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​Chapter 1 – The Dream Cottage
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The fluorescent lights of Stanton & Associates hummed their eternal, soulless drone, and Emma Chen found herself staring at the spreadsheet on her monitor without really seeing it. Numbers blurred together like watercolors in rain, columns of figures that represented quarterly projections for a company that manufactured industrial fasteners.

Industrial fasteners.

She had been here for eight years. Eight years of typing, filing, attending meetings about meeting schedules, and watching the small window of sky visible from her cubicle shift from pale morning blue to exhausted evening gray. The commute ate two hours of her day. The coffee was bitter. The carpet was the color of regret.

And yet, here she was, thirty-one years old, wearing sensible heels and a blouse that had cost her a hundred and twenty dollars because someone had once told her that looking professional was the price of success.

But success at what?

Emma clicked her mouse, highlighting a row of numbers she'd already checked three times. Her reflection ghosted against the monitor—dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, brown eyes that used to sparkle with curiosity but now mostly just looked tired. She'd moved to the city after college with big dreams and a small bank account. The dreams had faded; the bank account had, through careful, painful saving, grown.

Not enough for a house in the city. Not nearly enough.

But the countryside was different.

Her phone buzzed, and she glanced at it, a smile tugging at her lips despite herself. The screensaver was a photo she'd taken on a rare weekend away—a little stone cottage nestled in a valley, surrounded by gardens gone slightly wild, with the most magnificent tree she'd ever seen growing in the back garden. The listing agent had called it "a charming fixer-upper with historical character." Emma had called it "home" the moment she'd seen it.

The photo had been taken six months ago, on an impulse trip to the village of Lower Bramblewood. She'd been driving through the countryside, lost and not caring, when she'd rounded a bend and seen it. The cottage. The tree.

The tree.

Even now, thinking about it made something in her chest tighten. It was ancient—hundreds of years old, the agent had said—with a trunk so wide she couldn't have wrapped her arms around it even a quarter of the way. Its branches reached toward the sky like welcoming arms, and on that sunny autumn afternoon, its leaves had been a cascade of gold and amber and deep, rich red.

She'd taken the photo. She'd called the agent that night. She'd made an offer that had stretched every penny of her savings.

And today, finally, after months of paperwork and inspections and nerve-wracking negotiations, it was hers.

"Earth to Emma."

Emma blinked, looking up to find her colleague Sarah standing at the entrance to her cubicle, a donut in each hand. Sarah was the only person in the office who made the days bearable—a cheerful, chaotic force of nature who maintained that the secret to surviving corporate life was "good carbs and better gossip."

"Sorry," Emma said, minimizing the spreadsheet. "I was—"

"Dreaming again." Sarah grinned, sliding one of the donuts onto Emma's desk. It was glazed, still warm. "Don't deny it. You've got that look. The 'I'm somewhere else entirely' look. The 'I'm picturing myself in that cottage with the weird tree' look."

"It's not weird," Emma said, taking a bite of the donut. "It's magnificent."

"Magnificent," Sarah repeated, settling herself on the edge of Emma's desk in a way that made Emma's inner office-rule-follower twitch. "That's what you always say. Magnificent tree. Magnificent cottage. Magnificent life you're about to have while the rest of us rot in this fluorescent nightmare."

"You could visit."

"I could," Sarah agreed. "But first I need to hear all about it. You're actually doing it? You're actually leaving?"

Emma nodded, and even the act of nodding felt different. Lighter. "I gave my notice yesterday. Two more weeks, and I'm gone."

Sarah let out a whoop that drew annoyed glances from the cubicles around them. "Finally! I thought you were going to let that gorgeous house slip away. The amount of time you've spent agonizing over this—"

"I wasn't agonizing."

"You were agonizing. Do you know how many times you've shown me that photo? I could probably draw that tree from memory. And that cat—what was his name?"

"Sunny," Emma said, and her smile widened. "Sunny's moving with me, obviously."

