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The wind reached her before the city did.

Han Seorin pushed open the rooftop door and stepped outside. The cool air brushed against her face.

It was late autumn.

Not cold enough to bite, but cool enough that if you stayed still too long, your fingertips would slowly lose their warmth.

She walked toward the far side of the rooftop.

The city below looked different these days.

The lights were fewer.

Only a handful of tall buildings still glowed through the night, while the spaces between them were swallowed by darkness. Once, the city had grown brighter after sunset.

Now it was the opposite.

Seorin stopped beside a line of flowerpots placed along the concrete wall.

There were many of them.

Large pots. Small ones. Some cracked with age.

Most of the plants inside them were struggling.

Unstable electricity, irregular water supply, and the polluted air of the city had made survival difficult even for something as resilient as plants.

But one pot stood apart.

It was smaller than the others.

And inside it—

A young plant was growing.

Seorin crouched beside it.

She placed a small speaker next to the pot and tapped her phone screen.

Soft music began to play.

Not loud.

Just enough to fill the quiet space around them.

She smiled faintly.

“I know it’s silly,” she murmured.

“But plants like music, right?”

The small plant swayed slightly in the breeze.

Of course, it didn’t answer.

Not yet.

But Seorin didn’t seem to mind.

She gently touched one of the leaves.

“Hang in there.”

The moon hung high above the city.

For a moment, the rooftop was completely still.

Then—

Something changed.

The tiny leaves of the plant trembled.

Not from the wind.

Not from the music.

Something else.

Seorin froze.

“...Did you just—”

She leaned closer.

The leaf moved again.

Just slightly.

Her heartbeat quickened.

“That’s... impossible.”

But even as she said it, the plant slowly tilted toward her hand.

As if it were listening.

Far beneath the concrete of the city...

Far beneath the soil...

Something ancient stirred.

Roots.

Invisible threads of life stretching across the planet.

For the first time in centuries—

The forests of the Earth were beginning to wake.

And Seorin had just planted the first seed of a conversation that could change the world.
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Chapter 1 - The Plant That Listened to Music
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The rooftop door creaked open, and the wind reached her first.

It brushed across Han Seorin’s face with the soft chill of late autumn—not sharp enough to hurt, but cool enough to settle slowly into her skin.

She stepped out onto the rooftop and let the door close behind her.

The city lay spread beneath the night sky, dimmer than it used to be.

Years ago, the darkness had only begun where the city ended. Now it lived inside the city itself. A few tall buildings still held on to their light, windows glowing in uneven squares, but beyond them the streets sank into shadow. The world had not gone dark all at once. It had dimmed piece by piece, quietly, until one day everyone noticed that the nights no longer belonged to people alone.

Seorin walked toward the far side of the rooftop, where her flowerpots stood in a neat, stubborn row.

There were a dozen of them, maybe more. Some were chipped. Some had faded paint peeling from their sides. A few held plants that looked half alive, leaves browned at the edges, stems thinner than they should have been. The city was not kind to things that tried to grow. The air was worse than it had been before the energy collapse. Water was rationed often enough to make every dry day feel personal. Even electricity, the little they still had, flickered in and out as though the buildings themselves were tired.

Still, Seorin came up here every day.

She watered what she could. Trimmed away dead leaves. Pressed loose soil back into place. Talked to them.

If anyone had watched her for long enough, they probably would have decided she was strange.

She had stopped caring a long time ago.

“Looks like you all survived another day.”

Her voice was quiet, almost swallowed by the wind.

She crouched beside the first pot and pressed two fingers lightly into the soil. Dry, but not hopeless. She reached for the small watering can she’d brought up with her and tipped a little water into the base.

“There. Don’t complain. That’s more than I had this afternoon.”

She moved to the next one, then the next, speaking in the same absent, familiar tone she might have used with old friends.

By the time she reached the smallest pot, her expression had softened.

This one was different.

It sat near the corner where moonlight reached the concrete without interruption. The pot itself was plain terracotta, worn around the rim. Inside it grew a young plant with a slender stem and a handful of narrow leaves. In the daytime the leaves looked deep green, but at night their veins held the faintest trace of blue-green, almost as if color had pooled there and decided not to leave.

