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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever: 
•	Opened a jar and thought, “Is this still good?”
•	Googled “Can kombucha actually explode?”
•	Or wondered if their wellness phase might be getting a little out of hand—
This one is for you.
And for the friends who listen to our latest obsessions, taste test the questionable batches, and love us anyway.
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  Previously in Maple Grove


Before the haunted kombucha, there was the missing sourdough. 
Retired teacher and dedicated home baker Sherry Winestein thought her golden years would revolve around:
•	Her husband Stan
•	Her flour dusted chihuahua Boone
•	And Oscar, her beloved sourdough starter
Then one morning, she woke up to a flour covered kitchen, a very suspicious Boone, and Oscar’s jar missing from the counter.
With help (and hindrance) from:
•	Wendy Brittle, conspiracy loving neighbor and stakeout enthusiast
•	Kiki, Sherry’s dramatic, FBI obsessed mother in law
•	Maggie and Ted Drive, calm voice of reason and king of crime reenactments
•	And half the cul de sac—
Sherry discovered that:
•	Her starter had been stolen by Riley, the teen down the street, who wanted to start a secret bread business to help their overworked mom
•	Oscar was nearly killed by overfeeding, wrong flour, and a disastrous protein powder experiment
•	And her quiet street had more secrets, jealousy, and carb drama than anyone realized
In the end:
•	Oscar was revived (a little more sour, a lot more legendary)
•	Riley entered Bread Probation as Sherry’s apprentice
•	The bread thief was forgiven, but not without consequences
•	And Sherry accidentally became the neighborhood’s unofficial detective
Now, with Oscar bubbling happily and the Harvest Fair behind them, Sherry is determined to enjoy a mystery free retirement.
Unfortunately, her neighbor Wendy has started brewing kombucha.
And when Wendy insists one particular jar might be “special,” and then that jar disappears, Sherry learns that in Maple Grove, even fermented tea can cause trouble.
Carb crisis: resolved.
Probiotic problems: just getting started.







  
  Chapter 1

The Day the Tea Went Strange


If Sherry Winestein had been asked, in a calm and rational moment, which of her neighbors would be the first to claim a beverage was haunted, she would have needed exactly zero seconds to answer. 
“Wendy,” she said out loud, staring at the text on her phone. “Of course it’s Wendy.”
The message glowed on the screen:
WENDY: You have to come over. I think my kombucha is possessed.
Underneath was a photo of a glass jar on a kitchen counter, the kind that had once held pickles and now held… something. A layer of beige, gelatinous mass floated at the top like a mushroom with opinions. Below it, a cloudy, amber liquid pressed up against the glass. Tiny bubbles clung to the sides like it was plotting.
Sherry squinted.
“Looks like tea that went too far,” she muttered.
From his bed by the pantry, Boone lifted his head. The little black and brown chihuahua blinked at her, clearly deciding whether this situation involved food, danger, or both.
“No, you’re not drinking it,” she told him. “I’m not explaining ‘haunted kombucha’ to the vet.”
Her phone chimed again.
WENDY: It blinked at me.
Sherry rubbed her temples. It was 8:17 a.m. She had not finished her first cup of coffee. She had not fed Oscar yet. She had, in fact, been looking forward to a quiet morning of sourdough maintenance and pretending that her retirement would be free of fresh mysteries for at least one more month.
Apparently, the universe had seen that expectation and said, “Ha. Cute.”
“Stan?” she called. “Emergency.”
From the living room came the rustle of a newspaper and the soft “oof” of a man reluctantly separating from his recliner.
“What kind of emergency?” he asked, appearing in the kitchen doorway in his usual morning uniform: flannel pajama pants, a faded T shirt that said “Accountants Do It By The Numbers,” and hair that had not yet negotiated with a comb.
“The paranormal beverage kind,” she said.
He blinked. “That’s… not on my risk spreadsheet.”
She handed him the phone. He read Wendy’s messages and sighed.
“Of course,” he said. “We’ve gone from carb crime to haunted tea. It was only a matter of time.”
Boone trotted over, nails ticking softly on the tile. He sat by Sherry’s feet and stared up at her expectantly.
“It’s not breakfast,” she told him. “It’s… whatever the opposite of breakfast is.”
Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. She could, technically, ignore the text. Tell Wendy she was busy. Claim she had an appointment with her therapist, which would not be entirely untrue if one counted kneading dough as therapy.
But she knew exactly how that would go.
Wendy would not be deterred by a lack of immediate response. Wendy would escalate. There would be follow up texts. Then a phone call. Then a knock on the door. Then, if left unchecked, possibly a social media post tagged, “When Your Friends Ignore Active Paranormal Activity in Your Kitchen.”
