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FirHeart

HIGH IN THE BRANCHES OF a tall, tall fir tree called FirHeart, a twelve-year-old nymph named Echo was getting ready for Nature School. This tree belonged to her and she belonged to it. She had lived in it since she’d been born, here in the forested mountains of Boeotia, Greece, and had even built a small, cute tree house in it for herself.

Most of her tree’s branches grew horizontally outward from its main trunk, which had made it easy to lay boards to form the floor she stood on now. She’d also built herself a table and a shell-lined sink, and had fitted them into the tree’s natural curves. Instead of walls, there were handrails on three sides of her small house, with the fourth side left open as an entrance. The pulley-and-vine ladder system she’d made in science class helped her reach the tree house from the ground.

Echo was busy deciding what to wear to class that morning, when a magic breeze carrying a bunch of scrolls whooshed by and tangled long tendrils of her green hair. Plunk! The breeze dropped an issue of Teen Scrollazine onto the sleeping hammock she’d woven back in fourth grade, causing the hammock to sway gently.

“Thanks!” she called to the breeze. But it had already whooshed off to deliver scrolls to the two hundred or so other tree houses in this forest. She went over to the hammock, picked up the scrollazine, and unrolled it, planning to take a quick peek before school. Despite its name, the ’zine appealed to all ages, and it mostly carried articles about the immortals who lived on Mount Olympus.

Since this forest was far from Olympus, Echo and her schoolmates never got the ’zine on time. This one was from two weeks ago. Still, everything in it would be new to her, and she would devour the entire thing later tonight. Stuff that happened on Mount Olympus always seemed way more exciting than whatever happened in the forest. In fact, things were kind of boring around here, or so it seemed to her.

She glanced at the main article, which was titled “Grand Events Planned at the Immortal Marketplace.” It was about a big celebration that would be happening soon. Something involving a parade with floats, and then a wedding a couple of days later. Turned out that the parade was actually going to take place this very Saturday, and the wedding on Monday. Wouldn’t it be fun to go? she thought dreamily. But Mount Olympus was far away, and besides, nymphs like her rarely left their forest. They had to stay and guard their trees.

Alongside the article there was a drawing of Zeus, the Mount Olympus Academy principal, standing next to the beaming couple who were soon to be married. Unfortunately, the bride-to-be wasn’t pictured wearing her wedding chiton. Understandable, though. It was considered bad luck to reveal the gown to everyone before the wedding day. Still, Echo had an interest in fashion and would have loved seeing it.

She noted other details in the drawing. A goat stood beside Zeus, and a honeybee was buzzing around the principal’s head. Huh? What was that about? But then, as she unrolled more of the ’zine, her attention was caught by a smaller article that featured a drawing of three MOA students. Apparently they had located something called an herb of invisibility and had won a battle against some giants at the Parthenon. Wow, talk about exciting!

At the left of this drawing was a turquoise-haired mergirl named Amphitrite. The article said she was a Nereid, a sea nymph. There were many kinds of nymphs. And like Echo, most were halfway between mortal and immortal, with limited magical powers.

Echo recognized the girl at the center of the picture right off as the famous goddessgirl of wisdom and inventions, Athena. And the third girl in the drawing was Persephone, the goddessgirl of growing things. Echo gazed fixedly at the chiton Persephone wore. It had a double skirt, and there was a leafy border along its topmost hem. Basically it was the cutest, evergreenest outfit ever! In the forest, calling something “evergreen” was an even higher compliment than saying it was mega-cool.

Carefully Echo tore out the drawing of the three girls and tacked it to her bulletin board, alongside oodles of other drawings she’d collected for fashion ideas. She had already copied almost all these ideas when sewing her own clothing. Hmm. There was still a half hour before school. Was that long enough to copy Persephone’s design? Yes! If she used the plain green chiton she had planned to wear and simply made a few additions.

Full of enthusiasm for her new project, she grabbed her sewing box, which contained various decorative materials she’d gathered from the surrounding forest and mountains. First she took out a needle made from a piece of shell and threaded it with a long, thin strip of grass fiber. Then she chose some green laurel leaves and pink anemone flowers from her box and sewed them onto the hem of her chiton, making a border just like Persephone’s.

