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Chapter 1: The Inheritance
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The fluorescent lights of Patterson & Associates hummed their usual Tuesday morning dirge as Emily Chen stared at the spreadsheet that had consumed the last three hours of her life. Row 847. Column M. The numbers blurred together like they always did around 11 AM, right before her third cup of burnt office coffee.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number. Emily normally ignored those, but anything was better than reconciling accounts that refused to reconcile.

"Emily Chen speaking."

"Ms. Chen, this is Robert Whitmore from Whitmore & Sons, attorneys at law. I'm calling regarding the estate of Margot Chen."

Emily's fingers paused over her keyboard. "I'm sorry, who?"

"Your great-aunt, Margot Chen. I'm afraid I have some unfortunate news. Ms. Chen passed away three weeks ago."

Emily searched her memory. Great-aunt Margot. The name rang the faintest of bells, like a story her mother had mentioned once, years ago, before they'd stopped speaking. "I... I didn't know her."

"Yes, we gathered as much. However, Ms. Chen named you as the sole beneficiary of her estate." Papers rustled on the other end. "Specifically, you've inherited a property at 1 Thornwood Lane, along with its contents and associated business."

"A property?" Emily glanced around her gray cubicle, at the dying succulent on her desk that she kept forgetting to water. "What kind of property?"

"A teashop, Ms. Chen. The Thornwood Teashop, to be precise. It's located in a rather remote area, about four hours north of the city. We'll need you to come to our office to sign some papers, and then you'll want to visit the property to assess it. I imagine you'll wish to sell, though I must warn you, the location is... unusual."

That night, Emily sat in her shoebox apartment—400 square feet of beige walls and IKEA furniture—with a folder of legal documents spread across her coffee table. The property deed showed a hand-drawn map to a place called Thornwood, population "variable." There was a photograph too, faded and slightly out of focus, showing a cottage-style building with a round wooden door and diamond-paned windows. Climbing roses framed the entrance, and hanging baskets overflowed with flowers she couldn't identify.

She traced the image with her finger. When was the last time she'd seen something beautiful?

Her laptop dinged. Another email from her boss, sent at 9:47 PM, asking about those spreadsheets. Emily closed it without reading.

The photograph of the teashop seemed to glow slightly in the lamplight, though that was probably just the poor quality of the print. Or her exhausted eyes playing tricks.

She booked the Friday off work. Her first day off in seven months.

The drive north took her through increasingly wild countryside. The highway gave way to state roads, then to county roads, then to something that was barely a road at all—two dirt tracks separated by a strip of wild grass. Emily's sensible sedan bumped and protested.

Her GPS had given up twenty minutes ago, simply showing a blue dot in a sea of green. The hand-drawn map was her only guide now, and it featured landmarks like "the oak that looks like it's dancing" and "where the creek sings loudest."

Surprisingly, these landmarks were exactly where the map said they'd be.

The sun was setting when she finally saw it: a wooden sign, weathered but readable, with "Thornwood Teashop" painted in flowing script. An arrow pointed down an even narrower path.

Emily turned, and her breath caught.

The cottage sat in a clearing, exactly as it had appeared in the photograph, only more so. More real. More alive. The roses were blooming despite it being early April, their scent somehow reaching her through the closed car windows. The windows glowed with warm, honey-colored light, as if someone had just left them on.

But it was what lay beyond the cottage that made Emily forget to breathe.

A forest stretched into the distance, but it was like no forest she'd ever seen. The trees seemed taller, their trunks wider, their leaves shimmering with colors that didn't quite exist in normal nature—deep purples, silvery blues, greens so vivid they hurt to look at. And there was light between the trees, soft and dancing, like thousands of fireflies or fallen stars.

The forest hummed. Actually hummed, a sound she felt in her chest more than heard with her ears.

Emily parked and stepped out of her car. The air smelled of growing things and rain that hadn't fallen yet, and underneath it all, impossibly, the scent of brewing tea.