Sarah shook her head, still grinning. "Obviously. The two of you, off to the countryside. A woman and her cat. It's like the beginning of a novel. A mystery novel, maybe. Or one of those cozy things where someone finds a body in the garden."

"There won't be any bodies," Emma said firmly. "There will be flowers. And maybe I'll try growing vegetables. And Sunny will catch mice, and I'll read books on the porch, and everything will be quiet and peaceful and exactly as it should be."

She could picture it so clearly. Waking up to sunlight instead of an alarm clock. Drinking coffee in the garden, watching the mist rise off the valley. Spending hours reading and thinking and just being without the constant pressure of deadlines and expectations.

It wasn't running away. It was running toward something. Something that had been calling to her since the moment she'd seen that tree.

"All right, all right," Sarah said, standing up and brushing powdered sugar off her pants. "I'll let you get back to your dreamland. But you're buying drinks at the goodbye party. And I'm holding you to that visit. I want to see this magnificent tree for myself."

"You'll love it," Emma promised.

She meant it.

Two weeks later, Emma packed the last box into her car, a sensible sedan that had seen better days. The back seat was crammed with her belongings—clothes, books, kitchen items, all the small artifacts of a life that had been waiting for something more. Sunny's carrier sat on the passenger seat, and the golden cat peered out through the grate, his yellow eyes calm and watchful.

"Ready?" Emma asked him.

Sunny blinked slowly, which she had learned to interpret as agreement.

The drive took three hours, and every mile felt like shedding a skin. The city fell away behind her, the suburbs gave way to farmland, and the farmland gave way to rolling hills dotted with sheep and drystone walls. The sky seemed bigger here, bluer. The air smelled of grass and earth and something sweet she couldn't identify.

And then she rounded the bend, and there it was.

Rose Cottage.

The name was on the weathered wooden sign that hung by the gate, the letters faded but still legible. The cottage itself was smaller than she remembered—a charmingly compact stone building with a slate roof and climbing roses that had gone wild along one wall. The windows were leaded glass, slightly crooked. The front door was painted a cheerful robin's egg blue.

But it was the tree that made her breath catch.

It stood in the back garden, visible from the road, impossibly ancient and impossibly beautiful. Its branches spread wide, creating a canopy that must have shaded generations of gardeners. The bark was gnarled and textured, carved by centuries of weather. And even in the late afternoon light, it seemed to glow, a warmth radiating from it that had nothing to do with the sun.

"Sunny," Emma breathed. "We're home."

Sunny meowed once, a soft, deliberate sound, and pressed his face against the carrier grate, his eyes fixed on the tree.

Emma parked the car, got out, and stood for a long moment just looking. The garden was overgrown but not neglected—someone had clearly been maintaining it, keeping the paths clear and the flowerbeds from completely disappearing. The grass needed cutting. The roses needed pruning. The cottage itself would probably need work she hadn't anticipated.

None of that mattered.

She unlocked the front door and stepped inside, Sunny's carrier in one hand. The cottage smelled of dust and lavender and something else—something ancient and comforting. The rooms were small but bright, with thick stone walls and exposed beams. The kitchen had a wood-burning stove. The living room had a fireplace that was practically asking for a cozy armchair to be placed beside it.

Emma set Sunny's carrier down and opened the door. He stepped out slowly, his golden fur gleaming in the light, and began to explore. His tail was high, curious. He sniffed every corner, every piece of furniture, but kept returning to the windows that overlooked the back garden.

The tree.

"You're as obsessed with it as I am," Emma said, laughing. "Come on. Let's go see it properly."

She walked through the cottage to the back door, Sunny trotting at her heels. The door opened onto a small stone patio, and then the garden spread out before her—a riot of color from roses and lavender and plants she couldn't name. And at the center of it all, the tree.

Up close, it was even more magnificent. The trunk must have been at least twelve feet around, its bark covered in patterns that almost looked like faces, like hands, like shapes she couldn't quite identify. The branches were thick and strong, and in the evening light, the leaves seemed to shimmer with an inner gold.

