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They took Johnny Green from class 3a at ten o’ clock on Tuesday morning. He was the last to go. They thought I didn’t notice, but I’ve been onto them for a while now. 

It started nearly two weeks ago. Teaching biology is difficult when you’ve got a teenage audience. Almost every topic on the syllabus has something about reproduction in it, and that reduces your typical youngster to giggles, rude jokes or hysteria. I’ve got used to it over the last twenty years, and have come to expect the reactions. I’ve even come to know who to expect them from.

So when Jack Doyle was quiet during my “Asexual reproduction in amoeba” spiel, I knew immediately that something was wrong. And my sense of wrongness really went into overdrive when he stayed behind after class to ask questions.

“So,” he asked. “Every new organism produced by asexual reproduction is genetically identical to the parent – a clone in effect?”

“Very astute Jack,” I replied. “When did you grow the smarts?”

Jack has never been the sharpest pencil in the box. Usually he sits at the back and throws spitballs at the pretty girls. He has never had a grade higher than a solid “F” and has a flat, dead, stare when asked anything more than the simplest question. 

But that day, two weeks ago, was different. This time I got a quizzical look, as if I’d been the one being stupid.

“I’ve been thinking about stuff,” Jack replied.

“Watch you don’t strain anything,” I said, but didn’t get a laugh.

“I want to learn,” Jack said. “I want to learn everything.”

“Turning over a new leaf Jack?”

I got the quizzical look again.

“I fail to see what plants have to do with it. I thought we were discussing amoeba?”

And that’s when it happened.

Jack flickered.

It was just for the space of time it took for me to blink, and I wasn’t really sure of what I’d seen. For that millisecond it wasn’t Jack Doyle that stood in front of me, but a seven-foot thing that looked more plant than human; green, fibrous and strangely gnarled. It looked like nothing less than a stunted oak sapling.

Then it was gone, and I was getting that quizzical stare again.

“Is there something wrong, Mr. Davis?”

I shook my head, partly to answer the question, partly to clear the remnants of what I might have seen.

And that was it for a couple of days. Nothing unusual happened in my other classes and I even came round to the idea of chalking it up to tiredness and overwork. 

Everything went normally, just the usual daily grind in the classroom. 

Until 3a came round to biology again. Jack Doyle continued to be more attentive in class, but that was a good thing... right?

He asked me again about cloning, and that got us into a discussion on ethics and Frankenstein foods that actually had most of the class interested for once... apart from Jack, and Mary Brown. She had taken on the quizzical look I was getting to know.

“Sir,” she said. “Can you explain parthenogenesis to us?”

“Certainly,” I said. “Parthenogenesis is a form of asexual reproduction found in females where growth and development of embryos or seeds occurs without fertilization by males. It happens a lot in simple plants, and has also been shown in some snakes and amphibians.”

Mary put her hand up.

“Sir. Is it true that the offspring produced by parthenogenesis almost always are female?”

I nodded.

She put her hand up once more.

And it happened again. 

Mary Brown flickered. And once more I was looking at a gnarled green thing. Instead of a hand, it waved a shoot above the main body of a squat trunk, a shoot with five thin branches, each tipped with a hard thorny edge.

“I want to learn,” she said.

“We want to learn,” Jack Doyle added.

The rest of the class just sat there, open-mouthed.

“Apomixis,” Mary Brown said.

“Reproduction,” they both said.

A giggle ran around the room, but it didn’t last.

“We want to learn,” they said in unison.

They stared straight at me, their eyes black and dead.

“Teach us. Teach us now.”

So I taught. It had been a long time since I’d even heard the word Apomixis, but I dredged enough about asexual reproduction in plants from my memory to satisfy them... for now. 

I managed to hold myself together till the end of the class, but by the time I got to the washroom I felt ready to scream. 

I splashed cold water on my face, and gave myself a long hard stare in the mirror. I didn’t look crazy, but it felt as if reality was slowly draining away.

That night I sat at home with thoughts swirling like storm clouds in my mind. 

I kept coming back to that single image; the fleshy green shoot above the main body of a squat trunk, the five thin branches, each tipped with a hard thorny edge. And in my mind’s eye I saw those same thorns tear into the pale white flesh of Mary Brown. 

I drank more whisky than was good for me and tried to settle, but the television was broadcasting its usual inanities and the radio reception was so bad that I was forced to switch it off after a while. I sat at the window, watching a storm build up, until it got too dark to see. And even then I sat, watching my reflection for long minutes before drawing the curtains and closing myself in.

Silence settled around me. Eventually the wind dropped and, apart from my trusty, wheezing, generator there was only the soft patter of rain on the window. Soon I began to hear rhythms in the noise, the weather sending me a coded signal of danger that I was only just unable to decipher.

“Music,” I muttered, needing to break the silence. “That's what I need. Something good and loud.”

I rummaged around in a box of old tapes discarded by my wife when she left. I put on a compilation of pop songs from a happier time and let the mindless mania wash over me.

For nearly half an hour I managed to lose myself in the intricacies of police work in Ed McBain's 87th Precinct while the music swam around me. I even found myself singing along at one point.

Bang! 

Something hit the window, hard.

I looked up to see a branch banging against the glass, leaves pressed flat on the glass, like fingers, prying, trying to reach through.

I was up and out of the chair almost before I knew it.

For long seconds I stood there, my heart pounding a drumbeat in my ears. I half expected to turn and find that I was not alone in the room, but there was only a spilled glass of whisky and a book beside my chair.

The wind dropped. 

The branch went back to being just a branch, swaying gently in what was now no more than a breeze.

Slowly... very slowly... my heart rate returned to near normal. But I was very far from being in that state. 

I had to do something... anything. But I was at a loss for where to start. 