Seorin crouched in front of it.

“And how was your day?”

The question came naturally.

She touched the edge of one leaf with the back of her finger. The leaf trembled in the breeze, nothing more.

“I had a terrible one, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

She exhaled through her nose, half laugh, half sigh.

“Morning briefing got dragged out for an hour because nobody could agree on numbers. Then Minjae knocked over an entire tray of samples in the lab, and somehow that became my problem.”

She set the watering can down.

“Also, they sent us another notice about the southern processing zone.”

Her tone changed there—lighter words carrying heavier weight.

She glanced up toward the horizon. Somewhere in the distance, beyond layers of rooftops and dark buildings, a faint red glow stained the sky.

“Another accident,” she murmured. “That makes three this month.”

Accident.

That was the word the government kept using.

Processing malfunction. Growth instability. Industrial bio-hazard incident.

Always a new phrase. Never a new meaning.

Ever since petroleum and natural gas had vanished from the earth as if erased, humanity had turned toward plants with the desperation of a drowning thing grabbing for anything that floated. Plants became fuel, chemical feedstock, construction material, medicine, textile base, weapon component. Entire industries had been rebuilt around newly discovered species, around altered species, around plants that secret labs claimed could do in months what machines once took decades to manage.

And in every one of those places, something was going wrong.

Seorin looked back down at the plant in front of her.

“At least you’re safe up here.”

Her fingers brushed loose soil back toward the stem.

“No one’s chopping you up and squeezing you for energy.”

The words slipped out casually, but the moment she heard them, she winced.

“...Sorry.”

She let out a breath and touched the leaf again, more gently this time.

“That was a bad joke.”

For a few seconds, she stayed still.

The city hummed faintly below. Somewhere far off, metal clanged. A siren sounded once and then fell quiet. The moonlight silvered the rim of the pot.

Then Seorin reached into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a small portable speaker.

It was old, scratched at the corners, patched once with tape that had since come loose. She set it beside the pot and tapped the power button. A burst of static crackled through the rooftop air, followed by a soft piano melody—simple, slow, the kind of music that never demanded attention and yet somehow filled the silence completely.

She smiled.

“There.”

She adjusted the volume lower.

“That’s better.”

The piano drifted across the rooftop, thin but steady.

Seorin folded one leg under herself and settled in beside the pot as if she had nowhere else she needed to be.

“Do you remember this one?” she asked. “I played it yesterday, too.”

The plant did not answer.

Naturally.

But she kept talking anyway.

“People say music helps with growth. Or stress. Or something like that.” She tilted her head. “To be honest, I never checked whether there’s real science behind it.”

She looked at the leaves.

“I just thought... if I were stuck in one place all day, I’d want something to listen to.”

The wind shifted and carried the melody toward the rooftop door.

For a little while, she said nothing.

Her eyes wandered over the city again.

Even now, after all these years, it was hard to accept how quickly civilization had bent around the absence of oil and gas. No great war had announced it. No countdown. No final warning. One day the systems simply began failing, and then the scientists confirmed the impossible: accessible reserves had become unusable, chemically altered, gone in every way that mattered. Entire economies collapsed in waves. Governments fell. Supply lines shattered. People adapted because adaptation was less dramatic than dying.

And in the middle of all that, the plants thrived.

Not the old plants alone.

New ones.

Aggressive ones. Productive ones. Strange ones.

The kind that made the world feel less healed than replaced.

Seorin lowered her gaze again.

The little plant sat quietly in its pot, bathed in moonlight and music.

She stared at it for a while, then said, “You still don’t have a name.”

The piano notes continued, one after another, soft and patient.

She studied the plant as if it might object to the process.

“Something simple,” she muttered. “Nothing too cute. Nothing embarrassing. If I name you something terrible, I’ll be the one who has to live with it.”

Her lips curved faintly.

“What about... Rian?”

She said it once, testing the sound in the air.

“Rian.”

The name settled into the night more naturally than she expected.

She nodded to herself.

“Yeah. That works.”

She leaned a little closer.

“So. Rian.”

