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To Auntie Malusha—see you here, there, and everywhere.
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Epigraph

The path to heaven passes through a teapot.

    —A Spice Ancestor
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1

A Froggy Mood

It was exam day at the seventh most prestigious school for tea and brewing, and all eyes were riveted on the front of the classroom, where tendrils of steam coiled up from a cup filled with the most powerful magic in all of witchdom: chai.

Professor Hamster (yes, that was his name) nibbled at the edge of the tin cup before sipping loudly through his two front teeth. Noor, the student who had brewed it, stood shakily on standby, awaiting the verdict.

“Hmm, heavy on the sugar,” the professor muttered as cinnamony steam clouded his glasses.

He took another sip, and the color slowly drained from his face until he was as ghostly pale as a bhoota—a bhoota about to haunt his students’ report cards if they didn’t pass their brewing exam. The class seemed to hold their breaths. The lights flickered for a moment before dimming. Shadows that shouldn’t have been there crept up the walls like long, searching fingers. And then an ear-piercing shriek escaped the professor’s lips.

“Haa-yee!!”

The class jumped out of their seats, pointed hats leaping into the air like a squad of bollyhop dancers. Then, as quickly as they appeared, the shadows retreated and the fluorescent classroom lights came flooding back.

Professor Hamster put down the mug and turned to face Noor, his rather rodent-like expression inscrutable. He took a deep breath.

“Flawlessly executed!” he cried out with a crackling smile. “What a great family recipe—a chai that encapsulates the very essence of fear, Miss Noor. And was that a little masala I tasted at the end?”

“Yes, sir.” Noor beamed. “Mood brews are my family’s specialty. I’m going to take over my family’s tea shop one day!”

“Ah, very good. You must make your parents very proud—it is the highest honor to be able to carry on one’s family’s traditions. Which reminds me, class.” Professor Hamster wagged a finger, and the room grew very quiet indeed. “Never get discouraged if you think your family recipe isn’t flashy or fancy. Comparing yourself to others will only lead to darkness. Terrible darkness.” He stared down the classroom, making uncomfortable eye contact with each and every student to ensure they understood, before clapping his hands together. “Anyhoo, you pass, Noor. Good job!”

Polite hoots and well-done cheers circled the classroom as Noor found her way back to her seat.

“Now, now,” Professor Hamster said. “Since everyone has passed the family recipe module, this is an excellent segue into enchantment brews—”

“What about Misha?” one of the students piped up. “The Teapot Princess hasn’t been tested yet.”

A gust of swampy wind blew in from the open window at the very back of the class, sweeping a pointy hat into the air, where it danced around to muffled laughter, the sort of unkind laughs that could have made even the bravest witch break out in goose bumps. It loop the looped over the desks before falling in a crumple of fabric at the professor’s feet.

“Now, now, no name-calling in my class, please,” Professor Hamster called, directing his attention to the one hatless young tea witch who was not paying as close attention as she should have been. “No matter how accurate,” he mumbled, before clearing his throat loudly. “Misha!”

From under the open window, where a puddle of buttery sunlight pooled onto her desk, came the very soft snores of a little witch. Two long braids fell on either side of her pink polka-dot hoodie like chocolate swirls, and with each breath a tiny murmur escaped her lips.

Professor Hamster cleared his throat again. “Misha Dayaan!”

The witch woke with a start. “It wasn’t me; it was an accident!” she cried out reflexively.

And before her eyes were even fully open, Misha leapt to her feet. With a plink, a teacup-sized crystal ball slipped out of her apron and onto the floor.

“Oops!” Misha said. Her braids flapped against her shoulders as she rushed after it. “Excuse me, pardon me!”

Loud whispers and quiet chuckles tickled her ears, but she didn’t have time to see what was so funny. Her eyes were riveted on the crystal ball and the pinks swirling and pulsing inside it. Her heartbeat quickened.

“No, no, no.”

