. “This place has serious content potential.”
Captain sniffed the corners, then sat near the fireplace, tail curled neatly beside him.
Upstairs, the suites were sunlit and spacious, with clawfoot tubs and faded wallpaper that hinted at better days. Marissa lingered in the larger suite, imagining curtains, fresh paint, and a quiet place to write. Captain padded in behind her, sniffed the corners before settling by the window like he’d claimed it.
Back downstairs, Owen paused in the kitchen. “Susan? What’s this?”
He pointed to a heavy iron‑latched door set into the floorboards — thick, old, and clearly untouched for years.
Susan’s expression tightened. “That’s the cellar. Celeste kept it locked the entire time she owned the house. She told me more than once she didn’t want to know what was down there. Said some doors were better left shut. She never asked for the key.”
Marissa knelt beside the latch, running her fingers over the cool metal. “So no one’s been down there in… how long?”
Susan shook her head. “Not in my time. And I’ve had this listing for years.”
Captain stepped forward and let out a soft, deliberate chuff — the same sound he’d made at the bungalow site. Not alarmed. Not restless. Just present. Like he recognized the door.
Tessa’s chat exploded again:
@HarborHound: WHAT’S DOWN THERE
@CinnamonRollSleuth: #CellarSecrets
@GulfGirl87: Captain says open it
Loretta crossed her arms. “We’re not opening anything today. Not without a locksmith. Or a priest.”
Owen crouched beside Marissa. “We can get someone out here tomorrow. Someone who knows how to open it without damaging the latch.”
Marissa nodded slowly. “Tomorrow morning. First thing.”
Captain’s tail thumped once against the floor — approval, or warning.
Susan closed her clipboard. “If you want the house, we can start the paperwork tonight. But that cellar… it’s part of the history. Whatever’s down there, it’s been waiting a long time.”
Marissa looked at Captain, then at the iron latch, then at the quiet, sun‑worn house around them.
“I think,” she said softly, “it’s time we found out what Harborview’s been keeping.”
The house seemed to exhale.

      ***The Driftwood Café glowed softly under its string lights, the food truck window propped open and the scent of Tuesday’s Shrimp Creole drifting across the picnic tables. The evening air hummed with quiet conversation, clinking plastic cups, and the low thrum of cicadas warming up for the night.
Marissa, Owen, Loretta, and Tessa claimed a table beneath the biggest oak, its branches threaded with lanterns that swayed gently in the breeze. Captain settled under the bench, tail thumping once before he curled into a watchful loaf.
The chalkboard menu leaned against the food truck’s wheel:
TUESDAY SPECIAL:  Shrimp Creole • House Salad • French Bread • Beacon Lemon Pie — Slice or Whole
Seeing the pie listed always tugged at Marissa’s heart. The Beacon Diner in Oxford had been a second home during her college years — a place where the lemon pie was practically a town treasure. When the owner retired and closed the doors, he’d handed Marissa the recipe with a hug and a whispered, “Make sure it lives somewhere that deserves it.”
Tonight, it lived at the Driftwood.
Loretta returned from the window carrying a tray loaded with steaming bowls and warm bread. “All right, y’all. Eat before it cools.”
Tessa already had her phone out, angled low against her thigh. She wasn’t livestreaming — not officially — but her sleuth squad was buzzing.
@GulfGirl87: Are you at Driftwood?
@BungalowBabe: Tell Captain we said hi!
@LagunaLurker: #PieWatch
Tessa whispered, “They’re very invested.”
Owen smirked. “Your sleuth squad is going to solve a case before we do.”
The rumble of a familiar engine rolled across the lot. Sheriff Dan’s cruiser pulled into a crooked space beside the picnic tables. He stepped out, stretched once, and walked over with the easy gait of a man who’d eaten here every Tuesday for a decade.
“Evening,” he said, pulling up a chair. “Smells like Shrimp Creole.”
Loretta handed him a bowl before he could ask. “And I saved you a slice of Beacon Lemon Pie.”
Dan nodded gratefully. “Best part of my week.”
Marissa smiled. “It’s from the Beacon Diner in Oxford. The owner gave me the recipe when he retired.”
“Well,” Dan said, tearing a piece of French bread, “he did this town a kindness.”
For a few minutes, they ate in comfortable silence — the kind that settles the nerves and anchors the soul after a long day.
Then Owen leaned back. “So. Harborview House.”
The table quieted.
Marissa set down her fork. “We’ll bring the locksmith tomorrow morning. First thing.”
Dan nodded, but didn’t pry. “Good plan.”
Loretta shivered lightly. “Susan said Celeste kept that cellar locked the whole time she owned the place. Didn’t want to know what was down there.”
“Some folks don’t,” Dan said simply, spooning another bite of Creole. “Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.”
Captain lifted his head under the table, pressing gently against Marissa’s knee.
Tessa’s phone buzzed again.
@CinnamonRollSleuth: #CellarCountdown
@HarborHound: Tomorrow’s the day
Tessa whispered, “They’re ready.”
Marissa looked around the table — at her friends, at the warm glow of the Driftwood lights, at Captain’s steady presence — and felt the weight of the day settle into something steadier. Something resolute.
“Tomorrow,” she said softly, “we open the door.”
Captain chuffed once.
And the night seemed to lean in, listening.






