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      Home.

      The thought consumed her as she shimmered in the waning light of the opposing suns. In a frenzied rush, the now name-less hamadryad flew from one tree to another. Exhaustion made her sag in the air, making her typical bright luminescence dim. Desperately, she sought a new tree to call home, to claim her new name. She’d never been without a home tree for so long. Losing that bond gnawed away at her identity, energy, and vitality. The longer she was without the bond hamadryad had with a particular tree, the more danger her essence was in. She was wasting away, and didn’t know how much longer she could hold on.

      As she dove into the gnarled trunk of an old oak, she found little to sustain or revive her. The old tree, that somehow survived the Cataclysm, was rife with the same anger, fear, and desperation that echoed across the planet. It was too bitter for her essence. Sagging into the tree, she knew she could only remain within its thick trunk for a short time.

      The hamadryad sighed, and drawing on her already thin reserves, laid her hands on the tree willing it to find comfort. She encouraged the tree to extend its withdrawing roots, then breathed in deeply with sad contentment when the roots sluggishly responded to her. As they spread out in the thick soil surrounding the old oak’s trunk, drawing water and nutrients from the soil, she relaxed into the tree, and her ephemeral form brightened. The tree hummed quietly as little bursts of energy collected within the roots and moved toward the trunk.

      She lifted her eyes to the withering canopy of the tree, and stared as the branches responded to the action of the roots. Smaller branches extended outward with fresh woody growth. Older branches sprouted tiny buds that would become new leaves to absorb the light of the suns as they passed overhead the next day.

      The tiniest rivulets of fresh energy spread upward through the tree. The hamadryad, keeper of trees, smiled and closed her eyes. As she fell into exhausted slumber, the realization that her time was drawing to a close caused her heart to flutter. She had to find a new tree to bond with, or she would fade away into nothingness. Unsettled that she had survived the slow death of her home tree, she curled into herself within the oak, and prayed to the Creators for help.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the following morning, drawing on some of the energy from the old oak, the hamadryad flitted away from the tree satisfied it had found reason to continue living. That new spark within the old tree added to her own will to live and gave her a flicker of hope.

      As she moved deliberately from one tree to the next, she left her imprint on each tree. She willed them to send their roots deep, and to lift their branches high. Along the way, she couldn’t help but think of her home tree.

      She and her tree were young when the Cataclysm occurred. The events happened far away from the grove she shared with other dryads, but the entire planet heaved and rolled under the effects of the Cataclysm. Her kind witnessed the magnitude of the Cataclysm. Its effects on the natural magic caused the magic to morph into something chaotic and strange. Then they watched the physical destruction that flattened mountains, created new ranges, shattered coastlines, created new lakes, and leveled forests.

      The forest the hamadryad lived within had not been destroyed, but the atmosphere of the planet had changed quickly. All these changes affected the forest down to the soil itself. The grove she called home refused to grow despite the influence and encouragement of her kind. One by one, the trees in the grove grew bitter. They retracted their roots, rejecting the food from the soil. They curled their leaves, and refused to draw nutrients from the suns. As the trees withered within only a few of Nastra’s cycles, so did the hamadryads.

      As the youngest, she was the least affected. She fought to keep her own tree alive, but after she had become the last dryad in her grove, her tree lost its will to live. There was nothing more she could do for it. In the sixth moon cycle following the Cataclysm, her tree withered and died.

      Shedding tears as she abandoned the only home she had known, she found herself miraculously alive, on a desperate mission to find a new tree to be her home. As she searched, she determined to spread as much life as she could along the way. With every tree she touched, she hoped to spread new hope and life.

      Lost in thoughts, the hamadryad nearly slammed into the back of a Forest Elf as he bent over the sapling of a strange tree. Knowing the elf could not see her unless she willed him to, she moved around him and bent low to the tree, curious to see what drew his scrutiny.

      Immediately, she noticed the magic. Unlike before, when the magic was settled and could be easily tapped from specific sources, now the magic moved like currents of air around the planet. Here, at the sapling, it appeared the currents were being sucked into the tree.

      She glanced at the elf and realized he felt the strange sensation of the currents moving into the tree as well. She smiled as the elf used his innate abilities to help the sapling grow. When the elf wrapped one of his hands around the sapling’s trunk, she stared with him as the tree surged upward. When she placed her own hand on the trunk, she felt the roots diving deep into the ground, drawing in nutrients and life. The tree suddenly expanded its girth, and its growing branches drew in nutrients from the suns and the air, and she realized, from the magical currents themselves.

      She focused on the strange sensation that emanated from the tree’s trunk.

