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The Wood and
the Wildfolk
There is a secret deep in a wood near a small city in
southeastern Michigan. The first thing you see when you
arrive at the Nature Conservancy is a small education
center with a gift shop looking out at a bird feeder area
alongside a pond. You can watch the birds outside or
watch the fish in an indoor aquarium for hours. Outside
there are walking paths with interesting signs identifying
plants and animals along the trail in the wooded area. A
small toolshed behind the education center holds all of
the necessary tools and things to maintain the Nature
Conservancy. Here is the secret: In addition to protecting
trees, birds, and animals, it is also a secure and
safeguarded place for magical creatures such as elves,
fairies, and dragons. To the outside world, it’s known as
the Nature Conservancy. To the folk who live there, it’s
the Wide Wild Wood.
Go to the conservancy at night, maybe for a stargazing party, and listen. You may hear faint music in the
air, the most beautiful music you’ve ever heard. What
you hear are the elves playing for dances at the fairy
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ring. Don’t listen too close for you will never hear such
music again. Legend tells us that elfish music can spoil
you for any other music. Don’t go looking for the fairy
circle because you will never find it. At most, you may
see multicolored fireflies dancing in the bushes. The
Wildfolk who live in the Wide Wild Wood are private,
preferring to stay hidden. And they like to keep their
secrets.

Melia, Guardian of
the Wood
Melia was a dryad, a tree spirit. She was tall and
slender, supple and strong, like her ash tree. Melia and
her tree lived in harmony with the rest of the forest,
unlike the standoffish walnut trees. Those trees hated
their neighbors, refusing to let any other tree grow close
to them. Melia remembered when her ash tree was a tiny
sapling and she was a carefree sprite no larger than a
fairy, dancing on its leaves and tickling bird bellies. As
her tree grew taller, she grew stronger and more
thoughtful.
The younger dryads were flighty, unable to keep
their minds on any one subject between dawn and dusk.
Most dryads weren't able to go far from their tree, but
Melia often wandered the whole wood and even went
into the Wide Wild Field. Melia was honored to be
chosen by the last guardian to replace him after he
became too old and tired and retreated into his oak tree
for a long sleep.
It was her joy and her responsibility to watch over
the Wood and the magical creatures, the Wildfolk, who
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lived there. She kept the Wood and the Wildfolk safe so
they were able to live in peace together.
Most of the Wildfolk were happy, easygoing folk,
but sometimes there were arguments between the elf
clans or between individual fairies. Melia did her best to
be fair and never favored one side over the other.
Helping the Wildfolk work out their own solutions
rather than forcing them to accept her decisions was the
best way she found to solve the disputes.
If a tree was ailing, she tried to find what was wrong
and helped to cure it. She knew all of the healing herbs
and plants in the Wood and made potions to cure a sick
or injured fairy or elf.
Her job was easy–except for the goblins. The goblins
were troublemakers with a different view of how the
Wide Wild Wood should look. They liked the
mushrooms, fungus, and stagnant pools of water. One of
their favorite pastimes was logging the streams that ran
through the Wood so the duckweed and water hyacinths
choked the water, making it muddy and smelly. The
goblins liked the mosquitoes, gnats, and the tiny “nosee-um” black flies that stung and bit. If the goblins had
their way, the poison ivy and bittersweet would climb all
of the trees and choke the life out of them.
Melia uprooted any toxic plant she found, clearing
the waterway to keep the stream running clear and
sweet. Melia also destroyed the fungus which grew on
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living trees and uprooted mushrooms that grew where
they shouldn’t.
However, undoing the goblin’s malicious work
wasn’t enough. Sometimes the elves had to drive the
goblins back to their underground homes. Melia and the
other Wildfolk banded together to fight them back and
send the goblins underground until the next time.
Since the goblins had been quiet for a long time,
Melia slowly relaxed her guard. But there was always a
next time. Always.
One day, while out walking in the Wood, Melia was
caught by surprise because she didn't pay much
attention to where she was stepping. She fell through a
layer of leaves on the ground into a deep hole. The leaves
and twigs on the forest floor were used to cover a trap.
The hole was deep enough that Melia landed on her
hands and knees with a loud thump. She wasn’t hurt,
but she was badly shaken. When she stood, the top of the
hole was several feet over her head. She looked up to see
goblins lined up along the rim of the hole, pointing at
her and laughing.
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“See what we made for you?” a goblin said. “That
will teach you to go around destroying our beautiful
mischief!”
After they tired of laughing at her, the goblins
dropped a mesh of tree limbs lashed together with vines
to cover the top of the hole. Now Melia was trapped.
Melia reached up on her tiptoes, trying to move the
grate out of the way. She wondered if she could climb
out of the hole. As soon as she touched the grate,
however, a shock knocked her off her feet. The goblins
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had used their magic to lock the grate so she couldn’t get
out.
“Please let me out!” she begged while the goblins
chortled with laughter.
The hole was deep, deeper than Melia was tall, but
not very wide, with just enough room to sit, and the
hard-packed sides of the hole prevented her from
climbing out. Taking a breath to calm herself, she
smelled something odd.
“What is that awful smell?” She asked herself before
realizing it was the smell of decayed leaves and rotten
wood, the smell of death and destruction. It was the
smell of goblin work.
At the top of the hole, the goblins taunted Melia.
“No sun. No trees. No life. Melia is going to die!”
taunted one goblin.
“Without the guardian, the Wide Wild Wood is
ours!” mocked another one.
“Mushrooms and fungus everywhere! Rotten tree
trunks all along the paths!”
“Stagnant swamps. Lots of smelly stagnant
swamps!”
While both frightened and angry, Melia realized this
was some new magic that wouldn’t let her out of the
hole while the goblins gathered for a new attack against
the Wood. Melia had to escape and warn the other
Wildfolk so they could all protect the Wood by driving
the goblins away. The Wildfolk might be able to push the
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goblins out of the Wood altogether, but she needed to get
out of this sunless hole first. Exploring the hole, hoping
for some way out, Melia thought about what she could
do to get out. Maybe she could carve footholds in the
walls and use a stick to push the grate aside? She felt all
along the walls and floor of the trap, looking for
anything that could help her. The walls were smooth and
hard with dead leaves littered along the bottom of the
hole where she had fallen, but there were not any sticks
she could use either as digging tools or as a way to push
the magic grate aside. Melia dug at the sides of the hole
with her hands until her fingertips bled, but the goblins
had done their work well.
She called out in desperation for help, but her cries
made the guardian goblins jeer louder at her. “Oh,
help,” the goblins called out in high squeaky voices.
“Won’t somebody help me?” In their normal voices they
said, “No help for you Melia. No way out.” They laughed
and laughed at her before leaving her alone in complete
silence.
Melia slumped down on the floor of the hole, trying
not to cry. She knew she wouldn’t be missed right away,
possibly even for days. She could die from lack of
sunlight and fresh air before anyone would look for her.
What would the Wood and the Wildfolk do without her?
In the distance, Melia heard the twittering of a bird
song so she tried to call out to the bird to see if it could
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bring the bird fairies to help her, but the bird was too far
away and couldn’t hear her cries.
Later that day, a goblin child peered through the
grate. She wanted to look at the famous guardian who
had given her people so much trouble. She was a young
goblin, and she admired Melia’s long, flowing green
hair.
“You have green hair,” the goblin child remarked.
“I don’t have any hair. I wish I had green hair like
yours.”
Melia looked up at the goblin child. “If you let me
out, I’ll cut off some of my hair to make a wig for you to
wear whenever you want green hair.”
“Oh, I couldn’t do that,” said the goblin child. “My
dad would be ever so angry at me. He might put me in a
deep dark hole.”
“You don’t have to do much,” said Melia. “Just hand
me a green branch or even a small twig. I’ll bet a big girl
like you can break a twig off from a tree. All you have to
do is drop it through the grate.”
“All you want is a twig?” asked the goblin child.
“Just one green and growing twig? That wasn’t dead or
anything?”
“Just a twig,” said Melia.
“Hair first, then twig,” said the goblin child. Melia
pulled a few long strands of her hair from her head. She
stood on her tiptoes to reach as high as she could to offer
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it to the goblin child. The child stretched, almost falling
into the hole herself, and snatched the hair.
“Now you have green hair,” said Melia. “Give me
my green twig.”
The goblin child shook her head while grinning an
evil goblin grin. “Nope.” And she ran off.
That night thunder and lightning split the sky as
rain showered the Wood, filling the bottom of the hole
with water. The rain dripped off Melia’s bedraggled
gown as her wet hair hung down in her face while cold
mud and dead leaves squished between her toes, freezing
her feet.
Now Melia was not only trapped, she was wet and
muddy and miserable. It didn’t take long before the
water churning the floor to mud gave Melia an idea. She
cupped her hands to fill them with water and splashed it
on the side of the hole over and over again until, in one
spot, the hard side of the hole became damp and muddy.
Melia splashed more and more water onto the side of the
hole, covering herself with mud, softening the wall.
Now that the wall was softer, she dug into the dirt
wall again. It still hurt her poor fingers, and all she
found were rocks at first so she dug higher along the
side of the hole where there might be fewer stones. She
wasn't able to make a foothold to climb out, but she
found some dead twigs buried behind the hard walls of
the trap.

