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      The children's jeers reverberated off the playground surface as they surrounded Winnie, circling like wolves. She gripped her inhaler with white knuckles, trying to make herself appear even smaller.

"Wheezy Winnie's afraid of flowers!" Trent Mercer, a freckled boy with cruel eyes, danced around her. "Bet she'll sneeze her head off if we get her close enough!"

"Please, I can't," she whispered, and her breath already caught. "My allergies—

"Your allergies, your allergies," Trent mimicked in a high-pitched voice. "That's all you ever talk about."

Two larger boys grabbed her arms while Trent snatched her inhaler, holding it out of reach. Her protests grew weaker as they dragged her toward the school's rose garden, her heels leaving twin furrows in the dirt.

"No, please," she gasped. "I'll stop breathing…"

"One little sniff won't kill you," Trent said, laughing, pushing her forward.

She stumbled, arms windmilling as she fell face-first into the roses. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the familiar tightening in her chest, the burning rash, the choking panic.

Instead, something unexpected happened.

The thorns curved away from her skin. Roses bent, cradling her fall, weaving a gentle nest under her body with their stems. Her eyes flew open as whispers, no, not whispers, but something older and greener than words entered her mind.

Safe. Child. Here.

The roses quivered around her, not in attack but in some sensation that seemed to be. welcome. She lay perfectly still, baffled, waiting for pain that never materialized. In the distance, she heard Trent and his friends laughing, their footsteps fading as they walked away, leaving her to what they clearly assumed would be misery.

A tiny movement caught her eye. Between the two stems, peering at her with dark, intelligent eyes, was a creature no larger than her palm. Parchment-colored fur, large upright ears, and a fluffy tail. It cocked its head, studying her.

"Hello," She whispered, afraid to frighten it.

A soft chittering sound was the creature's response, and suddenly she felt a warm, curious, friendly presence in her mind.

Friend, came the impression, clear as spoken words though no sound had been made. Found you.

She sat among roses for hours, the small creature, Mareth, she somehow knew, curled against her palm. It wasn't until the sun was low in the sky that she finally heard her father's frantic calls.

"Winnie? Pooh Bear, where are you?"

She sat up, roses gently parting around her. "Here, Dad."

Her father's weathered face appeared at the garden's edge, his fear giving way to astonishment as he found his daughter sitting serenely among the thorns. "How in the world are you not." His voice trailed off as he took in her clear complexion, her easy breathing.

The little animal in Winnie's hands began to shift and blur, its body stretching until a little kitten of the same parchment-colored fur was sitting in its place.

"Can I keep her?" She asked, cradling the kitten. "Her name is Mareth."

Her father knelt beside the roses and reached out a tentative hand toward his daughter's face. "But your allergies…" He paused, confusion etched across his gentle blue eyes. "You're not wheezing. Not even a single hive."

"I know." She smiled, the first real smile her father had seen in years. "She helped me. She's my friend." The tiny kitten purred and rubbed against Winnie's fingers; the roses stirred, as if in a wind, yet there was no wind.
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      Morning light filtered through the cracked glass panes in the greenhouse roof, painting dappled patterns across Winnie's workspace. Her fingers moved with practiced precision among the seedlings, touching each with gentleness yet purpose. Unlike her hesitant interaction with people, here among her plants, her movements held a quiet confidence.

"There you go," she whispered to a struggling fern. "The soil's too dry for you, isn't it?"

She leaned into her touch as she carefully added water to the base of the plant. Her hazel eyes, generally cast down in human company, were clear and focused now, taking in every detail of the drooping fronds. The greenhouse hummed with a symphony of green life that only she could hear-rustling whispers of growth and need and contentment that formed a soothing backdrop to her thoughts.

She pushed the sleeves up to reach a hanging basket, and the web of silvery scars, tracing up her forearms like delicate vines, emerged. In the privacy of her sanctuary, she didn't bother concealing them. The scars caught the light as she worked, glimmering against the paleness of her skin. A constant permanent reminder of the night her magic had first erupted, unbidden and terrifying.

A honeybee drifted through the open window and around her head once before landing on her shoulder. She smiled, a rarity that changed the landscape of her thin face.

"Good morning to you, too," she murmured to the bee. "The lavender is over there if that's what you're after."

A distant creaking of the main gate of the estate broke her peaceful communion. Her shoulders immediately hunched inward, her body folding into its familiar protective hunch. With reluctant motions, she tugged her sleeves down, concealing the scars from whoever approached.