      The hamadryad withdrew her hand and stared at the tree, her eyes wide. The tree was sending out a call. A call she recognized as one her own people used to find each other.

      How? She mused.

      Replacing her hand on the smooth trunk, she giggled in delight as she sensed faint responses, and then what seemed to be a sigh of relief from the young tree under her hand.

      She stepped back from the tree and stared at the elf who now sat on the ground, a bemused expression on his face as he stared at a tree that was no longer a sapling. Had he felt the tree’s call, too? She longed to approach the elf to compare their observations

      Still, dryad did not reveal themselves to other sentient species. They were protectors of nature, and too often, other species were users. Hamadryad, as the more powerful of their species, were even more elusive and secretive after centuries of learning that other sentient species were more apt to use the dryad for their own purposes than an actual desire to help or heal nature.

      Deciding to observe the elf, she settled into the unusual tree, asking it to accept her, even just for the day, and maybe the night. The tree’s warm welcome and approval for sanctuary wrapped around her like a warm summer breeze. Knowing she was safe, she relaxed, her attention on the elf, wondering what his motives were.
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        * * *

      

      All throughout that day, the hamadryad regarded the elf as he pondered the tree. She guessed he was several hundreds of years old, rather young for one of his kind. Very young compared to herself. Taking in his unkempt appearance, and the array of weapons laid on the ground beside him, she surmised the elf was hunting for food when it stopped by the strange tree.

      She cocked her head, wondering why he had stopped at all. Then it became apparent. The Forest Elf was not just curious about the tree; his gaze darted about as if watching something in the air between himself and the tree. She realized he could sense the magical currents’ movements. She watched him sit, legs crossed, face to the suns, lips moving in whispered thoughts. Wondering what the elf was murmuring to himself, she moved along the tree, grateful for its shade and energy, and stretched out along a low branch that shaded the elf.

      As she heard nothing pass through his moving lips, she shifted to see him more clearly. Trying to read his lips got her nothing. But the curiosity the elf exhibited, and the great care it showed as it lingered near the strange tree, touched something inside her.

      Perhaps the elf is a kindred soul.

      Impulsively, recklessly, she shimmered across the branch, back to the trunk of the tree. Noticing the fresh growth within the tree, the expanding circumference of its root base, and the canopy growing outward to mirror the roots, she carefully tapped into the tree’s energy.

      Then she withdrew from the tree to hover before the elf, her toes just brushing the tops of the grass that grew around the tree. Clasping her hands before her, so as not to alarm the elf, she rolled her shoulders, and stretched her neck and back.

      Surprise registered on the elf’s face as he jumped to his feet.

      She laughed, a tinkling sound.

      “You! A dryad!” the elf stammered. “But… The cataclysm destroyed you…”

      She smiled lightly, but could not hide how much grief she still carried.

      “With hearts as one, kind elf…” she greeted the elf as she glided toward him, driven by a desire to understand him.

      The elf stood still as she moved around him, slowly, taking him in, from his short-cropped brown hair, which was an apparent sign he was in grief and distress, to his clear emerald eyes, to the rough, ragged clothing he wore, and the weapons still on the ground. He did not flinch when she reached out to touch his hair, its silkiness reminiscent of the soft blossom petals from fruit trees that used to grow in her grove.

      She moved in front of him and looked up at his face. With him staring back down at her, she peered back at him.

      “I’m a hamadryad, young elf. I’m the last of my grove, but there are many kinds of dryads. And I can sense that while a great many of us have perished, there remain some. Yes. The Cataclysm. The strange change to magic…” she saw sadness in the elf’s eyes, and shifted her focus. “You have lost a great deal as well. I sense the loss of loved ones. Of safety. Of confidence in security.”

      The elf didn’t move, but his green eyes darted uncomfortably away from her unwavering appraisal.

      She moved away from the elf, and his body relaxed visibly.

      She smiled at him again, amusement flashing in her eyes, “I’m no danger to you, elf. So long as you are no danger to me, or to any of the trees I protect.”

      The elf glanced beyond her, to the strange tree.

      “Is that tree your home, Wise One?”

      She shook her head to get her hair out of her face causing it to shift about her as though caught by a non-existent breeze.

      “No. My home was killed. I tried to save it, but it lost its will to live. I nearly died with it…”

      She turned to look at the tree that had welcomed her into its trunk, then glanced back at the elf. “Have you seen a tree like this elsewhere?”

      The elf frowned, “No. It’s unlike any tree I’ve ever encountered, but since the event, I’ve come across a lot of strange new things.”

      She nodded, “I have as well.”

      Together, they stared at the tree.

      Then she turned to the elf, “The tree needs a name.”

      The elf stared at her, puzzlement playing across his face. “A name?”

