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​ Persephone’s
Children

By Tom Howard

 


Ronnie hesitated to put his hand into the
large yellow petals of the flower. “Will it hurt?”

The other children watched closely, perched
on stones protruding from the floor of the glade. They were
familiar with the game. They had each played it before.

“No,” the strange woman said. She alone sat
on the grass, looking as if she’d blossomed there. “It won’t hurt.
Don’t you want to be like me?”

He studied the woman’s green face. He and the
others had grown accustomed to her flower-like appearance. Small
and graceful, she’d been the children’s friend and guide since
they’d first encountered her outside the camp. Her “clothing”
consisted of multicolored fronds covering her from neck to toe. Her
hair appeared to be rows of braided plants interwoven with ivy and
flowers.

She belonged to the forest, a place the
children had been told to fear. Always the adventurous one, Ronnie,
the oldest and a nine-year-old, had been the first to sneak through
the barricade surrounding the camp. He’d learned the passcode while
watching his mother run a maintenance check on the main gate. The
colonists, wearing heavy suits and travelling in groups, only left
the camp to explore or obtain samples of the local plant life in an
effort to create new defenses. When Ronnie hadn’t been killed
instantly outside the gate, he’d ventured further into the foliage
until he met the green lady. He told his best friend, Joey, and
soon all the camp children accompanied him on his adventures.

“Will Ronnie look like you?” Joey asked.

“If he wishes,” she said, as she removed a
tricolored beetle from a nearby frond and placed it with the others
in her hair.

She’d once been human like them she said, one
of the early colonists who disappeared into the forest.

Ronnie drew his hand back from the flower,
and bossy Abigail grinned.

“I don’t think my parents would like me to be
a plant,” said Ronnie.

The strange woman nodded. “Your parents fight
the forest. They don’t realize the damage they do with their
chemicals and flames. The forest has learned to defend itself.” She
started to place her hand on Ronnie’s shoulder but stopped, her
nailless fingers inches from the synthetic material. The fabric had
scorched her hand once when she grabbed one of the twins – either
Timothy or Tomothy – before he fell into a stream.

Ronnie had asked her her name, but she’d only
laughed and said to call her Flora. She had opened the forest for
them, leading them along safe pathways into the interior. She
showed them cascades of scarlet flowers, waterfalls dancing between
massive trees, snug caves lined with multi-colored moss, and
excellent climbing trees. But the forest was dangerous if they
weren’t careful. Once Joey picked a flower, and it sprayed acid on
his face. He screamed until Flora placed her long fingers on his
skin and hummed him to sleep. Tendrils from Flora’s fingers slid
beneath the skin and repaired Joey’s face. She pulled away before
she turned Joey into a plant-creature like herself. When Joey
awoke, he didn’t remember the attack, but the children were careful
not to damage plants afterwards.

Ronnie and the other children returned again
and again to the forest. The six youngsters were the only children
in the colony, most of them born in transit. The adults, upon
discovering the inhospitality of their new home, determined there
would be no further births until the colony was safer. The children
had lots of freedom to explore their new playground because their
parents struggled day and night to establish a beachhead on this
new world. The children took classes from the colony’s computer and
stayed out of everyone’s way.

“It’s late,” Ronnie told Flora. “We better
get back before our parents start calling for us.”

“Perhaps you’ll join me next time,” Flora
said, looking at the open flower. “I wish you could feel how they
want to touch you, to be part of you.”

Ronnie gave Joey a worried look. “We’d better
go.”

With a nod to Flora, Ronnie led the others
down the stream toward camp. Flora wouldn’t follow. She never
did.

The small group crossed the patch of dead
earth that surrounded the camp - sterilized each morning to keep
the voracious forest away from their homes and bodies – and Ronnie
thought about Flora’s offer. Would he someday choose the path she
had taken?

