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For every woman who has felt the blues,

searching for a color that does not yet exist,

only to discover it was growing inside her all along.
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Chapter 1: The Search
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The garden smelled of damp earth and last night's rain, the kind of clean, uncomplicated scent that Liora Kane had once believed could fix most things. It was a modest plot, tucked behind her two-story colonial in a quiet suburb where houses sat like polite neighbors, each with their own fenced secrets. The raised beds were her domain—four of them, framed in weathered cedar that Daniel had hammered together one sweltering summer weekend years ago. She remembered him swearing under his breath as a splinter lodged in his thumb, how she'd laughed and fetched the tweezers, turning it into a moment of domestic comedy. Now, the wood was graying, splintered in places, but sturdy enough. Like her, she supposed.

She knelt between the beds in old jeans and a faded gray sweater, the fabric pilled at the elbows from too many washes, with bold letters printed around the collar toward the right shoulder: “try something new.” She'd found it in a thrift bin years ago, bought on a whim during one of those phases when she thought a slogan might jolt her out of routine. It hadn't. The words felt ironic now, mocking her steady, unchanging days. Secateurs in hand—sharp, Japanese-made, a gift from her university days—she snipped away a cluster of spent lavender blooms that had gone brown at the edges. The stems gave way with a satisfying snap, falling into the compost bucket beside her. Lavender was reliable that way: fragrant even in death, a subtle rebellion against decay.

The morning light was thin, March-still, slanting across the suburban plot like it wasn't quite committed to spring yet. Birds chattered in the oak tree overhanging the fence, a robin hopping along the mulch path, eyeing worms. Liora paused, wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist, feeling the cool smear of soil against her skin. She was forty-eight now, an age that sounded abstract until she caught her reflection in a window—lines around her eyes, a softness to her jaw that hadn't been there a decade ago. Not old, not yet, but the mirror didn't lie. Neither did the occasional twinge in her back.

She glanced at the phone propped against a terracotta pot filled with early crocuses, their purple heads nodding in the breeze. The screen glowed with a nursery website, thumbnails of roses marching in orderly rows like soldiers in a floral army. She scrolled slowly, thumb flicking past pinks and creams and the occasional over-saturated red that screamed for attention. None of them were right. She was looking for something specific, something elusive.

Kinda Blue.

Not true blue—no rose in nature had ever managed that particular trick without help from dye or Photoshop or some genetic sleight of hand. Roses lacked the delphinidin gene, the one that painted delphiniums and hydrangeas in those cool, oceanic hues. She'd read about it in grad school, back when botany felt like a calling rather than a hobby. But Kinda Blue was close—a hybrid tea bred in Germany years ago, introduced with a name that sounded half-apologetic, half-defiant. Soft lavender-mauve petals with a smoky undertone, the color of twilight just before it gives up and turns navy. The listings always specified the details like a pedigree: globular blooms, full-petaled (26–40, as if anyone counted), mild fragrance of myrrh and tea, repeat-flowering from June to frost, height up to four feet if you babied it. Disease-resistant, vigorous grower, leathery dark green leaves that resisted mildew in humid climates like hers.

But the photos never quite captured it. On one site, the flower looked pale lilac, almost gray in certain lights, washed out like an old photograph. On another, it leaned too pink, like it was embarrassed by its own blueness, blushing under the camera's gaze. Liora tilted her head, studying a close-up someone had posted—a single bloom against a blur of green foliage, petals layered like tissue paper, the center curling inward in a perfect spiral. Dew clung to the edges, refracting light into tiny rainbows. It was pretty. It was close.

It wasn't enough.

She exhaled through her nose, a small sound that might have been amusement or resignation. It echoed in the quiet garden, mingling with the distant hum of a lawnmower from the neighbor's yard. "Kinda blue," she murmured to the empty space, her voice low and wry. "Story of my life." The words hung there, self-deprecating, a shield against deeper introspection. Indifference had become her armor, a cool detachment that kept the world at arm's length. Emotions were messy; plants were predictable. Water them, feed them, prune them, and they rewarded you with growth. People? They left, or died, or faded away.

Eight years since Daniel's death, and the grief had settled into something quieter, less sharp around the edges. Not gone—just present, like the low ache in her knees after too long kneeling, or the way the house still felt too large for one person, echoes bouncing off walls where laughter used to live. He'd been forty-two when the cancer took him, a sneaky bastard that started in his pancreas and spread like wildfire. She'd watched him wither, his once-strong frame reduced to bones and tubes, his humor the last thing to go. "Plant me a rose when I'm gone," he'd joked one night in the hospital, his hand cold in hers. "Something blue, to match my mood." She'd laughed then, tears stinging, promising she would. But blue roses didn't exist, not really. So she'd planted red ones instead, climbing varieties that twined up the trellis by the back door, their thorns a reminder that beauty came with barbs.

