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  Chapter 1

Brooke Jensen turned the key in the front door lock of her new home, feeling a mixture of exhaustion and exhilaration. Two days of moving boxes had left her muscles aching, but the two-bedroom bungalow was finally hers. She stepped inside, savoring the silence after the movers had gone, when movement outside the living room window caught her eye. 
Under the moonlight, an elderly man stood in the garden next door. Despite the late hour, he was meticulously tending to plants. His hands gripped oddly shaped gardening implements. Most strange of all, he appeared to be whispering to each plant as he touched it.
"Welcome to Willow Creek Estates," Brooke said to herself with a nervous laugh.
She walked to the window for a closer look. The old man's yard was immaculate. While other gardens on the street showed the neglect of early spring, his bloomed with impossible vitality. Flowers that shouldn't blossom until summer were already unfurling in vivid colors. Vines climbed trellises. Everything about the garden seemed . . . alert.
The man suddenly looked up, as if sensing her observation. For a brief moment, his eyes met Brooke's through the window, and she instinctively stepped back. Even from a distance, she could see the unnatural green of his irises. He didn't wave or acknowledge her; he simply stared, before returning to his communion with the plants.
Brooke pulled the curtains closed. 
"Just an eccentric gardener," she told Rufus, her golden retriever, who had padded into the room and was pressing his warm body against her leg. "Nothing to worry about."
But her scientific mind had already begun cataloging the anomalies.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Brooke was arranging her home chemistry lab in the spare bedroom when the doorbell rang. Rufus barked, racing toward the door. 
"Coming!" she called, brushing dust from her hands.
A man in his mid-thirties with a mail carrier's uniform and a friendly smile stood on her porch. "Morning! Thought I'd introduce myself personally. Pete Sanderson, your mailman." He extended his hand. "Welcome to the neighborhood."
"Thanks, Pete. I'm Brooke Jensen."
Pete handed her a small stack of mail. "Mostly junk already finding you, I'm afraid. You getting settled okay?"
"So far, so good. Actually, maybe you can tell me about my neighbor?" She gestured toward the house next door. "Older gentleman, quite the gardener."
"That'd be Harold Winters. Been here longer than anyone." He glanced over his shoulder at Harold's property. "Keeps to himself mostly."
"His garden is impressive."
"Yeah, always has been." Pete's voice dropped slightly. "Listen, not to be the neighborhood gossip, but the previous owners of your house didn't stay long. Neither did the ones before them."
"Why's that?"
Pete shrugged. "Folks around here say different things. Some mention allergies—unusual ones. Others just say the house never felt right." He forced a laugh. "But that's small-town talk for you."
Rufus had wandered to the edge of the porch, sniffing the air in the direction of Harold's garden.
"I'd keep your dog away from his yard," Pete said suddenly. "Mr. Winters doesn't like animals near his plants."
Before Brooke could ask why, her phone rang from inside. "Sorry, I should get that. Thanks for the welcome, Pete."
"No problem. Oh—" Pete hesitated at the bottom of the steps. "The kids around here call him 'The Plant Man.' They don't go near his property. Just so you know."
As Pete walked away, Brooke's phone continued to ring. It was Roger, her boyfriend of two years.
"Hey, how's the new place?" Roger asked after she answered.
"It's good. Weird neighbor, though. I was hoping you could come by tonight? Bring some of your botany expertise? There's something odd about his garden."
Roger laughed. "Plant emergency already? You've been there less than a day."
"I'm serious, Rog. These plants are growing at a rate that doesn't make sense." She described what she'd seen the previous night, aware that she sounded slightly paranoid.
"Probably just specialized fertilizers," Roger said. "But sure, I'll come by after work. I've got those soil test kits you wanted anyway."
"Perfect," Brooke replied, feeling better already. Roger's scientific approach would help make sense of things. "Oh, and we should get groceries. I've got nothing but coffee and granola bars."
"On it. See you around six."

      [image: image-placeholder]That afternoon, Brooke decided to introduce herself to Harold Winters properly. Neighborhood etiquette demanded it, and her curiosity demanded answers about his gardening techniques. 
She approached his front door, noting how the lawn seemed to ripple subtly as she walked across it. Up close, the plants showed even more bizarre characteristics—leaves that tracked her movement, flowers that seemed to inhale as she passed.
Her knock was answered by silence. After waiting a minute, she tried again. Still nothing.
"Mr. Winters?" she called. "I'm your new neighbor, Brooke Jensen."
The door remained closed, but she heard movement inside. Someone was definitely home.
As she turned to leave, a child's voice called out, "He won't answer."
A girl of about eight stood on the sidewalk, clutching a pink backpack. "He only comes out at night. For the garden."
"Oh? Do you live nearby?" Brooke asked.
The girl nodded. "I'm Sarah. We live across the street." She looked nervously at Harold's house. "My cat Pepper went missing last week. Mom says he ran away, but I think the Plant Man took him."
"The Plant Man?"
"That's what we call Mr. Winters. Dad says I shouldn't, but that's what all the kids say." Sarah said. "His plants eat things."
Brooke smiled. "Plants don't eat cats, sweetie."
"These do." Sarah reached into her backpack and pulled out a crumpled drawing. It showed a stick figure with green scribbles for eyes standing among tall plants with teeth. "I saw them moving at night. And they whisper."
Before Brooke could respond, a woman called Sarah's name from across the street.
"Gotta go," Sarah said, stuffing the drawing back into her backpack. "Don't let your dog go near his yard. The plants are hungry."
With that warning, she ran to her mother.

