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It was the biggest tree Kaltra had seen in her entire life.


Of course, the half-elf had seen very few trees in the burning wastes of the desert, and even fewer in the crumbling city of Raam.  Those she had found were mostly warped and gnarled things that clung low to the ground, as if to escape the burning heat of the day and the deep freeze of night.  Those scrawny desert plants were more fit to be called bushes than trees.


This was a monolith.


Kaltra’s tree stretched up into the golden glare of the sky.  Dark, man-sized fronds spiralled out from the top of the trunk, and these were large enough to eclipse the light of the sun, casting long, deep shadows across the sandgrass.


The strangest feature of the tree, however, was the series of short stem-like branches that emerged in a ring along the top of the trunk, just beneath the fronds.  Kaltra imagined that these were seed pods of some kind, and that once a year they burst into beautiful flowers that scattered across the desert.  The image filled her with a warm feeling of life: she knew a little about agriculture, and understood that this was how many plants perpetuated themselves.


This grand tree was the most beautiful thing Kaltra had ever laid her eyes upon.  The endless green-and-gold waves of the Raamin jute fields paled in comparison.  She had heard legends of the Forest Ridge and Gulg’s Crescent Forest, but she doubted that either of those held anything to match her tree.


Kaltra cared little where the tree came from.  She was content just to sit and rest beneath it.  Her trip across the desert had been extremely exhausting, and she had finished her water supply yesterday.  It was only dumb luck today when she stumbled across a dune, half-dead with thirst, and spotted the tree.  Her remaining energy was expended in a final mad dash toward this obvious mirage.  Fortunately, the dying Kaltra found a small spring bubbling up from beneath a nearby rocky ridge.  The water was warm, but it staved off death for another day.


Beautiful tree.  Life-giving tree.


Kaltra knew that she was attributing unfair qualities to the tree, perhaps because of its involvement in saving her life, and just as likely because she was going mad from the sun.  None of that mattered.  Kaltra was alive.  That was what mattered.


And the tree would guard her while she rested.


Kaltra closed her tired eyes and dreamed of the world when it was young, when it was covered entirely with trees of equal size and beauty to this one...





She opened her eyes and found herself staring up the smooth length of the tree trunk.  She had indeed dreamed of trees.  Quite an amazing dream.


In her dream, Kaltra’s tree grew before her very eyes.  It stretched into the sky, and as it grew flowers of many colours sprouted from the ring of branches near the crowing fronds.  Slowly but surely, the tiny buds of new trees poked above the surrounding grassy dunes.  These too began to grow, and the process was gradually repeated.  Soon the sandy dunes were no more, and the world was covered with trees from horizon to horizon.


The world in Kaltra’s dream was not only for trees.  It was also filled with animals of all descriptions, powerful predators and more harmless creatures.  Oases were common in the dream-forest, and some were so large that they dizzied the mind with their endless expanses of dazzling blue.


Kaltra knew that there would be people in the dream-forest too.  She only saw animals and plants, but there was no reason the forest could not be shared by men and women, elves, dwarves, halflings, and the many New Races too.  In fact, Kaltra was sure that such an existence would seem like paradise when compared to the drudgery and poverty of life in the city-states.


“Was it real?” Kaltra whispered, moments after waking.  “A world without desert? A world of plants?”


She had no misconceptions about what she was doing.  She was talking to her tree.


It did not answer.  It just loomed silently in the sky, continuing to bathe the half-elf in cool shade.


Kaltra stood, casually brushing sand from her clothes and hair whilst she regarded the tree.  It was no less beautiful after a night of sleep and a quenched thirst.  No flowers bloomed from the ring of branches, but the half-elf still believed that they might, one day.


“If you wanted a friend, tree, you’ve got one,” Kaltra smiled.  Then, with a shrug, she added, “It’s not like I’ve got anywhere better to be.”


And you do have your own private well, she added silently, skipping around the side of the tree and down the ridge to the spring.  The water bubbled up through a cleft between the rocks, and it was deep enough to be protected from most of the blowing desert sands.


Kaltra removed her leather vest, then stripped off the rest of her clothes and began to clean them in the pool.  She had wandered through the wastes for over a week without seeing another intelligent being, and was hardly afraid of being caught exposed.


When she was content with her shirt and pants she laid them beside her leather vest to dry.  It was more difficult to clean herself, as she had to scoop water from the spring with one arm whilst bracing herself with another.  Before she even began to chase away the grunge and filth of her week-long desert journey, the half-elf’s pointed ears picked up the sound of a deep voice rolling across the dunes.


“Kag sick of walking in desert.  Kag want to rest.”


“Kag had better keep walking,” said a second voice.  It was softer than the first, but had more edge to it, as well as a slight nasal quality.  “Or Kag will find himself alone in the wastes, less one bag of silver.”


“Jag give Kag silver or Kag break Jag’s legs.”


Kaltra froze, and the tiny hairs on the back of her neck bristled up like spines.  The deeper voice, Kag, belonged unmistakeably to a half-giant.  Those massive creatures were employed almost exclusively as royal guards, or as bodyguards for royal emmisaries and servants.  They were twice the height and five times the mass of an average human, and most could snap a man in half with one hand.


“If you make me tell you my name one more time then I’ll turn you into a dwarf, you buffoon!”


The second voice was human: it was too high-pitched for an elf or dwarf, and too deep to be a halfling.


Kaltra wasted no time in drying herself.  She snatched up her clothes and began to pull them onto her body at a panicked speed.  They stuck to her wet skin like ock’n slime, and left her feeling no less vulnerable before these strangers.


“What’s that Jag?” came the deep boom of the half-giant.  They seemed to be coming ever closer to the tree.


“Don’t call me Jag, you t’chowb reject, or -“ Jag’s voice cut off suddenly.