I’m not stupid. I’ve read all the books, seen all the movies. When the Pod People start to take over, nobody ever believes the first person to notice. And going to the authorities would only result in me being taken off the job. 

I had my working hypothesis; that some intelligent alien species was here, in my school, taking over children. Now what I need was patience. Patience to watch, to find out exactly what was happening, patience to test the theory and get real physical proof. 

I made my way to bed and at some point I slept, fitfully, only to wake with a start, convinced that they were in the room. 

Thin shadows wafted and ran across the ceiling. All I wanted to do was retreat under the covers to a place where I had been safe as a child. But I forced myself to sit up.

I called out. 

No one replied. And when I turned towards the window, there were only the trees in the garden, and the streetlight beyond that, throwing shadows into my bedroom.

In the morning I went straight to my laptop. 

There was nothing in any of the mainstream news pages of any note, just the usual earthly diet of death and chaos. There was an earthquake in China, concern about the escape of genetically modified crops, and three separate minor wars ongoing in the Middle-East. I had to dig deep, into places where conspiracy theories cluster like ants at a picnic. I found what I was looking for in a UFO chat-room.

“I’ve been seeing them for days,” a lady from Seattle said. 

“They’re everywhere,” a boy from Texas replied. “My mother isn’t my mother any more. Oh, she walks, talks, cooks and cleans like my mother. But it’s not her. Not in the heart. Not where it matters.” 

I made some discreet forays onto the boards. 

All told I found over a hundred cases similar to my own. No doubt some of them at least were from the usual on-line suspects. But I found three separate descriptions of “stunted plants” and one hysterical youth that had been attacked, in broad daylight by a friend with thorns instead of fingernails.

I drove to school that morning with one eye on the road and one on the people around me... if people they indeed were.

I had 3a again the next day.  

By now I knew what I was looking for. Three more had been taken, and had moved to the left side of the room to sit with Jack Doyle and Mary Brown.

I started the day’s lesson... one on Speciation, but that wasn’t enough for them. Their hands shot up almost as soon as I began.

“Tell us about mutation,” they said as one.

“How has punctuated equilibrium been a driver for the selection of intelligence?” they said.

Whatever they ultimately wanted to know, they were learning fast. 

So once more I taught, of how natural selection is not only about the survival of the fittest, but about how naturally occurring mutations can inhabit, and take over, niches previously occupied by other species and how a single genetic advantage can lead to ecological dominance.

They soaked it all up, and demanded more.

I taught them. And while I did so, I learned more about them. By looking out of the corner of my eyes and letting them go slightly out of focus I could see them... not clearly, but enough. They were still the same gnarled mass of green plant-like matter. But as they listened to me, small shoots rose and wafted in the air. Small nodules on the fleshy trunks swelled and pulsed. Some looked ready to burst.

The other children... the human children, knew something was wrong. They kept looking at me, and back at the small group of what seemed like their classmates. 

I wouldn’t acknowledge their fears. I couldn’t, for to do so would give away the fact that I knew them for what they were. 

So I kept teaching, and they kept asking questions. 

“Tell us about morphic resonance,” they said.

And at that they had me stumped. The words had some meaning to me, but I couldn’t quite place it. It was near the end of the lesson though, and I was able to talk my way through to the bell. 

I could tell they were frustrated, but so was I.

That night, I looked up morphic resonance. I realized I had read something about it in the past; a fringe theory regarding morphogenetic fields that worked by imposing patterns on otherwise random or indeterminate phenomena. It had been used to explain how ideas that rise up in one place, can simultaneously rise up elsewhere when enough of the population have assimilated them. 

And turning once more to the chat rooms, I found that ideas were indeed spreading.

“How the hell does my mother know about cellular mitosis?” one asked. “And how does she know a teacher called Bob Davis all the way across the country?”

“The garage attendant grabbed me and demanded to know about punctuated equilibrium. I punctuated his ass for him,” another said.

The more I looked, the more the horror grew. My teachings were spreading. Everywhere across the country, the others were learning, and expanding. 

As I suspected, things got worse. By the time 3a came round for biology again, Johnny Green was the last one left. He entered the classroom like a whipped dog, and slunk into a seat near the front. 

The rest were so confident that they took him, right in front of me. I watched out of the corner of my eye as I talked, telling them what I’d learned of morphic fields, explaining how it wasn’t a recognized scientific paradigm. Even as I spoke, tendrils crept across the room. 

Young Johnny never saw it coming. A pustule on one of the green shoots burst, and Johnny’s face was covered in a thin film of spores. 

He breathed in, coughed once, and flickered. 

They had him.

“Tell us about forced mutation,” they asked.

“Tell us about genetic manipulation,” they demanded.

“We need variation,” they said.

Suddenly I was no longer thinking about aliens or off world intelligence. 

I was thinking about genetic engineering, about escapes, and about random mutations. I was also thinking about punctuated equilibrium, and wondering whether it wasn’t time that the human race got its ass punctuated. 

Just as suddenly, I had a theory, but first I had to test a part of it. 

At the end of the lesson I gave them a new word. I taught them about chemomute, a chemical reagent used to bring about targeted genetic mutation. 

That night, in the chat rooms, I was asked whether I’d heard about the use of the new wonder drug. They used the name I had made up... chemomute.

The next time 3a came round to Biology I was ready.

They were waiting for me.

“Variation,” they said. “Teach us.”

I showed them a vessel full of a thick liquid.

“Building variation into populations has been something scientists have known how to do for some time,” I said. “And it is best demonstrated by an experiment. I think it’s time we did some practical work.”  

Tendrils waved in excitement.

I taught them about the importance of hypothesis, experiment and results gathering. 

I taught them how to make chemomute from vinegar, salt and liquid soap. 
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