The front door of the cottage was unlocked. Of course it was. Emily pushed it open and stepped into another world.

The interior was exactly what a teashop should be, as if someone had reached into a storybook and pulled it into reality. Mismatched chairs surrounded small round tables. Shelves lined every wall, crammed with jars and tins and boxes in every size imaginable, each labeled in flowing handwriting. A long counter dominated one side of the room, with a brass cash register that looked like it belonged in a museum and an elaborate tea service laid out as if waiting for customers.

Behind the counter, a massive cabinet held dozens of drawers, each marked with names Emily had never heard of: "Moonbeam Mint," "Starlight Sage," "Whisperwind White," "Dragon's Breath Black."

On the counter sat an envelope with her name on it.

Emily's hands shook slightly as she opened it. The paper inside was thick, expensive, covered in the same flowing handwriting as the jar labels.

Dearest Emily,

If you're reading this, then I've finally taken my last journey beyond the forest's edge. Don't be sad—I've had a long and wonderfully strange life, filled with more magic than most people dare to imagine.

I know we never met, and for that, I am sorry. Your mother chose a different path, one away from the odd and the enchanted, and I respected that choice. But I've watched you from afar, in my own way. I've seen your kindness when no one was looking. I've seen how you care for others even when you yourself are drowning. I've seen your gentleness in a world that mistakes it for weakness.

The Thornwood Teashop is yours now. I built it fifty-three years ago when I was not much older than you are now, when I needed healing and found it here, at the edge of the Enchanted Forest. Yes, enchanted. I'm not being poetic.

You'll understand soon enough.

The teashop serves a very particular clientele. You'll know them when you see them. Don't be frightened. Be curious. Be kind. Be yourself.

In the back room, you'll find my recipe book. The recipes work, but not the way you might expect. The magic isn't in the ingredients alone—it's in the intention, the care, the love you brew into every cup. Tea is transformation. Tea is comfort. Tea is healing.

This place found me when I needed it most. Perhaps it will do the same for you.

The forest has been waiting for you, dear Emily. Welcome home.

With love across time and distance,

Aunt Margot

P.S. Feed the cat. She's particular about her cream.

Emily read the letter three times. Then she laughed, because surely this was a joke. Enchanted forests. Magic tea. A cat that—

A soft "mrrrow" came from somewhere near her feet.

Emily looked down.

A cat sat on the counter—a cat that definitely hadn't been there thirty seconds ago. She was silver-gray with enormous green eyes, wearing what appeared to be a tiny purple collar with a bell.

The cat looked at Emily.

Emily looked at the cat.

"I don't suppose you can actually talk," Emily said, then felt ridiculous.

The cat tilted her head, then very deliberately walked to a small saucer beside the tea service and sat down, tail curled around her feet, looking pointedly at Emily.

"Right," Emily said faintly. "Cream. For the cat."

She found a small refrigerator behind the counter—it was old-fashioned, the kind with a round top, but when she opened it, soft light spilled out, and the cream inside looked fresh, despite the cottage being empty for weeks. Emily poured some into the saucer.

The cat drank delicately, then looked up at Emily with an expression that somehow conveyed both approval and expectation.

"You're welcome?" Emily offered.

The cat finished her cream, licked her whiskers, and then—Emily could have sworn—winked before leaping down and disappearing through a cat door Emily hadn't noticed before.

Emily stood in the middle of the teashop, surrounded by mysterious ingredients and impossible letters and the fading warmth of a cat that might or might not be magical, and felt something she hadn't felt in years.

Curiosity.

The forest hummed beyond the windows, and its light danced between the trees, and somewhere in the distance, Emily heard what might have been laughter or might have been wind chimes or might have been both.

She found the back room. It was small and cozy, with a narrow staircase leading up to what must be living quarters, and shelves holding more books than any teashop had a right to own. On a small desk sat a leather-bound journal, thick and worn, with "Recipes & Remedies" embossed on the cover in gold.

