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Chapter One: It’s Alive!
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They called it the “Chancellor’s Forest,” but to the two of them—Sam and Kaitlyn, both three years out of graduate school and deeply in love with both botany and each other—it was simply home. The university’s northern branch sprawled over the remains of an old logging camp, and a dozen research cabins, mostly kept for show, dotted the surrounding sea of ancient redwoods. Theirs was the only cabin with solar panels and an experimental hydroponics rig visible from the gravel path, and theirs was the only mailbox adorned with both their names: Dr. Samuel Busby and Dr. Kaitlyn Rojas-Busby, jointly tenured and jointly committed to growing green things in impossible places.

Kaitlyn was the one who had insisted on the vegetable garden, though Sam did the bulk of the weeding and most of the pesticide negotiations with passing wildlife. Kaitlyn, for her part, had a habit of starting each day with a thermos of black coffee and a brisk circuit of the property, stopping to collect samples or check the progress of her various doomed attempts to grow quinoa in the shade. She was happiest poking at the unfamiliar, the ancient, the hopelessly rare: on weekends, she and Sam drove their battered Ford pickup to remote geologic oddities, where she scraped at soil crusts and peered at lichens under a pocket microscope.

It was on one of these expeditions—an impromptu fossil-dig along a ridge above Crescent Lake—that they found the bones. The hillside was stippled with shallow craters, none more than a yard across, but something about the scatter of broken stone at the rim caught Kaitlyn’s attention. She crouched and whistled for Sam, who came already cradling a half-eaten granola bar and, as always, ready to play Watson to her Holmes. The bones looked like they’d been exposed by a recent slide: slender birdlike limbs, but too many tail vertebrae, the wishbone veering into a knife-edged ridge. “Prehistoric,” Kaitlyn breathed, brushing aside a dusting of volcanic ash.

Sam nudged closer, gingerly using a brush, and laughed with quiet awe. “I think we found ourselves a dinosaur,” he said. For a while they simply stared, marveling at the layered strangeness of the find: avian, but not; more contemporary than any bird, and yet impossibly old. Kaitlyn’s face was flushed with excitement. She eased out a fragile rib, revealing a cavity packed with something that looked, at first, like clotted mud.

But it wasn’t mud. It was a dense, matted wad of organic matter, the color of dried blood, still structured in a way Sam couldn’t entirely explain. He ran a portable scanner over it, then decided he’d be better off with a sharper scalpel and a steady hand. Nestled inside the ribcage, right up against the fossilized wishbone, was a chunk of plant material, perfectly preserved. Kaitlyn gasped. “Seed pod,” she said, voice trembling, “or maybe fruit. If we’re really lucky, it’s viable.”

Back at the cabin, under the sterilized floodlights of their lab bench, they called in favors from friends in tissue culture and ancient DNA. They made slides for the scanning electron microscope, sent slivers off to the greenhouse’s biobank, and spent anxious hours emailing specialists all over the world. The consensus: they had something wholly unique, something no one had managed to isolate before—evidence of a plant species that had last grown on Earth at least 100 million years ago.

Kaitlyn could barely contain herself. She began designing grow trials and cross-referencing obscure papers on palaeobotanical preservation. She built a custom germination chamber from the husk of an old breadmaker, and spent sleepless nights in the lab, tweaking nutrient solution recipes and humidity settings. Sam handled the endless paperwork and kept the coffee coming. After three fruitless weeks, when the world was just beginning to seem ordinary again, a single seed sprouted.

It looked, at first, like any other seedling: two pale cotyledons, a threadlike stem. But within a day, it doubled in size. Then doubled again. The leaves unfurled in fractal spirals, each edged with tiny, metallic-looking cilia. The stem darkened, segmented, and began to pulse faintly, as if it were wired for electricity. Kaitlyn could not stop watching it. She talked to it, left on music at night, and surreptitiously named it “Frondie.”

Sam was less enchanted, but he gamely helped with the daily logs and ran interference with the university’s oversight committee. “We should really keep it in containment,” he said, more than once. “Or at least off the kitchen table.” But Kaitlyn insisted: if Frondie was to be the first of its kind in eons, it deserved sunlight and fresh air.

Within a month, Frondie had outgrown three pots and most of the corner shelving. Its root system was so aggressive it began to buckle the floorboards, and Kaitlyn, delighted, devised a hydroponic swing for it to dangle from the ceiling. The plant flowered and self-pollinated and produced a new crop of seeds, which Sam, with some reluctance, agreed to propagate in the university’s controlled greenhouse.

That was when things grew stranger. The second-generation Frondies germinated instantly. Their leaves flashed iridescent in the light; their stems formed geometric lattices, and when Kaitlyn brushed her hand near them, the cilia vibrated in intricate, synchronized waves—as if the plants were listening, or waiting.
Sam began to joke about “the invasion,” but even he found himself addressing the seedlings as if they were pets. He and Kaitlyn started leaving the lab doors open at night, just to see what would happen. Sometimes, in the mornings, the Frondies would be clustered together, their stems twined like dancers.
They brought in more colleagues, and the story spread quickly through the university. Was it truly a land plant, or something from the asteroid belt, or a visitor from another planet entirely? The craters, after all, had seemed oddly fresh, and the preservation of the original seed pod was, as several experts put it, “highly anomalous.” Was it alien, or just ancient beyond imagination?

The debates became the centerpiece of faculty wine nights and undergraduate rumor mills. Kaitlyn, with her usual flair for drama, baked Frondie-shaped cookies and handed them out at seminars. Sam, privately, worried about the rate of growth—and about the way the plants seemed to recognize individual people, even follow them from room to room.

One morning, Kaitlyn came down to the kitchen to find the original Frondie had migrated from its hydroponic cradle, stretched halfway across the floor, and was waiting for her by the fridge. It coiled around her ankle, gently, and then retracted as soon as she reached for her mug. She laughed, but a tremor of unease ran through her.

Later that week, the university’s head of research ethics demanded they move the entire crop to a secure lab. Kaitlyn protested, but Sam agreed. They packed up the plants—now filling an entire van—and drove them to the facility. That night, Kaitlyn stared at the empty corner of their kitchen, already missing the faint, staticky whir the Frondie made when it grew.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: Not Just Plants
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Two days after the Frondies were moved to the secure lab, Kaitlyn woke up before dawn with a headache and a restless energy that wouldn’t let her stay in bed. She slipped quietly from under the covers, careful not to wake Sam, who had been tossing and turning all night. In the bathroom, she splashed cold water on her face and stared at her reflection. Dark circles had formed under her eyes, and her usually vibrant skin looked pale.

“This is ridiculous,” she whispered to herself. “They’re just plants.”

But she knew that wasn’t true. Nothing about Frondie had been “just” anything from the moment it sprouted. The way it seemed to track movement, the synchronized waving of its cilia when she played music, the eerie intelligence in its growth patterns—it all suggested something far more complex than a prehistoric plant.

She padded down to the kitchen, expecting the emptiness to feel strange. Instead, she found Sam already there, hunched over his laptop with a mug of coffee steaming beside him.

“You’re up early,” she said, surprising herself with how normal her voice sounded.

Sam looked up; his eyes bloodshot. “Couldn’t sleep. I’ve been thinking about the isotopic analysis we got back from the first batch of seeds.”

Kaitlyn poured herself coffee and leaned against the counter. “And?”

“And I think I made a mistake agreeing to move them.” He rubbed his eyes. “The lab’s containment protocols are designed for dangerous pathogens
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