Through the greenhouse windows, she spotted a truck rumbling up the gravel drive with dust billowing behind its wheels. The vehicle stopped, and a sturdy woman with chestnut hair tied back in a practical ponytail jumped down from the driver's seat. Jody Rolands, their regular seed supplier, began unloading crates from the truck bed with efficient movements.

Winnie hesitated with one hand, finding the smooth stone in her pocket, a habit when anxiety threatened to overwhelm her. She knew she should help, yet the thought of conversation, or eyes upon her, made her throat constrict.

"Focus," she whispered to herself, unconsciously echoing one of Jody's frequent commands. "One foot. Then the next."

She shuffled towards the door of the greenhouse, her gait uneven and tentative. Outside, the morning air held the scent of fresh earth and newly cut grass. She did not lift her eyes as she counted her steps to the gate.

Sunlight glinted off the glass as Jody's driver's door swung shut, drawing Winnie's attention to the weathered lettering on the truck's side: "Greenthumb Seeds, New Woodlows."

"Morning, Winnie," Jody's voice carried across the dewy lawn, strong and clear as a bell. She hoisted a wooden crate that would have strained most arms, her sun-browned hands gripping the corners without a tremor. "Got those specialty seeds you asked about. Oak Stone's finest." The muscles in her forearms flexed slightly as she adjusted her grip. "Had to convince my supplier to make the sixty-mile trek out to our little corner of nowhere."

"Oh. thank you." Winnie stopped several paces away, fingers working nervously at the edge of her sleeve. "Did you. find the alpine varieties?"

Jody nodded, setting the crate down and dusting her hands off on her work pants. "Every last one on your list. Had to call in some favors, but…" She paused, studying Winnie's face. "Did you sleep at all last night? Those eye circles are telling tales."

Winnie's eyes flickered up briefly before settling on the safer focus of her friend's left shoulder. "The night-blooming cereus was. It was flowering. Only happens once a year, so I. I stayed up to watch it."

"Plants before sleep. Classic Winnie." There was no judgment in Jody's tone, merely a matter-of-fact assessment. She opened one of the smaller packages, revealing tiny seeds nestled in protective padding. "These edelweiss are finicky. Need just the right alpine conditions."

Winnie's fingers twitched with the desire to examine them. She took a tentative step forward. "I prepared a special bed in the north corner, with the right drainage and limestone.

"Smart thinking." Jody handed her the package, careful to avoid direct contact with Winnie's skin, not out of discomfort but out of years of understanding Winnie's boundaries. "Your father around? Got his fertilizer order too."

"Pruning the eastern hedgerow," Winnie replied, already cradling the seed package like it contained precious gems. "I can. I can show you where to put everything."

As they walked toward the storage shed, Winnie's hunched posture remained, but her steps grew slightly more assured. Around Jody's practical, straightforward presence, the crushing weight of social interaction lessened slightly. The plants around them seemed to whisper their approval as the two women made their way across the grounds with their contrasting figures—one sturdy and confident, the other slight and withdrawn—moving in comfortable rhythm through the morning light.
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            * * *

        

A wiry, weathered groundskeeper watched his daughter from beneath the ancient oak that marked the eastern boundary of the estate. Through gaps in the foliage, he watched Winnie shuffle back to the greenhouse sanctuary after Jody was gone, her shoulders hunched as if she carried some invisible weight. The now-familiar sorrow settled in his chest, a dull, persistent ache that over the years had become his constant companion.

His daughter moved through the world as if a ghost, present yet separate, finding communion with stem and leaf rather than face and voice. The sprawling gardens of the estate were her refuge, but to him, they sometimes felt like beautiful prison walls, keeping her sequestered from a world she was afraid to join.

When Winnie disappeared inside the greenhouse, he sighed and tucked his pruning shears into his belt. He followed her path across the manicured lawn, his weathered face a reflection of twenty-six years of worry.

Inside the greenhouse, Winnie arranged seed packets with an intensity that made her thin fingers surprisingly nimble. The morning light streaming through the glass caught her scars and made them shine like silver threads stitched into her skin. Those marks were permanent reminders of the night her power had awakened, wild and untamed.

"I see Jody stopped by," Her father said, announcing his presence in the doorway.

Winnie startled a little but did not lift her head. "Yes. She, she found the edelweiss seeds. Alpine varieties."

"That's great." He stepped inside, breathed in the earthy scent of growth. "Did you think about going into town with her when she left? Beautiful day for it."

