
  
    [image: Brewed in Murder]
  


  
    
      BREWED IN MURDER

      
        A Tea Taster’s Guide to Haunted Castles

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        VERED EHSANI

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Fun Facts

      

      
        Three Gifts For You

      

      
        The Adventures Continue

      

      
        A Quick Favor

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Created by a human. Loved by humans.

        No generative AI were used in the writing of this story or in the creation of its cover. It took a lot of work to create this storytelling experience.

      

      

      
        
        Please respect and support my efforts.

        Avoid pirated versions. Leave a review. Share my website with others. Thank you!

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2026 Vered Ehsani

        All rights reserved.

        Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

      

      

      

      
        
        VeredEhsani.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MAGGIE

        

      

    

    
      MAGGIE HAD SPENT MONTHS PLANNING her deep undercover escape mission to dodge her past and hide from her enemies with the laser-eyed precision of a surgical robot, so the last thing she needed was interference from a highly anxious, overly friendly nun.

      “You don’t mind if I join you, do you?” the nun asked for the third time, perched on the edge of the plastic chair as if preparing to flee at the first sign she was an unwelcome guest.

      Which she was, but Maggie hadn’t survived this long by volunteering information. Besides, the dining room was full, every seat occupied, and the air swirled with the stench of overcooked cabbage and the mumbling murmurs of half-coherent mealtime conversations.

      “I could sit outside, I suppose,” the traditionally attired nun continued, her wrinkled face framed perfectly by a border of white cloth, her small form practically drowning in the voluminous black costume while her fingers twisted restlessly around the dark red beads of a rosary. “But no one else is out in the garden.”

      Maggie opted for a silent, steely-eyed glare over the rim of her plastic cup of artificial juice, but the nun didn’t notice. She was too busy prodding a congealed lump of mystery vegetable with the tip of her fork, her face squirreled up as if she suspected an alien life form hid inside.

      It wasn’t such a far-fetched fear, Maggie mused. One never knew the actual ingredients used by the disgruntled cook at Happy Daze Home for the Elderly.

      Still, she refused to be drawn into friendly banter, preferring to appear as drug-addled and dimwitted as most of the institution’s inmates. Dazed indeed. The head nurse routinely explained that the actual name was Happy Days Home for the Elderly, but the sign maker had messed it up, and no one had bothered to fix it.

      “I’m Sister Faith, by the way,” the nun whispered as if sharing a national secret. “Are you going to eat your salad? They ran out before I arrived.”

      Maggie followed Faith’s gaze to the small bowl of wilted lettuce decorated with a few soggy cucumber pieces. A tiny green worm squirmed along the edge of a lonely tomato slice. She wordlessly slid the bowl across the stained plastic table.

      “Thank you,” Faith said, the rosary now hanging from one slim wrist as she picked up her knife. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      Maggie took a moment to consider her options, or at least the nonlethal ones. Give a fake name? Leave on the pretext of a bladder emergency? Inform the nun that she was about to bite into an inchworm? Or announce her own disbelief in a deity that would allow an institution like Happy Daze to exist?

      Before she could decide, the head nurse’s loud voice pierced through the background mumble: “I didn’t know Maggie had a nephew.”

      Maggie stiffened, only her eyeballs shifting sideways toward the dining hall’s arched entrance. The head nurse stood under the arch but stared toward the building’s lobby and main door, eyes squinting.

      “You look nothing like her,” the head nurse concluded, her skepticism impressing Maggie.

      “I’m her nephew-in-law,” came the muffled reply.

      Maggie’s breath caught. While she couldn’t see the speaker, she recognized the gravelly voice, and it definitely didn’t belong to any in-laws. More like an outlaw.

      Her cover was blown. It was time to go.

      She shifted her chair away from the table and weighed her options. Her first impulse was to return to her room and fetch her emergency kill-or-be-killed kit, but there wasn’t time, which meant returning for it later or building a new one from scratch, which was inconvenient. Deploring the loss of her kit, she prepared to slink to the kitchen.