But it was too late. The blurry image of her auntie’s face sparkled into existence as the first of many neglected voicemails went off.

Beep! “Hi, Misha, it’s Auntie here. I know you told me you didn’t need reminding, but don’t forget to regularly organize your spice tin. We don’t want you blowing up another one of your school dorms accidently.”

Misha grimaced. Well, that was a bit of an exaggeration. After all, it was only a baby spice explosion. A ripple of nervous laughter ran through the desks as she hurried forward, bending down to scoop up the crystal ball.

And then, from the row of desks, a foot shot out.

“Eeee!” Misha squeaked as the crystal ball slipped from under her fingers.

It spun away and Misha went running after it, her cheeks burning nearly as hot as hot tea. What bad luck! And then the next voicemail rolled through.

Beep! “I know you told me you didn’t need reminding, but please take your time measuring the ginger for your teas. That cat is still floating around the Outer-Spice Market’s fish spice stall. Think of your ancestor great-great-auntie Joyce—she’s rolling in her grave!”

Misha scrunched her nose. Well, that was a bit of an exaggeration too. How was she supposed to know too much ginger would turn her chai into a levitation brew? As soon as she’d realized her mistake, she’d thrown it out the window! It certainly wasn’t her fault that the cat lapped up the puddle of tea off the sidewalk and began to float away. Great-Great-Auntie Joyce—famous cat-whisperer extraordinaire—could look the other way.

The crystal ball had rolled all the way to the front of the class now, and everyone was watching.

Beep! “Auntie again. One more thing. It looks like you forgot to pack extra und—”

Before her auntie’s messages could embarrass her further, Misha scooped up the crystal ball and stuffed it back where it belonged: in the very bottom pocket of her apron. And then she scooped up her pointy hat and crammed it back onto her head.

“Now that that’s over with,” the professor said with a shake of his head, “what are you waiting for? Show me your family brew!”

Misha sucked in a deep breath, all embarrassing Auntie thoughts evaporating. Her family brew. This was it! Her. Big. Moment.

Carefully, Misha pulled a thermos from her apron, walked the remaining few steps to Professor Hamster’s desk, and poured the brew into his waiting mug.

Because you see, even though Misha was only twelve years old, she had big dreams—dreams of one day becoming a great chai brewer and carrying on the even greater tradition of taking over her family tea shop. Except so far, she’d only managed to be great at getting expelled from every tea school she set foot in. And after getting expelled no fewer than six times this past year, Misha was running out of schools and out of chances.

There was a hush in the room as Professor Hamster swirled the brew around with more than a bit of skepticism. Cardamom and sweetened condensed milk steamed off the surface.

“So, this is your family recipe?” he asked, worry lines creasing his forehead.

“Yes, sir.” Misha nodded, heart racing with excitement. “I stayed up all night working on it! It’s a forget-me-not brew!”

It wasn’t the most fancy or powerful family recipe. Mostly it helped one find the keys they’d misplaced, or remember to call their grandmother for her birthday—but the bell above the Dayaan Tea Shop door was always chiming with customers coming in, and they always left smiling, which made it a pretty wonderful recipe in Misha’s opinion.

Professor Hamster gulped. “I see.”

He brought the mug up past his pumpkin-orange tie, and Misha’s heart swelled—she was sure this time she’d brewed it right! He brought the mug up past his chin, and Misha’s cheeks rounded as her smile grew—the professor was going to be so impressed, she just knew it! And then . . . the mug stopped. The hairs on the professor’s head quivered, his glasses steamed up with tea fog, and his face contorted into a scowl.

And for a second, just a second, the steam coiling around his mustache seemed to grow ears and whiskers and a long feline tail.

“What in the Spices?” he cried.

Professor Hamster did not take a sip. Instead, he walked straight over to the open window and thrust the tea—mug and all—into the marshy swampland outside.

Misha’s heart fell, thudding all the way to the bottom of her belly.

