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    For those who feel too deeply,and carry sorrow like a hidden seed —may you never let it take root.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some flowers bloom not from sunlight,but from secrets whispered to the soil."
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Chapter 1: Arrival
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The mist was a living thing, breathing in and out with the pulse of the mountains. It clung to the windshield of the rattling jeep, a soft, grey shroud that seemed to absorb all sound, leaving only the dull thrum of the engine and the rhythmic swish of the wipers. Lina pressed her face to the cool glass, her breath fogging a small circle, and watched the world outside melt into shades of green and grey.

"Almost there, kiddo," her father, Dr. Aris Thorne, murmured from the driver's seat, his voice a low rumble against the omnipresent hum. He was a man of quiet enthusiasms, and right now, his enthusiasm was palpable, almost vibrating in the confined space. His eyes, usually sharp with academic focus, were wide with an almost childlike wonder as he navigated the narrow, winding roads. He was a botanist, a seeker of the rare and the elusive, and Mauritius, with its legendary flora, was his new Eden.

Lina felt a similar thrill, a nervous flutter in her stomach that had nothing to do with the twisting ascent. She was fifteen, on the cusp of everything, and this island, so far removed from the sterile, predictable landscapes of their former life, felt like an open book, waiting to spill its secrets. The air itself was different here—thick, humid, and heavy with the scent of damp earth, something metallic, and an overpowering sweetness she couldn't quite place. It clung to her skin, a warm, invisible cloak. It wasn't unpleasant, not exactly, but it was... persistent. Like a whisper on the back of your neck.

They passed through a small village, a cluster of brightly painted houses huddled against the encroaching jungle. The jeep slowed, bumping over a stretch of unpaved road. As they did, Lina noticed the people. They stood by their doorways, on small porches, or simply at the edge of the road, watching. They weren't waving, or smiling, or even openly curious. They just watched. Their gazes were heavy, ancient, and seemed to settle on Lina with a peculiar intensity. Not on her father, who was driving, or even on the jeep itself, but on her.

A young woman, no older than Lina herself, stood with a baby strapped to her back, her hands still amidst the folds of laundry. Her eyes, dark and fathomless, met Lina's, and in them, Lina saw not surprise or welcome, but something akin to sorrow. Or was it... recognition? The woman’s gaze seemed to pierce right through the glass, through Lina’s thin t-shirt, as if she knew something about Lina that Lina didn't even know herself. It was fleeting, just a moment, but it left a cold knot tightening in Lina’s chest.

"They're probably just curious about new arrivals," Aris said, perhaps sensing her discomfort, though he didn't turn his head. His focus was entirely on the road, which was now little more than a muddy track winding deeper into the emerald-green canopy.

"Yeah, curious," Lina mumbled, but the word felt thin, unconvincing. There was nothing curious about those stares. They held a weight, a silent communication that spoke of history, of warnings unheeded. She shivered despite the oppressive humidity. The silence had returned, deeper now, broken only by the chirping of unseen insects and the distant cry of a bird she couldn't identify. It wasn't the vibrant hum of a healthy ecosystem; it felt... muted. Suppressed. As if the jungle itself was holding its breath.

The jeep climbed higher, the air growing cooler, the mist thicker, swirling around them like phantom limbs. Trees draped in hanging mosses loomed out of the fog, their branches gnarled and ancient, like skeletal fingers reaching down. Every now and then, a splash of vibrant color—a crimson flower, a flash of iridescent bird wings—would burst through the gloom, only to be swallowed moments later.

They crested a rise, and then, through a slight parting in the mist, Lina saw it. Not the house yet, but a sprawling, skeletal structure silhouetted against the grey sky. It was a greenhouse, or what was left of one. Its glass panels were mostly gone, shattered or missing, leaving gaping, empty eyes staring out from a decaying metal frame. Vines, thick as a man's arm, had wrapped around the skeletal ribs of the structure, pulling it further into ruin. It looked like an abandoned cathedral to a forgotten god, shrouded in the ever-present mist.

A sudden, sharp gust of wind swirled around them, carrying with it that cloying, sweet scent, stronger now. It was like too many flowers, past their prime, fermenting in the heat. It made Lina’s nose wrinkle, a faint metallic tang underlying the sweetness, like old blood. She instinctively pulled her arms inside her t-shirt, hugging herself.