      “He’s here,” Faith hissed and slid off the chair to her knees in a flutter of black cloth and the clicking of rosary beads.

      Their foreheads connected under the plastic table.

      “Ouch,” Faith blurted. “What’re you doing?”

      “Bladder emergency,” Maggie growled, “and you just ate a worm.”

      “I did?” Faith whimpered, the whites of her startled eyes glowing against her dark skin.

      “You did,” Maggie replied, almost feeling bad for the poor woman, a temptation she immediately squashed. She couldn’t afford to grow soft, especially with her elaborately created cover in tatters. “What’re you doing?”

      “Escaping,” the nun said as she crawled toward the back of the hall.

      “Wrong way,” Maggie warned, then scowled as the nun turned to her expectantly. The last thing she needed was an amateur slowing her down, but it was too late.

      Hoping to lose both the nun and her fake nephew-in-law, Maggie kept low as she scuttled toward the kitchen door.

      “We’re not supposed to go in there,” Faith whispered as she trod on Maggie’s heel. “Staff only.”

      “I can read the sign,” Maggie said.

      “Miss Kimani?” a man called out.

      It wasn’t the fake nephew-in-law, but Maggie still hesitated for a split second. Happy Daze had welcomed more visitors in the past two minutes than it usually did in a week. Coincidence, or⁠—

      “God forgive me,” Faith said and pushed Maggie with a surprising amount of force for such a small woman in the above-sixty age bracket.

      Maggie didn’t have time to brace herself and fell against the kitchen’s swinging door just as a server approached from the other side, a full tray in each hand.

      “Watch out,” he squeaked, too late.

      Plastic bowls filled with a sludgy substance bounced toward the ceiling, then splattered across every horizontal surface in the immediate vicinity, followed by the clattering of an assortment of mismatched cutlery.

      “Sorry,” Faith wheezed.

      “What’s going on over there?” the head nurse’s shrill voice silenced the room.

      “I think we’re in trouble,” Faith said.

      Maggie glanced toward the arch where the head nurse stood. Looming behind the nurse were two men, one with a briefcase, the other with a gun, and both looking determined.

      “You have no idea,” Maggie said. “Now run.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          RACHEL

        

      

    

    
      RACHEL DIDN’T APPRECIATE THE WAY the cat stared at her with its cool, green glare of condescension and judgment.

      “I’ll have you know this is not who I am,” she told it as they waited in the alley created by a squat office building on one side and the outer compound wall of Happy Daze Home for the Elderly on the other. “It’s just what I need to do for now.”

      The cat flicked an ear, clearly not impressed with her excuse.

      Rachel sighed and almost leaned against the wall, but thought better of it. Nothing in or around this alley looked clean enough to risk contact, even through her jacket.

      She studied the office building, wondering if anyone working in it felt the way she did — trapped — and caught sight of a strange woman reflected in a window. It took her a second to realize it was her reflection, one she barely recognized, which meant that certain former colleagues of hers wouldn’t recognize her either, and wasn’t that the point of this crazy outfit?

      She shuddered anyway. The dull navy blue trench coat obscured her energizing tie-dyed T-shirt, colorful leggings, and beaded necklaces cascading around her neck. The coat was two sizes too big, and enveloped her in its boring conservativeness, making her feel like a child playing dress-up with her grandmother’s wardrobe.

      I look like a crazed circus freak with this coat, Rachel thought morosely.

      Again, that was the point. No one who knew her would believe she’d dress like this. Her normal hippy-adjacent outfits exuded fashionable flamboyance, but this coat smothered life and dragged her into the territory of the seriously deranged.

      She looked like an accountant.

      On the positive side, the obscene ridiculousness of her appearance rendered her invisible and, considering what she had in her bag, that was a splendid thing indeed.

      A small metal gate in the Happy Daze’s compound wall rattled, drawing her attention back to the matter at hand: survival. She straightened up and nodded at the young man in a cleaning company’s uniform who had just stepped through the opening, carrying two bags of garbage.