“Tell me, Misha,” Professor Hamster chided. “How is it possible that you messed up your own family brew? That wasn’t a forget-me-not tea.” He wiggled his fuzzy eyebrows. Even his eyebrows managed to be full of disappointment. “Somehow you’ve brewed a love chai.”

Misha inhaled sharply. “Oh no, are you sure? But—but I was so careful!”

And she was! She’d picked the spices so carefully from the spice depository, and only got distracted once by the cinnamon stick delivery flight team. Err, make that twice: when she’d felt an inexplicable urge to ask for a demonstration on how to tame a wild broomstick, and then went for a quick flying lesson too. (But who wouldn’t?)

Surely Professor Hamster would understand that she did her best! Surely he would give her another chance! Misha took a deep breath like her cousin Aahori taught her to do when her brain was buzzing and she had too much she wanted to say, looked Professor Hamster in the eye like her auntie Helen taught her to do when she needed to have a serious conversation and didn’t want to get sidetracked, and said:

“Frog!”

“Excuse me?” Professor Hamster frowned.

Misha pointed to the window where he’d just thrown out her brew. “There’s a frog coming inside!”

And sure enough, attached to the windowsill and hopping closer was a tiny, bright green, sticky-footed frog. With unusually big googly eyes.

A few aws and sighs percolated through the classroom, for witches have a particular soft spot for the green amphibian. Misha leapt forward with hands cupped to try and catch it, but it hopped easily around her. Professor Hamster rolled up his sleeves.

“All right, let me do it,” he said, and waved his hands at the frog in an attempt to coax it away.

But the frog didn’t move away. Instead, it hopped from the floor onto Professor Hamster’s desk and bounded straight up to his shoulder.

“Oh my!” The professor tried to swat the frog away.

But it was determined. It dug its tiny feet into the sweater-vest, puckered its lips, and then, much to everyone’s surprise, it planted a big ol’ froggy kiss on the professor’s cheek. And then another. And then another.

“Stop that, stop that!”

The professor reached for the frog. But the nimble amphibian leapt over his head onto the opposite shoulder instead. And continued its demonstration of love. Smooch. After smooch. After smooch.

“What’s wrong with this frog?” he cried as whispers flew across the room and the students shuffled forward in their seats, trying to get a better view.

Misha let out a gasp, and then a giggle. Not that it was funny—poor Professor Hamster!

“Professor,” she said, unable to hide her smile, “it’s in love!”

Giggles broke out here and there as Misha’s words echoed through the classroom in disbelief. “It’s in love?” “Who’s in love?” “The frog!” “The frog that drank Misha’s tea!”

Now the professor was leaping around his desk too, opening and closing drawers.

“Don’t just stand there!” he cried out as the frog got in a particularly wet kiss. An impressive string of slime slid down the professor’s face. “Help me find the anteadote! I have it somewhere in here.”

Misha jumped into action, her braids swinging in the air. “I’ll help you, Professor! I can do it!”

“Oh, please no—”

But Misha was already ducking under the desk and into the box of anteadote thermoses that Professor Hamster had branded with a big M. Misha rummaged through them, the liquid sloshing from this side to that as she read each oddly specific label, trying to find the right one.

“‘To use if Misha mixes chili into the tea,’” she read. “Nope. ‘To use if Misha brews a chai recipe backward.’ Nope.” Misha pushed the thermoses to the side. “‘To use if Misha summons a . . .’”

She frowned as something papery fluttered against her neck. What was that? She brought a hand up, but her fingers grasped air.

“Hurry up!” Professor Hamster cried, nearly causing Misha to bump her head on the underside of the desk.

Without a second thought, she unscrewed the thermos lid and flung its contents up. The tea sailed over the desk and through the air, landing with a splash on the better part of Professor Hamster. Luckily, the frog got a few drops too.

“Finally!” he exclaimed, giving the frog a final shoo.

Except the frog didn’t shoo. Instead, a tremor passed over its green skin.

“Oh no,” Misha muttered.