Moonlight spilled over the leaves.

The city remained dim and distant.

The piano carried on.

And then—

One of the leaves trembled.

Not like it had when the wind passed over it.

Not random.

Not loose.

A small, deliberate movement.

Seorin didn’t notice.

She was still looking at the speaker, adjusting the angle with one hand.

“I’ll stay a little longer tonight,” she said. “You can listen until the battery dies.”

Behind her words, the plant’s leaf moved again.

Very slightly.

Almost carefully.

As if learning.

Seorin pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them.

“Honestly,” she said to no one and to the plant at the same time, “I’m tired.”

The admission came out more softly than the others.

“Tired of watching people pretend everything’s under control.”

She swallowed.

“Tired of every report ending with more restrictions, more shortages, more ‘temporary measures’ that never go away.”

She gave a small humorless laugh.

“And tired of everyone saying we should be grateful things aren’t worse.”

The piano continued, patient as breathing.

She rested her chin on her knees.

“But when I come up here...”

Her eyes drifted to Rian.

“...it gets quieter.”

The leaf nearest her hand shifted again.

A tiny tilt.

This time toward her.

Still, she didn’t see it.

Or maybe she did, but her mind filed it away under breeze, coincidence, wishful thinking—the three names people gave anything they were not ready to believe.

The moon climbed a little higher.

The music played on.

The rooftop seemed to hold its breath.

At last Seorin pushed herself to her feet.

“Okay. That’s enough for tonight.”

She brushed dust from her jeans, then bent and lightly touched the rim of the pot.

“Don’t die while I’m asleep, all right?”

A pause.

“I’d take that personally.”

She picked up the watering can, but left the speaker where it was.

“I’ll come back tomorrow.”

She turned and started toward the rooftop door.

Her footsteps faded across the concrete.

At the door she glanced back once—at the flowerpots, the moonlight, the small glow of the speaker’s power light beside the terracotta pot.

Then she went inside.

The door shut behind her with a soft click.

Silence did not return immediately. The piano remained, thin and distant in the open night.

For several seconds, nothing happened.

Then the little plant in the terracotta pot moved.

Not from wind.

Not from chance.

Its narrow leaves slowly, almost awkwardly, turned toward the speaker.

One note rang out, bright and clear.

The leaves trembled in answer.

And far below the rooftop, beneath concrete and steel, beneath pipes and cables and exhausted foundations, something in the dark soil shifted—so faintly that no machine could have recorded it, no human could have felt it.

But the earth had felt it.

A seed of awareness.

A first response.

A beginning.
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Chapter 2 - The World Without Oil
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The next morning began the same way most mornings did.

With silence.

Not the peaceful kind.

The empty kind.

Han Seorin woke before the alarm on her phone had a chance to ring. She stared at the ceiling for a moment, letting her eyes adjust to the gray light filtering through the window.

The city sounded different these days.

No distant roar of highway traffic.

No endless hum of engines.

Just the occasional electric bus passing somewhere below, its tires whispering against the asphalt.

She sat up slowly.

For a few seconds she forgot about the rooftop.

Then she remembered the small terracotta pot under the moonlight.

Rian.

The name made her smile a little.

She pushed herself out of bed and stretched, her joints popping faintly in protest. The apartment was small—just one main room, a narrow kitchenette, and a bathroom barely big enough to turn around in.

Still, it was enough.

A lot of people had less.

She washed quickly, pulled on a dark jacket, and grabbed a piece of bread from the kitchen counter.

Her phone buzzed.

A notification flashed across the screen.

Energy Distribution Update — Sector 4

She tapped it open.

The message was short.

Electricity allocation reduced by 12% this week due to supply instability.

Seorin stared at it for a second.

“...Great.”

She stuffed the rest of the bread into her mouth and shoved the phone into her pocket.

Outside, the morning air carried the faint smell of wet metal and soil.

The streets were already busy.

Not with cars.

With people.

Bicycles rolled past in clusters. Small electric transport carts hummed along narrow lanes. Some people simply walked, carrying tools or bags filled with things that would once have been delivered by trucks.

The world had adapted.

It always did.

Just not gracefully.

