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      document.getElementById("beginning").innerHTML = "Lowuch jiwalï, okal plïsha ja'itsänöp.";

      document.getElementById("begTranslated").innerHTML = "In the beginning, there was a forest.";

      

      I didn’t want to chat with a plant. No normal person wants to talk to a plant who won’t talk back. I wanted to check my email back home. I’d get answers from that. When will this be over? Answer me, please. Which I’d never get from a plant, unless Mom is right and I am a dryad. Most days I believe her, but sometimes it’s hard when the plants don’t talk back.

      Diana, my best friend and the youngest priestess of the Pacific Northwest Dryad Grove, also insisted I was a dryad. She said she could smell it on me, but all I usually smelled was silicon and sweat. I adored her, but she could be bossy when she was in what I called “teacher-mode.”

      “Are you getting to know that salal, Sierra?” Teacher-mode Diana’s voice cut through my reverie. I reached out and brushed my fingertips against the velvety texture of the plant’s leaves. Maybe it’d hear me through my fingers.

      Please talk to me, plant. I stared at the foliage Diana had assigned me to “get to know.” The minute green shrub, larger than my MacBook but less compelling, gave me nothing. For instance, it smelled nothing like the coppery scent of the motherboard. Its bright red stems resembled the braided cables I charged my phone with, but my phone cables didn’t come equipped with large, thick leaves on the ends. Diana called it a salal and said they were usually very chatty plants.

      My watch pinged with a message from Jayse. Could it get me out of this boring green forest filled with boring green trees and boring brown dirt and boring salal plants that my priestess and best friend wanted me to commune with?

      I glared at the plant again. “Come on, plant! React, so Diana will know I tried. I have an email from Jayse. He might have heard from Trailblazer Academy about our group submission!”

      The plant didn’t respond.

      I heaved a sigh. “You don’t know or care about TATI, do you?”

      “Why should a beautiful plant care about a pashi human school?” Winona’s oily voice whispered from the trees.

      I jumped up, turning to see the Willow Girls emerge from the forest. Their bodies swayed, appearing more like three cobras than willow trees. Their river-water-blue eyes darted across me and I shivered. I glanced up at Wanda, to Willemina, to Winona, avoiding their eyes—no need to challenge them.

      Willemina, standing up as tall as her short, stubby stature would allow, spoke first. “What are you doing, Sear?”

      I hated that nickname. It reminded me too much of fire, which many dryads feared. But before I could answer, Wanda, a smidgen shorter than her sister Willemina but just as wiry, toed at the plant. “Are you harming this poor plant, wu’akital?” She thought she was offending me by calling me human in Dryadic, but I had several human friends who were nicer than she ever was.

      Winona raised her pitch-black eyebrows, striking on her pale white face. This year her hair had stayed darker than her siblings’, making her look like Snow White and Dopey’s love child. She brushed it behind her ears and said, “No wu’akital, I mean, human,” she corrected herself, “would dare harm a plant in our forest.” She scowled at me, her eyes darkening to a deep walnut. “Would you, Sear?”

      Her menacing voice echoed in my ears and I took an inadvertent step back, tripping on a root and landing with my face in the salal I had been trying to talk to. I concentrated on making it hear my thoughts. Help me!

      The small plant rustled the wind. I’m not sure what I expected it to do.

      “She definitely is stupid like a wu’akital,” Willemina said. They all laughed.

      Winona snapped her fingers, and the other two fell silent. “What are you trying to do?” She stepped forward, inches from my ear, and poked at the plant. “Are you trying to speak to this poor shäñki? I mean plant,” she shot at me. She faced the plant and said, “Speak your name, shäñki.”

      The salal shivered but made no sound.

      “Speak your name to me, Winona Tsälstiñuk,” she said again, fists on her hips.

      The salal shook, but again didn’t respond to her.

      “I said speak! Iña! Speak!” Winona’s eyes bulged.

      I choked back a laugh. Winona looked more like a pug than her usual pit bull demeanor. The humor helped me tamp down my instinctive fear reaction. The Willows had been my bullies for years, and I struggled to stand up to them.

      “Stop it!” I shoved Winona away from the salal, sending her tumbling into the dirt. The others gasped.

      Did I imagine the warm sunlight glow of gratitude coming from the salal?

      Its leaves had bent towards me, as if trying to move behind me.

      “You touched me!” Winona stood up, brushing the soil and leaf litter off her dress. “A human pashi touched me!”

      “Leave the plant alone, Winona. We don’t need you or your cronies.” I got up, and Wanda grabbed my arms from behind. She shoved me back to the ground. I contorted to avoid crushing the small plant I’d just protected.

      “Stay down, wu’akital pashi!” Willemina said in my ear. Her breath was damp and warm on my neck as I struggled to get up again.

      Wanda shoved down on my shoulders, holding me down.

      Winona stepped back up to me. “You need to learn to stay out of the Wu’asäwf, wu’akital pashi! Only by banishing humans from our forest can we protect it from the dangers they bring.” She grabbed my ponytail. “Get her legs, Willy, and you grab her arms, Wanda. Follow me.” They lifted me up, and Winona led them through the forest by my ponytail. I kicked and struggled, but their stocky bodies were wiry and strong, and I had spent too many hours at my computer rather than lifting logs or whatever dryad wannabe priestesses did to work out.

      Wanda panted as she walked. “Is it much further, Winona? This human is made of solid rock.”

      “All wu’akital are solid like this, pashi,” Willemina said, climbing over a large stone blocking the path. “It’s from too much food⁠—”

      Her breath whooshed out as I kicked her in the stomach. I puffed out my chest. Take that!

      Winona jerked my head by the ponytail. “Stop fooling around, you two. This is far enough. Dump her in the clearing.”

      I ground my teeth as they dumped me to the ground, letting me collapse in a heap. Ugh! Stupid shrubs! What did dryads see in them? They weren’t even trees. The clearing was deep in the woods. I’d never been this deep before. I rubbed my aching head. Ouch! Winona had ripped out some hair. “Are you sure you bonded to willow trees? Not snakes?” I risked a peek at Winona. “Or pit bulls?”

      Winona’s nostrils flared. She gathered the other two girls to stand over me, cornering me in the dirt.

      “What are we going to do with her, Winona?” Wanda bit her lip and peered over her shoulder at the woods we’d come from.

      “We will encourage her to find another forest to damage. Humans cause fires, and Akwinti Pine said the fire danger would be high this year.” Winona’s slick smile creeped me out, as wide and predatory as a barracuda’s. “You don’t like it here anyway, right?”

      “You wouldn’t dare. My mother is⁠—”

      “Your mother is Latñi, the Matriarch. Latñi knows wu’akitaliñ cause fires. You are a wu’akital—a human. You’ve never bonded to her ja’itsän. Therefore, you must get out before you burn down our grove by your very presence.”

      I could feel the familiar tension forming in my neck and chest at her taunt. The Willows had been calling me human for years. “I am not wu’akital. I’m not human. I am dryad—wu’asän, just like you. And I will bond to a tree, a ja’itsän. I’ll be at the bonding ceremony. You’ll see.” I stuck out my chin, ignoring the anxious churning in my stomach.

      “What is this, your fourteenth year? Lakita chut Palak pfistlak pfoluksänöpiñ. Your leaves drop too late.” Winona’s eyes narrowed. “Face facts, only a dryad can protect the grove. You’re human. You should be with your humans.”

