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​Chapter 1: The Inheritance
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Emma hadn't been back to Willow Creek in ten years. The town looked smaller than she remembered, the main street still lined with the same brick storefronts, the same coffee shop where she'd spent countless afternoons avoiding homework. Everything was familiar yet foreign, like a childhood photograph come to life.

The lawyer's office sat above the bakery, accessible by a narrow staircase that creaked under her weight. Mr. Henderson had been her grandmother's attorney for forty years, and his office reflected every one of them—mahogany furniture, brass lamps, the faint smell of pipe tobacco.

"Miss Chen," he said, rising from behind his desk. "Thank you for coming. I know this must be difficult."

Emma nodded, not trusting her voice. Her grandmother's funeral had been three days ago, and the grief still felt too raw, too immediate.

"Your grandmother left very specific instructions." Mr. Henderson slid a thick envelope across the desk. "This is for you. She asked that you read it alone, in the house."

The house. Emma's chest tightened. She'd avoided going there since arriving in town, staying instead at the one motel on the highway. The thought of entering her grandmother's home without her there felt impossible.

"There's also this." He produced a key. "To the house, of course. And..." He hesitated. "Miss Chen, your grandmother left the property to you. The house, the bookshop below it, everything."

Emma stared at him. "The bookshop?"

"Pages & Stories. She ran it for fifty-two years." His smile was gentle. "She wanted you to have it."
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​Chapter 2: Pages & Stories
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The bookshop occupied the ground floor of the Victorian house Emma's great-grandfather had built in 1920. She remembered summer days spent here, surrounded by towers of books while her grandmother worked the register, always knowing exactly which book each customer needed.
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