The garden had been their project, started in the heady days of marriage when everything felt possible. They'd cleared the overgrown lot together, hauling away weeds and rocks, debating layouts over coffee. Daniel wanted vegetables—practical, he said, tomatoes and zucchini for summer salads. Liora pushed for flowers, perennials that would return year after year, a testament to endurance. They'd compromised: veggies in the front beds, flowers in the back. Now, the tomatoes were gone, replaced by more lavender and echinacea, herbs like rosemary and thyme that she clipped for cooking but rarely used. The garden had become her sanctuary, a place where time slowed, where she could lose herself in the rhythm of tending without the weight of expectation.

She shifted her weight, her knees protesting slightly, and reached for another spent bloom. Snap. Into the bucket it went. The compost pile at the garden's edge was a mound of potential, layers of kitchen scraps and yard waste breaking down into rich soil. Entropy in reverse, she thought—death feeding life. If only it worked that way for people. The anti-aging creams in her bathroom cabinet promised miracles, serums with hyaluronic acid and retinol that smoothed lines temporarily, but it was all smoke and mirrors. Youth slipped away, petal by petal.

Her phone buzzed, startling her. A text from her daughter, Ava, who was away at college studying environmental science—ironic, given how Liora had drifted from her own botany career. Hey Mom, you up? Need advice on a paper. Liora smiled faintly, typing back: In the garden. Call? The phone rang almost immediately.

"Mom? You sound out of breath."

"Just pruning. What's the paper on?"

"Genetic modification in crops. Pros, cons, ethics. Boring stuff."

Liora chuckled. "Not boring. Revolutionary. Remember that project I did on GMOs back in grad school?"

"Yeah, the one where you made glow-in-the-dark plants or something?"

"Not quite. But close. We used GFP from jellyfish to track gene expression in tomatoes."

Ava laughed, the sound bright and young. "Nerd. Anyway, I need sources. Got any old books?"

"Check the shelf in the study. Or I can email you some PDFs."

They talked for ten minutes, Ava's voice a lifeline to the world beyond the fence. She was twenty now, independent, with Daniel's eyes and Liora's stubborn streak. After the call, Liora pocketed the phone, feeling a pang of something—pride? Loneliness? She pushed it down, focusing on the task at hand.

Back to the roses. She tapped the screen again, navigating to another site—a forum for rose enthusiasts, threads filled with passionate debates over pruning techniques and pest control. One post caught her eye: "Quest for the Perfect Blue Rose." The OP described failed attempts at cross-breeding, photos of purplish blooms that faded to mud. Comments poured in: Try 'Blue Moon'—it's kinda blue. Or 'Sterling Silver,' but it's more lilac. Genetic engineering is the way, but good luck with regulations.

Liora scrolled through, absorbing the chatter. She knew the science: Roses produced anthocyanins for red and pink, but blue required a pH shift and that missing delphinidin. Companies like Florigene had engineered true blue roses using pansy genes, but they were patented, expensive, and not available to hobbyists. Still, the idea niggled at her.

She added a bare-root Kinda Blue plant to her cart from a nursery two states over. Delivery in four to six weeks. Fine. She could wait. Waiting was her specialty these days—waiting for seasons to change, for inspiration to strike, for the indifference to lift like morning fog.

But as the order confirmation popped up, glowing on the screen, a small voice—not quite regret, not quite curiosity—nudged her. Why settle for kinda when she had the tools to make it true? The greenhouse loomed at the garden's far end, a small glass structure Daniel had built from a kit, polycarbonate panels now fogged with age. Inside, shelves of old lab equipment gathered dust: pipettes, petri dishes, a laminar flow hood from her university days. She'd left academia after burnout, the publish-or-perish grind too exhausting after Daniel's illness. Now she freelanced, consulting on plant patents, but the spark was gone.

Or was it?

She stood, brushing soil from her palms, joints popping softly. The garden stretched around her: beds of perennials waking from winter—hostas unfurling, daylilies spearing up. A butterfly fluttered past, a cabbage white drawn to the early blooms. Liora watched it land on a crocus, wings opening and closing like a heartbeat.

She walked the mulch path, feet crunching softly, toward the greenhouse. The door creaked as she pushed it open; inside, the air was warmer, thicker, laced with the earthy tang of peat and dormant life. Sunlight filtered through the panels in soft shafts, catching motes of dust that danced like tiny stars. The benches were cluttered: stacks of pots, half-filled seed trays, a forgotten watering can rusted at the spout. On the back wall, her old notebook shelf, volumes of journals from her research days—notes on pigment pathways, flavonoid biosynthesis, the intricate dance of genes that colored the world.

She pulled one down, flipping through yellowed pages. Sketches of rose crosses, Punnett squares predicting color outcomes. A memory surfaced: her thesis advisor, Dr. Harlan, peering over her shoulder. "You're chasing ghosts, Kane. Blue roses are a myth for a reason." She'd proved him wrong in small ways, engineering lilac shades in lab trials, but never pursued it further. Life got in the way.

Now, with time on her hands and indifference cracking like dry soil, why not?

She set the notebook on the workbench, cleared a space amid the clutter. Supplies: She'd need CRISPR kits—Cas9 enzymes, guide RNAs—mail-order from biotech suppliers. Rose tissue culture media, agar plates for propagation. Hormones like auxin and cytokinin to encourage root growth. It was doable, affordable even, for someone with her background.