      “I am dryad, not human. Mom says so.” My words made me cringe. I was one of the oldest unbonded dryads in our grove. What if Mom was mistaken? My mouth filled up with saliva and I rubbed my thighs, brushing against my phone. My phone! I could call… No. I was strong on my own. Unlike these Willows, I didn’t need a clique to feel powerful. I returned her sneer with one of my own. “Mom always says ‘Close quarters breed close conflict,’ and watching you Willows, I see she’s right.”

      Winona winced. “Just because you can quote dryad proverbs doesn’t make you a dryad. Foolish emotions blind Latñi. She can’t see that your flaws prove you’ll never bond with a tree.”

      I shrugged. “You can have it. I don’t want it. Trees suck. I’d chop them all down if I could.” I shouted in my mind, I’m kidding!—and hoped the nearby trees heard me. As usual, they gave me no sign of comprehension. At least they didn’t attack me. Phew.

      Wanda and Willemina let out a gasp of surprise. Willemina took a step back while Wanda reached out to touch the nearest tree.

      Winona just laughed. “Typical human. Wu’akitaliñ pfla ja’itsä’ñu. You would rather ravage the forest than protect it.” She grimaced at me, her hands lifted as if to claw me. “Just go. Spare your mother the heartbreak of your failure. Go now and⁠—”

      The powerful scent of citrus sent the Willow Girls spinning. My grandmother was walking up the path. Grandmother marched through the forest like the middle-aged human woman she resembled. No one would believe she was over 400 years old. I sometimes forgot, and I grew up on her stories of the old country in Wales. A supple grace and power surrounded her as she walked. Even though she had bonded to a Welsh oak—pfa’uljä in Dryadic—and oaks were loners, Grandmother was pleasant to everyone, especially the older ladies at the coffee shop who regularly admired her wavy greenish gray hair as she bought her Earl Grey tea. I inhaled and reveled in her spicy scent of bergamot wafting in the breeze.

      “Your Grace,” the three girls said in unison.

      “Tsälstiñikwa,” Grandmother said. She cast a quick glance at them. After taking in the entire tableau, she turned to me, shaking her head. “Why are you on the ground, a’il?”

      I scrambled to my feet. “I was just—” I peeked at the three Willow Girls. Willemina had her fists clenched and her eyes downcast. I thought Wanda was about to bolt for the tree line. Winona’s red face and flattened lips warned me to watch my words. “I was just heading home when the Willow Girls asked to show me something.”

      Grandmother raised one brow, turning back to Winona. “And what were you showing her?” She released a puff that smelled like sour milk and I knew they were in trouble.

      The Willows stared at the ground. They knew it, too.

      “Oh! I realized where we are,” I said, pulling out my phone. “Let me mark a waypoint.” At their confused expressions, I shrugged. “Thanks for showing me this, Winona.”

      “We saw her trying to speak to plants, jilja’it.” Winona curtsied a little and gestured back the way we’d come, towards Diana’s tree in the Golden Marmot Woodland. “I felt it would be easier in a clearing more suited to her nature.”

      I expected honey to drip from her smile and stifled a laugh at the thought. Winona was terrified of bees and honey after she’d learned about the honey mushroom killing trees in Oregon.

      Grandmother smiled and caressed a pine beside her. “How kind of you. Sierra needs to come with me. Her mother and I need her in the Tsilwa’itsäwf.” She nodded at the girls. “Dismissed.”

      The three Willows melted into the trees. I stood alone in the clearing. Only my grandmother remained. I could feel my face getting hot. I didn’t want Grandmother to think I couldn’t handle the Willows on my own. My stomach burbled with acid. “I… I…”

      Grandmother turned and walked away. “Come, a’il. We mustn’t keep your mother waiting. She has to prepare for the ceremony.”

      Oh goddess, the ceremony. I’d almost forgotten in the scuffle with Winona. I hurried after Grandmother, brushing my hair back and calming my fluttering heart. A snapping twig made me jump, and I gave a short laugh. The Willows had scared me more than I’d thought.

      “Don’t dawdle, Sierra.” Grandmother Oak brushed against a nearby oak sapling. Its slender trunk curved against her in a leafy caress. Grandmother smiled and nodded, falling into a silent reverie with the young tree.

      I sighed, rubbing my arms. I coughed at the sudden small lump in my throat. If only I could do that. If only the plants loved me like they did Grandmother.

      The oak sapling shivered a little, sending a few branchlets to nest in Grandmother’s hair.

      That reminded me of Diana’s plant assignment. Which reminded me of Jayse’s email! “Grandmother, is this going to take long? I have a meeting with my classmates about our group application.”

      Grandmother disentangled herself from the tree and smiled at me. “You sound so much like your mother when she was your age.” She caught me up in a hug. “Your mother just wanted to discuss the bonding celebration with you.”

      I shrugged. Mom’s ridiculousness made it challenging to feel keen. Bonding with a computer would be nice. Maybe I’d focus on that at the ceremony. “What now? I thought Mom was preparing for the ceremony without me.” At least I had hoped she would.

      “It’s important, Sierra. Bonding with a tree is only the first step of becoming a full dryad of the grove.” She paused to catch my chin, pulling it down to gaze into my eyes. When had she gotten so short? “I know you’ll be fine, but you’re Lettie’s—you’re your mother’s only daughter. A matriarch can’t lead a grove without children to follow her.”

      “But what if I can’t⁠—”

      Grandmother pushed my mouth closed. “You can, child. I’ve felt your dryadic abilities growing since you were born. Slow to leaf, slow to bloom⁠—”

      “—Strength and health held fast,” I completed the dryad proverb along with her. But I didn’t know any other dryad who’d been unbonded at 13. “What if⁠—”

      “No buts.” I squirmed in her intent gaze, then she nodded and let me go. “I can see you don’t need your mother’s worries on top of your own.”

      Grandmother resumed walking the path to the grove, smiling at the plants and trees we passed, reaching out to caress a leaf or blow a kiss to a trunk.

      When we reached the turnoff to the Tsilwa’itsäwf—the center of our dryad grove—she waved towards my house. “Go. Meet with your friends. I’ll handle your mother.”

      “Thanks, Grandmother!” I headed home thinking about what the Willows had said.

      They might have been right. It stung, but I aspired to be logical. None of the plants spoke to me. I loved computers more than trees. I don’t think I am a dryad. But Grandmother’s assurance was difficult to argue with. She was an elder. The goddess spoke to her, not me.

      I kicked a rock off the trail as my phone pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jayse

      

      
        r u coming, Sierra?

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh, no! I was so late. Jayse was going to kill me. Why hadn’t I let the Willow Girls take the fall? But they’d have retaliated and made my life more miserable. I didn’t need a group of friends to handle three lousy Willows. But if I didn’t run right now, I wouldn’t have any human friends either. I raced for home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I loved my house. While technically Mom’s house, her presence dwindled as I grew older.

      Some humans referred to it as a “tiny house,” comprising only two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen, and a small living room attached. The back door opened out on the edge of the dryad forest, while the front yard and driveway connected me to the human world. I tried to keep the front looking like a suburban front lawn. I even hired a neighbor’s kid to mow the lawn once a week. I had to remind Mom that it’s no worse than animals munching on leaves. She’d muttered something about compost and let me keep the lawn. “Let the grass have friends,” she’d insisted. “No herbicides. I don’t want to hear your lawn has gone insane like a potted plant.”

      Mom said she wanted me to understand how humans worked, and the best way to do that was for me to live as a human. “Dryads need community, Sierra,” she would tell me. “And humans are too numerous a community to ignore, as much as I’d like to.”

      I was glad because it meant I attended an online school and had friends outside the grove. These days, Mom spent more time with Larch and less in the house. That was fine with me. She didn’t like to eat cooked food, and I tired of talking about bark.