      She paused and thought about how to explain before she said, “Trees have names. Then they have other names. You know oak, maple, cedar, and so on, yes?”

      The elf nodded, but his wrinkled brow revealed his confusion.

      The hamadryad continued, “Oak, maple, and cedar identify the kinds of trees. I need you to name this kind of tree. Then I can greet it by that name. Afterward, I will determine its true name, the name that separates each tree within its own kind.” She paused and saw confusion flash across the elf’s face. Taking a breath, she sighed and tried to explain, “The tree’s true name is much like your name that identifies you within your elven species and race. After all, it would be odd for all elves to simply be called ‘elf,’ would it not? Your true name sets you apart among the many others of your kind.”

      She stretched her arms wide toward the tree and said, “Once I determine its true name, then I can see if it would like my protection. If it will bond with me.”

      The elf stared at her, his eyes flicking from her to the tree and back again.

      “You want me to name its kind…” he trailed off before turning to face the tree with all his attention.
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        * * *

      

      The hamadryad watched the elf as he observed the tree. She smiled as the elf took his task so seriously that he walked around the tree, touching the bark, gingerly holding its leaves, testing the strength of its young branches.

      When the elf made yet another circle around the tree, she laughed out loud, and the elf looked at her curiously.

      “Why do you laugh?”

      Reclining on the grass near the elf,  she responded, “I think you take this responsibility more serious than any of my sisters ever have.”

      The elf’s lips spread in a thin line, and his gaze lowered to the ground while a touch of pink filled his cheeks.

      “Oh,” the hamadryad added quickly, “I don’t mean to make fun.”

      The elf looked back at the tree and then turned his attention back to the reclining hamadryad.

      “Speaking of names. I don’t know yours,” he commented.

      The dryad sat upright, sadness touching her features, and dimming her shine.

      “My name is no more, sadly. I will gain a new name if… No. When. When I gain a new home.”

      The elf stared at her, and she felt his sympathy for her in the intensity of his gaze.

      Shaking her head slightly, she asked, “But what is your name, elf?”

      “My father named me Elmnas. I am supposed to be leading my people, but since the Cataclysm,” he paused, and took a shaking breath, “We have lost so much. So much has changed. Our control of magic is twisted, different, perverted. Many of my people have lost hope of ever regaining what we once had, what we were.”

      She remained silent, but felt a ripple of current touch her, coming from the tree. The dryad perked up.

      “Did you see that?” She flitted to her feet and zipped to the tree behind the elf.

      Elmnas turned to face the tree.

      “See what?” he asked, looking the tree up and down.

      The dryad touched the tree. She watched with the elf as energy seemed to flow between the tree and herself.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder.

      “Do you have a name in mind for this kind of tree?”

      Elmnas shrugged, a sheepish look playing across his face.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe? At least, I can’t seem to shake this idea of one.”

      The dryad looked up at the tree, both hands on the trunk.

      She said to the elf as she continued to stare at the tree, “Say the name you are thinking of.”

      The elf moved closer to the dryad and to the tree, also staring intently.

      “Elyan.”

      Immediately, the tree shifted and morphed as though it were liquid. Elmnas’ hair stood on end as the magic currents moved into the tree. The dryad, hands still on the tree, laughed and nearly danced with excitement.

      “Perfect, elf! Perfect!”

      Then she withdrew her hands. She reached out and took the elf’s hands in her own. She held his hands for a moment, enjoying the tingling, magical currents that flowed from the tree, through her, and to the elf.

      His eyes wide with wonder, he let her place his hands flat on the tree’s growing trunk.

      “Now, elf,” she said, “I think I felt something when you told me your name. Tell the tree your name and let’s see…”

      The elf stared at his hands on the tree, and whispered his name, “Elmnas.”

      The hamadryad watched the currents move into the elf. Her expression shifted to match the wonder on the elf’s face, and she tried to imagine what he must be thinking.

      The elf and the dryad lifted from the ground as massive roots matching the ever-growing canopy grew up from the soil. Enraptured by the magic flowing into the tree, Elmnas sagged against the trunk in exhaustion.

      The dryad, seeing the elf sag, removed her hands from the trunk, and helped the elf to the ground, nestled up against the trunk, safely between two roots large enough to carve a home out of.

      “Here, elf who is called Elmnas. Here. Rest. Rest against the Elyan tree. Rest against the tree who is now part of you, who is also now part of it. For you are the first of any other species to have bonded your life-force with a tree.”

      As Elmnas drifted to sleep, the dryad slipped into the trunk.
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        * * *

      

      Elmnas woke in the middle of the night with the dryad keeping watch over him, a look of tender affection, like a mother for a child, on her face.