      He gasped and eyed her with wonder, no doubt confused why a middle-aged white woman was standing in an alley next to a steaming pile of compost.

      “You lost?” he suggested.

      “I am,” she gushed. “I’m visiting my grandmother’s best friend, and I think I missed the main gate.”

      Or rather, the security guard at the main gate knew all about her and had rudely refused her entrance.

      “It’s—” the cleaner began, gesturing down the alley.

      “There’s no point wasting any more time being lost,” Rachel said, beaming as she squeezed past the man and into the compound. “Thank you for your help.”

      “But—”

      She strode toward the back of the old age home, not fast enough to look as guilty as she felt, but too fast for a young, minimum-wage cleaner to waste energy chasing her. She reached the back entrance, which was conveniently ajar, and stepped into the kitchen.

      The cook was out of sight, and a server was picking up two overloaded trays, his back to her. Rachel glanced around before hurrying to the storeroom, the mouth of her large, multicolored bag gaping wide open in anticipation.

      She didn’t waste time being picky. That had been her mistake before, the reason both the cook and the security guard knew her. She swept any nonperishable food items she could reach into her bag, the weight quickly tugging on her shoulder.

      “Watch out,” a man shouted, his voice muted.

      She froze. Was that comment directed at her?

      Garbled words and a few shouts added to her confusion, followed by a loud CRACK which sounded like a gunshot, but was probably a car backfiring.

      Either way, it was time to leave.

      Hoisting the bulging bag across her back, Rachel slipped out of the storeroom and smacked into a Kenyan nun. The other woman tottered, her arms flailing, her wide sleeves flapping like a blackbird’s wings.

      A third woman ran into view, scowled, and pushed the nun upright without pausing. “I knew you’d slow me down,” she muttered in an accent Rachel could only describe as British, and nothing more specific than that.

      The Brit barged past them, flung open the back kitchen door and dashed for the metal gate in the wall just as the young cleaner returned from the alley, empty-handed.

      “Keep that gate open,” the British woman barked, giving the cleaner his second surprise in as many minutes.

      “Lord help us,” the nun whimpered, gathered up her voluminous skirts, and trotted after the Brit.

      “You,” a large man in a cook’s uniform bellowed. “Thief!”

      Rachel jerked her head toward the shout. The cook waved a large rolling pin above his head, his round face flushed, beads of sweat sliding out from under his hat.

      “That’s uncalled for,” Rachel said, spun around, and dashed after the other two women.

      She had just reached the metal gate when another sharp CRACK sounded, followed by a shard of stone chipping away from the wall in a poof of dust. Glancing over her shoulder, she expected to see the cook tossing rotten fruit or uncooked potatoes at her. Instead, a man wearing a black jacket and a nasty sneer aimed a gun at her.

      “Eep,” she squeaked just as a pair of hands latched onto her arm and yanked her into the alley.

      She staggered against the far wall as the Brit slammed the gate shut. Then the other woman, unfazed by the close brush with bullets, sprinted for the street at the far end of the alley.

      “Come along,” the nun urged, her hands still gripping Rachel.

      The two staggered after the Brit, weaving around garbage bags in various stages of decomposition, until they reached the road.

      “Now what?” the nun huffed, glancing expectantly at the taller Brit.

      “Now leave me alone,” the Brit grunted.

      Rachel thought this was an excellent suggestion and was about to do just that when she glanced back down the alley and saw the gunman’s head pop into view as he briefly peered over the wall, searching for her. He then dropped out of view.

      “Or we could share a ride and not get shot together,” Rachel suggested and tugged the other two away from Happy Daze and the gunman. Had the place hired extra security? Talk about not being happy. It wasn’t as if she’d stolen priceless artwork.

      An old Peugeot of indescribable color screeched around the corner and skidded to a shuddering halt next to them, and a young man wearing a cheap-looking suit and a strained expression leaned over to roll down the window.