All too soon Echo heard other nymphs vining down from their trees to land on the forest floor nearby. Oops! The half hour had passed without her noticing. Wasn’t that always the way when you were doing something you loved?

Murmurs filled the forest as each of the nymphs called out a protective chant to the tree that she lived in and guarded. They renewed these magical chants every morning to keep their trees safe from all possible harm.

Quickly Echo pulled the embellished chiton over her head and twirled in it, feeling like a million stars. Then she styled her hair the way Persephone had done in the picture, tucking leaves and flowers into it here and there. And lastly, she slipped on a pair of strappy sandals, which she’d made out of vines and dyed purple with crushed mulberries a few months earlier. Ta-da! Perfect!

Hearing Daphne, her BFF, Echo peeked down through the branches of her tree. Her friend was with a group of nymphs that included Syrinx, a foreign exchange student visiting their school. Unlike the nymphs in this forest, Syrinx was a Naiad—a nymph that dwelled in a freshwater river.

“Ye gods! Those chants you guys use are so yesterday,” Syrinx was exclaiming. “In the river we come up with new ones almost every day!”

This was something Daphne would already know, however. She had once been a Naiad too, before she’d changed herself into a forest Dryad. But Syrinx liked to be a know-it-all.

“I’ve got dozens of chants. Listen to this one,” Syrinx went on.

“Protect this river every day.

Keep it safe while I’m away.”

Ooh! Two-line protection chants were hard, and this was a good one, with all the right beats. On the spot Echo decided to copy it. She simply couldn’t resist! Of course, she would also say her usual protective spell in case Syrinx’s new one didn’t work as well. She chanted:

“Protect this fir tree every day.

Keep it safe while I’m away.”

“Ready, Echo?” Daphne called up to her from the group of nymphs below. The two of them usually walked to school together. Lately they’d had to include Syrinx, though.

“Coming!” Echo called down. She didn’t want to be late. “Guess I’d better make like a tree and leave!” she told FirHeart in farewell. It was their own private joke. Naturally her tree didn’t reply. Trees couldn’t talk till they were hundreds or thousands of years old, like the ones who taught at Nature School.

Echo stepped into her pulley-and-vine ladder system. All the tree nymphs had them, with hollow-gourd pulleys, and vines strung and looped in a way that balanced a nymph’s weight and allowed her to quickly raise herself up or down, depending on which vine she tugged. Whoosh! She was on the forest floor in seconds.

She hit the ground a little off balance, however. When she straightened, she came face-to-face with Syrinx. A little rattled, Echo grinned and nervously struck a pose. She raised one arm and lowered her other, copying Persephone’s pose on the cover of the ’zine, and hoping she’d look just as fabulous as that goddessgirl. Though she wasn’t sure why, she was eager for Syrinx’s approval. Maybe because this girl was Daphne’s childhood friend and Echo so wanted to be deemed worthy of being Daphne’s BFF.

However, instead of admiring Echo, Syrinx giggled and smirked. Then she elbowed one of the other nymphs in the group. “Told you,” she said in a loud whisper. Several other nymphs nodded and giggled too.

“Told you what?” asked Echo, her pose slowly wilting.

“Oh, nothing,” replied Syrinx. But from the way she and the other nymphs were acting, Echo knew that wasn’t true. She felt slighted and a little embarrassed, though she wasn’t at all sure what she’d done wrong.

“It’s just that we saw the Teen Scrollazine this morning too,” Syrinx informed her at last. “And I bet the others on the way over that you’d copy something about those three girls in the drawing.”

Argh! This nymph is a total leaf fungus! thought Echo. How mean!

Luckily, Daphne came to the rescue. “Never mind that. C’mon, you guys,” she said brightly, nudging everyone down the path. Ever since Syrinx had come here, Daphne was always having to smooth things over between the river nymph and Echo, trying to help the two of them get along.

Now, as Daphne and the other nymphs moved off toward school, Syrinx and Echo were left eyeing each other warily. Syrinx slowly tucked a lock of her river-blue hair behind her ear. Without realizing what she was doing, Echo mirrored her action, tucking a tendril of her green hair behind her own ear.

Watching her, Syrinx smiled smugly. Speaking softly so that only Echo would hear, she said: “Ye gods, what a copycat.”

Echo’s face flushed. With a satisfied air Syrinx hurried ahead to catch up with the others.

