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To Harper, who believes in all the gods and sees the magic in everything. And to all the young gardeners helping the universe thrive.
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Imagine the biggest room you can think of. Is it your bedroom? Is it the school gymnasium? Is it the biggest stadium in the world? Now, make it bigger. Much, much bigger. Make it so big that there are no walls, no ceiling, and no floor. This room is called the Universe. It is the place where everything lives. In this Very Big Room, there are wonderful toys. There are giant, glowing balls of light called stars. There are swirling merry-go-rounds called galaxies. There are colorful clouds of dust that look like cotton candy. It is beautiful, and for a long time, it seems like the perfect place to play. But there is something you should know about this room. It is very, very old, and it has a secret rule that nobody talks about.

The secret rule is this: The Very Big Room likes to be messy. Think about your own room. If you leave your toys on the floor, do they ever pick themselves up? No. If you spill your juice, does it ever jump back into the cup? Never. Things naturally fall down, break apart, and spread out. This is called "The Big Sleep". The universe wants to rest. It wants to turn off the lights, pull up the covers, and go to sleep in the dark. It doesn't do this because it is mean; it does this because it is tired. It takes a lot of energy to keep the stars shining and the planets spinning.

Think about a mug of hot chocolate. When your mom or dad first pours it, it is hot and steamy. But if you leave it on the table and forget about it, does it stay hot forever? No. It gets cold. The heat floats away into the air and disappears. The Very Big Room is just like that mug of hot chocolate. Right now, the stars are hot and bright, like little fires keeping us warm. But The Big Sleep wants to cool them down. It wants to spread all the heat out until there is no warmth left anywhere. It wants the room to be perfectly still, perfectly cold, and perfectly quiet.

If the Big Sleep wins, the room gets very dark. Imagine if all the flashlights in the world ran out of batteries at the same time. That is what happens to the stars. They burn up all their fuel and fade away. If no one stops it, the spinning galaxies will slow down until they stop moving. The colorful clouds will turn gray and dusty. The whole Very Big Room will become a "sleeping statue"—frozen, quiet, and still forever. It sounds a little bit lonely, doesn't it? A giant room filled with toys that no one plays with.

But don’t be sad. Because something amazing happened. In a tiny, tiny corner of the Very Big Room, a little light flickered on. It wasn't a star, and it wasn't a galaxy. It was something totally new. It looked around at the dark, messy room and said, "No thank you. I am not ready for bed." This tiny thing decided to break the secret rule. It decided to tidy up its own little corner. It decided to stay awake. And that little decision changed everything.
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​Chapter 2: The Little Spark
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That little light wasn't a flashlight. It was something small, squishy, and wobbly. It was a tiny speck of green floating in the warm ocean. It was the very first piece of Life. Before this speck arrived, everything in the Very Big Room just floated around, bumping into things and breaking. Rocks smashed into rocks. Ice melted into water. They just did whatever The Big Sleep told them to do. But this little speck was different. It didn't just float. It wiggled. It had a secret plan.

The plan was to catch the sunlight. While the rocks got hot and then cold, the little speck did something magic. It opened its mouth and ate the sunlight! It used that light like a battery to power itself up. Then, it started grabbing little pieces of dust and water floating nearby. "I will take this," it whispered, "and I will take that." It glued the pieces together to make itself bigger and stronger. It was like building a Lego castle out of a pile of messy bricks. The Very Big Room wanted the bricks to stay in a pile, but the speck said, "No. I am building something new."

Then, the little speck did the most important trick of all. It knew that one day, it might get tired or break. So, it made a copy of itself! It split right down the middle. Pop! Now there were two specks. Then those two specks made copies. Pop! Pop! Now there were four. It was like a magical photocopy machine that never ran out of paper. The speck was sharing its secret instructions with its new friends. It whispered to them, "Here is how you eat sunlight. Here is how you build a body. Here is how you stay awake."

Soon, the specks weren't just floating anymore. They started playing a giant game of Dress-Up. They realized that the Very Big Room had lots of different corners—wet corners, dry corners, hot corners, and cold corners. To live in all those places, they needed different outfits. Some specks put on bright green suits and became plants and trees. They stood tall and grabbed the sunlight. Others put on shiny scales and grew fins to swim deep in the water. Some grew four legs to crawl onto the rocks, and some grew feathery wings to chase the wind. The quiet room was starting to get noisy!

This was the very first "Thrive." While the rest of the universe was trying to be quiet and still, Life was busy dancing. Life was doing the hardest work of all: it was keeping order. Every time a flower bloomed, it was saying, "I am awake!" Every time a fish swam against the current, it was saying, "I am strong!" The Very Big Room was still trying to make a mess, but Life was fighting back with color and movement. But even with all these plants and animals, the room needed something else. It needed a special kind
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