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Chapter One: The House That Smelled of Cinnamon
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The house did not sit on the hill; it clung to it, like a tired hiker refusing to let go.

Leo stepped out of his parents’ station wagon, clutching his backpack. The air here was different. In the city, the air smelled of exhaust and damp pavement. Here, at the end of the dirt lane in Ivy Hill, the air smelled aggressively of cinnamon and burnt sugar.

"Be good for Grandma Elspeth," his mother said, leaning out the window. She looked guilty. "It’s just for a few weeks Leo. Until the move is sorted."

"I know," Leo sighed, adjusting his glasses. "I’ll be fine. I have my chemistry set."

As the car drove away, leaving a cloud of dust, Leo turned to the house. It was a cottage made of mismatched stones, with a chimney that puffed smoke in perfect rings. He trudged up the porch steps, which groaned under his sneakers, and knocked.

No answer.

He knocked again. The door creaked open on its own.

"Grandma?" Leo called out.

He stepped into the hallway. The floorboards felt warm through the soles of his shoes. He followed the sound of humming...a low, vibrating tune that seemed to come from the walls themselves...until he reached the kitchen.

Leo froze.

The kitchen was massive, much larger than should have been possible for the size of the house. Copper pots hung from the ceiling like shiny fruit. A massive cast-iron stove, shaped like a dragon’s head, glowed with orange light in the corner.

But that wasn't the weird part.

Grandma Elspeth was standing by the window, wrestling with a window sash that was stuck. She was nowhere near the center island.

Yet, on the island, a wooden spoon was vigorously whipping a bowl of blue batter. A knife was chopping carrots in mid-air, slicing them with military precision. A tea towel was folding itself on the counter.

Leo blinked. He took off his glasses, rubbed them on his shirt, and put them back on.

The spoon was still stirring. In fact, it seemed to notice him. It stopped, tapped the side of the bowl twice...clack, clack...to shake off the excess batter, and then laid itself down on the counter.

"Grandma?" Leo squeaked.

Grandma Elspeth turned around. She was a round woman with hair like a cloud of spun sugar candy floss and an apron covered in flour, soot, and what looked like purple glitter.

"Leo!" she beamed, rushing over to hug him. She smelled of vanilla and cinnamon. "You’re early! The 'Welcome Home' biscuits aren't even out of the oven yet."

"Grandma," Leo pointed a trembling finger at the island. "The spoon. It... it moved."

Grandma glanced at the spoon. "Oh, don't mind Woody. He gets impatient if the batter sits too long. Lumpy batter makes for grumpy pancakes, you know."

"But it moved by itself," Leo insisted, his scientific brain frantically trying to calculate the physics of a self-propelling utensil. "Is it magnets? Robotics?"

Grandma laughed, a sound like bubbling caramel. "Magnets? Heavens, no. It’s just a little enchanted oak. Now, come, sit. The kettle is whistling, and I think it has some gossip to share."

Leo stared at the stove. The copper kettle wasn't just whistling a high-pitched note; it was varying the pitch. It sounded suspiciously like it was speaking a very fast, very squeaky language.

"I... I think I'll just have water," Leo whispered.

Grandma clapped her hands. "Nonsense! You need something to settle your nerves." She reached into a jar labeled Sunbeams (Dried) and sprinkled a glowing yellow powder into two mugs. "Now, watch out for the floorboards near the fridge, dear. They’re ticklish."

Leo looked down at his feet. He looked at the self-chopping carrots. He looked at his grandmother, who was currently scolding the kettle for being too loud.

It was going to be a very long summer.
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Chapter Two: The Sourdough Speaks


[image: ]


Leo woke up hoping for toast. Normal, dry, non-magical toast.

He lay in bed for a moment, staring at the ceiling. The guest room was surprisingly normal, except for the wallpaper. If he squinted, the printed vines seemed to be slowly inching their way toward the window to catch the morning sun.