      [image: image-placeholder]Roger arrived at six with groceries and his testing equipment. As they unpacked in the kitchen, Brooke recounted her conversation with Sarah. 
"Child's imagination," Roger said, storing vegetables in the refrigerator. "Though I am curious about this garden. It's a bit early in the season for anything to be thriving."
After dinner, they stood at Brooke's back window, watching Harold's garden in the fading light. Roger whistled softly.
"Okay, that's not normal," he admitted. "Those are Asiatic lilies in full bloom. They shouldn't flower for months."
Movement caught their attention as Harold emerged from his back door, carrying gardening tools and a dark container. He began his nightly ritual, unaware of their observation.
"What's he doing?" Brooke whispered.
Roger squinted. "It almost looks like . . . feeding time at a zoo. See how he's distributing whatever's in that container? And look at how the plants respond."
Indeed, the foliage seemed to reach toward Harold as he approached each section, stems bending unnaturally.
"I've never seen plant tropism that rapid," Roger said. "It should take hours for plants to grow toward stimuli, not seconds."
"Let's get a sample."
Roger looked hesitant. "Breaking into someone's garden isn't exactly a neighborly first impression."
"Not breaking in. Just a small clipping from the edge of the property. For science." She grinned, already heading for the back door.
"Brooke, wait—"
But she was already outside, with Rufus following eagerly at her heels. The evening air carried a strange, sweet smell that seemed to emanate from Harold's garden. Brooke crept along the property line, stopping at a cluster of unusual ferns that had extended slightly over the low fence.
Using a small pair of scissors from her pocket, she carefully snipped a tiny frond. As the blade cut through the stem, a clear liquid oozed out—not sap, but something thicker.
"Got it," she whispered triumphantly, turning back toward Roger, who watched nervously from her porch.
Suddenly, Rufus bolted away from her side, darting through a gap in the fence into Harold's yard.
"Rufus, no!" But it was too late. The dog raced toward the back of the property, disappearing into the shadows beyond a large greenhouse she hadn't noticed before.
Cursing under her breath, Brooke tucked the plant sample into her pocket and followed, squeezing through the same gap in the fence. The humid air in Harold's yard felt oppressive, filled with the too-sweet scent that made her head swim slightly.
She called softly for Rufus, moving deeper into the garden. The plants seemed to turn toward her as she passed, leaves rustling without wind. Flowers that had been closed now opened, releasing clouds of fine pollen that glittered in the moonlight.
As she approached the greenhouse, Brooke spotted a trail of unusual petals on the ground—deep purple with red veins, unlike any flower she recognized. They led directly to the greenhouse door, which stood slightly ajar.
"Rufus?" she called again, pushing the door open wider.
The interior was dimly lit by what appeared to be bioluminescent plants hanging from the ceiling. Their pale blue glow revealed rows of vegetation unlike anything Brooke had ever seen—massive leaves dripping with viscous fluid, vines that coiled and uncoiled without support, and bulbous flowers that pulsated like beating hearts.
At the center of it all stood Harold Winters, his back to her, hunched over something on a worktable. Rufus was nowhere in sight.
"Mr. Winters? I'm sorry to intrude, but my dog ran in here."
Harold turned slowly. His hands were stained dark with soil that seemed to have worked its way under his skins.
"You shouldn't be here," he said. "This is private."
"I understand, and I apologize. I just need to find my dog, and then I'll go."
Harold stepped away from the worktable, revealing what lay upon it—a collection of gardening tools alongside several syringes filled with green liquid. "Your dog isn't here." 
"But I saw him run this way—"
"LEAVE!" The word exploded from Harold.
Brooke backed away, stumbling into a table of potted seedlings that crashed to the floor. "I'm going! I'm sorry!"
"The garden isn't ready for you yet. Too soon. Too soon!" He lunged forward, grabbing her arm.
Brooke pulled away, feeling his nails scratch deeply across her forearm. She ran for the door, calling desperately for Rufus one last time. Outside, she sprinted through the garden, the plants now seeming to reach for her, branches and vines extending to block her path.
She burst through the gap in the fence, colliding with Roger who had finally come looking for her.
"Brooke! What happened?" He steadied her.
"Harold—he's not right," she gasped. "And Rufus is gone. We need to find him!"
They spent the next hour searching the neighborhood, calling Rufus's name into the darkness. But the dog had vanished without a trace.
Back in her house, Roger cleaned the deep scratches on Brooke's arm while she described what she'd seen in the greenhouse.
"We should call the police," Roger said.
"And tell them what? That my neighbor has weird plants and yelled at me for trespassing? That's not illegal." Brooke winced as Roger applied antiseptic. "We need to go back and look for Rufus properly in the morning."
Roger frowned, examining the scratches more closely. "These are deeper than I thought. And there's something . . ." He gently wiped away more blood, revealing tiny black specks embedded in the wounds.
"Soil probably," Brooke said, pulling her arm back. "It'll be fine."
Later that night, after Roger had gone home, Brooke lay awake, her arm throbbing. The scratches felt hot, the skin around them tight and swollen. At 3 AM, unable to sleep, she went to the bathroom to change the bandage.
In the bathroom light, she carefully removed the gauze, expecting to see signs of infection. Instead, she froze in horror at what the bandage revealed.
Tiny green tendrils, no thicker than threads, had sprouted from the scratches. They wriggled slightly in the
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