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Prolouge  

Orchidfield – Where Petals Remember 

Long before the asphalt and yellow curbs, Orchidfield was only hills and mist. A quiet basin cradled by forest, where the mornings rose with soft rain and silence. What first captured the settlers wasn’t the land—it was the wild orchids. They weren’t planted. They simply were. Spilling from the trunks of rimu trees, resting on rocks, trailing from branches like forgotten lace. No two were alike. Some clung to bark like secrets. Others bloomed in 

midair.  

Locals say orchids are the most stubborn of flowers. Epiphytes—born without soil, fed only by air, light, and time. Beautiful, yes, but patient and relentless too. A flower that survives by grace, not force. 

Bella Low had once worked as a secretary at James Finance—a crisp office, bright monitors, pressed shirts, and city noise. She was sharp, organized, well-liked. But her heart was never in balance sheets or quarterly reports. Her soul lingered on softer things: petals, rainwater, handwritten . 

It was her parents, Arnold and Diana Low, who called her back. 

“Come home,” her mother had said. “We’re not getting younger, and the pigs won’t feed themselves.” 

They weren’t joking. Her father had returned to the land he was born on—small livestock, one stubborn cow, and a dream of simple living. They weren’t poor, just peaceful. The old village of Orchidfield still held their hearts. And Bella, watching their joy and mud-splashed boots, began to remember why she loved quiet things. Why her fingers had always been better suited to stems than keyboards. 

She left the job with no regret. She planted roots beside her parents, surrounded by animals, orchard fences, and the slow rhythm of village life. Soon after, she reopened the family florist stand—revived it under her own name: Bella’s Bloom. 

To Bella, becoming a florist wasn’t career change—it was coming home. 

She never dreamed of skyscrapers. She dreamed of petals, and every arrangement was a prayer. Each bouquet a message. A bridge between grief and beauty. Between memory and morning. 

Orchidfield wasn’t just a name. 

It was the quiet place where things could still grow. 

Orchidfield got its name long before Bella Low was born. 

Back when early settlers found wild orchids climbing the trunks of kahikatea and rimu trees, they said it was a sign of grace—fragile beauty growing in the rough. So they named the place Orchidfield. And somehow, the name stayed long after the orchids thinned out. 

Bella always thought it was fitting. Orchids didn’t demand attention. They just bloomed, quietly, where the soil allowed. 

Her love for flowers didn’t come from books or Pinterest boards—it came from home. 

Her parents, Arnold and Diana Low, had moved to a nearby village after retirement. Tired of the city, they wanted a quieter life. They raised sheep, pigs, and a few stubborn cows on land dotted with foxgloves and dandelions. 

They asked Bella to come with them, to trade the fast-paced office life for muddy boots and open skies. But she had other plans. 

“I don’t belong behind a desk,” she’d told her father one evening. “But I don’t belong in a barn either.” 

She smiled then. “I belong where the flowers are.” 

And that’s how Bella’s Bloom was born. 

She left her job as a secretary at James Finance, not with regret but with relief. Her parents supported her choice—after all, she’d inherited more than just her mother’s green thumb. She’d inherited her sense of grace, of care, of patience. And her father’s quiet practicality. 

Marrying Alex Flowers—the cabman with strong shoulders and soft eyes—only strengthened her roots. She didn’t take his name officially, but Bella Low Flowers became a poetic way to sign off cards and notes. It reflected everything she cherished: her past, her love, and her work. 

So while her parents lived in a small village nearby, feeding animals and watching sunsets over paddocks, Bella lived in the heart of Orchidfield, wrapping stories into stems, petals, and ribbons. 

Every bouquet she made carried more than fragrance. It carried memory. 
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Chapter 1

THE SMOKE BEFORE THE Fire 

Orchidfield didn’t  speak in noise. It breathed in quiet. 

Fog curled through its streets like memory, brushing against the bricks and iron rails like fingers over old photographs. Streetlamps buzzed faintly overhead, throwing halos through the mist that turned every silhouette into a ghost. Time in Orchidfield moved in half-steps, like it was always one beat behind the rest of the world. 