      Before I could open my email, Jayse pinged me again about our team meeting. “I’m coming, I’m coming.”

      I logged in. Jayse was chatting with Emily Staller in our private video chat.

      “Like, that’s totally tubular, dude!” Emily said with a strange lilt in her voice. I rolled my eyes. Emily said the strangest things. Emily, a slender, Nordic-looking blonde girl, was our artist. She had very strong opinions of what all her projects should look like and wasn’t shy about telling off anyone who disagreed with her, usually with some ancient movie or TV reference that no one under the age of 100 understood.

      “What does that even mean?” Jayse said. He fidgeted with his Sharks jersey, as if it irritated his neck, and gave me a nod.

      “Hi Jayse, Emily. Sorry I’m late. Some girls I know were harassing me on my way here.” I pulled up my code window. “But I’m ready now.”

      Emily frowned. “Are they bullying you? I could talk to the girls I know who live near you, see if we can get them to back off.”

      “I’m okay, I can handle them myself,” I said.

      Jayse nodded. “Em and I were talking about our project.” Jayse Stanwood was the group manager and team captain. His short cropped golden hair and football quarterback physique gave off CEO vibes and most people assumed he would be in charge. He kept things running seamlessly, and while he wasn’t a jock, his standard uniform of random sports jersey and jeans kept him in their good graces and off our backs.

      Emily rolled her eyes at Jayse. “You’re so square,” she said.

      “Oh, I get that one,” he answered. “That’s something they say on Happy Days—my parents watch reruns of that.”

      Emily laughed. “Hi, Sierra. Nice job with the trees. They are looking more and more realistic.”

      I preened. “Thanks, I worked on that for hours last night. It started coming together when⁠—”

      “That’s great, Sierra, but we need to talk about the project. Mr. O expects a complete mockup by this Friday.” Mr. O’Connell, our guidance counselor and programming teacher, was the one who suggested we present a group programming project to Trailblazer Academy of Technology and Innovation—we called it TATI or Trailblazer Academy, but the adults seemed to like the entire long name. Mr. O said we’d stand out by working as a team and that programming a simulation would show our skills.

      Jayse, Emily, and I had teamed up to create a simulation of our town and the local environment. Because TATI was a school that focused on technology and environmental sciences, we wanted to combine our interests in both. Jayse and I were more interested in the programming classes at TATI, while Emily wanted to learn more about the environment. But we all wanted to go there for high school. Silverleaf was a fine school, but Mr. O was the only coding teacher, and he didn’t know any modern languages like JavaScript or Python. With a group project that focused on simulating our surrounding environment, we would crush the competition to get into TATI.

      Plus, once I got the fire simulation into our project, I could help the dryad grove as well. Forest fires had been growing worse and worse as the climate changed and the Pacific Northwest grove was not used to thinking of fire as anything other than a minor nuisance. But last year, fires in Canada had threatened our grove trees, and the grove in southern Oregon had narrowly escaped being wiped out when the Wallowa County fire swept the grove’s Tsilwa’itsäwf and killed many elder trees and their dryads. I didn’t want that to happen here, but Mom and many other priestesses were convinced that our proximity to the rainforests of the peninsula would keep our grove safe. If I could show them a visual simulation of a fire affecting our grove, they might be more willing to listen. It might even be helpful in fighting fires.

      Jayse pulled up a spreadsheet in a screen share. “I’ve put our project schedule up, and as you can see, we are a couple days behind where I wanted us to be…”

      Jayse droned on about the project while Emily and I chatted in a private chat about other things.

      “…So you need to finish the plant simulations today. Okay, Sierra?”

      I jerked at the sound of my name. “I finished them last week. They’re in the repo. I’ll have the fire simulation done…” I typed a few more lines into a shared coding window. “Now.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Sierra

      

      
        PWNED!

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned at them as I heard my message ping on their screens.

      Jayse nodded, pretending he hadn’t heard my text. “Great. Leave out the fire simulation, for now⁠—”

      I growled, but he continued without letting me get a word in.

      “—Can you update the scheduling doc with what you’ve done? Thanks. Emily, the structure images are done, right?”

      “Yep, and I’ve updated the doc.” She grinned at me and winked.

      “And I should have the character descriptions finished this afternoon.” He made some notations on the shared document and sighed. “Good. With those changes, we’ll be on track to finish on time.” And he turned away from the camera. We could see him fiddling with some other window.

      “Radical!” Emily cried out. “I knew we could do it!”

      “Where do you get those words?” I asked. “You sound, um, crazy.”

      “Don’t you watch old movies, dude?” Emily winked at me again and spoke in a squeaky voice. “They’re like, to die for. Totally.” Then returned to her normal voice. “I’m kinda a sucker for John Hughes movies. We should have a movie night.”

      I nodded. Emily was more than a sucker for old movies, she was addicted to them. She was a lot like the younger dryads in that way—fixated on her special interest, in this case ’80s movies. I used the coping skills I’d learned chatting about bird nests to deal with her. And I watched a lot of old movies.

      Jayse turned back to us. “Okay, let’s look at the code. Emily? Sierra? Can you get into the repo?” He changed the screen share to a shot of our software repository. “There are just a few things we need to adjust…”

      I turned away from the camera and rolled my eyes. My code was perfect, nothing needed adjustment. If I had been doing this project alone, it would have been done by now and my entrance to TATI would be assured. But Mr. O’Connell was always telling me to work with other people. So here I was, bored out of my mind.

      I muted the video chat and switched to optimizing my fire simulation.

      Over the next 30 minutes, I perfected my leaping flames algorithm. My fingers flew across the keys as I entered the magical space where code and reality combined. It often felt like I could imagine what I wanted the code to do, and it would appear like magic.

      Our project was a simulation of the region around where we lived. We had programmed the town of Snohomish where Emily and Jayse lived, the dryad forest, including my house on the edge, as well as some important dryad landmarks. Jayse and Emily both thought I was overly obsessed with forests, but I knew I couldn’t show it to Mom if I didn’t include the Tsilwa’itsäwf and Diana would be unhappy if I left out Tiku’itsäwf—Golden Marmot Woodland—where she lived. I told them that the names were Native American, which wasn’t even a lie.

      I wanted to add fire into the simulation because wildfires were a natural part of the environment. And the flames algorithm was an important part of the simulation as it allowed the fire to jump across fire breaks like highways and rivers. That’s what made it critical for fighting fires. Plus, it just looked cool.

      A ping broke my concentration. The chat window icon blinked at me. Jayse was typing a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jayse

      

      
        “LOL NOPE!”

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I could respond, the code in the shared code window morphed into something new. He had tightened the code, optimized the functions, and even adjusted my naming conventions, all while I sat here gloating.

      My fingers clenched. “What did you do?” I wanted to delete everything he’d changed. What had he done? Committed his changes over mine? Chakjos! Filthy human. I coded circles around him. I’d been coding since I was three. Okay, five.

      I relaxed my tight fingers, shaking them to restore blood flow. Three point one four one five nine two six five three five. Reciting Pi was soothing. When I returned to the video chat window, Jayse was typing something and Emily was gesticulating.

      “Tell me what you did, guys!” I stared at the camera. Emily shrugged and started typing something. Oh. I unmuted them.

      “…cleaned a bit of your code and Emily found a typo,” Jayse was saying.

      “Let me do that,” I said. I reopened the code window to undo what they’d broken. Again.

      I forked a new branch from the repo and addressed their commits one at a time. I had had to explain to both Emily and Jayse how to use Git to track changes in our code. At least Emily remembered now that repo was short for repository, so I didn’t have to explain that to her. I’d given up explaining what forking meant.

