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      Some connections are beautiful. Some are deadly.

      For thriller novelist Miranda Birky, strange yellow flowers appearing overnight in perfect geometric patterns across her lawn is just another bizarre small-town occurrence—until people who touch them begin to change.

      Miranda runs to her neighbor, biology teacher Alan Raasch, for help. They discover an unsettling truth: the yellow bloom isn’t just changing people—it’s connecting them into a vast living network with a consciousness and purpose of its own.

      With the military compromised, authorities infected, and “Make Earth Bloom Again” communities rising everywhere, Miranda becomes the target of the movement’s charismatic leader—a long-haired, bearded guru known only as Echo. But Echo doesn’t want to eliminate Miranda; he wants to make her his perfect counterpart in a new world order of love, peace, kindness, and collective wisdom.

      As former friends succumb to the bloom, Miranda and Alan face an impossible choice. Join the promised utopia or rescue the individuals trapped in the neural matrix in the face of complete breakdown.
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      To my writer friend, Louis Leung.

      May the words never end.
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            DANDELION INVASION

          

        

      

    

    
      Miranda Birky stared at the yellow flowers covering her front lawn. Hundreds of them had appeared overnight, bright, cheerful, and completely wrong.

      “They weren’t there yesterday,” she said to no one in particular. The April morning air was crisp in Lakeview, the kind of perfect spring day that real estate agents photographed to lure city folk to small-town life.

      She set her coffee mug on the porch rail and went down the steps. Something about their perfect formation bothered her—concentric rings radiating outward from the center of her yard.

      Crouching, she reached for one of the yellow heads, fingers hesitating just above its bright petals.

      “I wouldn’t touch those if I were you.”

      Miranda jumped and fell backward onto her butt. She looked up to see her neighbor, Alan Raasch, the local biology professor, watching her from across the low fence between their yards. He always looked half-distracted, half amused—but this morning, he just looked concerned.

      “Geez, Alan. Warn me next time before I die of a heart attack.” She brushed the grass from her pajama pants as she stood. “Why shouldn’t I touch them? They’re just dandelions.”

      Alan shook his head and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “No, they’re not. At least, not entirely.”

      Alan was Miranda’s closest friend since she’d moved to Lakeview three years ago. People in town asked him about anything scientific. He also made it his job to be the voice of reason whenever Miranda’s writer’s imagination went wild—which happened a lot.

      “What do you mean ‘not entirely’?” she asked, stepping carefully away from the flowers.

      Alan unlatched the gate between their yards and approached, crouching beside the nearest cluster. He pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and used it to gently prod one of the flowers. “Look at the stem structure. And the petals—count them.”

      Miranda knelt beside him, forgetting all about her coffee and morning routine. “Twenty-four,” she counted. “So?”

      “Dandelions have hundreds of tiny florets, not separate petals like these. And the leaves are wrong—the edges are too smooth.” He frowned. “Plus, normal dandelions don’t grow in perfect geometric patterns.”

      She glanced around her yard again, noticing for the first time how the formations created an almost mathematical precision across her lawn. “Okay, so what are they? Some weird hybrid?”

      Alan stood, slipping his hands into his pockets. “I’m not sure. Never seen anything quite like them.” He paused, scientific curiosity visibly warring with caution. “I’d like to take some samples. But carefully.”

      “Well, they’re ruining my lawn, so go ahead.” Miranda waved her hand. “Just tell me they’re not radioactive or something awful for my property value.”

      “Probably not. But there’s a lot of strange runoff from Helix Industries lately. Their new research building up by the reservoir has been working overtime.”

      Miranda’s stomach tightened. Helix had moved their main operations to Lakeview eighteen months ago, bringing jobs and money to the struggling town. But with them came security fences, strange smells on certain nights, and non-disclosure agreements for half the local workforce. Her latest book had stalled halfway through, and she’d been toying with a plot about corporate wrongdoing.

      “You think this is their doing?”

      Alan shrugged. “Let me run some tests before we go full conspiracy theory. Could just be a prank by the high school biology club.” He checked his watch. “I need to grab some equipment. Will you be around later?”

      “Where else would I be? My deadline was three months ago, and my editor is sending me creative death threats.” She forced a smile. “The glamorous life of a mid-list thriller author.”