Seorin joined the stream of pedestrians heading toward the research district.

The buildings there were newer than most of the city. Taller, cleaner, covered in vertical gardens that climbed their outer walls in controlled green patterns.

Plants everywhere.

That had become the solution to almost everything.

Energy plants.

Chemical plants.

Structural plants.

Plants engineered to grow faster, stronger, more productive than anything that had existed before the collapse.

A large digital screen mounted on the side of one building flickered to life as she passed.

The broadcast voice sounded bright and optimistic.

“—global agricultural output has increased by another eight percent thanks to new bio-engineered plant strains. Scientists say these developments mark a major step toward stabilizing the post-energy economy—”

Seorin kept walking.

She had heard versions of that announcement every week for the past five years.

The numbers changed.

The message never did.

Hope was easier to distribute than solutions.

A familiar voice called out behind her.

“Seorin!”

She turned.

Jinwoo jogged across the sidewalk, slightly out of breath.

He carried a tablet under one arm and looked like he had been running for the last two blocks.

“You’re late,” he said.

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I’m exactly three minutes early.”

Jinwoo glanced at his watch.

“...Okay, technically.”

He fell into step beside her.

“You hear about the southern plant facility?”

She nodded.

“Explosion?”

“Not officially.”

“Right.”

He lowered his voice.

“They’re saying it was another growth instability.”

Seorin sighed.

“That makes four this year.”

“Five,” Jinwoo corrected.

“Two just never made the news.”

They walked through the gates of the research center.

Security scanners swept them with a faint blue light as they passed.

Inside, the building smelled faintly of soil and chemicals.

Researchers moved through the halls carrying trays of samples, glass containers filled with strange liquids, or data pads flickering with complex diagrams.

At the center of the main laboratory stood Professor Sung Ho.

He was already arguing with someone.

“—I’m telling you the response pattern is not random.”

The younger researcher shook his head.

“It’s plant bioelectric activity. That’s all.”

Sung Ho crossed his arms.

“Bioelectric activity doesn’t synchronize across kilometers.”

“Unless there’s a shared stimulus.”

“There isn’t.”

Seorin and Jinwoo exchanged a look.

“Morning, Professor,” Jinwoo said.

Sung Ho turned toward them.

“Good. You’re here.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Jinwoo replied.

Sung Ho ignored him.

He tapped the large screen behind him.

A map appeared.

Green lines spread across it like veins.

“This,” Sung Ho said, “is the underground fungal network beneath the western forest regions.”

Seorin leaned closer.

“Mycorrhizal connections?”

“Yes.”

The professor zoomed in.

“And this...”

Another layer appeared.

“...is the signal pattern recorded last night.”

The lines pulsed faintly.

Like a heartbeat.

Jinwoo frowned.

“...That’s a lot of activity.”

“Exactly.”

Sung Ho pointed to the data stream scrolling beside the map.

“These signals appeared across hundreds of kilometers within seconds.”

“Lightning?” Jinwoo suggested.

“No storms.”

“Solar interference?”

“Shielded sensors.”

Seorin stared at the pulsing lines.

Something about the pattern made her uneasy.

It looked too organized.

Too deliberate.

“What triggered it?” she asked quietly.

Sung Ho hesitated.

“That’s the problem.”

He tapped another command.

The timestamp appeared.

Seorin felt her stomach tighten.

The signal had begun at 02:17 AM.

The same time she had been sitting on the rooftop.

Listening to music.

Talking to a plant.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Jinwoo said.

Sung Ho nodded slowly.

“No.”

He looked at the map again.

“...It doesn’t.”

Across the world, deep beneath forests and fields and deserts, the root networks of the planet were stirring.

Not yet awake.

But no longer entirely asleep.

And on a quiet rooftop in the middle of the city, a small plant named Rian was beginning to listen.
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Chapter 3 - Signals Beneath the Soil
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The map stayed on the screen long after the discussion ended.

Green lines.

Thousands of them.

They stretched beneath forests, fields, mountains, and deserts—an invisible network threading its way through the planet’s soil.

Professor Sung Ho stood with his arms folded, staring at the pulsing signals.