      “Miss Kimani,” he wheezed as if he smoked a pack a day. “Please get in. I think someone has a gun back there.”

      “Who’s Miss Kimani?” Rachel asked.

      “No idea,” the nun blurted.

      “Faith, who is this fellow?” the Brit asked and peered into the car.

      “He looks like a lawyer,” Rachel said, “fresh out of school, by the looks of it.”

      “He’s nobody,” Faith said, and tugged at her habit, pulling the veil tighter around her head.

      “Apparently, this nobody wants to talk with you urgently,” Rachel said, noting the dilapidated condition of the car. It must be at least a century old if it required a person to manually roll down the windows. Then again, an antique car was still faster than walking.

      “I’m Advocate William Wakili Wangombe,” the man explained in the slightly clipped tone of someone who was about to abandon all pretense of good manners and descend into a nervous breakdown.

      “Called it,” Rachel said and snapped her fingers. “I’m a clairvoyant.”

      “You don’t say,” the Brit drawled.

      “I specialize in tea leaf reading,” Rachel clarified and smiled at the befuddled lawyer. “William, like Prince William of Wales, although you look nothing like him.” She observed the frayed edges of his bleached shirt and the full head of black curls, as tightly wound as his nerves, and added, “Can we call you Prince?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said.

      “Definitely easier,” the Brit agreed.

      “You can’t simply change another person’s name—” the lawyer spluttered.

      “How about Bill or Will?” Rachel asked. “William is far too serious a name for such a young man.”

      “You can’t be much older,” he retorted and tugged at his tie as if it might be constricting the flow of oxygen to his brain.

      “The trench coat ages me,” she said and tugged off the offending article of clothing, dropping it to the sidewalk. “What do your friends call you?”

      “Cheka,” he mumbled.

      “Cheka?” Faith repeated. “Strange nickname.”

      He huffed, but had the good sense to recognize a losing battle when faced with one. Instead, he turned to the nun and urged, “Please, Miss Kimani. Get in the car.”

      Rachel glanced around. The main gate to Happy Daze was rolling open, which might mean that the cook’s murderously efficient new security guard was about to step out.

      “I think it’s in everyone’s best interest if we do what the badly dressed lawyer says,” Rachel suggested.

      The British woman must’ve come to the same conclusion, for she snagged Faith’s elbow and steered the nun to the car.

      “Not all of you,” Cheka said, flustered as the Brit ignored him and yanked open the back door.

      “Isn’t this lovely?” Rachel asked, making a hurry-up gesture as the gunman exited onto the street.

      “But I don’t want to get in,” Faith protested.

      “Yes, you do,” Rachel said and shoved the nun into the car.

      “Are you alright, Miss Kimani?” Cheka asked.

      “Not my name,” Faith wailed, her skirt fluttering halfway up her calves as she struggled to sit upright.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” the Brit demanded, blocking Rachel’s attempts to scramble into the car.

      “I come with supplies,” Rachel said, plucking a jar with a Happy Daze label from her bulging bag.

      “Did you steal those from the home?” Faith gasped.

      “Maybe?” Rachel admitted, eyeing the gunman who was jogging toward them.

      “That’s not trustworthy,” Faith said.

      “Sure isn’t,” Rachel agreed.

      “Get in,” the Brit decided, stepping aside long enough for Rachel to slide into the backseat.

      “There is a front passenger seat,” Cheka said.

      “Which shall remain empty,” the Brit said as she slammed the back door shut. “Drive.”

      “And you are?” Cheka asked.

      “The woman in charge,” the Brit replied. “You can call me Maggie.”

      “Are your seatbelts on?” Cheka asked, both hands clenched around the steering wheel.

      As if in response, the car’s side mirror exploded.

      Maggie leaned in between the front seats, pinned the quivering advocate with a steely glare, and said, “Drive like your life depends on it, because it does.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          FAITH

        

      

    

    
      SISTER FAITH WASN’T A FAN of cars and other loud, fast contraptions even at the best of times, and this definitely was not the best of times.