On the edge of town, tucked between a flower shop with fading lettering and an abandoned chapel stained with ivy, a house waited. Its green paint flaked from the wood. The gutters sagged like tired shoulders. But the light was on in the kitchen. And upstairs, Alex Flower woke with a sharp breath and a heart that didn’t feel like his. 

**4:03 AM.** 

The nightmare hadn’t followed him into full wakefulness, but it hadn’t left either. He sat in bed, legs under twisted sheets, trying to breathe past something invisible in the air. Cold sweat clung to his back. His jaw ached from clenching in sleep. 

He blinked at the shadows In the room. The ceiling fan hummed. Nothing moved. And yet, it felt like the house was holding its breath. 

He stood. 

Floorboards creaked beneath his feet as he moved through the hallway. Barefoot and quiet. The kind of quiet that you don’t control, the kind that settles over you like a weight. In the kitchen, he clicked the kettle on and stared at it like it might speak. 

The window over the sink was fogged with the cold. Beyond it, the street was drowned in gray. He couldn’t see the sidewalk. Couldn’t see the trees. Couldn’t see the chapel across the street. Just a thick veil of fog that reminded him of the dream. 

He didn’t want to remember. 

He made coffee like he was performing a ritual. Grounds in the filter. Water just off boil. The smell was bitter and grounding. He breathed it in. Let it settle his hands. 

Next came the eggs. Crack. Whisk. Salt. Butter in the pan. The sizzle gave him something to hold onto. He made toast. Sliced avocado. Squeezed lemon. He plated it all without thinking, every motion practiced, every detail correct. But this wasn’t routine. Not today. 

Today, something felt wrong. 

He set the plates on the counter and leaned against the frame of the bedroom door. The hallway light spilled behind him. 

“Big Bell,” he said softly. 

A low groan. Blankets shifted. 

“It’s not six yet...” 

“I know.” He stepped inside. “I couldn’t sleep. Breakfast’s ready.” 

Isabella Low peeked out from under the covers, hair tangled and dark against the white pillow. She blinked slowly at him, frowning like she always did when pulled from deep sleep. 

“You okay?” 

He tried to smile. It didn’t stick. “Yeah.” 

She sat up. The blanket fell away from her shoulders. In the soft light, she looked more like a painting than a person. Tired eyes. Strong jaw. Warmth that lived behind every part of her, even the guarded parts. 

“Alex.” 

“Come eat,” he said, already walking away. 

She followed. The robe she threw on dragged slightly behind her. Her feet scuffed the old floor. The table was already set. Coffee steamed between the plates. 

She sat. Closed her eyes. 

“Thank You, Lord, for this food, this day, and the hands that made it. Watch over us. Amen.” 

He watched her. Said nothing. 

She looked up. “You’ve got that face.” 

“What face?” 

“The ‘something’s wrong’ face. It’s quieter than most people’s panic, but I know it.” 

He swallowed. Took a sip of coffee. 

“Had a dream.” 

She nodded once. Waited. 

“Cemetery. Gray sky. Cold. I was alone. Your name was on the stone.” 

She didn’t react right away. She set her fork down slowly. 

“I could smell the flowers,” he continued. “Old ones. I heard the wind through the trees. But there was nothing else. Just me. And your grave.” 

She looked at him like she was seeing both him and something behind him. 

“You know dreams lie, right?” 

“Sometimes they don’t.” 

“Alex.” 

He looked down. “I couldn’t move. I wanted to. But my legs felt nailed to the ground. Like I was meant to be there. Like the only thing left was the stone.” 

She reached out. Took his hand. 

“You’re not alone,” she said. “And I’m not going anywhere.” 

He gripped her fingers a little tighter. Her skin was warm. Steady. 

“Promise me something?” 

She tilted her head. 

“If I start seeing things again. Shadows. Hearing things that aren’t there. If I slip back... pull me out. Don’t let me sink.” 

“You really think I’d let you sink?” 

“Just promise.” 

“Alright.” Her hand squeezed his. “But you better keep making breakfast.” 

He smiled. This time, it held. 

Outside, a cab engine rumbled at the curb, headlights cutting through the fog. 

Inside, the nightmare hadn’t vanished. 

But it didn’t own him anymore. 