Leo squeezed his eyes shut. "Photosynthesis," he muttered to himself. "It’s just rapid photosynthesis. Or a hallucination brought on by stress."

He put on his favorite T-shirt...the one with the Periodic Table of Elements on the front and marched downstairs. He was a man of science, and he was going to approach this kitchen with the rigorous observation of a laboratory experiment.

The kitchen was quiet. The copper pots were hanging still. The dragon-headed stove was dormant, just a hunk of cold iron.

"See?" Leo whispered, relaxing his shoulders. "Normal."

He spotted a loaf of bread on the counter. He reached for it.

Gurgle.

Leo froze. The sound came from the corner of the counter, near the window. A large glass Mason jar sat there, covered by a linen cloth held in place by a rubber band. The jar was filled with a beige, bubbly sludge.

Leo knew what this was. His dad had tried (and failed) to make sourdough during the lockdown. It was a starter. Just flour, water, and wild yeast. A fungus. A single-celled organism.

BURP.

The cloth covering the jar puffed up like a balloon, then deflated with a wet, raspy sigh.

Leo adjusted his glasses and leaned in. "Gas buildup," he whispered. "Fermentation releases carbon dioxide. Perfectly natural."

He poked the glass with his finger.

Inside the jar, the beige sludge swirled. Suddenly, a blob  of dough pressed against the glass, matching the spot where Leo was touching. It followed his finger as he slid it to the left. Then to the right.

Then, the dough formed a shape against the glass. It looked suspiciously like a frowning face.

"Get away from the jar, Leo!"

Leo jumped about a foot in the air. Grandma Elspeth bustled into the room, wearing a floral bathrobe and bunny slippers. She was carrying a bag of flour as if it were a baby.

"He hasn’t had his breakfast yet," Grandma warned, shooing Leo back. "Barnaby gets very nippy when his blood sugar is low."

"Barnaby?" Leo asked, his voice cracking. "You named the fungus?"

"He’s not a fungus, he’s a culture. A very uncultured culture, if you ask me." Grandma untied the rubber band.

As soon as the cloth was removed, the smell hit Leo. It didn't just smell like sour dough; it smelled like old gym socks and lemons. The dough rose up out of the jar, stretching like a cat waking from a nap. It formed a distinct, bubbling mound that looked Leo dead in the eye.

"Good morning, Barnaby," Grandma cooed. She grabbed a scoop of flour. "Who’s a good boy? Who wants some Strong White Bread Flour?"

Barnaby the Sourdough Starter bubbled excitedly, making a sound like wub-wub-wub.

"Grandma," Leo said slowly, "That is a violation of the laws of biology."

"It’s a violation of my patience is what it is," Grandma sighed. She dumped the flour and a cup of water into the jar. "Leo, be a dear and stir him!... My arthritis is flaring up."

She held out a long wooden spoon.

Leo looked at the spoon. He looked at Barnaby, who was currently chewing on the new flour with disturbing enthusiasm.

"I... I can't," Leo backed away. "It’s alive."

"Of course it's alive. Everything in this kitchen has a little spark in it. That’s how the baking works." Grandma shoved the spoon into Leo’s hand. "Just show him who’s boss. Stir clockwise. If you stir counter-clockwise, he gets dizzy and throws up."

Leo approached the jar. He felt like a lion tamer entering the cage with a toothpick. He lowered the spoon into the jar.

Barnaby went still.

"H-hi," Leo whispered.

He gave a tentative stir.

Barnaby surged. The dough wrapped around the spoon handle, tugging it downward with surprising strength.

"Hey!" Leo yelped, pulling back. "Let go!"

Barnaby bubbled aggressively...an angry glorp...and pulled harder. It was a tug-of-war between a skinny eleven-year-old and a jar of fermented goo.

"Firm hand, Leo!" Grandma cheered from the fridge, where she was retrieving a carton of eggs. "Don't let him sense your fear! He feeds on gluten and anxiety!"