      I found two typos I’d let slip by, and one or two of their suggestions might have been worthwhile. But I brought it back to the elegant, clean code I’d created.

      “Oh, you’re listening to us again?” Jayse said. “You know, if you were on my fire crew, you’d never make it. Teamwork creates the best backstops.” He was glaring at the camera like it had beaten up his baby brother.

      I typed one more line, ran a quick test, and committed all my changes back to the repo. “What do you want, Jayse?” I replied. “I was fixing the stuff you broke. And I’d totally crush it if I were on the fire crew. My simulation would tell us where to put your precious backstops.”

      Emily rolled her eyes.

      Jayse coughed and muttered, “Backstops are important.” When I didn’t respond, he continued in a voice like sandpaper on a tree trunk. “I found a major bug in the patch you committed yesterday. Did you read my notes?”

      “That was hardly a major bug,” I said. I wanted to pat myself on the back for not screaming at him, but I held still. My face felt heated, but I ignored that, too.

      “Setting our simulated village on fire is not major?” Jayse’s eyebrows rose to touch his bangs.

      “It was a village.” I shrugged. The important part of the code was that I’d simulated fire, and it had acted like fire would. That’s what would help fight actual fires.

      “A village that’s 65% of our project!”

      “Don’t break this project, Sierra,” Emily joined in. “We all want to go to Trailblazer Academy. Not just you.”

      “Sierra, we only have a month before the application deadline!” Jayse said in a tight voice, his breathing audible through the mic as if he were running a race.

      Emily, in contrast, had gone silent. She stared off screen, her lips pressed together like she was trying to stop herself from saying something.

      “I’ve got it covered.” I switched to the other window and rapid-fire tapped in some commands. Git did my bidding. I moved my fire simulation to a new branch and restored everything we’d had before my fire wiped out his precious village. “Is that better?” Smiling at the screen, I waited for them to review my changes. I’d added subtle Easter eggs he shouldn’t discover until after we’d submitted our applications. Emily and Jayse would enjoy the names I’d given to his street and our school grounds.

      Jayse and Emily looked over my code, their keyboards clicking away. After a few minutes, Jayse sat up and stared back into his camera. “It looks like the village is ready. Emily, have you uploaded the modeling?”

      “It’s almost finished loading,” Emily said.

      I drummed my fingers on the desk and debated pulling up my email. But before I could, Jayse said, “It’s okay. We’ve got everything. Thanks, Emily.” He smiled at her.

      I wondered, not for the first time, if Jayse was attracted to Emily. They weren’t all over each other like some of the kids at school, but he was nice to her. I groaned. Pine trees were so much simpler—release some pollen and let the wind take care of things.

      Jayse ignored me, continuing, “It’s all in there and I’ve committed the project. We’re done unless anyone has something to add?”

      The console window pinged. I scanned the code one last time.

      “Hey wait a minute, Jayse. What about integrating my fire simulation into the village? I thought we’d agreed that’s what would get us into any school we sent it to.”

      No one spoke. Emily turned away from the screen and Jayse just looked down.

      Finally, Jayse said, “We decided not to use that.”

      “What? No, we didn’t.” I searched for my notes. My keyboard creaked beneath my pounding fingers. “Last week we decided⁠—”

      “—You decided,” Jayse interrupted.

      “You forget, this is a group project,” Emily said, smirking. After a pause, she shrugged. “Never mind. Hasta la vista, baby!” And she was gone.

      “You added the fire without telling us,” Jayse continued. “Emily and I voted, two to one. It’s out.”

      I stared at the screen, mouth agape. Before I could reply, Jayse logged out.

      And to make matters worse, he had locked the repository. I couldn’t commit my fire simulation to the main branch.
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        * * *

      

      On the edge of the circle, Diana and I crouched, watching Mom as she flowed in and out of the surrounding trees. Mom was, as usual, whining about me.

      “She will never reach her potential,” Mom cried. “Is Latñi Tsiloki frowning at me?”

      “The goddess may not be frowning at her, but I am,” I said to Diana in a low voice, pulling back into the underbrush when Mom’s eyes flashed in my direction. I’d returned to Diana’s tree in the Marmot Woodland after Jayse locked me out. “He’s as bad as Mom, you know.”

      “Why are you so worried about that human boy?” she whispered.

      “I’m not worried about Jayse. I’m worried about how he’s going to mess up my simulation!”

      Diana clapped her hand over my mouth. “Hush. She’ll know you’re here,” Diana pulled us deeper into the shade of the bushes we hid beneath.

      “Klifal? Is someone there?” Mom’s voice echoed through the trees.

      “Let it go, Lettie.” Grandmother’s bergamot scent filled the wind as she spoke. “She’ll be fine. Remember, Ukwawa ja’itsawf oluköp ukfamoköp. The forest creates its own ideal environment.”

      I smothered a laugh. Grandmother was the only person Mom allowed to correct her.

      “But why is her environment so enmeshed with wu’akital and wu’akitalotka’lü? Humans and their computers, pah! They bring destructive f-f-fire wherever they go.” Mom let out sharp scents as she complained, and I leaned forward, ready to explain why computers were so important.

      Diana pulled me back. “Don’t,” she whispered. “Let’s go.” She melded with the plants themselves, disappearing between their branches and leaves, and my neck grew hot.

      Why did Diana have such strong dryad abilities? “My mom is the matriarch. I should be able to do that, too,” I muttered aloud.

      Diana hushed me again. “You can do that. You just need to let us help you,” she said when we’d pulled further away from the Tsilwa’itsäwf and out of Mom’s hearing.

      “Easy for you to say,” I said, brushing some leaves out of my hair. “You’re already a priestess of the grove.”

      “My being a priestess has nothing to do with⁠—”

      Now I silenced her. A nearby tree warned us of Grandmother’s approach with an image of her face on its trunk. “Shh, Grandmother’s coming.”

      Diana settled down next to a small bush that looked similar to the salal she’d had me working with earlier. It leaned toward her, and I shoved down a wave of envy that threatened to drown me and sat beside my best friend.

      We watched as Grandmother emerged from her tree at the speed of winter sap. Her pale, greenish-brown arm reached out to scratch her nose, then the rest of her body pushed out, like a berry draped in honey. When she stood mostly outside her tree, she patted its trunk and gave it a kiss. Then she pulled a small porcelain teacup out of the trunk and took a sip of tea.

      Seeing Grandmother filled my chest with an expansive energy. She cherished the Welsh oak that had been her tree for my entire life. I imagined what I would be like with a sturdy tree partner and smiled.

      “Lettie, you’re overreacting again. Relax, there is no fire. Don’t let your fears get the better of you.” Grandmother Oak rested a spotted brown hand on Mom’s shoulder. “Let the oneness of the forest flow through you.”

      Mom shrugged her hand off and flowed back into one of the many bond trees that formed the Tsilwa’itsäwf—the most sacred part of our dryad grove.

      “Don’t pout, Lettie. It’s unbecoming of a matriarch,” Grandmother said.

      I stifled a snort of laughter. Grandmother never spoke to Mom like that when I was visible. I could feel Diana trembling with stifled laughter beside me.

      Mom burst back out of the trunk and said, “I am hardly pouting.” She patted the tree’s trunk and continued. “I am performing my duties as Latñi and attending to the trees in the Tsilwa’itsäwf. You would do well to attend to your duties as well.” She sniffed and moved to another tree, closer to her larch and farther from Grandmother’s tree.

      Grandmother laughed. “And your larch tree, Shjasän, tells me you started your duties by praying to the goddess, Latñi Tsiloki, about your daughter.”