Emily opened it to the first page.

Recipe #1: Moonlight Blend

For those who cannot find rest in the darkness

Ingredients: Moonbeam Mint (3 leaves), Starlight Chamomile (1 pinch), Dream Lavender (2 sprigs), Midnight Honey (1 drop)

Steep under moonlight for exactly three minutes. Serve in a silver cup. Add care. Add hope. Add the promise of peaceful dreams.

The instructions after that became very specific and very strange, involving things like "the sound of a lullaby" and "the memory of safety."

Emily closed the book gently. Tomorrow. She would think about all of this tomorrow.

For now, she climbed the narrow stairs and found a bedroom that looked like it had been waiting for her—a bed with a patchwork quilt, windows overlooking the forest, and a nightstand with a fresh sprig of lavender in a small vase.

She fell asleep to the humming of the forest, and for the first time in months, she didn't dream of spreadsheets or fluorescent lights or the gray walls of her cubicle.

She dreamed of tea leaves unfurling in hot water, of silver cats with knowing eyes, and of light dancing between ancient trees.

And somewhere in the forest, something magical noticed her arrival, and began to wait.
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Chapter 2: First Brew
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Emily woke to sunlight streaming through windows she'd forgotten to curtain and the smell of something floral and wonderful drifting up from below. For a disorienting moment, she thought she was back in her apartment, late for work, but then she remembered.

The teashop. The forest. The letter.

The possibly-talking cat.

She sat up. The bedroom was even more charming in daylight—exposed wooden beams, a wardrobe that looked hand-carved, a small writing desk positioned to catch the morning sun. Through the window, she could see the forest properly now. In daylight, it looked almost normal, just unusually lush and green for early April, though those silvery-blue leaves were still there, still shimmering.

Emily found her suitcase—she'd only packed for a weekend, assuming she'd assess the property and head back—and changed into jeans and a soft sweater. The stairs creaked companionably as she descended.

The main shop was exactly as she'd left it, except for one detail: a fresh pot of tea sat on the counter, gently steaming, next to a clean cup and saucer.

Emily froze.

She'd been alone when she went to bed. She was sure of it. She'd checked the doors (locked), the windows (secured), the—

The cat door swung gently, as if something had just passed through.

"Hello?" Emily called out, feeling foolish. "Is someone here?"

Silence, except for the quiet bubbling of the teapot.

Emily approached the counter slowly. The teapot was porcelain, painted with delicate roses. The cup matched. A small card leaned against the saucer, written in the same flowing script as Aunt Margot's letter:

Good morning, dear. Breakfast tea to start your day. The forest is friendly—don't be afraid to explore. —M

"Okay," Emily said to the empty room. "Okay. Sure. Ghost tea. Why not."

But when she poured herself a cup and took a cautious sip, it was the best tea she'd ever tasted—bright and full-bodied, with hints of bergamot and something sunny she couldn't identify. It tasted like hope, if hope had a flavor.

Emily drank the entire cup standing at the counter, and with each sip, the strangeness of her situation became less frightening and more... interesting.

She spent the morning exploring properly. The shop was larger than it seemed from outside, with alcoves and corners that appeared when you weren't looking directly at them. She found:

A window seat with cushions that were somehow perfectly Emily-sized

A bookshelf that held only books about tea, magic, folklore, and herbalism

A small greenhouse attachment she definitely hadn't seen yesterday, full of growing things she didn't recognize

A cellar with stores of honey, sugar, and preserves that should have spoiled but clearly hadn't

And everywhere, the jars and tins and boxes of tea ingredients, each more mysterious than the last.

Emily returned to the counter and opened Aunt Margot's recipe book again, flipping through pages of careful instructions. Some recipes seemed almost normal—chamomile for sleep, peppermint for digestion. Others were decidedly not: "Tea for Finding Lost Things," "Tea for Mending Broken Hearts," "Tea for Seeing What's Hidden."
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