The frog’s eyes widened as if it too knew it was in trouble. And then a huge webbed foot thunked to the ground. The class gasped and Professor Hamster whimpered.

“I think I grabbed the wrong anteadote.” Misha grimaced.

“You think?” the professor cried.

A second huge webbed foot thunked, followed by a long, sticky, slimy tongue. It coiled out, smacking Professor Hamster in the cheek, before slowly sliding to the floor. Uh-oh. This was turning into one big frog.

The hushed giggles in the class were now barely contained cackles. This wasn’t any old emergency of tea gone wrong. This was a Misha-mergency.

“For Spices’ sake, somebody help me!” Professor Hamster gasped from a puddle of slime. “Somebody who isn’t Misha!”

“No!” Misha cried frantically before any other student could react. “I can do this!”

But it was too late. With a shake of its green head, the larger-than-your-dog frog grasped Professor Hamster’s pumpkin tie and swung him onto its back. And then Misha watched as, in one gigantic hop, both frog and professor sailed across the room and right out of the open window. A resounding splash sounded from the swamp down below.

And it was as if a kettle had finally reached its boiling point. The class exploded in snort-tea-out-your-nose hysterical laughter. Desks were slapped and pointy hats were thrown in the air, and more than a few students howled until tears ran down their cheeks. Everyone was in stitches. Everyone except for Misha.

In fact, she grew very, very still as the professor’s words floated back up to her. And these words—these unfortunately familiar words—struck more fear in her than the best brewed fear tea.

“Misha Daayan, you’re expelled!”
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Are the Rumors True?

Misha knew how these things went. She knew all too well.

Her legs swung back and forth while her stomach twisted in nervous knots as she tried not to listen to the shrill voices of the headmaster and her auntie Helen coming from the other side of the door. On the bench next to her sat her suitcase, along with her crumpled witch’s hat and one oversized frog that had decided the swamp was much too swampy and Professor Hamster was much too grumpy for its liking.

“Ribbit!” the frog croaked, and it almost sounded like it was saying, “Chin up, little witch, surely things aren’t all that bad, are they? Also, do you have any frog snacks on you perchance?”

Misha shook her head. “You don’t understand. No matter how hard I try, things always go wrong.”

A single tear trickled from the corner of her eye, but she quickly brushed it away, placing a hand on her suitcase. Inside, crumpled and not at all folded, she had stuffed her fantastic collection of polka-dot clothes alongside her life-sized poster of her idol: the Wizard of Chai.

Ah, the Wizard of Chai, the ultimate chai critic (one good review in the Weekly Sip could make or break a tea shop’s reputation for life!) and the wisest brewer in all of witchdom. So wise in fact that rumors said all the great Brew Masters came to her for advice, and all left with answers, answers that changed their lives forever. Misha sighed. What she wouldn’t do to have a moment alone with the Wizard of Chai and hear what piece of wisdom the Wizard had for her.

“Ribbit!” the frog croaked, and it almost sounded like he was saying, “Don’t give up on your dream. One day you’re going to be a great brewer, just like your idol. Also, not sure if you heard me before, but do you have any frog snacks on you perchance?”

“I wish,” Misha huffed. “I’m sure the Wizard of Chai never messed up her own family recipe.”

The voices coming from the headmaster’s office stopped, and Misha frowned.

There was a sudden chill in the air, like the kind that happens when you leave your bedroom window open by accident after a night of stargazing. Except there was no window nearby. The back of Misha’s neck tingled as she peered down the hallway, where the light didn’t quite reach.

Then, just as quickly as it came, the chill vanished. Footsteps sounded through the hall as someone rounded the corner—someone Misha recognized.

“Noor!” Misha jumped from the bench. “Noor, have you come to tell the headmaster it wasn’t my fault? I mean, you saw everything, didn’t you? Maybe you could convince them to change their mind and let me stay?”

Misha drew in a hopeful breath as Noor reached her, slowing down but not stopping.