12

Becca Price

As she dug away at the muddy sides of the trap, her
hand touched something unexpected. A root–a living
root–soft and tender. It was an ash tree root, and Melia
was an ash tree dryad. The root was just a thin tendril,
but it was enough. Where there are ash tree roots, you
will find ash trees. A grove of ash trees is one big
creature, each ash tree in the grove a part of every other
tree in the grove. Placing her hands around the root, she
thought green and growing thoughts as a soft green light
surrounded the root. The root began to grow, slowly at
first, but it grew. When it was strong enough, Melia
coaxed it to grow up, out of the side of the hole, to reach
for the sky. It took a lot of energy to make the root grow
into a sapling, but Melia encouraged the sapling to
continue growing. Because the trunk of the sapling was
thin and supple, but strong, its branches spread out in
every direction.
Soon it was night, and Melia knew she needed sleep
or she wouldn't be able to go on. She curled up in the
mud at the bottom of the hole, even though it was wet
and muddy and cold. While she slept, she gained
strength and hope from the green and growing ash roots
and thin sapling. In the morning, she urged the sapling
to grow even higher and higher.
Finally, the sapling was tall enough and strong
enough to push the grating away from the top of the
hole. The magic that held the grating in place sparked
and sputtered, but the green and growing branches
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caught the grating and pushed it out of the way. By the
end of the day, the sapling was tall enough and strong
enough that Melia scrambled up and out of the hole and
spread her arms wide in the sunlight while taking deep
breaths. Even though the air smelled of rot and decay
from the goblins’ work, it felt wonderful to be on the
surface again and out of the goblins’ trap.
The goblins! Melia knew that she had to warn the
Wildfolk in the Wood. They needed to push the goblins
back to their underground home. How long had it taken
her to get out of the hole? Were the goblins ready to
attack the Wood? Or had they already attacked the
Wildfolk?