Not yet.
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Chapter 2

WHISPER ON DAWSON STREET 

The sun had barely started to rise over Orchidfield, its soft golden light spilling over the rooftops and narrow streets, casting everything in a sleepy golden haze. It was the kind of morning where even the birds took their time, and the fog didn’t feel like it was retreating—it felt like it was waiting. A veil hanging low, clinging to the old bones of the town like it remembered things the people didn’t dare speak. 

Alex Flower stepped outside his front door, exhaling into the cold. His breath hung in the air like smoke. He took a slow, steady breath through his nose. The scent of wet asphalt mixed with a faint hint of lavender and gardenia—leftovers from Isabella Low’s flower shop next door. That smell always lingered, even when the wind tried to carry it away. 

He glanced down the street. Everything looked the same—houses leaning slightly toward the road, wires crisscrossing the sky, a cat lounging on a porch rail. But everything felt different. He rubbed his eyes, ran a hand through his hair, and stepped toward the cab parked in the driveway. 

Routine. That’s what this was supposed to be. Start the car. Turn on the head unit display. Pick up clients. Go through the day like everything was normal. But it wasn’t. His mind still echoed with last night’s dream. A cemetery cloaked in fog. Isabella’s name etched into cold stone. The kind of dream that stayed in your bones. 

He paused with his hand on the car door. The cold metal made him flinch. For a moment, he just stood there, listening. No birdsong. No traffic. Just the whispering silence of Orchidfield before dawn. He climbed into the driver’s seat, turned the key, and the engine rumbled awake. 

He didn’t reach for the head unit display. Didn’t scroll through his phone. Instead, he sat for a minute, eyes closed, trying to clear his head. The hum of the engine was the only sound in the world. 

Then his phone buzzed. 

First Call: Dawson Street. Client: Mr. Villas. 

Alex opened one eye. The name was familiar. Mr. Villas was one of those clients who didn’t talk unless he had to. Always dressed like he stepped out of a time capsule. Always on time. Always calm. The kind of man who made other people feel like they were in the wrong timeline. 

Alex tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and shifted into gear. The cab rolled down the driveway and into the waking world. Fog slipped past the windows. Trees reached like shadows through the mist. Orchidfield felt half-formed in the morning light. 

By the time he reached Dawson Street, the fog had lifted just enough to reveal the shape of Mr. Villas—tall, lean, dressed in a sharp gray suit with a black fedora. He looked like a photograph come to life. As Alex pulled up, Villas stepped off the curb and into the backseat with the kind of quiet efficiency that only came with age or secrets. 

“Morning, Mr. Villas,” Alex said, trying to sound normal. 

“Morning, Alex.” Villas’ voice was low, even, and just the slightest bit tired. 

Alex glanced in the rearview mirror. The old man’s eyes were on the street, not him. They drove in silence for several minutes, the cab weaving through streets still half-asleep. Morning commuters emerged like ghosts from fogged-up doorways. Shops flicked their lights on. 

“You look tired,” Villas said finally. “Bad dream?” 

Alex hesitated. The image of the gravestone burned behind his eyes. “Yeah,” he said. “Real bad.” 

Villas leaned his head against the seat, looking out the window. “Dreams don’t go away, you know. Not the ones that mean something. They follow you. You breathe them in. They live in your shadow.” 

Alex didn’t know what to say. He kept his eyes on the road. His fingers tightened on the wheel. 

“Most people think dreams lie,” Villas continued. “But not all of them. Some of them speak truth too loud for us to hear when we’re awake.” 

The silence returned, stretching between them like a third passenger. They passed the bookstore, the old train depot, the rusted skeleton of a playground. 

“I’m going to the cemetery today,” Villas said suddenly. 

Alex glanced back again. “Paying respects?” 

“In a way.” Villas folded his hands in his lap. “To the dead. And the living who think they’re not.” 

Alex felt a chill crawl up his neck. “That sounds... heavy.” 

“All truths are,” Villas replied. “You’ll see soon enough.” 

They turned onto the long road that led toward the cemetery, the trees leaning in close. The cab slowed as they approached the iron gates, old and ornate, laced with rust and vines. 

“Your next client,” Villas said, voice like gravel underfoot. “He’s the man cheating with your wife.” 

The words hit like a brick. 