Seorin leaned against the table beside him.

“You’re sure the sensors are working correctly?”

“They were calibrated yesterday,” Sung Ho replied.

“Three separate stations confirmed the same signal pattern.”

Jinwoo whistled softly.

“So... either every sensor on the continent broke at the exact same time...”

“Or something actually happened.”

The younger researcher from earlier shook his head.

“But plants don’t send signals like this.”

“Not at this scale.”

Sung Ho didn’t look away from the map.

“They do communicate.”

“Through chemical signals.”

“Through root networks.”

“Through fungal intermediaries.”

He tapped the screen again.

The signal pattern expanded.

The green pulses moved outward in waves.

“But not like this.”

Seorin watched the pattern spread across the digital terrain.

It reminded her of something.

Ripples in water.

Or—

A nervous system.

A thought flickered through her mind, then vanished before she could fully form it.

“Maybe it’s environmental,” Jinwoo suggested.

“Temperature change. Soil moisture shift.”

“Or seismic vibration.”

“Maybe a big underground movement triggered the whole network.”

“That would explain the synchronization.”

Sung Ho nodded slowly.

“That’s the most likely explanation.”

But his voice lacked conviction.

Seorin noticed.

She had worked with him long enough to recognize when he was pretending to accept a theory he didn’t believe.

“What time did the signal start again?” she asked.

“02:17 AM.”

The number echoed faintly in her head.

Two seventeen.

The rooftop.

The music.

Rian.

She said nothing.

Jinwoo rubbed the back of his neck.

“Well, unless someone finds a better explanation, I’m voting earthquake.”

“Earthquakes don’t stop after twelve seconds,” Sung Ho said.

The room went quiet.

“Wait,” Jinwoo said.

“It stopped?”

“Yes.”

Sung Ho highlighted the signal timeline.

The pulse appeared suddenly—

Spread outward—

Then disappeared.

Just as suddenly.

No gradual fade.

No decay.

Just... silence.

“Almost like a signal test,” Sung Ho murmured.

“Test?”

The younger researcher laughed.

“Plants running diagnostics?”

Sung Ho didn’t laugh.

Seorin looked back at the map.

Something about the way the signal had spread bothered her.

Not the scale.

The direction.

It hadn’t moved randomly.

The pulse had expanded outward from a specific point.

“Where did it start?” she asked.

Sung Ho zoomed in.

The map shifted.

The center of the signal appeared.

A blinking red dot.

Seorin felt a faint chill.

It wasn’t the rooftop.

But it was close.

Very close.

Just outside the city.

“Border Forest,” Sung Ho said quietly.

Jinwoo blinked.

“That place again?”

Seorin straightened.

“Again?”

Sung Ho sighed.

“Unusual growth patterns.”

“Strange soil chemistry.”

“Localized plant mutations.”

“Nothing dangerous.”

He paused.

“...Yet.”

Jinwoo looked between them.

“Let me guess.”

“We’re going there.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Today.”

Jinwoo groaned.

“I just got here.”

Seorin smiled faintly.

“Welcome to field research.”



The Border Forest stood at the edge of the city.

Once, it had been a normal woodland.

But after the energy collapse, things had begun to change.

New plant strains had been introduced.

Experimental species.

Fast-growing biomass plants designed for fuel production.

Most of them had spread beyond their original test plots.

And once they mixed with native species—

The ecosystem had become something else.

Seorin had visited the forest before.

Each time it felt different.

Not dangerous.

Just...

Unpredictable.

The transport vehicle hummed softly as it carried them along the narrow road leading out of the city.

Electric engines made almost no sound.

The landscape outside the window slowly shifted from concrete to wild green.

Jinwoo leaned forward between the seats.

“So what exactly are we looking for?”

Sung Ho checked the tablet in his hands.

“Signal source.”

“Root activity.”

“Abnormal growth patterns.”

“Anything unusual.”

Jinwoo smirked.

“That narrows it down to... everything.”

Seorin gazed out the window.

Trees were becoming thicker now.

The road wound between them like a narrow ribbon.

“Professor,” she said quietly.

“Yes?”

“What if it wasn’t environmental?”