"No, I." Winnie's hand slipped into her pocket, fingers wrapping around the smooth stone she kept there. "The roses needed deadheading. And the new shoots needed checking for aphids, so.

He nodded, studying his daughter's downturned face. "You know, Pooh Bear, the world beyond these gardens isn't always as frightening as it seems."

A ghost of a smile touched her lips at the childhood nickname. "Maybe. maybe next week I could go. Perhaps."

"Perhaps," He echoed, not pushing further. He'd learned long ago that pushing only made her retreat deeper into herself. "I've put the kettle on. Tea's ready when you are." He turned to leave, heavy in his heart as the words "next week" had been Winnie's promise now for years, always just beyond reach, like a shy butterfly that would not quite alight.
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            * * *

        

After her father had left, Winnie exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. The greenhouse enveloped her in its humid embrace, a sanctuary of glass and growth where expectations faded beneath the more honest demands of her plants. Here, among seedlings and blossoms, her perpetual anxiety settled into something manageable, like silt at the bottom of a clear pond.

A soft rustling came from beneath a potted fern. Mareth emerged, tiny paws scattering dirt, shaking leaves from her parchment-colored fur as she did so. The plant sprite chittered softly, dark eyes bright with intelligence as she scampered across the wooden workbench.

"Hello, little friend," she whispered, offering her palm.

Mareth scrambled up Winnie's arm with practiced ease and settled onto her shoulder, letting out a contented sigh. The sprite's warm presence radiated comfort through their empathic connection.

"Father wants me to go to town." Winnie touched her scars absently. "But they'll all stare. They always do."

Mareth nuzzled against her neck, projecting feelings of protection and understanding.

"You remember how they called me 'Wheezy Winnie'?" She set seed trays out with methodical precision. "The adults are more polite now, but their eyes still follow me. They remember the strange, sickly child who suddenly stopped sneezing."

The sprite's tail flicked against her cheek, a gentle warning.

"I know. I'm being silly." Winnie's gaze turned to a struggling tomato seedling, its leaves curled and yellowing. "This one needs help."

She cupped her hands around the tiny plant, closing her eyes. The familiar hum of power stirred beneath her skin, flowing from her core down to her fingertips, where it manifested as a subtle green glow. The seedling responded immediately, straightening its stem and unfurling its leaves toward her illuminated touch.

"There," she murmured as the light faded. "Much better."

Mareth suddenly stiffened on her shoulder, large ears swiveling toward the eastern wall. The sprite's fur bristled as she emitted a low, urgent sound.

"What is it?" Winnie followed her gaze.

Beyond the glass walls, the ancient oak tree that marked the eastern boundary swayed dramatically—despite the windless day. Its massive limbs groaned and creaked, its leaves rustling in agitation.

She didn't waste any time but rushed out of the greenhouse, Mareth clinging to her shoulder. In the open garden, the mental barriers she kept up faltered in the face of the sudden assault of plant-voices: whispers from the roses, murmurs from the lavender, and the urgent, booming presence of the ancient oak flooded her consciousness.

Danger. Turmoil. Hurt.

Winnie winced, struggling to sort through the racket. The oak's voice dominated—ancient and resounding from age.

Below. Beneath. Interloper among my roots.

She approached the tree cautiously, her hand outstretched to touch its weathered bark. "What's wrong?" she whispered. "Show me."

The oak's consciousness wrapped itself around hers, tugging her attention to the earth at its roots. Something was disturbed down there that shouldn't be.

Mareth sprang from her shoulder, alighting noiselessly on the turf. The sprite edged forwards, then paused, fur on end, eyes fixed on a spot where the earth had recently been turned. A cold dread settled in Winnie's stomach. Whatever had agitated the tree wasn't visible-it remained hidden beneath the soil, an unseen presence that even Mareth sensed was wrong.
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      Winnie crouched beside the ancient oak, the palm of her hand pressed against its rough bark. The tree's distress pulsed through her fingertips like a thundering heartbeat. Around her, the garden held its breath: flowers had turned their faces toward her, grasses leaned in her direction; all sensed her communion with the oak.

"What is it?" she whispered, shutting her eyes to concentrate.

Mareth scampered about the disturbed earth, her tiny form taut with tension. Winnie received impressions more than words through their bond: wrongness-manipulation-intruder. The unease wafted off the sprite like heat from a stove.

