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“Dad, look. A wildfire!” Akira Kristiansen cried. She pointed 
down the mountain trail, where a thin gray wisp of smoke  rose 
from the trees in the valley.

Akira’s  father rode just ahead of her on a black Friesian  horse 
named Elwood. Akira was riding Dodger, her chestnut gelding 
quarter  horse. Dodger had been the first one to sense the fire 
below, stopping and turning his ears  toward the smoke to let 
Akira know  there was trou ble.

Akira’s  father pulled to a stop and glanced over his shoulder. 
A first- generation Norwegian American, Lars Kristiansen 
looked like a real- life Paul Bunyan, complete with blue jeans, a 
red plaid shirt, and a bushy brown beard.

“ Don’t worry about it,” he told Akira. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”
Akira frowned.  She’d checked the fire conditions before 

 setting out on their  ride that morning. The National Weather 

RED FLAG WARNING
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Ser vice had issued a red flag warning for the Sierra Nevada range 
 today, as they did almost  every other day in the fall. A red flag 
warning meant warm temperatures, dry conditions, and strong 
winds— which all added up to the possibility of a forest fire. 
How could smoke in the foothills not be a prob lem?

Akira looked at the ground, where brittle leaves and pine 
 needles  were ready and waiting to burn. “ Shouldn’t we at least 
let Cal Fire know?” she asked.

“A  little fire is good for a forest,” her dad told her. “It gets rid 
of all the dry stuff before too much of it builds up and burns out 
of control.”

Yeah, but it seems like  there aren’t any “ little fires” anymore, 
Akira thought. Not since the temperature of the earth had 
risen nearly two degrees, and the hotter air and longer droughts 
had sucked the moisture out of every thing, making California a 
tinderbox. Now almost  every fire was a megafire that burned up 
half the state. And it was all thanks to human- caused climate 
change. Akira had learned about it in school last year, and it had 
scared her. But when  she’d come home and told her  family what 
 she’d learned, her dad said the same  thing then that he said now:

“Nature can take care of itself.”
He clicked his tongue for Elwood to walk on, clearly done 

with the subject.
Akira shook her head. Her dad had seen all the same changes 

in the Sierra Nevada that she had in the past few years: bigger, 
more frequent, more destructive wildfires. Smoke warnings that 
caused her to stay home and miss school. Drought conditions 
that had made their well run dry.
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But she knew better than to say the words climate change 
around her dad. All he would do was challenge her on it, and 
Akira  didn’t have the energy for that. Her  father got energy from 
engaging with other  people. It recharged him to be social. Akira 
was the opposite. She liked  people, but being “on” all the time 
drained her.  After a week of the normal chaos of school and 
 family, she needed  these peaceful, restorative Saturday morning 
rides with Dodger.

And arguing about climate change was definitely not 
peaceful.

Akira looked over her shoulder at the smoke and sighed. 
Then she gave Dodger a pat on his withers to let him know  she’d 
gotten his message.

“Thanks, Dodger. Every thing’s okay,” she told him.
I hope, she added silently.
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It was October, and the hillsides  were awash in oranges and 
yellows and reds and greens. Akira loved this time of year, when 
the air was crisp and cool and smelled like cedar and Douglas fir. 
 There  were a few dark clouds in the sky, but Akira knew it  wasn’t 
 going to rain.

It never rained anymore.
Akira closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting Dodger 

have the reins. He and Elwood carried Akira and her  father 
up into a tall canopy of Ponderosa pines, where bearclover 
and white alder grew among granite boulders. The  horses 
climbed higher, to the top of the mountain, and at last Akira 
and her dad came to the place  they’d been headed all along.

A hush fell over Akira like  she’d entered a church, and her 
skin tingled.

“ ‘Do behold the King in his glory, King Sequoia,’ ” Akira’s 
 father whispered, quoting a line from the naturalist John Muir.

All around Akira and her dad  were dozens of  giant sequoias, 
some of the biggest trees on the planet. The largest sequoia  here 
was twelve feet wide, and it stretched so high up into the sky 
Akira had to crane her neck back to see the top of it. Full- grown 
 giant sequoias like  these  were called monarchs,  because they 
 were the kings and queens of trees. Some of them  were over two 
thousand years old.

Akira and her dad shared a smile. They both loved this place. 

KING SEQUOIA
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Up  here, Akira felt like she was outside of time. Like the rest 
of  the world  didn’t exist. This grove was Akira’s escape. Her 
sanctuary.

Akira hopped off Dodger and walked deeper into the grove 
while her  horse grazed. This is what it must feel like to be an 
ant among elephants, Akira thought. The  giant sequoias made her 
feel small and insignificant, but in a good way. They reminded 
her that she  wasn’t the center of the universe. That  there  were 
 things that  were far older and bigger than she was.

Her  father got down from Elwood. “Oh no,” he whispered 
theatrically. “What  will happen if your wildfire makes it all the 
way up  here?”

Akira scowled. She knew as well as her dad did that  giant 
sequoias  were adapted to withstand wildfires. Their bark was 
two feet thick, and their shaggy evergreen leaves  were high 
up,  where forest fires  couldn’t reach them.  These trees even 
needed wildfires to reproduce— their seed cones only opened up 
when exposed to extreme heat. A wildfire was never  going to 
burn  these trees down, and her  father knew it. He was baiting 
her, trying to get her to argue with him about climate change.

Akira huffed and turned away. Why did her dad have to ruin 
this?  These rides into the mountains  were when Akira felt 
 closest to her  father. He was the one who’d taught her the names 
of all the plants and animals in the forest, and all the facts about 
 giant sequoias. Who’d taught her how to recharge her batteries 
in nature.

How could her  father be wrong about climate change, but 
right about every thing  else?
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Akira shook her head. She  wasn’t  going to bite. She  wasn’t 
 going to argue. This was her day. Her time away from every
thing, in her favorite place in the  whole world. And she  wasn’t 
 going to let anybody spoil it.

“Whoa! Cool!” a girl’s voice shouted  behind her, and Akira 
jumped.
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