At the same time Daphne dropped back to be with Echo. “You okay?” she asked. A family of deer passed slowly in front of the two girls, causing a gap to form between them and the other nymphs as they all walked to school.

“So, what’s wrong with styling my hair like Persephone’s and making an outfit like hers?” Echo asked, instead of replying to Daphne’s question. “Isn’t imitation the sincerest form of flattery?” Just in case Daphne was unaware, she added, “That’s an old saying.”

Daphne nodded again as they both stepped over a log in their path. “Yeah, I know.” She seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then she said, “You might want to be careful. It’s one thing to copy our friends’ styles. But the gods and goddesses aren’t like us. They’re super powerful. And the least little thing you do that they don’t like could land you in hot water. Remember that mortal girl Arachne?”

“Spider girl, you mean?” The goddess Athena had turned Arachne into a spider when the girl had dared to challenge Athena’s weaving skills.

Daphne nodded. “I wouldn’t want Persephone to turn you into poison ivy or something for copying her chiton.”

“Yeah, or worse, into a spider on poison ivy,” said Echo. They both giggled. Then with a sideways glance at her BFF, Echo added, “Speaking of bugs, I honestly didn’t know it bugged everyone so much when I copied their clothes and stuff. I thought they’d be flattered. Or maybe that they wouldn’t even notice.”

Daphne twirled a lock of her long blue-green hair around her index finger. Echo started to do the same. Then, realizing what she was doing—copying—she blurted, “I’m doing it again, aren’t I? Ye gods!”

Syrinx’s voice floated back to them. “ ‘Ye gods’? So now you’re copying my buzzwords, too? Get a life, will you, Echo?”

“You get a life,” Echo whispered in a tight voice. As more nymphs passed by on their way to school, Echo stepped closer to her BFF so their conversation would remain private. “I don’t see how you can like that Syrinx,” she told Daphne. “I mean, she’s mean. No one else around here seemed to care what I did till she got here.”

Daphne shrugged as the two of them wove among the trees. “She can be a bit much sometimes. But I’ve known her forever, and it’s fun to talk to her about the river and our friends there. I miss the river sometimes, you know? Like you’d miss the forest if you went to live in the ocean or somewhere.”

“If Syrinx stays here much longer, I might just go live in the sea to get away from her,” Echo joked. Then in a more serious tone she added, “I get what you’re saying about her, though. And, yeah, I’d miss the forest if I left. But sometimes I do wonder what it might be like to be a different kind of nymph. One who wasn’t tied to a tree.”

“No way! You’d be miserable. You love FirHeart as much as I love LaurelRing.” LaurelRing was the tree Daphne guarded and lived in. “Anyway,” Daphne went on, “the rules aren’t the same for all nymphs. Naiads can choose to change to a different realm of nymph if they want. But now that I’m a forest nymph, I’ll always be one. Because our destinies—like that of all Oreiads, Dryads, and Hamadryads—are firmly rooted among the trees. And there’s no changing that.”
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Nature School

AS ECHO AND DAPHNE NEARED their school, they were startled by a sound and turned to look.

Clink-clink-clink! A herd of white-bearded goats with bells around their necks ran by. The two girls did a double take when one of the goats bleat-spoke from the middle of the herd. “Huh-huh-hurry up, or you’ll be la-la-late for school!”

“Did one of those goats just tell us to hurry up?” Daphne asked Echo, her eyes wide.

Just then Pan, the happy-go-lucky godboy of shepherding—and one of the few boys who attended their school—jumped up from the herd so they could see him. “Yeh-eh-ess,” he bleated. “I did! Ha! Ha!” He could be a practical joker like that. Laughing, he started herding the girls into the clearing where Nature School met.

“Hey, we’re not goats!” Echo scolded him, grinning.

“Uh-huh, I know,” he replied, sounding distracted now. His eyes were darting around the clearing. Probably searching for Syrinx, thought Echo. For some strange reason Pan really liked that nymph.

His name meant “all.” It fit him well, because whatever Pan did, he went all out. Usually he was all about making and playing musical instruments. Lately, however, he was all about crushes. It seemed that he liked a different girl every few days. So far none of them had liked him in return, though. Most couldn’t see past the goofy way he bleated his words. Or the fact that he had pointy ears, two goat legs, and a goat tail.