      Mom spun to glare at her tree, then turned back to Grandmother. “What if I was? Nothing else I’ve tried has helped. She has to bond with a tree, Mother, I can’t disobey the laws much longer.”

      I flinched at that. Dryad law stated that no human could live among the dryads without demonstrating some type of affinity for trees and plants. Most dryads interpreted that to mean they had to bond with a tree, which would make them dryad. I knew that bonding with a tree was the most spiritual experience most dryads ever had. Your thoughts were constantly accompanied by a best friend, confidante, and partner. You knew what your tree was feeling, and it knew your feelings as well. Plus, once you bonded with a tree, you became one with the entire pnksäwf. Some dryads claimed that the pnksäwf encompassed every living plant in the world and the most powerful dryads could use it to go anywhere and talk to anyone. It sounded crowded. Too many people knowing my business. Mom was bad enough.

      I stared at my useless hands. Bonding with a tree seemed impossible. Even chatting with a plant appeared beyond my capabilities. I sighed. The Willows couldn’t be right. I had to be a dryad. I sighed again.

      A tap on my shoulder made me jump, but Diana’s hand muffled my shout. “They didn’t hear us. Let’s keep it that way.” Diana pulled her hand away and tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear before dragging me further from the circle. “It’s impolite to spy on the Matriarch.”

      “What? You were spying too!” My voice grew higher. “And besides, we weren’t spying on the Matriarch. We were listening to Mom whine about me.” I glared at Diana, daring her to argue.

      She shrugged and walked away. After a few steps, she turned back. “You coming?” She gestured toward her tree, deep in the heart of the Golden Marmot Woodland, and resumed walking.

      I stared after her for a moment before realizing I’d lose her in the forest if I wasn’t careful. I marked a waypoint in my GPS app and hurried to catch her. “Wait up!” I called when I was certain I was far enough away from the Tsilwa’itsäwf the sounds wouldn’t carry.

      Diana didn’t react.

      I knew she was ignoring me and I growled low in my throat.

      Her legs stretched out as she sped up.

      Confirmed!

      Sticks smacked me in the face and brambles scratched my legs as I chased her. I was tempted to pound on one of the trees I passed, but a stinging nettle smacking my ankle as I thought that dissuaded me. Stupid plants.
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        * * *

      

      When we got to her tree, a gorgeous cascara buckthorn with deep green leaves the same color as Diana’s eyes, she stopped and grinned at me. The fragrant leaves and sweet-smelling bark always made me smile. “I don’t think you’ve gotten here so quickly before. You have been learning from me!”

      I puffed and panted and wiped some sweat from my forehead. “The stupid plants don’t even touch you.”

      She smiled. “Well, for one thing, I don’t call them names.” She reached out to a large salal and caressed its leaves. “They know I love them, like this one knows you love it.”

      “I don’t—” I stopped and looked at the plant. “Wait, is that the salal I was talking to before? How did it get so big?” I pulled back, tilting my head sideways, searching for where the original small plant was hiding.

      “You connected to it, and it responded. They grow larger when they’re happy with their connections,” Diana said. “Come inside.”

      Before I could react, Diana merged with her tree and disappeared.

      I groaned. “Diana, when will you remember? I can’t merge with trees like you can. I’m going home.”

      She poked her head out of the trunk. “No, don’t. Cascara and I want to hang out with you.”

      I fidgeted with my watch. “I only have half an hour.”

      Diana nodded and pulled back into the tree.

      Stifling another groan, I knocked on Cascara’s trunk.

      After a second or two, Diana stuck a hand out of the trunk and drummed her fingers. “I’m waiting.”

      “You’ll wait a long time.” I pulled open my phone and tapped it. Still no reception out here. I glared at the tree trunk. “You know I can’t enter your tree by myself.”

      Diana stuck her face out of the trunk. “Not with that attitude, you can’t. I’ve been able to do it since I was born.” She blew a raspberry and sank back into the trunk.

      I bared my teeth at her. “You’re a dryad. I’m essentially human.” It was hard to keep my frustration at myself from bleeding over onto Diana. Everything always came effortlessly for me. Why was this so difficult?

      “You’re not human. You are a dryad.” Diana emerged from inside the tree and shook me by the shoulders. “Your mom is a dryad, as is your grandmother and her grandmother, and on back to the first tree. You are as pureblooded a dryad as anyone in this grove.”

      I laughed and patted the tree trunk. It remained just as difficult as usual. “I didn’t get the memo.”

      “There wasn’t any memo. You’re a part of our community. You just need to accept the help we all offer.” She patted the tree. “Cascara is practically burning to help.”

      Whatever. How hard was this to understand? “I work alone. Unlike the Willow Girls, I don’t need a group to help me.”

      Diana imitated my shrug. “You should try asking for help.” She merged back into her tree. After a second, she stuck her lips out to say, “I think today is the day. You can do it.” The lips merged back into the brown trunk.

      I didn’t see anyone else nearby, no humans and no dryads. Not that I’d notice if other dryads were hiding in their trees, ready to laugh at my human ineptitude. Shrugging, I turned back to her tree. I’d show them! This couldn’t be nearly as hard as learning C++, and I’d mastered that in fifth grade. Staring at the trunk, I considered the possibilities. Option one, run at it like I had when I was six—but that bruise on my forehead had taken over two weeks to heal. Perhaps I could lean against it like Diana did, or even hug it like the Willow Girls did when dryad council members were watching. None of these things had worked in the past, but today might be the day. Please let today be the day.

      “Latñi Tsiloki, if you’re watching, please help this poor human become a dryad,” I muttered.

      If the goddess responded, my human ears were deaf to her voice. All I sensed was the wind in the trees and a puff of pine in my nose—typical forest sensations. Diana always said she felt the goddess in everything she did, but I guess the goddess was more subtle with me. Or I was more dense. Mom insisted I was a dryad, saying, “Pure dryad—dating back to the first tree.” But after so long, I wasn’t sure. What if human pollen had drifted into her tree? Did humans even make pollen?

      Stepping away from the tree, I closed my eyes, hummed a tuneless song, turned and walked toward the trunk.

      Bam!

      I slammed my nose, right fist, and left knee into the tree and fell to the ground. Behind me, birds laughed, but when I glared at the surrounding trees, no dryad showed her face. One benefit of being the Matriarch’s daughter: no dryad in our grove would laugh in my face.

      I rubbed my nose and winced. “I wish I were home simulating fire,” I muttered. “At least my computer doesn’t make me bleed.”

      After my nose stopped throbbing, I looked up from my involuntary seat at the base of Diana’s tree. “Help me in, Diana. My pure dryad blood is now decorating your tree’s trunk.” The laughing birds grew louder, but the trees weren’t talking. At least, not to me.

      Diana’s hand came out of the trunk, and she said, “Okay, fine. Come on in.” She drew me into Cascara, her bond tree.
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      function setConnections() {

      document.getElementById("simulation") = "Creation inside a computer."

      document.getElementById("reality") = "Dryads inside a forest."

      }

      

      Back home, I read the letter from Trailblazer Academy. Both good and bad news. The good news was that they’d accepted our proposal of providing a group coding project in lieu of an entrance evaluation. The bad news was that they wanted the final project submitted by their normal entrance evaluation deadline—in less than a month! I had been sure we’d be given extended time, as our proposal was so different from the typical applications.

      I banged my head on the desk. Why did I let everyone distract me? I worked so much better on my own, no matter what Diana and Jayse said about teamwork.

      I had thirty minutes before Emily and Jayse showed up to work on our project. They had decided we needed to meet in person rather than online. We’d been kicked out of the library for being too loud and both Jayse and Emily’s siblings had friends coming over, so they were coming here.