      Maggie had leaned across her with no regard for personal space and was snapping orders at the young, startled advocate. Faith squeezed closer to Rachel, who seemed utterly unconcerned about the shenanigans.

      Then again, she’s a thief, Faith thought, and immediately added, Forgive my backbiting, Lord.

      Meanwhile, Cheka resisted Maggie’s orders to speed through a red light, for which Faith silently applauded him, but Maggie was not easily deterred.

      “Cheka,” Maggie said, with the steely tone of someone accustomed to instant obedience, “do you see your side-view mirror?”

      Cheka spoke loudly enough for Faith to hear him over the unhappy rumble of the car’s engine. “Yes?” he replied.

      “There’s a man running after us with a gun,” Maggie continued, “and if you don’t want your head to look like that mirror, I suggest you pick up the speed and lose some inhibitions.”

      Faith peered at the passenger side-view mirror in question and gasped. The device clung to the car by a single wire; the glass was shattered; and the whole contraption looked like it was one sharp braking session away from snapping off entirely.

      “Don’t do it, young man,” Faith urged. “It’s not safe to speed.”

      “It’s also illegal,” the lawyer added, much to her relief.

      “So is shooting people,” Maggie said, “but that’s not stopping the man chasing us.”

      “You should do what the crazy lady says,” Rachel said, her large bag of stolen contraband bouncing on her lap.

      “You have an inbuilt airbag,” Faith said, jabbing a shaking finger at the bag.

      “And you have faith, don’t you?” Rachel asked, blinking her eyes with feigned innocence.

      “You’re all crazy,” Maggie snarled, giving them a once-over, then turned her attention back to Cheka. “Not that I disapprove. Advocate, it’s a green light. Step on it.”

      The Peugeot shuddered and eased into the intersection, accompanied by the sounds of angry honking.

      “How is this stepping on it?” Maggie asked, her eyebrows rising as if she couldn’t believe he was ignoring her orders.

      “I think he’s going at a perfectly decent speed,” Faith offered.

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” Cheka said and gestured ahead of him. “Have you seen the traffic?”

      Faith peered around Maggie and nodded in silent agreement. Immediately ahead, two men pulled a large wooden cart loaded with an assortment of fruits and vegetables. In all directions, cars competed with buses and trucks, while buses, bicyclists, pedestrians, and swarms of motorcycles squeezed through the remaining spaces.

      “You’re quite right, young man,” Faith said, eager to reassure him, although she still wondered what he was doing here, or how she had wound up in a car with people of dubious morals. And why was someone shooting at them?

      “Get into the passenger seat,” Maggie demanded as she crawled between the two front seats.

      “What’re you doing?” Cheka wailed as Maggie yanked him to one side. “And I still have my seatbelt on.”

      “Then take it off,” Maggie said, and not waiting, leaned over and yanked off his seatbelt.

      Meanwhile, the Peugeot glided forward into the intersection just as the light turned yellow.

      “Dear Lord,” Faith pleaded, “save us.”

      “I think Maggie is doing a splendid job of that already,” Rachel said and plucked out a plastic container of a neon orange jelly substance. “Want some?”

      “No,” Faith said. “And neither should you. That’s stolen property.”

      “Tastes the same to me,” Rachel replied.

      By this time, Cheka stretched across the front seats, his legs kicking in protest over the steering wheel. Maggie had wiggled her way into the driver’s seat, which was an impressive feat because she wasn’t a small woman, and the Peugeot was not spacious.

      “Move your feet out of my way,” Maggie ordered as she slid the Peugeot into second gear and revved the engine.

      “I can’t,” Cheka said, his head and shoulders under the dashboard, his legs flailing overhead.

      Rachel twisted in her seat and peered behind them. “You know that guy with the gun?” she asked. “He’s gaining on us. And he doesn’t even have a car.”