      As Alan headed back to his house, Miranda returned to her porch. She couldn’t bring herself to go inside. Instead, she sat on the steps, watching the strange flowers sway slightly in a breeze she couldn’t feel.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket—another email from her editor, she guessed. She ignored it, thinking about last night instead. She’d been working late, staring at her laptop’s blinking cursor until almost 2 a.m. Had she looked at the yard before bed? She must have. And it had been empty then, just spring grass that needed mowing.

      Which meant that hundreds of wrong-looking dandelions had sprouted, grown, and bloomed in perfect patterns in less than five hours.

      “That’s… not possible,” she whispered to herself.

      A dry rustle, a petal quivering…

      One of the flowers nearest to the porch steps turned slightly, as if to face her.

      Miranda blinked, convinced she’d imagined it. Then all the dandelions in the first ring rotated in unison, their yellow faces tracking her like miniature suns.

      She bolted inside, slamming the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      By noon, the yellow flowers had doubled in number, spreading beyond Miranda’s lawn onto the sidewalk and across the street.  She watched their growth through her living room window, switching between typing quick notes on her laptop and taking photos with her phone.

      Alan hadn’t come back, which wasn’t like him. She’d called twice but only got his voicemail. On her third try, she left a message that tried to sound casual but failed.

      “Hey, just checking if you’re still planning to collect those samples, because things have… gotten worse.” She swallowed hard as she watched a neighbor three doors down come out of his house, notice the flowers on his driveway, and start stomping on them angrily. “Call me back, okay?”

      As Miranda watched, the man—Charlie Waverley, who worked at the hardware store—crushed several of the plants under his boot. Where each flower broke, a milky white liquid spurted from the stems, spattering his jeans. He jumped back, surprised by how much fluid came out, then attacked the plants with more anger.

      “That’s not going to end well,” Miranda commented to herself.

      Charlie had destroyed about twenty dandelions when he suddenly stopped and stared at his hands. Even from a distance, Miranda could see him looking at his fingers with growing panic. He wiped them on his pants, then rushed back into his house.

      She was wondering whether to call him when her doorbell rang.

      Through the peephole, she saw Tessa Lim, Lakeview’s only reporter—though calling the weekly community newsletter real journalism was a stretch. Tessa’s sleek black bob and always-unimpressed expression made her look like she belonged at a big-city newspaper instead of covering bake sales and town meetings.

      Miranda reluctantly opened the door, careful not to swing it wide enough to show the dandelions. “Hey, Tessa. Kind of busy today.”

      “I’m sure you are,” her friend replied, raising one perfect eyebrow. “But people across town are reporting some weird plant invasion. Your yard seems to be where it started.” She tilted her head, trying to see past Miranda. “Want to comment?”

      “Not really. I’m handling it.”

      “Is it true Dr. Raasch was here earlier taking samples? People say he was headed to Helix with a special container.”

      Miranda’s chest tightened. “Who told you that?”

      “Did I forget to mention I was recording?” Tessa held up her phone with a smirk. “Look, something weird is happening, and people are getting nervous. Three calls to poison control already, plus Charlie Waverley is at urgent care with some kind of allergic reaction. His hands are apparently⁠—”

      “Swelling up,” Miranda finished, remembering how he’d looked at them before rushing inside.

      “How did you know that?”

      Miranda sighed and opened the door wider. “You’d better come in. But keep your recorder off—this is background only.”

      Tessa stepped inside, looking back over Miranda’s front yard. “Holy shit.”

      The dandelions had multiplied again, covering not just Miranda’s yard but the entire street. Their perfect geometric arrangement had evolved into something more complex—concentric circles overlapping to form what looked disturbingly like enormous yellow eyes staring upward at the sky.

      “You know, I thought you were just being dramatic about your writing deadline again. But this… this is actually creepy.”

      “I haven’t been able to reach Alan since this morning,” Miranda said, standing beside her. “And if he went to Helix…”

      “You think they’re responsible? That this is some kind of experiment gone wrong?”

      “I don’t know what to think. But they’re spreading fast, and if Charlie’s reaction means anything, they’re not safe to touch.”

      Tessa turned to her, eyes suddenly sharp with reporter intensity. “Has anyone from Helix contacted you? Asked you to keep quiet about this?”

      “No. Should they have?”

      “It’s just that most of their accidents⁠—”

      “Accidents? What accidents?”