Echo felt protective toward him, especially knowing he was now crushing on Syrinx. That mean river nymph had made it quite plain she didn’t return his affection. And she hadn’t been very nice about it either.

Still, Pan didn’t give up easily. Echo watched him take a small bunch of daisies over to the Naiad nymph and present them to her. “Roses ah-ah-are red, violets ah-ah-are blue. I’ve got flowers ’specially for you,” he bleated.

“Tha-a-anks,” Syrinx bleated back in a mocking way.

Pan’s cheeks turned red. Whether from pleasure at Syrinx’s accepting his flowers, or from embarrassment at her imitation of him, Echo wasn’t quite sure. It wasn’t his fault that he sometimes sounded like a goat. Being part goat, he just couldn’t help it!

The minute Pan turned to go find a seat, Syrinx tossed the flowers to the ground. “Did you see that?” Echo said to Daphne, annoyed on their friend’s behalf.

Daphne sighed. “Just try to deal, okay? Syrinx is only here for another week. C’mon. We’re going to be late.”

Echo gritted her teeth. “I’ll try.”

They both entered the misty clearing that served as their classroom. It was big enough to seat all two hundred or so students who lived in their forest. Eight ancient magical trees ringed the clearing and taught them different topics. Students had nicknamed the trees “treechers,” as in “tree” plus “teachers.”

As her classmates also took their seats, Echo sat down cross-legged on a red-capped toadstool dotted with big white spots, then scooched over so Daphne could sit beside her. But just then Syrinx looped an arm through Daphne’s and steered her to go sit on a pillow of thick, floating mist only big enough for two. Whatever! Once Syrinx went back to her river, things would return to normal again, Echo reminded herself. Hopefully the other nymphs would no longer be under the spell of her mean personality then and would remember they were actually Echo’s friends.

“Good morning!” chorused the eight treechers once everyone was seated. They were Hamadryads, some of them thousands of years old. It was hard to imagine they had once been young nymphs like Echo and her friends, flitting around the forest. Over the centuries, they had grown ancient and wise and had chosen to meld with their trees forever. Which meant that their faces now appeared on the upper part of their trunks. And their many branches had become their arms, a protective canopy that could shield the classroom from occasional bad weather. All eight had put down deep roots, content to stay here in this clearing and share their wealth of knowledge with younger nymphs for all time to come.

Class began, and the treechers introduced the day’s assignment, each taking turns to speak. Since the treechers ringed the clearing, students had to constantly twist their heads to face whichever tree was speaking.

“Today you are to embark on a foraging project,” announced Ms. Karya, a hazelnut tree. She waved her nut-covered branch arms toward the surrounding forest to indicate the area in which they’d be working.

Unlike the rooted treechers, students spent a lot of time roaming the forest on their own. The philosophy of Nature School was that most learning should take place in the world outside and involve lots of observation and doing. Still, there were in-class assignments now and then, and graphite rock styli and slates were available for note taking. (And for doodling fashion ideas when the treechers weren’t looking.)

“Your assignment is to create a protective suit of armor using found objects. Each of you will return here by the end of the day, wearing your project,” said Ms. Ptelea, the elm tree.

“And you should be prepared to tell the class how and from what dangers your costume might protect you,” said Ms. Balanos, an oak tree.

“Protect us,” Echo murmured, pretty much repeating the treecher’s last two words.

“For instance, from sickness, weather, et cetera,” Ms. Morea explained. “You must study forest plants and creatures carefully today. Observe how they protect themselves, and base your armor on that.” An olive tree with slender silvery-green leaves, Ms. Morea was rumored to be three thousand years old. She was Echo’s favorite treecher of all.

“Isn’t basing our work on something the same as copying?” Echo asked her now, feeling confused.

“You ought to know,” Syrinx whispered to her from her mist bench one toadstool over. Daphne murmured something to Syrinx, looking embarrassed by the girl’s unkind comment. But a few other nymphs had overheard and giggled.

“Everything under the sun has already been done,” Ms. Ampelos, a hundred-foot-tall grapevine, replied to Echo’s question. “All inventions are built on the shoulders of older ones. So be yourself, but feel free to borrow ideas from nature.”

“If you put your stamp on whatever you do, you can make it your own. Understand?” added the popular poplar tree, Ms. Aigeiros.
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