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  Preface



The French countryside has a way of seducing the senses—and concealing the truth.




In this second installment of the Grace Mystery Series, we return to a world of winding vineyard rows, hidden cellars, and quiet villages where secrets are as deeply rooted as the vines themselves.




Murder at Sainte-Valérie was born from my love of cozy mysteries, European landscapes, and the timeless allure of a determined amateur sleuth who sees what others miss. Grace, once again, brings curiosity, heart, and no small amount of grit to a mystery that spans decades and unearths more than one buried truth.




If Murder She Wrote met Provence, this might be their story.




Whether you’re returning after Murder in Saint-Antoine or joining Grace for the first time, I hope you find yourself savoring the mystery, the wine, and the whispers that echo through the vines.




Bienvenue à Sainte-Valérie.




— David Hennessey
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Chapter One: The Vineyard Invitation




The postcard arrived tucked between two bills and a gardening catalogue Grace Whitmore hadn’t ordered.




She spotted it immediately—the vineyard gate in soft focus, a golden sun setting behind it, the sloping hills of Sainte-Valérie bathed in amber and plum hues. But it wasn’t the scenery that made her hands still.




It was the handwriting on the back.




“You found Julien’s truth.

But his vineyard held more than wine.

If you’re ready, come to Sainte-Valérie.

Someone is waiting.

—A Friend”




Grace read it again. Then a third time.




The letter wasn’t signed with a name, but the message chilled her. Julien Moreau’s secrets had already nearly gotten her killed once—and now, someone was inviting her to pick up the trail again. Grace knew the name Sainte-Valérie. It was the vineyard Julien had co-owned. The one at the heart of the fraud. The one he had tried to save.




And the one that might just be hiding a second, much darker truth.




She placed the postcard carefully beside her breakfast plate and took a long sip of coffee. Hemingway, sprawled at her feet, looked up as if to ask whether he should start packing.




⸻




Two days later, Grace steered her tiny rental car through the twisting road into the Sainte-Valérie valley. Olive trees gave way to rolling fields of grapevines, thick with late summer clusters. The land smelled of dust, rosemary, and warm fruit. The buildings were grand but tired—white stone walls, blue shutters faded to gray, and ivy that crept like gossip over every surface.




At the heart of it all sat the Domaine Sainte-Valérie.




It was less a chateau and more a manor house—graceful, expansive, and slightly decayed. A fountain trickled in the center of a circular drive. A pair of stone lions flanked the front steps. But it was the silence that unsettled her most.




No workers. No clatter. No trucks. No welcome.




She parked under a fig tree and stepped out, adjusting her linen scarf and brushing crumbs from her jacket. Hemingway sniffed the air warily and stayed close.




The front door opened just as she reached it.




A woman, perhaps sixty, with steel-gray hair and a severe black dress stood in the doorway. She did not smile.




“You must be Madame Whitmore.”




Grace nodded. “And you must be expecting me?”




The woman hesitated. “Let’s just say… someone knew you’d come. I’m Sabine Larcher. Housekeeper. You’ll be in the guest wing. Come in.”




Grace followed her down a high-ceilinged hallway with old portraits and the unmistakable scent of aging wood and secrets. Sunlight filtered through lace curtains, revealing dust motes suspended in the air like memory.




“Will I be meeting the vineyard’s owner?” Grace asked, casually.




Sabine stopped walking. “That will be difficult. Monsieur Philippe Moreau disappeared three days ago.”




Grace blinked. “Julien’s brother?”




“Yes. They hadn’t spoken in years. But just last week, Philippe told me he had something important to tell. Then he left the house one night. His car was found on the ridge road. No sign of him since.”




Grace felt a chill bloom at the base of her neck.




“And you didn’t call the police?”




“We did,” Sabine said flatly. “They came. They searched. They found nothing. And now they’ve moved on.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “So you invited me.”




“No, Madame,” Sabine replied. “I didn’t. Someone else sent that postcard.”




⸻




That evening, Grace sat in the west-facing salon, watching the sun dip behind the vines. The estate remained still. Too still.




She jotted notes in her journal:


	Julien’s brother is missing

	Vineyard dormant despite late harvest

	Sabine hiding something

	Who sent the postcard?







She looked around. There were five portraits above the stone fireplace—Julien, Philippe, their late father, a woman Grace assumed was their mother, and one other man… someone unfamiliar.




At that moment, a voice spoke from behind her.




“You must be the one who caused so much trouble in Saint-Antoine.”