Ronnie stopped at one of the decontamination
gates along the barricade and waited patiently while the other
children showered and disinfected themselves. An adult wouldn’t
think it unusual to see the children in the decontamination
chamber. Even inside the barricade, people cleansed themselves
periodically throughout the day.

The children's synthetic one-piece outfits
carried spores and microscopic seeds, ready to spring forth and
overtake the colony. Even without the children as carriers, enough
plant life floated through the barricade to cause serious health
risks. Daily, the doctors excised spores and small root systems
from nasal passages and sweat glands. Oddly enough, the children
weren’t afflicted.

“I better get home for supper,” said Joey.
“Mom’s got a half-day off.”

“See you tomorrow,” said Ronnie. “What’s
wrong with Ruby?”

Abigail hugged the little girl. “She always
cries when we leave the forest. She says the camp smells bad.”

Ronnie sniffed. “It does stink. I never
noticed before.”

Abigail’s customary frown was deeper than
usual. “We should tell our parents about Flora, Ronnie. Someday,
one of us will accept her offer and cross over. I don’t think we
can come back.”

“Don’t be such a worry wart,” said Ronnie.
“Flora is just lonely.”

He followed the twins, leaving Abigail and
Ruby behind him.

Ronnie reported to the cleaners’ hut.
Although too young to work a regular cleaner shift like his
parents, he could take a small shovel and decon bag and search the
camp for signs of foreign plant invasions.

The supply man only nodded as Ronnie took his
small-sized gear and ducked back out of the tent. When he returned,
he’d leave his shovel, bag, and any sprouts he collected in the vat
of deadly chemicals outside the tent.

The streets in Foothold City lay like spokes
on a wheel. Rigid tents lined the wide streets. Most of the
dwellings belonged to residents, but some functioned as city
businesses and research labs. Although the streets consisted of the
same crushed, sterilized gravel, they had colorful names. Ronnie
and his family lived on Orange Street.

Three sides of Foothold City faced the hungry
forest. The fourth side opened onto a rectangular field - also
surrounded by a wide strip of sterile earth - with rows of
vegetables carefully tended by dozens of colonists. As Ronnie cut
across the edge of the field, he could make out his father’s tall
form accompanying an automatic weeder as it slowly picked its way
through the Terran vegetables. His mother also worked in the field,
but she and her fellow engineers fought the forest at the far end
of the field in an effort to clear another inch or two of fertile
ground.

“Hey, Dad!” called Ronnie as he ran up the
row of giant-sized carrots to his father. They didn’t embrace for
fear of his father had picked up some field contamination.

He nodded at Ronnie’s decon pack. “Hey,
Scout. I see you’re doing your civic duty. Glad you’re not just
running around with the other kids all day long. I did my cleaner
duty this morning before work so I’ll be home early tonight. Might
even have time for a bedtime story.”

“Dad, I’m too old for bedtime stories.”

“How about a game of chess instead?”

“Excellent,” said Ronnie, hoping his father
wouldn’t be too exhausted when he got home to keep his promise.
“See any infestations?”

“No, but the weeder probably has a load ready
to take back to decon. Can you carry it?”

“Sure,” said Ronnie. “No problem.”

His dad grinned. “I don’t know how you can
grow up so big and strong trapped in the compound all day. How’s
school?”

“Fine. The auto-teacher thinks I need more
history.”

“Couldn’t hurt to know where you came from,”
said his dad.

He took Ronnie’s pack and emptied the hopper
filled with wilted, alien plant life into it. “I sometimes wonder
if we’re going about this teaspoon terraforming all wrong.”

The alien plants, with no opportunity for
food or growth, had shut down, channeling their energy into seeds
or spores. Some of the plants bore obvious characteristics of the
nearby carrots, their genetic material already mimicking Earth
plants.

With a wave at his dad, Ronnie left the
field. The men and women with their auto-weeders would do a much
better job of preventing infestation than a lone cleaner would.
Instead, Ronnie headed to the hospital tent. The hospital staff
always appreciated extra eyes and hands when cleaning.