Sung Ho looked up.

“What do you mean?”

She hesitated.

The idea felt ridiculous even in her own head.

“What if it was...”

She searched for the right word.

“...intentional?”

Jinwoo blinked.

“You mean like... plants decided to send a message?”

Seorin laughed softly.

“Yeah. I know how that sounds.”

Sung Ho didn’t laugh.

He watched the forest sliding past the windows.

“...Science begins with impossible questions,” he said.

Jinwoo sighed.

“I liked the earthquake theory better.”

The vehicle slowed.

Ahead of them, the road ended at a narrow clearing.

The Border Forest began there.

Dense.

Dark.

Alive with quiet movement.

The wind moved through the leaves with a whispering sound.

Seorin stepped out first.

The air smelled different here.

Rich soil.

Wet leaves.

Something electric beneath it all.

She took a few steps forward.

Then stopped.

The forest felt—

Alert.

Not hostile.

Not welcoming.

Just...

Aware.

Far beneath her feet, deep in the soil, something moved through the root network like a slow breath.

Waiting.

And somewhere on a rooftop back in the city, a small plant named Rian continued listening to music.
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Chapter 4 - The Border Forest
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The Border Forest had always felt different.

Even before the energy collapse.

Back then it had been one of the last untouched patches of woodland near the city—protected land where construction had never reached and industry had been forced to stop at the edge of the trees.

Now it was something else entirely.

Seorin stepped onto the narrow dirt path and felt the ground soften beneath her boots.

The soil here held more life than the dry city streets ever could.

Leaves layered the forest floor in shades of brown and deep green. The air smelled rich and damp, thick with the scent of earth and growing things.

Behind her, Jinwoo stepped out of the transport vehicle and stretched.

“Well,” he muttered, “this place still feels like a forest.”

“That’s a good sign,” Seorin replied.

Professor Sung Ho was already unpacking equipment from the back of the vehicle.

“Soil scanners,” he said. “Signal receivers.”

“Portable root activity monitors.”

Jinwoo sighed.

“You know, when I signed up for lab work, I didn’t imagine hiking into creepy forests with science backpacks.”

Seorin glanced back at him.

“It’s ten meters from the road.”

“That’s still technically hiking.”

Sung Ho ignored them.

He switched on one of the scanners.

The device emitted a low hum as faint green indicators flickered to life.

“Let’s move,” he said.



The deeper they walked, the quieter the world became.

At first Seorin noticed the usual forest sounds—wind moving through leaves, insects buzzing somewhere in the undergrowth, distant birds calling to one another.

But after a few minutes, those sounds began to fade.

Not completely.

Just enough to make the silence feel heavier.

Jinwoo noticed it too.

“...Okay,” he said.

“Tell me I’m not the only one who feels like the forest is watching us.”

Seorin kept walking.

“That’s because you watched too many horror movies.”

“Plants don’t watch people.”

A pause.

“...Right?”

Sung Ho glanced at the scanner.

“Plants respond to environmental stimuli.”

“That includes movement.”

“Light.”

“Sound.”

Jinwoo groaned.

“Great. Now I’m even less comfortable.”

Seorin smiled faintly.

But the truth was, she felt it too.

A subtle tension in the air.

The forest wasn’t hostile.

But it wasn’t indifferent either.

She stopped.

The others nearly walked into her.

“What?” Jinwoo asked.

Seorin crouched down and touched the soil.

It felt warm.

Warmer than the surrounding ground should have been.

“Professor.”

Sung Ho walked over.

“Yes?”

She pointed.

“Here.”

He scanned the ground.

The device beeped sharply.

The green lights flickered faster.

“...Interesting.”

Jinwoo leaned over his shoulder.

“What does that mean?”

“Root activity.”

“High density.”

“Extremely high density.”

He adjusted the scanner.

The screen filled with branching lines.

Thousands of them.

Roots.

All converging beneath this exact patch of forest floor.

“...This shouldn’t be possible,” Sung Ho said quietly.

Seorin frowned.

“Why?”

“Because these roots belong to different species.”

“Different families.”

“Different growth patterns.”

He looked at the screen again.