“Sorry, I can’t talk to you.” Noor grimaced and quickly glanced up and down the school corridor. “I’m just on my way to the dorms.”

Misha’s brows shot up in surprise. “Someone made you drink a stop-talking brew? How rude!”

“No, no,” Noor sighed, twisting a coil of hair around her finger nervously. “I . . . The other students decided it’s best we don’t talk to you anymore.”

Misha’s brows shot up in surprise again. “How mean! They can’t tell you what to do! Well, you know I won’t tell them we chatted—”

Noor shook her head, gripping the edges of her gray vest as she continued to slowly back away. “You don’t get it, Misha. No offense, but I don’t want to talk to you either! You know, what with everything going sideways each time you step into a room, and your family brew being a bit strange . . .”

“Oh, it’s not strange when it’s brewed right. I’m working on it and—”

“You’re jinxed, Misha!” Noor finally blurted out. “You’re jinxed, just like the Teapot Prince!”

Her words echoed down the hallway, stopping a few other passing witches in their tracks. But Misha couldn’t see them. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead, like she was seeing something for the first time. Something that made her chest tighten and her eyes water.

“What?”

The frog nuzzled closer to her.

The Teapot Prince was a cautionary tale about a tea witch who didn’t take his brewing seriously. So much so that he dabbled in charmed cake baking for a while, then hiked up to the floating mountains and interned as a flying carpet sewer, then began apprenticing with a magic mirror master (apparently he was even quite good at it). These might sound like impressive feats, but for tea witches who cared very much about tradition, there could be no greater failure. In fact, he brought great shame to his family. To teach him a lesson, the Spice Ancestors jinxed him. From then on, no matter where the Prince went or what he did, a bhoota followed him from the shadows, casting bad luck on him . . . forever.

“But that can’t be.” Misha frowned. “I care about my brewing! I want to be a Brew Master one day! I . . . I would never do that to my family!”

Noor stared for a long moment before crossing her arms. “Well, just in case, I definitely don’t want it rubbing off on me.” She nodded her head toward the packed suitcase. “Good luck at the next school.”

And then she quickly walked away, disappearing around the corner while Misha continued to stare straight forward, her lower lip trembling ever so slightly.

“Ribbit?” the frog croaked next to her.

But Misha couldn’t hear what he was trying to say. Because all she could think about were Noor’s words.

Jinxed, Misha thought. She swallowed hard. I’m jinxed.

The ride home was quick and uncomfortable as the tea-fueled rickshaw sped forward. Bustling markets passed by in a blur of color and dust, grassy plains swished by in a blink, and all the while Misha bounced wildly in her seat, trying to keep the contents of her belly inside her belly. But what made it even more uncomfortable was the frown her auntie kept.

“Please, please, please can I keep Gleb?” Misha asked, putting an arm around the unusually large frog. “I’ll take him on hopping walks three times a day, and I’ll train him to say hi to the customers! Everyone loves frogs.”

Misha gripped her seat and took a deep breath as the rickshaw swerved around yet another skyscraper-filled human settlement—a “chai latte”–obsessed species that seemed to be completely oblivious to the magic right under their noses. Everyone knew humans couldn’t see witches, but Misha always held her breath, just in case.

Auntie Helen’s nose wrinkled, and her golden hoop earrings swung wildly. “Not a chance,” she sniffed. “You’re sending that frog right back where you found him. Familiars can take on a family’s chai recipe, you know—imagine, a frog with the power to brew tea, pff! All the extra messes! And the last thing you need is another distraction in the tea shop.” She let out a sigh. “Especially now.”

Misha frowned. Especially now? What did her auntie mean by that?

The rickshaw screeched to a stop, sending several packages in the back seat hurtling forward. They smashed open onto the seat ahead of Misha and covered the floor with purple flowers.

“Daayan Tea Shop!” the driver called, waving a hand. “Everybody out!”

Misha took a deep breath and stuck out her lower lip. “Please, Auntie, Gleb will make our shop even better!”