Sherry sighed.
“I’ll go over,” she said. “Check for spirits. And by spirits I mean mold.”
Stan looked at Oscar’s jar on the counter, peacefully bubbling.
“You sure you want to get involved?” he asked. “Last time you followed Wendy to a ‘weird smell,’ we ended up exhuming a jar labeled ‘Oscar 2.0.’”
“We survived,” she said. “Mostly.”
“And got dragged into a neighborhood wide investigation, almost called the FBI, and adopted a teenager,” he pointed out. “That was just one jar of goo. This seems like… multiple jars of goo. Plus tea.”
“Your support,” she said dryly, “is overwhelming.”
He smiled. “I just want you to be aware of the probability distribution. Haunted kombucha has at least an eighty percent chance of turning into a spreadsheet.”
“Then you’d better get a new notebook,” she said.
She slid Oscar a little closer to the warm part of the counter and patted the jar gently.
“Don’t worry,” she told him. “This time the drama is not about you.”
Oscar responded with a quiet plop of bubbles, which she chose to interpret as approval.
“Boone, guard,” she said, pointing at the starter. “If anyone tries to steal him again, bark like you’ve never barked before.”
Boone stared at the jar, then at her, then in the general direction of the treat cupboard.
“I know,” she said. “You guard for snacks.”
She grabbed her sweater from the back of a chair, slipped on her shoes, and headed for the back door.
“Want backup?” Stan called.
“Not yet,” she said. “If it’s a real haunting, I’ll text you. You can call Kiki. She’s always wanted to negotiate with the afterlife.”
He shuddered. “The ghosts don’t deserve that.”
The morning air in Maple Grove was crisp and bright. The kind of Saturday that made lawns look smug and porch flags flutter like they were in a catalog. Somewhere down the block, a lawn mower started up. Somewhere else, a child complained loudly about being forced to wear a jacket.
Sherry stepped through the side gate into Wendy Brittle’s yard and immediately knew three things:
1.	Wendy had been up for hours.
2.	Wendy had consumed a medically inadvisable amount of caffeine.
3.	Wendy had been… experimenting.
The patio table was covered in glass jars.
Big jars. Small jars. Reused pasta sauce jars. A jar that might have once held an entire family sized quantity of pickles and now held what looked like an alien brain.
Each jar was labeled in Wendy’s loopy handwriting:
•	“SCOBY Doo”
•	“Sir Ferments-a-Lot”
•	“Mother Superior”
•	“Tea na Turner”
•	“Brew Barrymore”
•	“Jar Jar Drinks”
And, in the middle, on a little collapsible camping table like an altar:
•	“Elderflower Enlightenment (DO NOT ANGER)”
“Oh good, you’re here,” Wendy said, appearing in the sliding glass door with the wild eyed intensity of someone who had discovered both purpose and Pinterest. Her hair was piled into a messy bun, and she wore a T shirt that read, “Trust the Process (Especially If It’s Fermented).”
“What,” Sherry said carefully, “have you done?”
“I have ascended,” Wendy replied. “To the next level of processing my anxiety.”
“You joined a yoga cult?” Sherry asked.
“Better,” Wendy said. “I’m brewing kombucha.”
“I see that,” Sherry said, scanning the jar crowd. “And by ‘see,’ I mean ‘am emotionally unprepared for.’”
Wendy stepped out onto the patio, closing the door behind her.
“It started with a kit,” she said. “Just one little ‘make your own kombucha at home!’ kit. ‘It’s easy,’ they said. ‘It’s fun,’ they said. ‘Soon your gut microbiome will be happier than your therapist,’ they said.”
“And now?” Sherry prompted.
“And now,” Wendy said, “they were right. Look at them.”
She gestured proudly at the jars.
“They’re beautiful,” she went on. “They’re alive. They’re all named. They all have personalities. SCOBY Doo is very clingy. Mother Superior is judgmental. Jar Jar Drinks is chaotic neutral.”
“And Elderflower Enlightenment?” Sherry asked, nodding at the central jar.
Wendy’s expression shifted from proud to reverent.
“That one,” she whispered, “is special.”
“Special how?” Sherry asked. “Special ‘tastes good’ or special ‘talks to you in the night’?”
“Both,” Wendy said. “It fermented faster than the others. It has this… effervescence. And yesterday, when I was playing my meditation playlist, it… bubbled on beat.”
Sherry stared.
“You think your kombucha jar has rhythm,” she said.