“But they’re... connected.”

Jinwoo blinked.

“That sounds bad.”

“It’s unprecedented.”

The professor’s voice held a hint of excitement now.

“Cross-species root cooperation at this scale shouldn’t exist.”

Seorin looked around.

The trees here were taller.

Thicker.

Their trunks twisted upward toward the sky like living pillars.

Something moved above them.

A bird?

No.

Just the wind.

Still...

The feeling of being watched returned.

She stood slowly.

“Professor.”

“Yes?”

“The signal from last night.”

“Did it start here?”

Sung Ho checked the map.

“...Very close.”

He pointed deeper into the forest.

“About two hundred meters further.”

Jinwoo groaned again.

“Of course it did.”

“Why is it never next to the parking lot?”

Seorin started walking.

The forest path narrowed as they moved forward.

Branches hung lower.

The air grew cooler.

Then suddenly—

The trees opened into a small clearing.

Seorin stopped.

“Whoa,” Jinwoo whispered.

In the center of the clearing stood a plant.

Not a tree.

Not exactly.

It rose from the ground like a thick column of intertwined stems, its leaves spreading outward in layered spirals. The color was unlike anything Seorin had seen before—deep green at the base, shifting toward a strange bluish tint near the edges.

The leaves moved slightly.

But there was no wind.

Sung Ho slowly raised the scanner.

The device screamed.

A long, continuous alarm.

“...That’s the signal source,” he said.

Seorin took a cautious step forward.

The plant seemed to react.

Its leaves shifted.

Ever so slightly.

Toward her.

Jinwoo grabbed her arm.

“Hey. Maybe don’t touch the mysterious alien plant.”

Seorin ignored him.

Something inside her felt strangely calm.

Familiar.

Like the quiet feeling she had on the rooftop with Rian.

She crouched down slowly.

“Hello,” she said softly.

The forest went completely still.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then—

The plant moved.

Not violently.

Not aggressively.

One leaf slowly unfolded.

As if reaching.

Sung Ho’s scanner beeped wildly.

“...Impossible,” he whispered.

Jinwoo’s voice cracked.

“Did it just—”

Seorin stared at the leaf.

And for the briefest moment—

She felt something.

Not a sound.

Not words.

Just a faint ripple of awareness brushing against her thoughts.

Curious.

Careful.

Alive.

Far away in the city, on a quiet rooftop under the pale daylight sky, a small plant named Rian shifted in its pot.

Its leaves tilted slightly toward the horizon.

As if it had just felt something familiar.
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Chapter 5 - The Signal
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For a long moment, none of them moved.

The clearing remained perfectly still, as if the entire forest were holding its breath.

The strange plant in the center stood nearly as tall as Seorin now that she was crouching beside it. Its stems twisted together like braided vines, thick and strong, while its leaves spiraled outward in careful layers.

One leaf remained extended toward her.

Not touching.

Just... reaching.

Jinwoo whispered behind her.

“...Seorin.”

She didn’t look back.

“Yeah.”

“Please tell me you’re not about to make physical contact with the unknown biological organism.”

Seorin exhaled softly.

“I’m not.”

She studied the plant carefully.

Its surface looked smooth but not artificial—living tissue, slightly glossy, faintly pulsing with color beneath the skin of the stem.

The blue-green tint of the leaves deepened where the veins met the center.

It almost looked like light.

Or circulation.

Professor Sung Ho stepped closer, the scanner trembling slightly in his hands.

“The electrical activity is... increasing.”

“How much?” Jinwoo asked.

“Exponentially.”

The device’s screen filled with rising lines.

Signal spikes.

Rapid fluctuations.

“Is it reacting to us?” Seorin asked.

“Most likely.”

The professor’s voice had shifted.

Excitement.

Pure scientific fascination.

“This level of signal complexity shouldn’t exist in a plant.”

Jinwoo muttered, “We’ve said that about a lot of plants recently.”

Seorin slowly stood.

The leaf moved again.

Following her.

Just slightly.

Her heart skipped.

“You see that, right?”

“Yes,” Sung Ho said quietly.

“Directional movement.”

“No wind.”