Ronnie, because of his age and size, proved a
good exterminator. He could find the smallest root system, and with
his hand shovel, remove it with surgical precision. Plant
eradication inside the compound didn’t bother him. He didn’t
associate the tricky little sprouts with Flora and the forest. To
him, excising the invaders from the clean, white world inside the
barricade was a game. The plants tried to trick him, but he always
saw through their disguises.

He climbed the ladder to the top of the tent
and checked the air filters. Sure enough, two colorless cords had
wrapped themselves around the ventilation shaft. Impressed by the
plant’s ability to look like a piece of plastic cable, he pulled
the plants away with his gloves. He squatted on the catwalk and
studied the two white vines.

Why two?

Intrigued, he removed the covers themselves
from the ventilator shafts and found one contained a clump of gray
fibers busily worming its way into a fan assembly. He carefully
excised the tumor with his knife and placed it in a separate pocket
of his bag. This chameleon plant would not go into the decon vat.
He’d drop it off at the research lab after he told the docs their
airshaft might have been compromised.

Ronnie chuckled at the two identical plants.
After the cleaner discovered one, he or she would assume the second
one was the same and not bother searching for further infestation.
The plants proved smarter and smarter every day. Would they evolve
enough to play chess?

He climbed down and gave the tent foundation
a quick check. Leaving his bag outside, he entered the airlock to
warn them about the fibers in the airshaft. When the decon fumes in
the airlock had dissipated, he stepped into the white antechamber,
surprised to see the front desk unoccupied.

Ronnie spotted Nurse Plum outside the door to
Dr. Stewart’s office. The pretty brunette motioned for Ronnie to be
quiet.

Ronnie joined her. “What’s happening?” he
whispered.

“Shhhh,” she said. “The mayor’s in there with
Dr. Stewart. Come back later.”

Ronnie ignored her. He squatted down and
listened though the crack in the partially open door.

“How do you feel?” asked the voice Ronnie
recognized as Dr. Stewart, the colony’s chief surgeon.

“Not too bad,” said the mayor in a much
deeper voice. “I’ll be glad when I can pee standing up again. What
do they say? Sixth times a charm?”

“I’ve just performed your eighth surgery,
Mayor. You’ve had more plant incursions than anyone else in the
colony. It’s almost as if the buggers know you’re the man in
charge.”

The mayor chuckled. “Yeah, next a fern will
knock on my tent flap and ask for a peace treaty.”

“Or our surrender,” answered the doc.

“Yeah. That’s what keeps me up nights. I
think the forest is playing with us. If it wanted to, it could
sweep us away like a big green tidal wave.”

“Don’t anthropomorphize it, Mayor. They’re
just a bunch of weeds. How bad is our situation? I know we’ve
missed the Second Wave deadline so a second ship won’t be sent. Are
we leaving?”

Nurse Plum’s eyebrows went up, and Ronnie’s
heart skipped a beat. His parents never discussed returning to
Earth. They’d spent their life savings to come here. Going home
would mean no hope of colonizing someplace else.

“It’s too early to consider that, but we’re
at our maximum work capacity now. We can’t require triple shifts.
If our scientists don’t develop their super-herbicide in time, we
may have to go back to Earth. We’ve barely got enough crops planted
to feed us. We can’t dig into the emergency rations every
week.”

“Put your shirt on,” said the doc. “How super
is the herbicide?”

The mayor grunted. “Supposed to kill a
hundred square miles of forest in two weeks. They promise to have
it ready any day.”

Ronnie wanted to run in and explain the
plants weren’t dangerous. They were inquisitive and wanted to be
friends. If the humans killed off a large part of the forest, the
native plants might retaliate out of pain and self-preservation
like Joey and the acid flower.

Nurse Plum hurriedly gestured Ronnie away
from the door and took her seat behind the desk. “Hey, Ronnie.
What’s up?”

He moved to the front of
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