"The old Leclerc estate," Aris announced, a note of triumph in his voice. He seemed oblivious to the spectral appearance of the greenhouse, or the heavy atmosphere. To him, it was just a landmark, a historical footnote on the path to his botanical obsession. "Used to be a thriving plantation. Imagine the specimens they cultivated here."

Lina didn’t want to imagine. She wanted to know what had happened to it, why it felt so... empty. The silence here wasn't peaceful; it was watchful. It felt as if the very air hummed with unspoken stories, of things best left undisturbed. She glanced back, but the village had long since vanished into the receding mist.

The jeep finally rumbled to a halt in front of a grand, yet clearly neglected, colonial house. It was a sprawling affair of faded white paint and dark, weathered wood, framed by overgrown frangipani trees whose blossoms now seemed heavy, almost bruised, in the damp air. Verandas stretched around the entire lower floor, shadowed and still. The front door was a heavy, dark wood, scarred by time and moisture.

"Home, sweet home," Aris said, turning off the engine. The sudden silence was profound, broken only by the distant, mournful cry of a bird and the drip, drip, drip of moisture from the saturated leaves.

Lina stepped out of the jeep, the humid air instantly wrapping around her like a warm, wet blanket. The rich, earthy smell was stronger here, mixed with that sickly sweet, metallic scent. She looked up at the house, then beyond it, to the dense wall of rainforest that pressed in from all sides. It felt alive, watching, waiting. The peculiar stillness, the staring locals, the ruined greenhouse—it all coalesced into a single, unsettling impression.

This wasn't just a new home. This was a place with secrets, and she had a chilling feeling she was about to become entangled in them. A faint, almost imperceptible whisper seemed to drift on the humid air, too soft to be a word, yet it seemed to brush against her ear, raising goosebumps on her arms. It was just the wind, she told herself. Just the newness. But a part of her already knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that something here was very, very wrong.
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Chapter 2: Greenhouse Ghosts
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The old Leclerc estate house, once a beacon of colonial grandeur, now sagged under the weight of time and neglect. Its faded grandeur was undeniable—high ceilings, polished dark wood floors that groaned underfoot, and vast, empty rooms that echoed with every hesitant step. Yet, there was a palpable silence within its walls, a hush that suggested a long, deep slumber, or perhaps a watchful quiet. Aris, ever the academic, saw it as a temporary base, a convenient launchpad for his botanical expeditions. He moved through the rooms with a focused practicality, unpacking scientific equipment and books, seemingly oblivious to the house’s heavy atmosphere.

Lina, however, felt it acutely. The air inside was dense, carrying the scent of dust, damp stone, and something else—a faint, sweet mustiness that seemed to cling to the velvet drapes and the antique furniture shrouded in white sheets. Her bedroom, vast and sparsely furnished, had tall, narrow windows that looked out onto the sprawling, overgrown gardens and, beyond them, the shadowy forms of the abandoned greenhouses.

After a restless night punctuated by the unfamiliar chirping of insects and the distant, mournful cries of unseen creatures, Lina found herself drawn to those glass skeletons. Her father was already engrossed in mapping out the local flora with his GPS device, his voice humming with scientific jargon as he spoke into a recorder. He barely noticed when Lina slipped out, a light jacket pulled around her shoulders against the lingering morning damp.

The gardens surrounding the house were a tangle of wild beauty, reclaiming paths and devouring stone benches. Exotic flowers, riotously colored and powerfully fragrant, bloomed in chaotic abundance, their petals glistening with dew. But Lina’s gaze was fixed on the greenhouses, their fractured panes glinting malevolently in the early light. They beckoned her with a strange, undeniable pull.

She pushed through a curtain of hibiscus bushes, their waxy leaves brushing against her face, and emerged into a clearing where the greenhouses stood. There were three of them, interconnected, a vast, decaying network of glass and iron. They were magnificent even in their ruin, monuments to a bygone era when rare specimens from across the empire were nurtured within their controlled climates. Now, many of the glass panes were gone, leaving jagged teeth of clear and green shards. Vines, thick as pythons, had breached the structures, twisting around the metal frames, some even coiling through the broken glass as if trying to strangle the very bones of the buildings.

Lina pushed open a heavy, rust-eaten door, which groaned in protest like an ancient beast waking from a long sleep. The air inside was a shock—stiflingly hot and incredibly humid, even warmer than the air outside. It felt like walking into a living, breathing lung. The sweet, metallic scent she’d noticed on arrival was amplified here, cloying and heavy, almost suffocating. Dust motes danced in the shafts of light that pierced the gaps in the roof, illuminating the decay.