Alex slammed the brakes. The cab jerked to a stop. 

“What the hell did you say?” 

Villas didn’t flinch. He didn’t even look at Alex. 

“You’ll see,” he said. “The truth always shows up. Even when you’d rather it didn’t.” 

Alex stared at him in the mirror. The man’s expression hadn’t changed. Calm. Cold. Certain. 

The engine idled. 

Alex opened his door and stepped out. The morning had grown colder. He leaned against the cab, trying to breathe. The cemetery loomed behind him. The gate creaked in the wind. 

He pulled out a cigarette, lit it, took a drag. The smoke didn’t help. His stomach twisted. His thoughts tangled. The name on the gravestone, the fog, Villas’ voice—all of it felt too connected. 

He cracked open a soda, sipped, and watched the mist drift between the headstones. Something wasn’t right. He could feel it in his teeth. 

His phone buzzed. 

No Caller ID. Pickup: Griffin Street. 

He stared at the screen. His thumb hovered. Then he tapped. 

“Hello?” 

The voice on the other end was low. Distorted. “Come pick me up. Griffin Street. I’ll be waiting.” 

The line went dead. 

Alex stood frozen. Heart thumping. 

He got back in the cab. Slammed the door. Put the car in gear. Griffin Street was on the edge of town—just beyond the cemetery, past the railroad tracks. 

As he drove, the fog seemed to thicken. The trees leaned closer. And the words echoed in his mind: 

“He’s the man cheating with your wife.” 

Every turn of the wheel felt heavier. Every mile stretched too long. Something was coming. Something he hadn’t prepared for. Something waiting for him on Griffin Street. 

And he wasn’t sure if he was driving toward the truth—or if the truth was already waiting for him. 

Chapter 3

The Stranger from Griffin

Griffin Street sat on the edge of Orchidfield, an area that had once seen prosperity but now carried the weight of neglect. The old warehouses that lined the street, most of them abandoned and peeling, gave way to rows of tired apartments—dilapidated buildings that hadn’t seen a renovation in over forty years. The paint on the shutters had long since flaked away, and the brickwork seemed to crumble with every passing year. The road itself was narrow, cracked with time and flanked by wild weeds that had grown up through the cement, like nature itself was fighting back against the urban decay. Leaning fences sagged and bent, a silent testimony to how little attention had been paid to this corner of Orchidfield.

The deeper Alex drove into this part of town, the quieter it became—eerily so. The usual sound of birds or distant chatter from the streets felt muted, as though the very air was holding its breath. The fog that still clung to the town in the early hours settled thicker here, as though it was hiding secrets that no one was supposed to see. The silence crept up on him, wrapping around the car like a shroud. It made his heart beat faster, not from fear, but from an overwhelming sense of something just out of reach—something hidden in plain sight.

He pulled the cab Into a narrow side street just off Griffin and parked next to a run-down building. The porch light above flickered intermittently, its weak glow casting long, distorted shadows on the cracked pavement. The whole area felt abandoned, even though people lived here. He checked his phone again. There was nothing new—no name, no history. Just a location. Just Griffin Street.

Alex had always known that Orchidfield had its share of secrets. But this? This felt different.

He didn’t have time to wonder more about it. A moment later, the man appeared.

He stepped out from between two crumbling buildings, the kind of slow, deliberate movement of someone who had nowhere to be but wasn’t in a rush to get there. Short and stocky, maybe in his forties, with a balding head and a thick frame—Alex guessed around 100 kilograms. His faded leather jacket clung tightly to his chest, the fabric stretched across his bulging belly, and his boots scraped the pavement with every step, the sound cutting through the quiet like nails on a chalkboard.

Without a word, the man opened the back door and climbed in, his large frame squeezing into the seat. The smell of cheap cigarettes and stale cologne flooded the car as he settled in. The lingering scent clung to the interior like a weight that Alex couldn’t shake off.

“Where to?” Alex asked, glancing in the rearview mirror as he shifted in his seat. His voice came out a little more clipped than usual. He couldn’t help it. Something about the man made his skin crawl.

“Griffin and Fifth,” the man muttered, his voice low and flat, devoid of any emotion or inflection.