“No external stimulus.”

Jinwoo rubbed his face.

“...Fantastic.”

“Sentient plants.”

“That’s exactly what humanity needs right now.”

Seorin ignored him.

She took one careful step backward.

The leaf stopped moving.

She stepped forward again.

The leaf followed.

The motion was slow.

Tentative.

Almost... cautious.

Like something unfamiliar with the act of reaching.

“Professor,” she said quietly.

“Yes?”

“What if it’s not reacting to movement?”

He frowned.

“What do you mean?”

She hesitated.

The thought sounded ridiculous even in her own mind.

But the feeling she had experienced a moment ago—the faint brush against her thoughts—still lingered.

“What if it’s reacting to... me?”

Jinwoo blinked.

“...You personally?”

Seorin shrugged slightly.

“I don’t know.”

“But when I spoke earlier—”

The plant moved again.

The leaf tilted closer.

Almost as if responding to the sound of her voice.

Professor Sung Ho slowly lowered the scanner.

“...Try again.”

Seorin nodded.

She crouched slightly, keeping her movements calm.

“Hi,” she said gently.

Silence.

Then—

The leaf shifted.

Closer.

Jinwoo whispered, “Okay, I officially hate this forest.”

Sung Ho stared at the scanner.

“Signal spike.”

“Massive spike.”

Seorin kept her voice soft.

“It’s okay.”

“We’re not here to hurt you.”

The words felt strange the moment she said them.

Talking to a plant.

As if it could understand.

But something in the clearing changed.

The tension in the air softened.

The plant’s leaves slowly unfolded further, exposing layers that had previously been curled inward.

New leaves.

Younger ones.

They glowed faintly under the filtered sunlight.

“Professor,” Jinwoo whispered.

“Is that normal?”

“No.”

“Not even remotely.”

The scanner began recording rapidly.

“Electrical pattern is stabilizing.”

“Repeating cycles.”

Seorin felt it again.

That ripple.

Not language.

Not thought.

Just the faintest echo of awareness.

Curiosity.

Like the mind of a newborn animal trying to make sense of the world.

Her breath caught.

“You’re... listening,” she murmured.

The leaf moved again.

Professor Sung Ho whispered, “This shouldn’t be happening.”

Jinwoo leaned closer.

“What if it’s some kind of bioelectric mimicry?”

“Plants responding to human vocal frequencies?”

“Maybe,” Sung Ho said.

But his voice carried doubt.

Seorin slowly extended her hand.

Jinwoo grabbed her sleeve.

“Nope.”

“Absolutely not.”

She gently pulled free.

“I’m not touching it.”

“Just...”

She stopped a few centimeters away from the leaf.

Close enough to feel the faint warmth radiating from the plant.

The leaf trembled.

Slowly.

Carefully.

It leaned toward her hand.

And stopped.

Just before contact.

As if uncertain.

As if waiting.

Seorin felt the strange awareness again.

Stronger this time.

A quiet pulse against the edges of her mind.

Not a word.

But a feeling.

Recognition.

Behind her, Sung Ho whispered in disbelief.

“The signal pattern is synchronizing.”

“With what?” Jinwoo asked.

“With... her.”

Silence filled the clearing.

Then the scanner suddenly erupted with alarms.

A sharp electronic tone echoed through the trees.

Jinwoo jumped.

“What did you do?!”

“I didn’t do anything!” Seorin said.

Sung Ho stared at the screen.

The signal had exploded outward.

A wave of activity spreading underground.

Through the root networks.

Through the soil.

Across kilometers of forest.

“...It’s transmitting,” he said quietly.

“Transmitting what?” Jinwoo asked.

Sung Ho didn’t answer immediately.

He looked at the strange plant.

Then at Seorin.

“...A signal.”

Far beneath the forest floor, the underground fungal networks carried the pulse outward.

Roots touched roots.

Signals jumped between species.

From tree to shrub.

From vine to grass.

The message spread.

Across the forest.

Across the land.

Across the sleeping networks of the planet.

And on a quiet rooftop back in the city—

A small plant named Rian slowly turned its leaves toward the distant forest.

Listening.
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