The ground was a riot of vegetation. What were once meticulously arranged pathways were now swallowed by ferns, moss, and opportunistic weeds. Broken terracotta pots lay scattered, some sprouting their own miniature jungles. Empty shelves, once laden with precious plants, stretched into the murky depths of the structure, like skeletal hands reaching for something long gone. It was beautiful, in a haunting, forgotten way, a silent testament to nature’s relentless march.

Lina walked deeper, her sneakers crunching softly on scattered glass and dried leaves. She ran her hand along the cold, moss-covered metal of a long-abandoned watering pipe. A shiver traced its way up her spine, not from cold, but from something indefinable. The silence in here was different from the silence outside. It wasn’t just the absence of sound; it was an active quiet, a held breath. It felt like a space where time had stopped, preserving echoes of the past.

She navigated around a fallen beam, careful not to snag her clothes on the sharp edges of broken glass. And then she saw it. Tucked away in a shadowed corner, beneath a bench half-swallowed by an aggressive vine, was a display case. It was shattered, its glass front exploded outwards, but the wooden base remained intact. She knelt, brushing away a layer of dust and dried leaves.

The wood was dark, almost black, and felt strangely cool beneath her fingertips. On a small, tarnished brass plaque affixed to the front, almost obscured by a clinging tendril of moss, was an inscription. It was etched in elegant, looping script, faded but still legible:

Mamzel Malefik.

Lina’s brow furrowed. Mamzel Malefik. The words felt heavy on her tongue, almost whispered. Mademoiselle Evil. Or perhaps, Miss Maleficent. The name sent a prickle of unease up her arms, a stark contrast to the stifling heat of the greenhouse. Why would anyone name an orchid, or any plant, something so sinister? What kind of plant would be housed in a case so carefully, yet now so violently, destroyed?

As her fingers traced the ominous words, a sensation swept over her, subtle at first, then growing into an undeniable presence. It was a faint change in the air, a drop in temperature right behind her. The hairs on her neck stood on end. She froze, her breath catching in her throat, the metallic sweetness in the air suddenly overpowering, like a mouthful of old pennies and sickly-sweet perfume.

She felt it. Eyes on her. Not the distant, curious gaze of a bird, or the imagined presence of a small creature. This was different. This was a watching. A deliberate, still, and utterly silent presence.

Lina slowly, incrementally, began to turn her head. She didn't want to. Every instinct screamed at her to keep her eyes straight, to pretend she hadn't noticed. But a morbid fascination, or perhaps a chilling compulsion, forced her.

Her gaze swept across the shadowy interior of the greenhouse, past the dark, tangled forms of vines that seemed to writhe in the dimness, past the broken pots and the skeletal shelves. Her eyes sought out the deepest pockets of gloom, the places where light struggled to penetrate.

And there, deep within the furthest, most collapsed section of the greenhouse, where the iron ribs met in a tangled embrace and the glass was completely gone, she saw it. Or rather, she didn't quite see it. It was a shift, a ripple in the oppressive shadow, deeper and more profound than the surrounding darkness. It was a silhouette, perhaps, or a distortion. It had no discernible shape, no outline, yet it felt acutely present, like a void that had swallowed the light.

No, not a void. It was a pair of eyes. Not glowing, not reflective, but a darker absence within the already profound darkness. They were fixed on her, unblinking, ancient. And as she stared, her heart hammering against her ribs, the shadow seemed to condense, to draw itself inward, shrinking, until it was gone, absorbed back into the general gloom.

Lina gasped, a small, choked sound. She scrambled backwards, stumbling over a loose brick, her hand flying to her mouth to stifle another cry. The air, which had momentarily felt like ice, returned to its oppressive heat, but the goosebumps lingered, a cold map on her skin.

She didn't wait. Scrambling to her feet, she turned and half-ran, half-stumbled back towards the groaning door, her mind screaming for the comforting presence of her father, for the relative normalcy of the house. The humid air, the scent of the flowers, the silent, watchful greenhouse—it all seemed to press in on her, suffocating.

She burst out of the greenhouse and into the dappled sunlight of the garden, sucking in great gulps of air. But even as she stood there, trembling, the scent of the sweet, metallic perfume seemed to follow her, clinging to her clothes, her hair, seeping into her very skin. And the feeling of eyes on her back didn't vanish with the closing of the greenhouse door. It felt as if the very air around the estate house was alive with unseen observers, and that whatever had been watching her in the shadows had now truly settled in.
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