Alex didn’t say anything in response. He nodded, shifted the gearstick into drive, and pulled out onto the road. The silence in the car was stifling—heavy, dense, and somehow expectant. 

Alex wanted to ask the man about the strange call he’d received earlier, but he didn’t. Something told him that asking wouldn’t make anything better.

Instead, he kept his focus on the road, the soft hum of the car engine filling the air, and tried not to glance back too often. The man in the backseat didn’t look around. He didn’t scroll through his phone or adjust his jacket. He didn’t even tap his fingers against the armrest. He simply stared ahead, his eyes fixed on something only he could see. It was like he was watching a movie that had been playing for years and had long since lost any sense of newness.

The stillness was palpable. The moments seemed to stretch on forever, as if time had slowed. Alex found himself checking the clock more often than usual, as if he could control the passage of time with a glance.

“So... uh... early day for you?” Alex said, his voice breaking the silence, trying to fill the void, even if only for a moment.

The man didn’t respond immediately. He didn’t even move. His eyes flicked toward Alex briefly, like he was acknowledging the question, but there was no change in his expression. No shift in the air. It was as if Alex didn’t exist to him at all.

Finally, after a long beat, the man spoke, his voice low and distant. “Doesn’t matter. Day’s the same as any other.”

Alex wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It felt like an invitation to go deeper into a conversation that neither of them really wanted to have. He didn’t speak again. The ride continued, dragging on like a thread slowly being pulled across a dull, lifeless canvas.

The city slowly passed by them—old convenience stores with their metal grates still down, pawn shops displaying broken televisions and vintage radios, boarded-up buildings with faded signs from long-gone businesses. The scenery was as faded as the man’s presence in the backseat. It wasn’t that the man was physically unpleasant to be around, but there was something about the way he existed in space that made Alex uneasy. Like his very presence was absorbing all the energy in the car and leaving nothing behind.

It was a strange, uncomfortable feeling, and Alex couldn’t shake it.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, they reached the corner of Griffin and Fifth. Alex pulled the cab to a stop at the light, the tires crunching softly on the gravel beneath them.

The man in the back leaned forward slightly, his large hand pulling a wad of crumpled bills from his coat pocket. He handed over the exact amount, no more, no less. His fingers lingered for a moment too long before pulling back.

No eye contact. No thank you. No acknowledgment of the ride. Just cold, silent transactions.

Then, the man opened the door. Without a word, he stepped out, his boots scraping against the pavement as he walked away, disappearing into the misty morning without even a glance back.

Alex watched the figure disappear into the fog, feeling a strange chill that seemed to settle into his bones. It wasn’t just the man’s departure that left him cold. It was the way everything around him seemed to absorb his presence, the way the world felt a little less real when he was there. Like something had passed through his life that wasn’t meant to stay but had left a mark, nonetheless.

He looked down at his phone again, hoping for some distraction, but there was nothing new. The number he had saved as “Griffin Street” had vanished, leaving nothing behind but a blank screen. No name, no contact history, no trace of who had called him.

The man was gone.

Alex’s pulse quickened as a strange sense of unease crept over him. He didn’t know what had just happened, but he felt more lost than ever. Something about the situation, the call, the strange encounter with the man—it all felt like pieces of a puzzle that didn’t fit together. Every answer he thought he had led to more questions. The feeling of being tangled in a mystery, surrounded by shadows that refused to reveal themselves.

His breath came out shaky as he leaned back in the seat. He stared at the fog rolling in, the way it seemed to curl around the streetlights and settle in the cracks of the buildings. He wasn’t sure where to go next. But he knew one thing for sure.

He wasn’t getting out of Orchidfield any time soon.

With a deep breath, Alex started the engine again, letting the soft hum fill the silence. He looked ahead, unsure of where the road would lead. But something told him that the answers he was looking for—if they even existed—weren’t going to be easy to find.

Chapter 4

Shadows Between the Cracks

Alex drove in silence, his hands tight on the wheel, his thoughts trailing behind like ghosts in the rearview mirror. The stranger from Griffin had hardly spoken, but something about him lingered—like the scent of iron in the air after a lightning strike. It wasn’t fear exactly. More like a warning he couldn’t hear but could still feel.