"I have a lot of anxiety right now!" Leo shouted. He planted his feet and yanked.

With a wet SCHLOCK sound, the spoon came free. But Barnaby didn't give up. A glob of dough launched itself from the jar, flying through the air like a cannonball.

It splattered directly onto the periodic table on Leo’s chest, covering the element for 'Gold' with a sticky, wet mess.

"Oh, dear," Grandma said, cracking an egg into a floating bowl. "He usually only spits at the tax collector."

Leo looked down at his ruined shirt. He looked at the jar, which was now bubbling contentedly, seemingly laughing at him.

Leo felt something bubble up inside him, too. It wasn't fear this time. It was indignation. He was Leo Miller. He had won the school science fair two years in a row. He was not going to be bullied by a yeasty doughball.

He marched back to the jar. He didn't use the spoon. He grabbed the jar with both hands and stared directly into the beige abyss.

"Listen to me," Leo said, his voice steady. "I am a human life form. You are a mixture of flour and wild yeast bacteria . I am at the top of the food chain. You are toast."

The kitchen went silent. The floating knife stopped chopping. The kettle stopped whistling. Even Grandma Elspeth paused, an egg hovering in her hand.

Barnaby the Sourdough bubbled once. A small, tentative bubble. Then, he slowly sank back down into the jar, settling into a flat, well-behaved surface.

Grandma Elspeth let out a low whistle.

"Well," she said, her eyes twinkling. "I haven't seen anyone talk to the ingredients like that since your grandfather. You might have the Knack, Leo."

"I don't have a Knack," Leo said, wiping the goo off his shirt with a grimace. "I have logic. And I'm going to need a lot more of it."

"Maybe," Grandma said, turning back to the stove. She snapped her fingers, and the dragon’s mouth roared to life with a purple flame. "But logic doesn't make the biscuits rise, Leo. Love does. And occasionally, a teaspoon of baking powder."
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Chapter Three: A Pinch of Panic
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If the kitchen had been weird before, it was positively alien now that the baking had actually started.

The air was thick with the scent of lavender and warm butter. Grandma Elspeth was moving like a conductor in front of an orchestra. She pointed a finger at the sugar jar, and a stream of white crystals arched through the air, landing perfectly in the mixing bowl.

"Now, Leo," Grandma said, not looking up from the dough she was kneading. "We are making a Calming Cobbler for Mrs. Higgins down the lane. She’s terrified of her upcoming dentist appointment. So, we need blueberries that are exceptionally sleepy."

Leo stood by the pantry door, clutching a clipboard he had found. He decided that if he was going to survive this, he needed to document it.

"Sleepy blueberries," Leo muttered, writing it down. "Is that a fruit? .

"No, dear. They’re just Hushed Berries. They grow in the library of the Monastery of Silence. Don’t shout near them, or they’ll turn sour."

Grandma dusted her hands. "I need the thickener. Go to the spice rack on the far wall...the one that looks like a dollhouse...and bring me the jar labeled Essence of Heavy Eyelids."

"Got it," Leo said. He felt useful. Fetching things was logical. It was a fetch quest.

He walked over to the spice rack. It was an intricate wooden shelf filled with hundreds of tiny glass vials. The labels were handwritten in ink that seemed






































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
X 0y

- N
<\ o
e R ¢
|
D \
e : . 7
&
i
1/ ¥
P 7,
&
{ :
N,
¥ |

ill
By Michael Smith

t Rec

p W< ;
&R® .
25,2 DAY b\l)& 9
O\WAV.,J, =M [
, \.. = h

| @ Secre





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image010.png
CHAPTER THREE.
- A PINCH oF PANIC





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png
I steret Recipe
.- _of lvy Hill »

By Michael Smith






d2d_images/image004.png
= CHAPT[R Two = sq 4
i SECRET RECIPE /8
or [vy HILL 2






d2d_images/scene_break.png