      Having human friends over was a novel experience for me. I hoped they would appreciate it, or at least not find it peculiar. “I’m sure they’ll be happy at TATI’s answer,” I said to the monitor.

      It didn’t respond apart from the blinking cursor in my code window. Back when I’d first learned to program a computer, I’d had to fight Mom for every bit of technology in the house. This included basic things like a generator for electricity. In Dryadic, computers were given the name wu’akitalukotka’, which literally means “human’s fire.” And Mom didn’t like fire. Or humans.

      “What is that?” she’d demanded, her mouth pinched. Strong, acrid scents of rotten oranges wafted off her.

      “It’s a laptop,” I replied and held it out to her.

      She had backed off like I was swinging an axe near Larch. “Get it away from me! Those things run on fire.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No more than the TV does, Mom.” I waved to the small set that was playing a nature documentary, Hunting Giants. “How will you watch your nature shows without electricity?”

      Mom had glanced at the TV, which was showing a huge sequoia. Thank you, goddess, I thought. She smiled and the aroma in the room lightened to a soft, happy vanilla. “All right. Keep it in your room.”

      Since that day, I’d expanded my computer from a basic school laptop to a higher-end Mac with a large monitor. My fire simulation filled the screen now. The realism was convincing enough to make my room feel slightly warmer.

      I was making a few more tweaks to the code when the doorbell rang.

      “Hey, Sierra,” Jayse said, gazing curiously around my entryway. “Your house is different than I expected.” He walked in and I waved him over to the island between the kitchen and living room.

      “Plug in your laptop underneath,” I said. “What did you expect my house to be like?”

      Emily walked up as I was pushing the door closed. “Oh, he probably thought it’d be a log cabin or a lean-to with a creek running below it for water,” she said. She walked into the kitchen like she’d been here hundreds of times before, sat down at the bar stool furthest from Jayse and pulled out her purple laptop.

      I looked from Emily to Jayse, and he shrugged.

      “You’ve made a big deal about being ‘off the grid’ in your ‘cabin.’” He made quote marks with his fingers. “I figured it’d look more… rustic. It looks like every house on my street.”

      “You’ve got to admit it’s smaller, Jayse.” Emily passed him her charging cable. “But anyway, did you guys see the message from Trailblazer Academy? Amazeballs! They accepted us!”

      “They haven’t accepted us yet,” Jayse said from under the island. “But they will consider us based on our group project, which is great news.”

      “Mr. O will be thrilled,” Emily said. “Did you finish your part, Sierra?”

      “Yeah, but I couldn’t commit it. You guys locked me out, remember?” I ran to my room and pulled out my laptop, carrying it, open, to the other side of the island.

      Jayse spun my computer around to look at my code. “Send me what you’ve got of the forest. I’ll add it to the repo.”

      Jayse’s control-freak tendencies got annoying. “Don’t you trust me?” I asked.

      Trading glances over my head, they caroled, “No!” in unison and burst out laughing.

      I spluttered and walked to the sink. “You guys want something to drink?” I said through gritted teeth. “I’ve got milk, water, and tea.” Why didn’t they understand that my code was perfect and didn’t need any help?

      “No, thank you,” Jayse said.

      “I’ll take some water,” Emily said. “No, wait, what kind of tea do you have?”

      “Earl Grey and peppermint,” I said, filling the electric kettle with water. I fiddled with the kettle for a few seconds, thinking about my code.

      “Peppermint, please. Thanks, Sierra,” Emily said. “Where’s your mom, anyway?”

      I made the tea for both Emily and myself and calmly sat down in front of my laptop again. “She’s off on… commune business.”

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot she’s the leader of the forest women,” she said and rolled her eyes. “I don’t know how you stand living like this.” She waved her hand around my living room. “Leaves on the floor? And it sounds like a pipe burst under the floor.”

      I considered the room from her perspective. I’d grown up in the grove, and while Mom tried to make my house human, she probably got some things wrong. The floor was covered in dried leaves and the old stream bed that ran under the foundation still made gurgling sounds at times. The grove had gotten the cabin from a trapper back before the village was built, and I think he had used it as an icehouse. A trap door in the kitchen opened onto the stream, where I stashed ice cream during Mom’s yearly elimination of human food from our diet.

      “Cut it out, Em,” Jayse said. “There’s nothing wrong with how Sierra lives.”

      She cocked her head at him, then turned back to me. “Is it true your commune dances naked on the full moon?”

      I coughed and tried not to spit tea on my laptop. “What?” Mom had been furious when that story broke in The Stranger. Now we were required to wear coverings to all our ceremonies. The more traditional dryads complained, but I liked the warmth of clothes, especially in winter.

      “You know.” She turned to Jayse. “You’ve heard of it, right Jayse? The all-female nudist colony living in our woods?” She raised an eyebrow and took a sip of tea.

      I pretended not to hear her as Jayse made a silencing motion with his hand. “Mr. O’Connell wants us to show him our project this Friday,” Jayse said.

      Thank the goddess he was ignoring the entire topic.

      Emily laughed for a second, then groaned. “I have to turn in an essay to Ms. Thomas on Friday, too. Do you think you could look it over for me?”

      “I could look it over too, if you want,” I said tentatively. I didn’t actually want to read her essay, but she seemed to need the help. And besides, it got her off the topic of nudists.

      “Thanks, I don’t need help from a know-it-all who thinks she’s better than the rest of us,” Emily said. Then she winked. “Not!”

      I reeled back and gave a strangled laugh. “Well, okay…” I pressed my fist to my leg and tried to regroup. Emily could be confusing. “What were we meeting about, Jayse?”

      Jayse jumped when I said his name, and I realized he’d been private messaging someone. I tried to see who he’d been talking to, but he closed the window.

      “Yeah, okay.” Jayse fluttered a few pieces of paper and turned back to his laptop. He didn’t look at either of us. “We need to talk about how we’re going to turn in this project.”

      “I think it needs to be presented to the school as a full-scale digital model,” Emily said, glancing down at her hands. “After all, we modeled the whole town and surrounding areas.”

      “Okay, I’ll speak to Mr. O about that,” Jayse said.

      “But what about my fire modeling?” I asked. Two summers before, fire had killed the bond trees of four young dryads. While dryads can survive the death of their trees, two of the youngest died—including Calla, my best friend. When I recovered, I knew I had to protect the grove from fire, and this simulation was perfect.

      “We discussed that before, Sierra,” Jayse said.

      I could see Emily rolling her eyes, but I focused on my fire model window, ignoring her.

      Jayse continued, “We decided, democratically, that it was too violent, too dangerous to include in our project.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “Okay.” I had to play this cool.

      Emily made a sound like, “Ror?” and Jayse repeated, “Okay?”

      “Yeah, I mean, you, err, we decided democratically…” I made a theatrical bow. “But if it pleases the court…”

      Emily snorted, and Jayse rolled his eyes. “What?” he said.

      “If I might simply give a demonstration? Perhaps I could change your minds?” Before they could answer, I waved them to the living room couch. “Sit over there. You can leave your laptops.”

      They moved to the couch—Jayse on one end, Emily on the other—while I sent my fire model to the television.

      “I know that what I included in our repository was rough, but I think you’ll find this one much better.” Clicking a button reset the simulation back to neutral. “Climate change has affected our area much more severely than people think.”

      I clicked the run button and let the simulation start a fire while I gave voice-over commentary.