He parked his cab back near the Orchidfield cemetery—the same spot with free parking where he had waited earlier that morning. The sky had shifted from grey to pale gold, the sun forcing its way through mist like it was reluctant to show itself today.

Alex turned off the engine, pulled the handbrake, and leaned back in his seat. His body ached, not from driving but from something deeper—tension that had settled in his spine like rust.

He reached into the dashboard compartment, pulled out a warm can of soda, and cracked it open. The hiss was oddly satisfying. He lit a cigarette, took a long drag, and stared out at the cemetery gates in the distance.

“A man who’s cheating with your wife.”

Those words from Mr. Villas echoed again in his mind. Even though the Griffin Street man said nothing about it, the warning refused to leave him alone. It felt ridiculous—absurd, even. Bella loved him. She’d never given him a reason to doubt her.

And yet... why did his chest feel this tight?

His phone buzzed on the passenger seat, pulling him from the spiral. It was a message—anonymous again. Just an address. No name. No message. Just a pin. He stared at it for a long moment, heart sinking.

Again?

He hesitated, thumb hovering over the screen. Then, he opened his contacts, saved the number under a new label: Unmarked 2 – Caution.

Alex didn’t believe in omens or fate, but something inside him had shifted this morning. Something deep and cold.

Still holding the cigarette between his fingers, he leaned out the window and tapped the ash onto the pavement. “Okay,” he muttered to himself. “One more ride.”

But before he started the engine, he pulled out his notebook from the glove box and scribbled something on the back page:

› “Stranger. Griffin. No return contact. Quiet. Felt like watching me.” “Mr. Villas... prediction?” “Bella – trust?”

He underlined the last part, then closed the notebook and put it away.

The engine rumbled back to life.

As he pulled onto the road, the sun caught the edge of his windshield, casting a blinding white reflection. Alex narrowed his eyes. For a second, he thought he saw someone standing by the cemetery gate in the mirror.

But when he looked again, there was no one there.

The streets of Orchidfield seemed emptier than usual, like the town had decided to hold its breath. Every stop sign and faded crosswalk looked like it had been placed for ghosts, not people. Alex’s phone sat in the cupholder, dark and silent now, but the pin still burned in his memory. A location with no name—like a question scrawled without punctuation.

At a red light, he rested his head briefly against the steering wheel. He wasn’t tired. He was... stretched. Pulled between what he knew and what he feared.

Isabella’s smile came to mind—how it curled before her jokes landed, how it lingered when she said goodnight. He clung to that memory, but a shadow pressed against it: doubt. Not born from her, but from the words of others, from dreams, from strangers.

He forced the car into motion.

The route to the new location wound through parts of Orchidfield he hadn’t visited in years—industrial lanes and crumbling storefronts with windows painted black. The deeper he went, the more time seemed to lose meaning.

He passed a billboard, rusted and blank. Another block, then a mural peeling from a wall—an old image of children holding balloons that looked like eyes.

Finally, he pulled into the edge of a long alley behind what looked like a shuttered bakery. The pin landed here. Nothing else. No movement. No figure waiting.

Alex cut the engine.

The silence was absolute.

He opened the door slowly, stepping out into the filtered light. It smelled like metal and mildew. He scanned the alley. Nothing. No footsteps. No sound.

Just a trash bin. A cracked mirror leaning against a wall. And a sticker on the alley pole that read in crooked handwriting:

› “They already know.”

He took a step back.

His phone buzzed again. This time, a voice message. One second long. No words. Just static and something underneath it—something almost like breathing.

Alex exhaled through his nose and rubbed his temple. The cigarette had burned itself out on the ground.

He got back into the cab, locked the doors, and checked his mirrors twice before pulling out of the alley.

The streets were still empty. But for the first time that day, he felt like something—or someone—was watching him.
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Chapter 5

THE FLOWER KEEPER

The morning light spilled into the windows of Bella’s flower shop like honey poured slow and golden through glass. It stretched long fingers across the wood-paneled floor and danced in the glass vases lined neatly along the shelves. Orchidfield, in its sleepy charm, had only just begun to stir. The streets hummed with the occasional delivery truck and the soft clink of a coffee shop sign swinging in the breeze. Inside Bella’s Bloom, though, it was already
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