      Tessa’s mouth snapped shut, and she looked embarrassed. “Nothing confirmed. Just rumors.”

      “Tessa.”

      “Fine. I’ve been working on something. Three employees have gone to hospitals in other counties over the past two months with unusual symptoms. Skin sores, temporary blindness, extreme confusion.” She shrugged. “Could be nothing. Could be something they don’t want reported in a town where they own half the property.”

      Miranda swallowed a chill. “And now weird flowers that cause allergic reactions are spreading from my yard outward.”

      “Your yard specifically,” Tessa emphasized. “Why yours, Miranda? Have you been to the Helix facility recently? Do you know anyone who works there?”

      “No, I—” Miranda stopped, remembering. “Wait. I was at that charity thing last week, the one at the community center. Their head of research was there—Dr. What’s-his-name. Tall guy, too-perfect teeth.”

      “Preston Steggles,” Tessa supplied. “And?”

      “And nothing. We chatted for maybe two minutes about the food. I mentioned I lived on Maple Street, and he moved on to more important people.” Miranda frowned. “It was completely forgettable.”

      Tessa pulled out her phone. “I’m calling someone at the county environmental office. This needs more investigation than my usual ‘local garden disaster’ headline.”

      As Tessa stepped into the kitchen to make her call, Miranda turned back to the window. The dandelions were growing visibly now, stems stretching upward, yellow heads expanding. The pattern had shifted again, the circular eye formations now connected by lines of flowers that looked like⁠—

      “Neural pathways,” she whispered, horror washing over her. “They look like neural pathways.”

      Outside, a Helix Industries van turned onto the street, moving slowly as men in white protective suits got out, carrying sprayers.

      “Tessa,” Miranda called urgently. “We’ve got company.”
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        * * *

      

      The men in white suits methodically sprayed every flower with a clear liquid that made the plants shrivel instantly. Miranda and Tessa watched from the window as the Helix team worked with practiced skill, ignoring the neighbors who came out with questions.

      “That’s not suspicious at all,” Tessa muttered, filming quietly with her phone.

      As the team approached Miranda’s yard, a larger vehicle pulled up—a black SUV with dark windows. Preston Steggles stepped out, easy to spot by his perfect suit and the casual authority he showed while directing everyone. He glanced at Miranda’s house, and for a sickening moment, she was certain he looked right at her through the window.

      “I need to get out of here,” Miranda said suddenly. “They’re going to come in. They’re going to want to know why it started here.”

      “And you don’t know why,” Tessa stated, though it sounded like a question.

      “No! I woke up to a yard full of mutant dandelions. I’m the victim here.” Even as she said it, Miranda wasn’t completely convinced. Had she noticed anything strange the past few days? Weird sounds at night? Odd smells? But nothing came to mind beyond the normal rhythm of small-town life.

      A sharp knock at the door made them both jump.

      “Ms. Birky?” a male voice called. “This is Dr. Steggles from Helix Industries. We need to talk to you about the botanical anomaly on your property.”

      Miranda and Tessa exchanged panicked looks.

      “Go,” Tessa whispered. “I’ll stall them. Back door.”

      “You’ll get in trouble⁠—”

      “I’m a journalist. I’m supposed to be in trouble.” Tessa gave her a push toward the kitchen. “Go find Alan. Figure out what the hell is happening.”

      Miranda grabbed her phone, keys, and a jacket, hesitating only briefly before slipping out the back door as Tessa opened the front. She heard the reporter’s professionally cheerful voice: “Dr. Steggles. Tessa Lim, Lakeview Chronicle. Care to comment on this unprecedented botanical event?”

      Moving quickly through her backyard, Miranda climbed the fence into Alan’s property, staying low to avoid being seen by the Helix team in the street. Alan’s back door was locked, but she knew where he kept the spare key—inside a fake rock that fooled no one. She felt a little guilty breaking into her friend’s house to escape what might be a harmless corporate cleanup.

      “Alan?” she called softly after letting herself in. The house was silent. In his study, books and papers were scattered across his desk—unusual for Alan, who kept a tidy workspace despite his messy appearance.

      She tried Alan’s phone and heard a faint buzzing. Following the sound to the kitchen, she found his cell on the counter next to car keys and a half-empty coffee mug.