Emma reached out and touched the bark. It was warm.

"Is that normal?" she asked aloud, though she was alone except for Sunny.

Sunny rubbed against her ankle, then walked to the base of the tree and sat down, looking up at the branches with an expression that seemed almost reverent.

Emma sat down beside him, her back against the trunk. The bark pressed against her shoulders, warm and solid. She could feel the tree's presence, like a heartbeat, slow and steady. Like the tree was alive in a way that went beyond biology.

It was ridiculous. Trees were trees. They grew, they shed leaves, they eventually died. There was nothing magical about them.

And yet.

"Okay," Emma said, looking up at the canopy. "We're here. We're actually here. This is happening."

Sunny meowed, and she could have sworn it sounded like approval.

That night, Emma slept in the cottage for the first time. The bed was old and creaky, but she'd brought her own sheets, and the duvet was thick and warm. Sunny curled up beside her, purring loudly, and she fell asleep to the sound of crickets and the distant hoot of an owl.

She dreamed of the tree. She dreamed of golden light filtering through leaves, of roots that stretched deep into the earth, of something waiting, patient and ancient.

She woke at dawn to a warm weight on her chest and a persistent meowing.

"Sunny," she mumbled, opening her eyes. "It's too early."

Sunny meowed again, more insistently, and then jumped off the bed. He walked to the bedroom door and looked back at her, clearly expecting her to follow.

"What is it?" Emma asked, swinging her legs out of bed. The floor was cold against her feet. "Is something wrong?"

She padded after him through the cottage, still half-asleep. The kitchen was shadowed, the living room dim. But when she reached the back door, she saw a shaft of golden light falling through the window.

Sunny was already at the door, his tail twitching.

Emma opened it.

The garden was bathed in the soft pink and gold of sunrise. Mist hung low over the grass, and the air was cool and fresh. The tree stood at the center, its branches outlined against the brightening sky.

And on the lowest branch, just within reach, there was a single golden fruit.

It was about the size of a peach, perfectly round, and it glowed. Not reflected light—actual, internal radiance. It pulsed softly, like a heartbeat, like the tree itself was breathing.

Emma stared at it, her mind refusing to comprehend what she was seeing.

"That's not possible," she whispered. "Fruit doesn't glow. Fruit doesn't... glow."

Sunny sat down beside her and looked up at her with those intelligent yellow eyes. He tilted his head, as if waiting for her to understand something.

And then, slowly, Emma understood that she wasn't dreaming. This was real. This was happening.

In her garden, on the tree she'd fallen in love with, a single golden fruit had appeared at sunrise.

And something in her knew, with absolute certainty, that this was only the beginning.
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​Chapter 2 – The Ancient Tree
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Emma stood frozen on the dew-dampened grass, her bare feet cold against the morning earth, her eyes locked on the impossible thing hanging from the branch of her tree. The golden fruit pulsed with a soft, rhythmic light, like a tiny sun caught in a web of ancient bark.

She blinked. It was still there.

She rubbed her eyes. Still there.

She pinched her arm hard enough to leave a mark. The fruit glowed on, indifferent to her disbelief.

"Sunny," she whispered, her voice cracking. "You see it too, right? Please tell me you see it too."

The golden cat sat beside her, his tail curled neatly around his paws, his yellow eyes fixed on the fruit with an expression of profound patience. He looked at her, then back at the tree, then meowed once—a soft, encouraging sound that seemed to say, Go on. Touch it.

Emma took a hesitant step forward. The grass was cold and wet, and she was acutely aware that she was standing in her backyard at dawn in her pajamas, having a hallucination that her cat apparently shared.

"Okay," she said, more to herself than to Sunny. "Okay. Let's just... let's be rational about this."

She walked to the tree, her heart hammering. Up close, the fruit was even more astonishing. It wasn't just glowing—it was warm, radiating heat like a stone that had been sitting in the sun all day. The skin was smooth and golden, almost translucent, and she could see
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