But her auntie didn’t respond. Instead, she kept her gaze fixed on the vacant shop across the street. A single worry line creased her usually smooth forehead.

Misha gulped nervously, following her gaze. She’d always been irked by the abandoned shop, with its door paint curling like orange peels and pale shingles clinging on to the roof like dandruff and the darkness winking between its boarded-up windows like it knew a terrible secret. It was enough to make one wonder if there wasn’t a bhoota or two trapped inside, biding their time, waiting. . . . A shudder rippled across her body.

But Auntie Helen wasn’t usually one to worry about bhootas and haunted shops. Misha frowned. No, this was about something else.

“You know, our tea shop has been in the family for centuries and centuries,” Auntie Helen said. “And I always hoped one day you and Aahori would take it over. There is nothing more important than tradition.” She raised an eyebrow at the frog. “And Gleb is not part of our tradition.”

Auntie Helen shuffled out of the rickshaw, and Misha watched as she rubbed the dark circles under her eyes and pushed back the strands of hair that trailed under her usually sleek bun. Was Auntie Helen . . . worried?

“All right,” Misha sighed.

The corners of her lips curved down at the edges as she shuffled out of the rickshaw and turned to Gleb.

“You have to stay here. The rickshaw will bring you back to the swamp,” she explained, her lower lip quivering.

Gleb’s round eyes gazed into hers. “Ribbit!” he said, and it almost sounded like he was saying, “You’d better have frog snacks next time we meet!”

And so she turned away from the rickshaw and away from the vacant shop across the street and stepped forward. Instantly, the tightness in her chest dissolved like sugar in hot tea. After all, it was difficult to be upset when you were about to step into the best, most wonderful little tea shop around.

The bell above the door chimed as Misha pushed it open, letting a burst of chai aromas into the street.

“Hello, Madame Nutsome.” Misha waved at the elderly customer perched on a mint-green stool by the window, sipping a tower of foam from her mug.

“Ugh,” groaned Madame Nutsome, who often appeared to wake up on the wrong side of the spice cupboard.

But Misha didn’t mind. After all, rumor had it she was once the fastest flying spice scavenger in all the land. Unfortunately, witches mostly remembered her for the time she flew her broomstick right into Squirrelsville’s year’s supply of peanut butter.

Madame Nutsome had probably just had another bad nut dream. That’s why she was upset.

So Misha skipped forward, waving as she passed a couple nursing a mug of chai between them on the sofas and gold-tasseled cushions in the corner.

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Cee.” Misha smiled.

“Ugh,” they grunted in unison.

It seemed they also woke up on the wrong side of the spice cupboard again. Misha bit her lip. But she didn’t mind, really. Rumor had it they were secretly the heads of Cinnamon & Stuff, the biggest producers of cinnamon products in all the land—from cinnamon pencils to cinnamon candy to cinnamon socks—they had it all.

Which meant Mr. and Mrs. Cee were simply busy and tired and tired of being busy, Misha concluded. And it certainly had nothing to do with anything else.

The scent of cane sugar and foam and sweetened condensed milk enveloped Misha as she walked deeper into the tea shop, passing the beautiful collection of ruby-red carpets that covered the walls—and not just any carpets. The legendary flying ruby-red carpets from the thread witches of the floating snowcapped mountains. Of course, as Auntie Helen quickly found out, the carpets had just entered their thousand years of slumber and would not be flying again anytime soon. A detail the vendor failed to divulge. Still, they were the perfect tea shop decoration.

Misha’s lips stretched into a smile. There really was nothing better than coming home to the family tea shop.

“Hey, watch where you’re going!”

A witch with robes almost as ruby red as the carpets pushed away from the wall where he had been camouflaged.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Misha said, and then she frowned.

A scowl crinkled the witch’s wide forehead, a dusty apron was cinched around his waist, and a tuft of auburn curls poked out from under his pointy witch’s hat. Was this a new customer? She glanced down at his empty hands. A customer who hadn’t been served tea yet.