      “A fire starts in a remote area of BC. An afternoon lightning storm ignites some dry grass.” As the fire grew in my simulation, it spread more and more rapidly, consuming first the outer parts of the Pacific Northwest dryad grove, then spreading down through the Tsilwa’itsäwf, past my house, and engulfing the town. I had seen the forest burn in my simulation so often that I no longer cried out when a tree I knew caught fire. But the images made my breath catch every time.

      I continued, “If weather patterns are right, this is what would happen with no intervention.” The ending scene was a vision of pure chaos, with some houses in town spared while others were blackened husks. My skin tightened, and I rubbed my arms. Mom wouldn’t have been bothered by human dwellings burning, but I knew many people in the town. Watching the burning of the Tsilwa’itsäwf was nearly as difficult. But I had to include both to get the adults’ attention. Human or dryad—they didn’t care unless it affected them.

      Throughout my demo, Emily and Jayse had grumbled, voicing the same complaints they had about the simulation. But as the fire spread, they grew quieter. At the end, Emily burst into tears.

      “You spared my house,” she whispered. “I thought you hated me.”

      I glanced at the screen and noticed that she was right. The fire had passed by my house, leaving it burned but still standing. Jayse’s house was not so lucky. He and his family lived on the edge of town closest to the dryad grove and his was one of the houses that was completely wiped out. Emily’s, on the other side of town, was wholly spared.

      I glanced over at them. Jayse had moved closer to Emily and was gently rubbing her back. She was hugging herself and rocking in her seat.

      Jayse coughed and said, “That was insane, Sierra. Is that what you want?”

      “What? That was just the simulation.” I glanced at my code, but nothing had changed. It was what I’d built—a simulation of what fire might do under certain conditions to our area of the world.

      Emily coughed and wiped her eyes. “So, you’re saying you didn’t choose where the fire went?”

      “No!” I reeled back. Did they think I wanted their houses burned to the ground? “Of course not. My simulation is based on factors like weather patterns, known fire ignition points, and as much data as I could gather about how various types of trees, plants, and structures burn. I don’t control the fire! No one controls fire. That’s my point.”

      Jayse moved an inch or two from Emily, but kept his hand on her shoulder. “Yeah. Um, your simulation is impressive, Sierra. But I still think it’s too much for a school project.” He gestured at Emily and took a deep breath. “You saw how Em and I reacted, and we’ve seen some of the code. What would someone think who didn’t know it was a simulation?”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I shook my head. “That’s easy. I’d explain it to them.” I fiddled with a few lines of the code. “Don’t worry, I can make it better. What needs changing?”

      But both Emily and Jayse were adamant. My simulation was amazing—but it wouldn’t be part of the project.

      Fuming, I turned off the TV, and they had discussed logistics for a moment or two when Mom walked in the back door. I was glad to see that her hair was mostly combed, and she wasn’t covered in leaves. “Oh hello,” she said to Emily and Jayse. “Sierra, will your friends be long? You’re expected in class in a short time. And you have to get your dress.”

      “Class?” Jayse said, “At Silverleaf?”

      “Dress?” Emily looked at me curiously. “You never wear dresses.”

      “No, not at the academy and I sometimes do,” I said. “But I do have to go. Send me your essay if you want me to read it,” I said to Emily as I ushered them out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Mom wasted no time bustling me from home to her tree in the Tsilwa’itsäwf—a small open meadow surrounded by twelve large oaks and a lone western larch—that made up the Pacific Northwest Dryad Grove’s central meeting area. Sometimes I think Mom was made matriarch simply because she bonded with the only larch, making her stand out among oaks.

      “Isn’t it odd,” I’d asked Grandmother one day, “that Mom is bonded to a solitary tree that usually is found in groups and you’re bonded to an oak surrounded by oaks, when they are usually solitary?”

      “The trees know what they need,” Grandmother had answered.

      Behind the thirteen mother trees were smaller, younger oaks and pines, branching outward in spokes from the central hub of the clearing. The Tsilwa’itsäwf in Dryadic, the center of the Pacific Northwest dryad community.

      Mom, as the matriarch of the entire grove, determined the fates of all the dryads beneath her. On celebration and feast days, Mom wore dark green robes the color of her larch bond tree. On those formal occasions, she gathered her platinum blonde hair into a tight bun. Her hazel eyes glowed with the seriousness of the situation. The rest of the time, she dressed in soft cotton skirts and a white blouse and let her hair tumble around her face in a wild tangle of hair, leaves, and bark. Most people said that my slightly wavy brunette hair and darker skin made me look Native American and nothing like Mom. But we shared hazel eyes and an athletic build, and I didn’t let our differences worry me.

      When we reached her tree, she shoved me inside. “Quick now, go into Larch and get seated. I believe Diana has already started the class.”

      Inside Larch, Diana was standing in a low hollow surrounded by around fifteen young girls. They were all dressed in light cotton blouses and flowing pants or long dresses and most of them had leaves in their hair.

      In my dark blue t-shirt that said “Binary is as easy as 1, 10, 11” and jeans with a small tear at the knee, I stood out. It didn’t help that I was between five and ten years older than all the other students.

      I tripped as I entered and fell sprawling to the ground behind the oldest initiate, who giggled and helped me up.

      “Ah, thanks, Thistle. Larch has always hated me,” I muttered.

      “I’m Joy, that’s Thistle,” she whispered, her voice cutting off as Diana glared at us.

      “I’m glad you made it, Sierra, I was just telling the other initiates about pnksäwf—the Sylvan Lattice.” Diana was in full teacher-mode—her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, she had a pencil stuck behind one ear, and she was holding what looked like a large acorn. The only thing missing was a pair of spectacles on her nose. “Do you remember what the Lattice is?” she asked me.

      I stifled a groan. Crap! Today was Lattice day for this group of initiates, and I’d completely forgotten. I squeezed down to a seat beside Joy at the back of the group and shook my head.

      Diana sighed. “Anyone? Yes, Amelia, can you tell us about the Lattice?”

      A younger dryad, no more than ten, stood up. She put her hands behind her back and took a deep breath.

      Before she spoke, I mumbled to Joy, “Does she think she’s in a Peanuts cartoon?”

      Joy laughed and the other initiates gave a quick chuckle, but went silent at Diana’s severe look.

      “Please continue, Amelia,” she said, glaring at me.

      Amelia took another deep breath and said, “Pnksäwf, or the Sylvan Lattice, is the tree network. It connects every plant, shrub, and tree on Latñi Tsiloki’s green earth.”

      “Good, and what does this network do?” Diana prompted.

      “It is the lifeblood of every dryad grove. It allows us to communicate with each other, and with the trees and plants of our domain. If there is plentiful food in one area, we can transport the excess through the tree network to feed famine-ravished groves. Dryads use it to communicate with other trees and shrubs and plants and even other dryads.” Amelia’s eyes shone. “Some dryads believe that the First Dryad lives in the Sylvan Lattice.”

      “The First Dryad is just a folktale,” one of the older girls cried out. Based on the thin gray leaves in her hair, she was from the Salix Basin.

      “It is not!” cried another young dryad seated next to Amelia. “Mother says she will come again and save us all from⁠—”

      “You’re a fool!” the Salix girl said. “Go talk to your sisters and stop passing on fairy tales.” I hated agreeing with a Willow, but I’d never admit it out loud. The First Dryad might be a myth, but she didn’t have to be nasty about it.

      “That’s enough,” Diana snapped. We all snapped to attention as a sharp oleander scent permeated the area. A few of the girls rustled and one of the youngest looked faint from the smell wafting off Diana, but after a couple seconds we were all seated and staring at her like the dutiful students we were.