  
  Chapter five
The Harborview House Cellar Opens 


Morning shimmered across the crushed‑shell path leading up to Harborview House. Marissa pulled in first, Captain already alert in the passenger seat. He hopped out the moment she opened the door, trotting toward the porch with purpose.
Owen’s truck rolled in behind her, toolbox rattling in the back. Sheriff Dan arrived next, parking his cruiser at an angle that suggested he’d been here a thousand times before. Loretta and Tessa came last, Tessa whispering into her phone for her “dark‑mode sleuth squad,” who were treating the morning like a festival.
A white service van pulled up, parking neatly beside Owen’s truck. The lettering on the side read:
LOCKLEY LOCK & SAFESince 1981
A wiry man in his early sixties stepped out, wearing a faded ball cap and a grin that suggested he’d seen every kind of lock and every kind of trouble.
“Morning,” he said. “Name’s Bucky, Bucky Lockley. Y’all the ones with the antique latch?”
Owen shook his head with a smile. “Of course your name is Bucky Lockley.”
“Born for the job, son.”
Inside, Harborview House felt a bit different than it had the day before — still quiet, still sun‑worn, perhaps ready to release a secret. Captain padded ahead, leading the way to the kitchen.
Bucky crouched beside the cellar door, running a practiced hand over the iron latch. “Well now… this is a beauty. Haven’t seen one of these in years.”
Owen leaned in. “Can you open it without damaging it?”
“Son,” Bucky said, pulling a small pick from his belt, “I can open it without waking the dust.”
He worked in silence, the only sounds the soft click of metal and Captain’s steady breathing. After a moment, Bucky paused.
“This lock hasn’t been turned in decades,” he murmured. “Whoever shut this door meant for it to stay shut.”
Loretta shivered. “Susan said Celeste never opened it. Didn’t want to know what was down there.”
Bucky nodded. “Well, she wasn’t wrong about that. This door’s been waiting a long time.”
A final click echoed through the kitchen — sharp, clean, decisive.
“There she is,” Bucky said. “Unlatched.”
Marissa’s breath caught. Owen’s hand hovered near the handle. Captain stood, tail stiff, ears forward.
Dan stepped forward. “All right. Only three of us go down. Marissa, Owen, and me. Everyone else stays topside.”
Tessa opened her mouth.
Loretta stepped in gently. “Honey, not today. This one needs to stay small.”
Dan added, steady and calm, “We’ll fill you in when it’s safe. Not sure what we’re going to find.”
Tessa deflated, but not wounded. “Okay… but y’all better not forget me.”
Marissa squeezed her arm. “We won’t.”
Captain chuffed once, as if sealing the agreement.
Marissa reached for the handle.
The hinges groaned softly as the cellar door lifted, releasing a cool draft of air that smelled faintly of earth, oak, and something older — something forgotten.
A narrow staircase descended into darkness.
“Let’s see what Harborview’s been keeping,” Marissa said.