She deepened the connection, allowing her consciousness to fall through the oak's bark and down into its massive trunk, then outwards through its sprawling root system. The world above grew dim as she traveled the underground network. Here, in this hidden place, she could feel the web of life beneath the manicured lawns of the estate, each plant connected to others in ways not visible to ordinary eyes.

The oak guided her awareness, drawing her north to where the gardens gave ground to the ancient forest. There, something was amiss. Plants grew in unnatural patterns-roots twisting themselves into geometric shapes, fungal networks rearranging against their nature. It wasn't death she sensed but something almost worse-manipulation.

She extended her awareness further, trailing along root tips into foreign territory. Something… or someone… was dictating these changes. A consciousness that felt neither human nor entirely plant-like pulsed at the edges of her perception. It noticed her probing—and recoiled, like a sea creature retreating into shadows.

Winnie gasped, jerking back from the connection. The sudden return to her physical body left her dizzy and disoriented. She fell backward onto the grass, her head spinning with fractured images of what she'd seen.

"Roots and stones," she muttered, pressing her fingertips to her temples.

Mareth bounded to her side, scrambling onto her lap. The dark marking on the sprite's forehead had deepened to an inky black, a clear warning. Through their bond came one unmistakable impression: danger.

"I felt it, too," Winnie whispered, stroking Mareth's fur. "Something's changing the plants. Directing them."

Her anxiety spiked, and with it, her power stirred unbidden. The ring of daisies surrounding the oak suddenly shot upward, elongating stems and doubling the size of the flowers. Winnie noticed straight away and took a deep breath, reining in her emotions. The flowers stopped growing but remained unnaturally tall.

"Sorry," she whispered to the flowers. "I didn't mean to do that."

Mareth chittered urgently, tugging on Winnie's sleeve while projecting images of the northern boundary.

"You want me to investigate?" Winnie asked, a note of uncertainty threading through her voice. "But what if…" She bit off the words, unconsciously reaching up to touch the scars on her arms. The last time she'd confronted something she didn't understand, it had left permanent marks.

She should tell her father, but he wouldn't believe her, or if he did, he'd worry. He'd likely forbid her from tending the northern gardens altogether.

Mareth stood on her hind legs, her front paws pressed against Winnie's chest, a concerned and determined look in her eyes.

"You're right," Winnie sighed. "We should at least look. Before anyone else gets involved." She stood up shakily, brushing the grass from her clothes. "But we'll be careful. Just a quick look, then we decide what to do."
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            * * *

        

Mareth leapt from Winnie's lap and scurried several paces toward the northern boundary, then looked back expectantly. The sprite's ears twitched with urgency, her small body vibrating with nervous energy. Through their bond came rapid bursts of emotion: hurry-danger-growing-need.

Winnie twisted her hands together, fingertips tracing the silvery scars that crisscrossed her palms. "We should tell Father first," she murmured. "He always says not to face unknown magic alone."

The sprite's dark eyes held Winnie's gaze, unflinching. In their shared mental space, Mareth projected images of gardeners with heavy boots trampling delicate seedlings, men in official uniforms cordoning off sections of the garden with harsh yellow tape, her father's face creased with worry.

"But he'd be even more worried if something happened to me," Winnie countered.

Anxiety tightened around her chest like a vine. Without her noticing, a patch of clover near her feet suddenly erupted into bloom, tiny white flowers unfurling in rapid succession. The clover plants stretched upward, reaching for her fingertips as if seeking comfort.

Winnie noticed the movement and pulled back, forcing her emotions under control. "Stop that," she whispered to herself, not the plants. "Just... calm down."

Mareth approached again, her movements gentler now. She pressed her small head against Winnie's ankle, sending warmth through their connection. Together-safe-careful.

"Alright," Winnie conceded with a sigh. "Just to look. Nothing more."

The northern edge of the Chesterfield's estate had always been wild compared to the manicured southern gardens. Here, her father allowed nature more freedom, creating a gradual transition between cultivation and wilderness. Normally, Winnie found comfort in this liminal space where order and chaos met.

Today, it felt different.

As they approached the treeline, Winnie slowed. Before them stood a wall of vegetation unlike anything she'd ever seen on the property. Blackberry brambles had woven themselves into a dense barrier, their thorns interlacing with wild roses and thick ropes of ivy. The natural world didn't grow this way—plants competing for space didn't cooperate to form defensive structures.

"This isn't right," she whispered.