“I think my kombucha jar is… attuned,” Wendy said. “It hums sometimes. Like it’s… vibrating at a higher frequency.”
“It’s tea and sugar,” Sherry said. “It’s vibrating at a glucose frequency.”
Wendy moved closer to the Elderflower jar.
“I started with green tea and organic sugar,” she said. “I added dried elderflowers. A little ginger. A dash of lemon. I told it my intentions.”
“You… told it your intentions,” Sherry repeated.
“Of course,” Wendy said. “You talk to Oscar.”
“That’s different,” Sherry protested. “Oscar has a proven track record. And a blog fanbase.”
“This jar is powerful,” Wendy insisted. “I have evidence.”
“Of course you do,” Sherry murmured. “You always do.”
“Watch,” Wendy said.
She knelt down to jar level and spoke softly.
“Hey, buddy,” she said. “Sherry’s here. Prove to her you’re alive.”
For a moment, nothing happened.
Then a small stream of bubbles detached from the sides of the jar and rose, in a delicate spiral, to the surface.
Wendy beamed.
“See?” she said. “He responds.”
“It’s carbon dioxide,” Sherry said. “You just jostled him. That’s what happens when you disturb living… okay, I hear it now.”
Because under the faint pop of bubbles, there was a sound.
A soft, almost melodic hum.
“Is that your fridge?” Sherry asked.
“No,” Wendy said. “I unplugged it for the experiment.”
“You what?” Sherry yelped.
“Relax,” Wendy said. “The freezer’s still plugged in. I moved everything perishable. I needed to make sure no external vibrations were influencing the jars.”
“Wendy, that is not science,” Sherry said. “That’s how people get food poisoning.”
“I made a chart,” Wendy said proudly, holding up a clipboard.
The chart had columns labeled:
•	“Jar Name”
•	“Flavor”
•	“Bubble Personality”
•	“Possible Spirit Type”
Elderflower Enlightenment’s row said:
•	“Herbal/citrus”
•	“Enthusiastic”
•	“Ancient librarian or benevolent woodland entity”
Sherry pressed a hand to her forehead.
“You texted me,” she said, “that you think this jar is possessed.”
“I upgraded my hypothesis,” Wendy said. “I now think it might be… haunted. Or at least spiritually adjacent.”
“And what evidence do we have for a haunting,” Sherry asked, “besides your clipboard and an overactive imagination?”
“Last night,” Wendy said, “I woke up at three a.m. to go to the bathroom, as is my right as a woman of a certain age. On my way back to bed, I passed the kitchen and I heard… whispering.”
“Whispering,” Sherry repeated.
“Soft,” Wendy said. “Like fizzing words. I thought it was a podcast I’d left on, but my phone was in the bedroom. So I opened the fridge. Silence. I opened the back door. Crickets. And then I got closer to this jar—”
She tapped the Elderflower glass lightly.
“—and I swear to you, it burped in a way that sounded like, ‘Leeeave…’”
Sherry stared.
“You think the kombucha told you to leave,” she said.
“It told someone to leave,” Wendy said. “And this morning, when I woke up—”
She gestured dramatically at the sliding glass door.
“—this happened.”
She led Sherry inside.
The kitchen looked like:
1.	A home fermentation project
2.	A crime scene
3.	Both
Sticky streaks of tea trailed down one cabinet door. A dish towel was stuck, impossibly, to one corner of the ceiling. A ring of dried kombucha marked the spot on the counter where Elderflower Enlightenment had apparently lived.
But the jar itself was gone.
In its place, a square of paper sat propped against the backsplash.
Sherry picked it up carefully.
Curly handwriting, in dark ink:
Some things should not be brewed.
She exhaled slowly.
“Okay,” she said. “That’s… dramatic.”
“And ominous,” Wendy said. “And possibly from beyond the grave.”
“Or from a person with access to a pen,” Sherry said.
She scanned the room.
The back door was locked. The window over the sink was latched but smudged with something sticky and amber.
“Did you go outside at all last night?” Sherry asked.
“No,” Wendy said. “I barely went to the bathroom. I was in bed. Asleep. Dreaming of effervescence.”
“And you live alone,” Sherry said. “No pets. No secret roommates.”
“Just me and the SCOBYs,” Wendy said.
Sherry tapped the note.
“Who knew about this jar?” she asked. “Specifically?”
“Everyone,” Wendy said proudly. “I’ve been talking about it for weeks.”
“Okay, let me narrow that,” Sherry said. “Who has been in your kitchen to see it? Physically. In person.”
Wendy chewed her lip.
“Let’s see,” she said. “You. Obviously. Stan. Riley dropped by yesterday to pick up
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