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Chapter I — The Night the Garden Blooms Returned

	The fog arrived long before dawn, slipping over the valley like a veil someone had laid gently across the earth. It carried a faint scent of jasmine and rain-soaked soil, though the sky had been dry for days. Elara Wynn stepped out onto her porch, shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders, and watched as the mist curled along the fence and drifted past the abandoned stone path leading to the old greenhouse.

	She had lived beside that greenhouse for seven years, and not once had she seen light inside it. No blooms. No vines. No shadows of stirring leaves. Its glass panes, mottled with age, reflected nothing but the quiet loneliness of an empty home.

	Tonight was different.

	A faint glow pulsed behind the glass. Soft. Rhythmic. As though the greenhouse were breathing.

	Elara held her breath, gripping the wooden railing of the porch. The mist thickened around the structure, swirling in slow spirals that made the glow inside shimmer like candlelight floating on water. Something brushed her ankle—cool, weightless. She glanced down, expecting fog, but found instead a single petal on the wooden step.

	She knelt.

	The petal was pale gold, almost translucent, its edges shimmering as though dusted with frost. Elara touched it with her fingertip. A delicate warmth blossomed against her skin—sharp at first, then softening into something achingly familiar, like a memory of sunlight through leaves.

	Her breath hitched.

	She had not felt that warmth in years.

	Not since she had dreamt of the Celestial Garden—long before her mother’s passing, long before silence grew roots in her house, long before she stopped believing dreams could follow people into waking life. But the warmth in the petal pulsed gently, as if greeting her after a long absence.

	“Elara.”

	Her name drifted across the fog.

	Not loudly. Not clearly. More like a forgotten whisper carried by wind.

	She straightened slowly, heart pounding. The voice did not come from the house. It came from the old greenhouse—its cracked windows, its crooked door, its silent promise of something once lost.

	“Elara.”

	The whisper came again, softer this time, as though the speaker was tired or shy or both.

	Elara’s legs moved before her thoughts could stop them. She stepped off the porch and crossed the damp grass, each footstep stirring tiny droplets of dew that glimmered faintly in the dim light. The mist parted ahead of her like a curtain that recognized her.
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