      Through the kitchen window, she could see the Helix team finishing their work on her yard. The dandelions were gone, leaving only brown patches where they’d been. Dr. Steggles was talking to someone on his phone, gesturing with emphasis. Two men in suits rather than protective gear were now at her front door.

      She couldn’t stay here. But where could she go? Her car was in her driveway, impossible to reach without being seen.

      She was thinking about options when she noticed something on Alan’s kitchen floor—a small yellow petal. Then another a few feet away, leading toward the basement door.

      Her breath hitched at the sight.

      The petals formed a scattered trail—not dropped by accident, but placed, like breadcrumbs marking a path.

      “Alan?” she called softly, but the house gave no answer.

      The basement door was slightly open. A breath of cool, musty air drifted up, carrying with it a sharp chemical smell—something artificial that stung her nose. The kind of smell that made you think of locked labs and biohazard warnings.

      Every part of her screamed don’t go down there. Every horror plot she’d ever written flashed through her mind: the lone descent, the dim light, the silence.

      But this was Alan.

      She took the first step down.

      The wooden stairs creaked beneath her. The dim basement light showed more petals along the edges of each step—delicate yellow fragments leading her deeper.

      At the bottom, the space opened into Alan’s cluttered lab—tools scattered, microscope humming softly, a notebook lying open on the workbench. The glass tank beside it held three dandelions arranged in a perfect triangle. Their yellow heads seemed… alert. Watching. Whispering.

      Miranda stepped closer.

      The notebook was filled with Alan’s sharp, neat handwriting, but the words blurred as she tried to read them.

      …genetic sequence unlike anything in known botanical literature…

      …appears to communicate via chemical signatures…

      …samples respond to sound and movement…

      A faint sound broke the silence.

      Behind her.
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      With her heart in her throat, Miranda turned toward the sound. Alan sat hunched at his microscope, unmoving except for the precise twitch of his hand adjusting the slide.

      “They’re not ordinary dandelions,” he said without looking up.

      “Taraxacum-like structure, but with big changes at the cell level,” he went on, adjusting the focus. “The cell walls have what look like synthetic parts—almost like tiny electronics, but biological.”

      “That’s… not possible,” Miranda said. But the writhing yellow flowers in her yard had already broken several laws of nature.

      “It shouldn’t be.” Alan straightened up and ran a hand through his hair. “But neither should flowers that track movement, grow overnight, or form mathematical patterns.”

      He gestured for her to look through the microscope. What she saw made her gasp—plant cells mixed with tiny thread-like structures that pulsed with faint yellow light.

      “What the hell are they?”

      “Some kind of advanced biotech. Beyond anything I’ve seen before.” He moved to his computer and showed her a chemical analysis. “The white fluid inside the stems has stuff like neural transmitters—chemicals that might mess with animal and human nervous systems.”

      Miranda thought of Charlie Waverley stomping on the flowers, the white liquid splattering his jeans, his panicked look as he checked his hands afterward. Her stomach tightened with worry.

      “We need to warn people not to touch them.”

      “Already tried. Called the sheriff, the mayor, even the CDC office.” Alan’s expression darkened. “Everyone sent me to Helix Industries’ ‘environmental response team.’ Same thing when I called the university biology department.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “No. And with what I’ve been hearing from colleagues about weird samples from the reservoir dig…” He stopped talking, then suddenly switched off his computer. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because my analysis just matched the plant’s cell structure to a secret research project I worked on briefly last year. Project Helianthus.” He began stuffing equipment into a duffle bag. “A Helix project supposedly studying plant-based neural interfaces for medical use. I left when I realized they were making something with military purposes.”

      Miranda stared at him. “Are you saying Helix put these things in my yard on purpose?”

      “I don’t know. But considering they’ve taken over coordinating the response, and considering how quickly they appeared…” Alan zipped the bag closed. “We can’t stay here. I’ve been sending inquiries about Helianthus all morning. They’ll be tracking those.”

      Miranda’s phone chimed with a local emergency alert: “Chemical spill reported in eastern Lakeview. Residents of Maple Street and surrounding areas advised to evacuate immediately. Helix Industries emergency response teams en route. This is NOT a drill.”

      She moved to the basement window. Through the narrow gap, she could see people coming out of houses, some already throwing bags into cars. In the distance, a line of white vans with the Helix logo was coming closer.

      “They’re evacuating
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