Misha cleared her throat. “What kind of chai would you like? Our specialty is the forget-me—”

“No tea,” the witch snapped. “Certainly not from here.”

His tuft of curls quivered indignantly, and Misha’s eyes widened. How rude! Whoever it was, he’d obviously just woken up on the wrong side of the spice cupboard too. And she was just about to walk on by when the witch cupped a hand around his mouth.

“Is it true?” he asked, and his eyes darted to the side. “Are the rumors true?”

“Yes!” Misha beamed. “This is the best tea shop around!”

“Not that rumor.” The witch sniffed. “Apparently there’s a witch who works here who messes up every single brew she touches.” Misha swallowed hard, but the witch wasn’t finished. “Not just small mess-ups—no, no—huge mess-ups.” He threw his arms out. “Mess-ups so catastrophic that the spice-incidents biohazard team had to be called in once.”

Misha bit her lip. Normally, Misha loved chatting with the customers, but this time she didn’t quite feel like correcting this witch (it wasn’t just the one time that the spice-incidents biohazard team had to be called). Instead, she mumbled something along the lines of “They’re just rumors” before turning away and walking as fast as she could past the tea shop’s kitchen toward the stairs that led to the safety of the balcony.

But not before hearing the witch’s last words.

“Trust me, with a reputation like that, Dayaan Tea Shop won’t be on top for long.”





[image: image]

3

The Wisdom of Cousins

“Dayaan Tea Shop won’t be on top for long,” Misha mimicked in a nasally voice before sticking out her tongue.

She was tucked in a nest of pillows on the tea shop balcony, arms wrapped around her knees to stop her feet from bouncing. It was a bit of a secret balcony, looking out onto the narrow alleyway that ran along the length of the shop, with just enough space for a few blankets, a beanbag chair, and her Wizard of Chai poster.

“What a rude witch! I hope he trips over a naga egg! I hope he steps in rakshasa’s number three!” Misha took a deep breath. “I hope his tea gets cold before he finishes it!”

She gasped, her cheeks warm and her ears tingling. Maybe that was a bit harsh. She wouldn’t wish cold tea on her worst enemy.

“What?” Misha sighed, looking up at the poster. And the Wizard stared back, with her glossy half-moon earrings and butterfly-pinned lapel, and her thin lips stretched into a permanent smile. “I don’t care what he said. It’s just a rumor.”

But even as she spoke, she knew it was a lie. Because the truth was, ever since the customer said those words, her chest hadn’t stopped aching and her eyes hadn’t stop prickling.

What if the customer was right? What if there was a rumor about a witch who messed up every brew she ever touched? What if the other customers thought the same thing? Misha swallowed the lump in her throat. Worst of all, what if all her mess-ups were bringing the family tea shop down?

As if on cue, a certain floating cat slowly sailed by the balcony. His black fur raised as he caught sight of Misha and his eyes narrowed to slits.

“Meow!” he protested, and it almost sounded like “You really are the worst chai brewer ever!”

And then there was a gust of wind and the cat floated on by, in the lucky direction of the Outer-Spice Market (and back toward the fish-spice stall).

Misha sighed again. And if she really was the worst chai brewer ever, then what could she do to fix it?

The edge of the poster flapped in the breeze and the half-moon earrings seemed to twinkle as the sun hit the glossy paper, and it almost sounded like the Wizard of Chai was finally about to say something, finally about to give Misha some life-changing wisdom that would answer all her questions and fix all her problems.

“Hey, cousin! Do you want a samosa?”

Misha’s heart leapt from her chest, and a moment later, her cousin Aahori ducked out onto the balcony. Decked in sleek pants and the signature gold tunic of top-of-their-class brewers, Aahori looked truly impressive. In fact, she was so impressive, Margaret’s Academy of Tea and Brewing, the number one most prestigious chai school in witchdom, once sent a professor over to try and recruit
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