Grace turned to see a young woman—mid-thirties, red hair, sharp eyes—leaning against the doorframe.




“I read about you in Le Provençal. I’m Camille Girard. I manage the wine operations here. Or what’s left of them.”




Grace stood and offered her hand. “And are you the one who sent me the postcard?”




Camille gave a tight smile. “No. But I wish I had. You’ll need a clear head in this place. Because Philippe didn’t just vanish.”




Grace tilted her head. “What do you think happened?”




Camille stepped into the room and lowered her voice.




“I think he was murdered.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Chapter Two: Secrets in the Cellar


The first night at Sainte-Valérie was eerily silent.


Even with her windows cracked open to the warm Provençal breeze, Grace could hear only the occasional rustling of vine leaves and the soft hoot of an owl somewhere on the ridge. The estate should have been bustling—harvest season was in full swing across the region—but here, it felt as though time had stopped. Or been buried.


She rose early, pulled on a soft cardigan, and tied her hair back. Hemingway, ever alert, trotted to the door with a quiet huff, as if to say, Something’s off.


Grace agreed.


She tucked Julien’s old journal and her own notebook into her shoulder bag and stepped out into the gravel courtyard. A low mist hovered over the vines in the distance, catching gold as the sun broke through the hills. She could smell lavender and crushed soil—but not grapes. Not the usual pungent, fermenting richness that clung to harvest villages this time of year.


No one had picked the grapes.


And that, to Grace, was the first real clue.


⸻


Inside the main house, the hallway was dim and cool, lined with faded portraits and dusty sconces. She found Sabine in the breakfast salon setting out bread and bitter marmalade. The housekeeper greeted her with the barest of nods.


“I’d like to see the wine cellars,” Grace said as she poured her coffee.


Sabine hesitated. “There are several. The old one is beneath the west wing. But it hasn’t been used in years.”


“All the more reason to start there.”


Sabine raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. She simply handed Grace a ring of iron keys, then pointed to a side corridor. “Down the narrow stairs. First door on your left. Watch your head. And your assumptions.”


⸻


The stone steps creaked beneath her as Grace descended. Hemingway stayed close, his nose twitching with every draft of air. The walls were damp and lined with thick cobwebs. This part of the estate hadn’t seen much life in decades, and it showed.


She reached the arched wooden door and turned the key.


Inside was a small chamber, dark and cool. Stone shelves lined the walls, holding empty or broken bottles covered in grime. Old wooden casks sat in the corner, collapsed or dry. And a large ledger book rested on a splintered table, half open, as if abandoned mid-task.


Grace brushed away a thick layer of dust and flipped through the pages.


Each entry was dated and organized by varietal: Syrah, Grenache, Mourvèdre. Yields. Barrels. Buyers. But something caught her attention. One name—Mercier—appeared again and again in the margins.


Mercier.


She remembered that name from the whispered conversations last night. Étienne Mercier—owner of a rival vineyard across the valley. A man who, according to Camille, had once sued the Moreaus over a land dispute and lost.


Why had he been buying wine from the very people he resented?


Grace traced the entries with her finger. The last one was dated four years ago, just before Julien’s legal troubles began.


She turned the page—and froze.


A red circle inked around a number.


€112,000


It was an unusually large sum, with the words “Advance – Private barrel agreement” scrawled beside it.


Grace frowned. It wasn’t standard language. Certainly not for a simple wine transaction.


Then, tucked into the spine of the ledger, she found something else: a folded paper napkin from Le Club du Sommelier—an exclusive private wine club in Marseille.


And scribbled on it in heavy black ink:


“We all drank from the same barrel. Some just swallowed the truth faster.”


⸻


A creak behind her snapped her attention to the door.


She turned—heart racing—but no one was there.


Or so she thought.


Just then, Hemingway gave a low growl. His fur bristled.


She stepped toward the doorway, eyes scanning the corridor.


Nothing.


But someone had been there.


Someone who hadn’t expected her to find the ledger.


She stuffed it into her bag and climbed the steps quickly, nearly tripping on the top stair. In the hallway, Sabine stood dusting a chandelier.


“Did anyone else go downstairs just now?” Grace asked, trying to keep her tone casual.


Sabine didn’t pause. “No one but ghosts. The estate is full of them.”


⸻


Back in her room, Grace laid out the ledger, the napkin, and her notes.


The Mercier name raised questions. The size of




	Who else was in on the private barrel deal?

	Why stop harvest now?

	Is Camille lying—or protecting someone?
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