      “Neither do we,” Maggie grunted. “That hand-pulled wagon is moving faster.” Thus saying, she revved the engine harder, the noise reverberating in the vehicle's interior, and slammed the gear back into first.

      The Peugeot lurched ahead, barely dodging a matatu that had backed into the intersection. The driver of the minibus honked while making angry gestures.

      Faith held up her hands in a prayer pose, mouthing, “I’m sorry.”

      Maggie had no such sentiments. “He’s reversing through a red light,” she said as she twisted the steering wheel hard and directed the Peugeot into opposing traffic.

      “This is highly illegal,” Cheka spluttered, finally having righted himself, one hand gripping the front dash, the other fumbling for his seatbelt.

      “So is this excuse for a car of yours,” Maggie said, and veered them in front of the hand-drawn wagon just in time. A larger bus still clipped them, snapping the driver’s side-view mirror completely off.

      “That was my one functional mirror,” Cheka yelped.

      “Get a new one,” Maggie said. “Better yet, get a new car.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Rachel said. “I don’t steal cars.”

      “I should hope not,” Faith huffed, then squealed as Maggie directed the car onto the sidewalk. “Dear Lord⁠—”

      “Not interested,” Maggie snapped.

      “Yeah, the big guy’s got nothing to do with this,” Rachel said around a mouthful of the neon jelly. “Everyone blames him for everything that goes wrong, but this is completely her fault.” She jabbed a finger at Maggie.

      “Agreed,” Faith whispered, sinking into her seat.

      Sadly, she doubted her efforts would protect her from having a heart attack because her heart was pumping so loudly that she was surprised she could still hear people shouting and cars honking. Shouting and honking at them, no doubt.

      “Out of the way,” Maggie shouted, then steered them off the sidewalk and back onto the road, ignoring a traffic officer’s attempt to flag her down.

      “We’re going to be in so much trouble,” Cheka said, “and you don’t even have your seatbelt on.”

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” Faith asked. “Seatbelts?”

      Then again, the man had a point. She searched for her seatbelt, but the back seat didn’t have any. As the car veered sharply around the corner, she slid sideways and smacked against the door, which rattled alarmingly against her arm.

      “Where were you going to take the nun?” Maggie asked.

      “That is classified information,” Cheka said, his chin lifted in a determined posture, but his voice quivered, and Faith didn’t blame him. Between Maggie’s reckless driving and the car’s condition, she wondered if they might not be safer with the gunman.

      “You were picking her up for some reason, Advocate Cheka,” Maggie said and shifted into third gear as she reached an open section of road. “Now would be a good time for us to go there, because we certainly can’t go back to Happy Daze.”

      “I should think not,” Faith said and pointed at Rachel. “She stole all of their food, and I don’t think you’re over sixty, Maggie, which means you have no right living there, taking someone else’s spot.”

      Maggie fiddled with the rearview mirror until she was staring at Faith. The cold, cutting glare drew out a little whimper from Faith, and she sank back into her seat, wishing she had kept quiet.

      And since she was wishing, she might as well add to the wish list: that she had joined the earlier meal session, or had skipped food altogether. She could be in her room, enjoying a quiet cup of tea while saying her Hail Marys.

      Instead, she had been abducted by a madwoman who lied about her age to get a room at Happy Daze, and she was now an accomplice to the theft of food from the old age home, in the presence of a man who claimed to be her lawyer but whom she had never hired and wanted nothing to do with. On top of that, a gunman was chasing them.

      She didn’t deserve a day like today. No one did, except maybe Maggie.

      “Why is a gunman shooting at a nun?” Faith suddenly wondered.

      “He was probably after me,” Rachel admitted.

      “Highly unlikely,” Maggie snorted, then snapped her eyes forward to glare at the road ahead of them. “Advocate Cheka, start talking. Where are we going?”

      Cheka hesitated, as if summoning the courage to stand up to Maggie. Much to Faith’s dismay, his resistance lasted one wheezy breath.

      “Nakuru,” he said, “and to the home of the fourth Baron of Egerton.”
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