Her mind raced, plotting steps. Start with standard rose stock, isolate protoplasts, electroporate the gene constructs. Target the DFR gene, insert delphinidin synthase from petunias or gentians. pH regulators to stabilize the blue. It wasn't revolutionary—just an extension of existing work. But for her, it felt like reawakening.

She smiled—just a small lift at one corner of her mouth, the first genuine one in weeks—and began listing supplies in the notebook. At the top, in neat block letters:

Project: True Kinda Blue

Then, underneath, almost as an afterthought:

Or: Why not?

Outside, the garden waited, patient as ever. A single bee droned past the open door, drawn by some invisible promise of nectar. Liora didn't notice at first, absorbed in her plans. But as she wrote, the indifference receded further, replaced by a quiet thrill. For the first time in a long while, she felt the pull of possibility, the dangerous lure of creating something new.

She spent the next hour in the greenhouse, tidying shelves, wiping down equipment. Dust billowed, making her sneeze. She found an old microscope, plugged it in—still worked, the lens clear. Under it, she examined a leaf clipping from the garden, cells sharp in focus, chloroplasts green jewels. Science had always been her escape, a way to impose order on chaos.

By noon, the sun was higher, warming the glass. She stepped out, locking the door behind her, phone in hand. More research: She searched for "DIY rose genetic engineering," skimming articles on backyard biohacking. Forums warned of risks—off-target edits, mutant plants—but success stories abounded. One user had created glow roses; another, scented like vanilla.

Her cart filled with orders: kits from Sigma-Aldrich, seeds from specialty growers. As she hit "purchase," a twinge of doubt. Was this hubris? Playing God with nature? But the thought passed. It was just a rose, after all. A tribute to Daniel, to lost youth, to the kinda blue days that defined her.

Lunch was a sandwich in the kitchen, staring out at the garden. Afternoon brought more pruning, weeding between the beds. She thought of Ava, of calling her back to share the project, but held off. This was hers for now.

As evening fell, shadows lengthening, she returned to the greenhouse, notebook in hand. The list grew: protocols, timelines, potential pitfalls. By nightfall, under the glow of a clip lamp, she was deep in it, the indifference shattered, replaced by focus.

And so the search began—not just for a rose, but for something more.
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Chapter 2: The Setup
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The packages arrived in waves over the next two weeks, each one a small parcel of possibility wrapped in plain brown cardboard and cautionary labels. Liora signed for them on the porch, avoiding eye contact with the delivery driver who always lingered a second too long, as if wondering why a suburban widow needed so many boxes marked "Fragile – Biological Material" and "Keep Refrigerated." She carried them straight to the greenhouse, stacking them on the cleared workbench like offerings on an altar.

It was March 23, 2026, a Monday, the kind of gray day where the sky seemed undecided between rain and sun. The garden outside looked almost expectant, buds swelling on the forsythia, the air thick with the promise of warmer weather. Inside the greenhouse, however, time felt suspended. The temperature hovered at a steady 72°F thanks to the small heater she'd jury-rigged from an old space model Daniel had bought for winter seedlings. The polycarbonate panels diffused the light into a soft, even glow, turning everything faintly golden.

Liora wore the same faded gray sweater—"try something new" still mocking her from the right shoulder—as she unpacked the first box. She slit the tape with a utility knife, careful not to nick the contents. Inside: a sleek white kit labeled "Plant CRISPR-Cas9 Editing System – DIY Edition." The company, BioForge Labs, had marketed it to hobbyists and small-scale researchers, complete with glossy instructions that read like a cookbook: "Step 1: Isolate your target tissue. Step 2: Transform and regenerate. Step 3: Enjoy your edited plant!" As if it were that simple. She snorted softly. Nothing in biology was ever that simple.

She laid out the components one by one: vials of Cas9 protein in lyophilized form, guide RNA plasmids pre-designed for common pigment pathways, sterile petri dishes, agar powder, MS basal medium packets, plant hormones (auxin, cytokinin), antibiotics for selection markers, and a small electroporator that looked more like a fancy coffee grinder than a gene-editing tool. There was even a bottle of protoplast enzyme cocktail—cellulase and macerozyme—to digest away cell walls and free the precious protoplasts for transformation.

She arranged them in rows, labels facing out, like soldiers awaiting orders. Her notebook lay open beside them, pages already filling with protocols she'd adapted from her old grad school notes and recent online papers she'd printed from PubMed. She’d spent evenings cross-referencing: how to target the flavonoid 3',5'-hydroxylase (F3'5'H) gene for delphinidin production, how to silence dihydroflavonol 4-reductase (DFR) competitors, how to stabilize the anthocyanin pH with vacuolar proton pumps. It was patchwork science—bits from petunia studies, gentian transformations, even that controversial 2017 blue rose patent from Suntory—but it felt right. Personal.

She paused, fingers hovering over a vial of blue-tinted guide RNA solution. The color was artificial, a dye added for visibility, but it caught the light and reminded her of the Kinda Blue photos she'd stared at for hours. Close, but not quite. She wanted to push it further.

The first task was tissue
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