      ***The cellar air grew cooler as they descended, the scent of earth and old oak deepening with each step. Sheriff Dan went first, then Owen, then Marissa — one at a time down the narrow, steep staircase.
At the bottom, Owen swept his flashlight across the room and let out a low breath.
“Marissa… you need to see this.”
Seven alcoves curved along the far wall, each one carved directly into the stone. Inside each alcove stood wooden racks — dusty, intact, and arranged with meticulous precision. Bottles rested at perfect angles, labels astonishingly crisp.
“These aren’t random,” Owen said. “Someone organized this by region.”
“Bordeaux. Burgundy. Tuscany. Rioja. Napa. Mosel. Champagne,” Marissa murmured. “This was curated. Intentionally.”
Dan swept the light across the rest of the cellar — and froze.
Beyond the alcoves, stacked neatly along the opposite wall, sat crates. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Some open, some sealed, all marked with shipyard stamps, merchant crests, and dates spanning decades.
The wall behind them was stone — except for a six‑foot section near the far corner, framed in old lumber.
“That’s not original,” Owen said. “Someone reinforced that section. Or patched it.”
“We’ll come back to that,” Dan said.
Marissa stepped closer to the crates, heart thudding. “How many cases is that?”
“Rough estimate?” Owen said. “Three hundred. Maybe more.”
“This isn’t storage,” Dan said quietly. “This is a vault.”
Marissa moved toward a small recessed alcove set apart from the others — almost shrine‑like. Inside were:
	a brass shipyard tag

	a leather‑bound ledger

	a wooden crate stamped with a date from the early 1900s

	and a sealed envelope, edges brittle with age



She didn’t touch anything.
Not yet.
Owen crouched beside a partially opened crate. “Provenance papers. Still inside.”
Dan kept his voice low. “Nobody says a word about this. Not yet. Not until we understand what we’re looking at.”
Marissa nodded.
She lifted one bottle from a rack — carefully, reverently — and snapped a single photo.
Then she climbed the stairs and stepped outside into the sunlight.

      ***She pressed the call button.
It rang once.
Twice.
A rustle. A groan. A voice, warm and honey‑slow with sleep.
“…Marissa LeClair. Lord have mercy, what time is it.”
“Hi, Beau.”
“Well, sugar, you woke me up. I hope you have a very good reason, because I was having a perfectly respectable dream about a perfectly irresponsible bottle of Sauternes.”
“I do have a reason.”
Sheets shifted. A soft thump — he’d swung his legs out of bed.
“All right,” he said, voice sharpening. “Talk to me.”
“I found something,” she said. “Something… old.”
“Something as in the picture you just sent me?”
“Yes.”
A pause.
“Marissa,” he said slowly, “where did you get this bottle.”
“In a cellar.”
“Whose cellar.”
“Mine. Or… it will be.”
A breath. Not disbelief — calculation.
“Is it intact.”
“Yes.”
“Label condition.”
“Shockingly good.”
“Temperature.”
“Cool. Dry. Stable.”
A soft exhale. “Well now. That’s interesting.”
“There’s more,” she said quietly. “A lot more. But I’d rather you see it in person.”
A drawer opened. A suitcase latch snapped.
“Marissa LeClair,” he drawled, “you have ruined my morning. I was going to spend it doing absolutely nothing, and now I’m packing a bag.”
She laughed. “I’m sorry.”
“No you’re not. And neither am I.”
“Tell me your arrival time,” she said. “I’ll be there to fetch you.”
“Well now,” Beau murmured, pleased. “That’s proper Southern hospitality.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Don’t move anything,” he said. “Don’t open anything. Don’t breathe on anything. And for the love of all things fermented, don’t let anyone drink anything.”
“I won’t.”
“Good girl.”
The line clicked off.
Back Inside
Owen looked up as Marissa reentered the kitchen. “Everything okay?”
“Someone’s coming,” she said. “Someone who can help.”
Loretta raised an eyebrow. “Who?”
“A sommelier. From New York.”
Tessa’s eyes widened. “New York? Like… fancy New York?”
“He was a concierge sommelier at one of the properties I managed.”
Dan gave her a quiet, knowing look. “One of these days you’re going to have to explain how you know all these people.”
“What do you mean?”
“Slip 17,” Dan said. “That security guru you called in? The one who showed up like she’d been waiting on the runway for your signal?”
Owen snorted. “Yeah, Tinsley. She had more
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