      “How long have I been asleep?” Elmnas asked.

      The dryad shrugged, “Not long.”

      The elf frowned. “I have to find my family.”

      The dryad flitted to his side, “You have a family?”

      Elmnas nodded. “My son and his baby son. My son will be the king of the Forest Elves. Though, there are few of us now. And we have no home. Our grand city was razed in the earth’s upheaval. We’re a broken people. He’s not likely to be king of much.”

      The dryad heard the pain in the elf’s voice.

      She leaned forward and placed a hand on the elf’s shoulder.

      “But you do have a home, Elmnas.”

      Elmnas looked at her questioningly. “Well, yes. The forest. It will always be home to us…”

      The dryad shook her head. “Not what I mean, silly elf. Shhh… First. I have to introduce myself.”

      Elmnas leaned back, “But you said you have no name…”

      The dryad interrupted, “This tree. This Elyan tree – a tree born of magic, combined with magic, home to magic, has offered me a home within it. And so I draw my name from it. I am now Elyania. I will protect and nurture this tree, as it will also do for me.”

      Elmnas smiled widely at the dryad.

      “Is that why you shine so much brighter now?”

      Elyania smiled in return and twirled in the air before the elf as she nodded in reply.

      Elmnas nearly clapped in delight to see the dryad so vibrant.

      Then, in an instant, she was beside him, her face solemn.

      “This Elyan tree has taken your name as its true name. It is also Elmnas. And this tree, now home to me, has offered to be home to you. You can live here. Your bond with the tree, one I have never witnessed before, means you can shape the tree. It will grow large enough to house your current family, and your future family. Your people. This tree will give you strength and safety. If you wish it.”

      Elmnas got to his feet. Standing between the two massive roots, he looked up at the now giant Elyan tree. He stepped backward, his eyes never leaving the living form before him. Back and back. Back and back. Until he was clear of the canopy and the light of Nastra shone its silvery rays on him.

      He gasped, and Elyania flitted to his side.

      “It’s a sight to behold, is it not?” she asked.

      Elmnas nodded mutely. Staring up where the top branches opened outward lifting the canopy, a beautiful blue glow emanated, illuminating the canopy from underneath.

      Elyania followed his gaze. “The heart of Elmnas. As the tree grows, so will its heart.”

      She waved her hand toward the tree.

      “Will you make this tree your home? Will you care for it and allow it to care for you?”

      Elmnas looked at Elyania and seemed to struggle with her question.

      “I don’t know. I have my family to think about. My people.” He waved his hands at the tree, “Could I see my family living here? Future generations?”

      The hamadryad waited for the elf to continue, the look on his face one of sincere introspection.

      She knew the elf was envisioning his choices and the future. Finally, he looked back at her, his green eyes piercing her own.

      “I will make this tree the home of my people.”

      Elyania twirled in the air, her light almost blinding to the elf. Then she turned back to Elmnas and pointed back to the heart of the tree, “As you live here, and add your people’s magic to the tree, that heart will grow within the tree. A hollow will form within the rings that expand ever outward. With every new ring, those who have given to the tree can gain a blessing from the tree. Each blessing will be unique to the elf, and will only last until the next ring is formed. In this way, your people will always know their bond with the tree that bears your name.”

      She watched the wonder flash across the elf’s face, and she smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Elyania reclined, at ease, within the still growing elyan tree. She watched as the tree drew in the magical currents and used the magic to strengthen its trunk, spread the roots and the canopy, preparing itself to house the Forest Elves.

      Gently, Elyania laid her hand on the tree. Then, she closed her eyes and listened for its call outward. She realized the tree was connecting to many other elyan trees, tiny saplings like it had been just the day before. Incredibly, she heard their responses more clearly. In her mind’s eye, she envisioned where the saplings were, and realized she still had work to do.

      Leaving the safety of the elyan tree called Elmnas, Elyania sent out a call of her own, a high-pitched melody, so high no other sentient species would hear it.

      She waited for the responses. When they came, they were distant. Weak, wary, and afraid.

      Looking back at her new home, she hovered above the ground and looked out at the Deep Forest that surrounded the now massive tree. Her tree would be her home, her safety.

      But now she had to help her kind. Flitting off toward the closest response to her call, she knew what she had to do.

      The dryads had new homes. She had to lead them to the new elyan species. Just the thought of connecting the magically sensitive dryad with the magically imbued trees gave Elyania a surge of hope and purpose she had never experienced.

      Elyania flitted away from Elmnas, the tree, and flashed past the elf Elmnas, as he returned to his family. Her tinkling laugh reverberated through the forest, infusing it with new life wherever she passed. .
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