      “That’s better,” she said with a smile. “Thank you, Amelia, for sharing your knowledge of the Lattice.” She shook herself and her perfume changed to a sweet, calming, reedy smell. “And it’s true that some believe the First Dryad lives in the Lattice.” She frowned at the girls from Salix Basin when they grumbled. “But whether she does, it’s true that the pnksäwf connects us to the goddess. Connects us to Latñi Tsiloki.”

      “The Lattice sounds similar to the human internet,” I mused.

      “Humans cannot even comprehend the power of the Sylvan Lattice,” Mom said as she entered Larch from behind Diana. She frowned at me, and continued, “Thank you, Priestess Diana, for explaining the Sylvan Lattice to our dryad initiates.”

      Diana bowed and sat down on an extruded bench that Larch created for her.

      Mom smiled at all of us. “You girls are about to enter a world of wonder and amazement.” She patted Larch’s trunk and Larch reciprocated with a burst of sweet cherry. “As you can smell, Larch loves me, and I love her. When you bond with a tree, it will be like no other connection in your life. I remember my first bonding ceremony like it was yesterday.” Her eyes misted and I could smell hyacinth in the air. After a moment, she continued. “But today you will be invited to join pnksäwf. Larch will help you, along with Priestess Diana and myself.” She nodded to Diana, who nodded back. “I’ve also asked Elder Darroch to assist, as this is a large class of initiates.”

      Grandmother came out from behind what looked like a curtain, but I was certain was just Larch assisting to make her entrance seem more mystical. She looked around at all of us, grinned at a couple of younger ones and gave me and the older girls seated beside me a thumbs up. I gave her a strained grin. Entering the Lattice, as Grandmother called it, was something every initiate did before bonding. But maybe I would do it this time. I recited Pi and prayed to the goddess, please let me enter pnksäwf. A shiver ran down my back.

      “Please divide into three groups,” Mom said, interrupting my prayer. “And move to the three designated areas inside Larch.”

      After a few jostling moments, we had formed into three small groups of dryad initiates at designated sections of the tree that Larch created as we watched. Diana went to the youngest group, Mom took the girls from Salix Basin, and Grandmother came over to stand with me and the older girls.

      When we were all ready, Mom raised her hands. “Larch, please open a connection to the Lattice for these initiates.” And she dropped her hands with a flourish.

      Around me, girls stared in rapt amazement. A few were waving at near-invisible motes in the air around their heads, while two were talking in low voices in a language I didn’t understand. One girl near me looked as though she was licking the air in front of her.

      I sighed. I wasn’t seeing, smelling, or even tasting anything different. Just like every other time.

      Grandmother looked over at me. “Is there something wrong, Sierra?” she asked.

      “No, it’s fine. I’m fine,” I said.

      “Do you see the Lattice?” she asked.

      “Ah, well, if the Lattice looks like a bunch of girls suddenly experiencing an acid trip, then yes. Otherwise, no.” I sighed again. “I mean, it’s no surprise, right? Mom said humans can’t comprehend the Lattice.” Mom also said I wasn’t human, but after so long, it sure seemed like the Willows might be right, as galling as that was to think.

      The air filled with bitter apple, and I coughed.

      Grandmother’s eyes narrowed, then she said, “Leticia, control your tree.”

      Mom sighed and turned to the wall, giving it a light kiss. “We agreed, Larch,” she whispered. I only noticed the growling when it stopped.

      Grandmother patted the tree. “Thank you, Larch. Now, please open a connection to the pnksäwf that Sierra can use.” She turned to me. “Sierra, pay attention.”

      I opened my mouth to ask what I should pay attention to, and she tapped on Larch’s wall. At first the wall stayed a dull grayish green, but after a few seconds I realized the color was changing. It was darkening and it bulged out to form a rectangle the size of a 14-inch laptop screen. The wooden texture smoothed out until it was as crisp as glass. Small buttons appeared near the bottom of the rectangle, and I realized it didn’t just look like a screen made from wood—it was a screen. I yelped when the screen flickered on. On screen was an aerial view of a forest. Larch was in the center with her bright orange fall foliage in full display. Around her spread the entire forest of the Pacific Northwest Grove. But before I could see more, it zoomed out, farther and farther, until the trees were tiny green points of light on a black canvas. As I watched it resolve into a colorful visualization of one of the most complex networks I had ever seen. Nodes were everywhere, connected to everything. I gasped. “This is amazing!”

      Grandmother Oak beamed at me. “What do you sense? Everyone interprets the Tree Network differently. Some dryads detect a harmony of scents, while others a blurring of sounds. I feel air currents moving and see motes of light dancing in the breeze. How does the network appear to you, Sierra?”

      I stared into the small screen as the network nodes connected more and more. The lines blurred in the distance. “I see a computer monitor. Can you see it? It’s right here. Larch just extruded a monitor on the wall. A network visualization is on the screen.”

      Mom choked behind me. “Larch did what?”

      I gestured at the screen. “Extruded a monitor. Right there!”

      Mom shook her head but snapped her mouth shut at Grandmother’s sharp look.

      “Can Larch give me an input device? There’s a snag in the visualization that could cause issues if it’s not…” A keyboard and trackball pushed out from the wall, and a chair rammed into the backs of my knees. I sat down in a comfortable computer gaming chair and leaned in towards the monitor. “You’ll want to get a second screen, Mom. This 14-inch laptop monitor is weak.”

      The screen expanded in size as I flicked the trackball. The mouse pointer floated across the screen, smooth, just like my wireless Logitech trackball. There were a few spots where the network Larch showed me was flawed. I wonder if I can…

      Clicking and pointing, I rearranged a few connections, tightening the nodes and removing some repetitive garbage, like I cleaned up my code on my home network.

      Perfect! I leaned back in my chair and smiled at the visualization in the now 21-inch monitor screen. “Hey, this node reminds me of my personal computer. What if I connect it to…” I clicked a few more nodes—and a burst of energy crashed through my body. What was that?

      I shuddered, my whole body quivering. “What happ⁠—”

      I fell to the floor. Ouch! What the—? The chair, computer, and monitor were gone. I looked around and the only dryads left were Mom, Grandmother, Diana, and Joy. Joy helped me up, and I nodded thanks.

      “What did you see, Sierra?” Grandmother asked.

      Before I could answer, Mom cut me off. “It doesn’t matter right now.” She turned to Joy and said, “I need to comfort Larch.”

      My head rang, and the beginnings of a migraine teased my temples. Larch again filled the room with bitter apple and I coughed again.

      Grandmother released some soothing bergamot, and my breathing eased. “Calm Larch, Lettie.” To me, she said, “Well, that was unusual. Are you okay?”

      I nodded, rubbing my head. “What happened?”

      “You entered pnksäwf,” Grandmother said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      “I… I did?”

      Behind Grandmother, Diana gave me a big thumbs up, mouthing, “I told you so!”

      “But it was—” I looked at the wall where the amazing screen had been. “It’s gone.”

      Mom started shoving everyone to the door Larch had created in the wall. “Go. We’ll discuss this later.” She turned to Joy, saying, “Make sure Sierra gets home okay.”

      Joy nodded and we stepped towards the door.

      My head reeled, and I wanted to get home to process my thoughts. I’d never seen such a powerful computer and Mom had it hidden inside Larch? “Did you see what happened?” I whispered to Joy.

      Before she answered, Mom called out, “And don’t forget your shopping trip tomorrow. Winona said she’d pick you up at 9:30. Get a nice dress!”

      I groaned. Why couldn’t she have forgotten that?

    



OEBPS/images/jennifer-kyrnin-leaf.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-1f332.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/e-book-2560x1600.jpg