Mareth sniffed at the base of the wall, then looked up at Winnie expectantly. The sprite's meaning was clear: this barrier required Winnie's abilities to penetrate.

Winnie reached toward the tangled mass, then hesitated, her hand trembling in midair. Using her power deliberately, with intention rather than emotional response, always brought back memories of that day in the rose garden—the whispers, the pain, the strange awakening that had carved patterns into her flesh.

"I can't," she said, voice barely audible. "Whatever's doing this will sense my power. It'll know we're here."

Mareth climbed Winnie's pant leg and perched on her shoulder. The sprite pressed her small muzzle against Winnie's cheek in a gesture of comfort. The mark on Mareth's forehead pulsed gently, and through their bond came a steady stream of reassurance: strength-together-brave.

Just as Winnie gathered her courage to try, the wall of vegetation stirred. Not with wind, there wasn't a breath of air, but with purpose. Brambles shifted against each other, thorns scraping with a sound like whispered threats. The entire barrier seemed to contract slightly, then expand, as if something were breathing.

"It knows we're here," Winnie breathed, taking an involuntary step backward. "Whatever's beyond that wall…it's aware of us."

Mareth's claws dug slightly into Winnie's shoulder as the sprite's fur bristled along her spine. The little creature's ears swiveled forward, focused intently on the living barrier before them.
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            * * *

        

Winnie took a deep breath, her fingers dipping into her pocket to touch the smooth stone she carried, a habit that steadied her during moments of uncertainty. The wall of vegetation waited, alive with unnatural purpose. She had two choices: retreat to safety or press forward.

"I have to know what's happening," she whispered.

Closing her eyes, Winnie extended her consciousness toward the barrier. Unlike her usual tentative approach to chloromancy, she now deliberately reached out, allowing her awareness to flow into the tangled mass of plant life. The sensation was both familiar and foreign; these plants responded to her presence, but their essence felt wrong, as if someone had taught them to speak in a strange accent.

Please, she projected. I need to pass.

The brambles resisted initially, their thorns turning toward her like tiny sentinels. Winnie persisted, her mind gently brushing against their consciousness, not commanding but requesting.

Friend, she insisted. Not enemy.

Gradually, reluctantly, the vegetation began to shift. Thorny vines untangled, blackberry canes bent away, and thick ivy ropes slithered aside, creating a narrow passage just wide enough for a person to walk through. The plants' movement produced a dry rustling, like crumpled paper.

"It worked," Winnie murmured in surprise, taking a tentative step forward.

Mareth's sudden chittering halt broke her concentration. The sprite's claws dug into her shoulder, accompanied by a burst of warning through their bond. Winnie froze mid-step, following Mareth's gaze upward.

At first, she thought it was a bird, a crow perhaps, perched on a branch overhead. But birds didn't sit so perfectly still, and they certainly didn't have glass where their eyes should be. The thing's head rotated with mechanical precision, its camera lenses adjusting to focus directly on her face.

"That's not…" Winnie began.

Through her connection with Mareth came a rapid sequence of images: similar devices nested in trees throughout the forest, disguised as insects clinging to bark, as flowers growing in impossible places, as stones that occasionally shifted position when no one was looking. The forest was being watched, monitored by technology camouflaged as nature.

Fear shot through Winnie like ice water. The passage in the bramble wall began to close in response, thorny vines reaching toward her. Her instinctive panic was triggering the plants' defensive reaction.

"No, wait," she gasped, trying to regain control of both her emotions and the vegetation. But the damage was done, the unnatural surveillance had broken her concentration.

A movement caught her eye. Deeper in the forest, a figure in dark clothing moved with disciplined precision between trees. Not a gardener, not a hiker. This person moved with military training, head inclined slightly as they spoke into what appeared to be a communication device.

"Confirmed visual on the target," the distant figure said, voice barely audible over the rustle of closing brambles. "Subject displays ability to manipulate vegetation as reported. Proceeding with observation protocol delta."

Winnie stumbled backward as the passage narrowed to nothing. The thorns seemed to reach for her now, no longer passive but aggressive. Through the small gaps in the vegetation wall, she could still see the camera-bird's lenses focused on her, recording every movement, every reaction.

A name floated into her mind, carried by the whispering plants: Chesterfield. She'd never heard it before, but somehow she knew this was the person directing these operations, the one behind the unnatural plant behavior and surveillance.

"They're watching me," Winnie whispered, dread settling in her stomach like a stone. "They've been watching me all along."
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