They had seen the tree.


“What’s that Jag?” the half-giant repeated.  “A tower?”


Kaltra pressed herself into the most compact kneeling position possible and pressed her back against the rocky ridge.  The strangers were approaching! They could be slavers, templars, raiders, rapists, or murderers, and she was alone and defenseless.


Mostly defenseless.  The half-elf’s hand went to the simple shiv she concealed in her pants pocket.  She had carved it from an old bone, using it to hunt prey during her sojourn across the desert.  It would do little damage to a half-giant, but might provide some intimidation value.


“It’s a tree, isn’t it Jag?” Kag asked hesitantly.  If his deep bass voice was any indication of his proximity, then Kag was now standing directly on the opposite side of the tree.


“Very good, Kag,” Jag said dryly.  “You were wasted in the Tyrian arena.  You should have attended psionics school instead.”


“Thanks Jag.”


“But this is no ordinary tree,” the unseen human pondered.  “It dwarfs those found in the Crescent Forest, and probably those in the Ringing Mountains as well.  I have personally looked upon the orange orchards of Balic, the gardens of the Lion-King Hamanu, and, of course, the faro fields of our own city.  Never have I seen a tree to match this one.  The power contained in such a plant...I can feel it contaminating the very air around us!”


“You like the tree then, Jag.”


“Like it, my over-whelmingly repugnant ally.  I love it! With the power contained in this tree, I could rule Tyr.”


Power? Kaltra thought to herself.


Suddenly it made sense.  The dream she had last night had not been her own.  It must have been a vision of sorts, sent to her by the tree.  From the moment she first saw its fronds soaring above the surrounding dunes, she had known it was special.  Her dream confirmed that.  Now, this Jag character was apparently sensing that very same power.


Kaltra discovered herself growing jealous.  This was her tree.  She found it first, and now Jag and his pet half-giant were going to take it from her.


The half-elf did not need to see this Jag’s face to know she would not like him.  His tone and his words told all.  He did not have the tree’s best interests in mind.  He wanted to exploit it for his own ends.  She was sure the tree would agree, if it could express an opinion.


“I need to run some tests, Kag,” came Jag’s irritable voice.  “If you’d prefer to still be alive when I finish, I’d advise you to give me some distance.”


“What you testing for?” Kag asked, and Kaltra could hear him backing up.


“Magic,” hissed Jag, in the same fashion that an alcoholic might cry the word ‘wine’.


Kaltra pressed herself into a ball.  She had no idea what would happen next.


“Trees aren’t magical,” the half-giant grunted.


Suddenly a crackling sound filled Kaltra’s ears, and the small hairs on her arms began to stand up.  The air seemed to be charged with electricity, and her stomach lurched and churned violently.  Kaltra panicked.  She wanted to run, but found herself doubled-over with pain, unable to stand up.


Magic! Jag was a wizard!


For a moment, Kaltra thought that she had been discovered, and that the mage’s spell was directed at her.  She waited helplessly through ther agony, convinced that her body would be blown apart at any moment.  When the pain receeded, the world spun about crazily and her stomach felt hollow and empty.


Kaltra examined herself, and found no visible injury.  She looked about her nauseating surroundings to see what had changed.


The heaped yellow dunes still glittered in the morning sun, which hung fat and red over the eastern horizon.  The sky around it burned golden with flaring light, graduating to a light cerulean colour in the western sky.  Beneath her, the bubbling waters of the spring still rested in its tight rocky cradle.


Everything seemed fine.


Then Kaltra looked up at her tree, and saw that it was dying.


The trunk itself seemed alright, although the golden-brown colour of the bark had faded in some areas and darkened in others.  The crown of branches was also unharmed.  The fronds however, were black and crumbling, drooped down against the side of the trunk.  Without its crown, the tree seemed diminished and bald, naked against the harsh climate of the desert.


Kaltra could feel its humiliation, and its pain.  This Jag had raped her tree.


This Jag would pay.


Slowly, the half-elf came to understand what had happened.  She had never before had contact with wizards, and had heard little arcane lore during her early years in Urik.  Still, it was common knowledge that the wizards were responsible for the destruction of Athas’ environment.  Magic required an energy source before it could be used.  The most potent source of energy a wizard could tap was the living energy inherent in all plants and animals.  Such was the nature of magic that something had to die before a spell could be quickened.  This was called defiler sorcery.


Jag had used Kaltra’s tree to power his defiler sorcery.  That was why she had felt the twinge in her stomach while he cast his spell: he had drained most of the energy from the tree, but had accidentally robbed the half-elf of some of hers as well.


Something in the young woman snapped.  She was sick of cowering behind her rock.


Kaltra whipped the shiv from her pocket and leaped up over the ridge.  A gray-robed figure in a turban stood before the tree, arms splayed to each side and a grin of ecstasy on his face.  Small lances of green lightning crackled across his wrists and fingertips: the legacy of energy drained from Kaltra and her tree.


Behind him, a massive tanned figure loomed against a backdrop of sand dunes.  Kag was big even for a half-giant, and Kaltra thanked herself that the breech-clothed monster had backed out of fighting range before she jumped the ridge.  His arms were as thick as a mul’s torso, and one swing of those mallet-like fists would kill her.


Kaltra interposed herself between the defiler and the tree, and shoved her shiv into his surprised face.  Jag stumbled back a step, and Kaltra changed the grip of her shiv-hand to a more defensive position.


Suddenly, she had no idea why she had shown herself.  She had little hope of dissuading a defiler and a half-giant from their goals, and was hardly prepared to sacrifice her own life for that of a plant.


She had no other choice now.  If she backed down, they would kill her.


“Keep away from this tree, defiler,” she said in her most brazen voice, ignoring the shaking of her legs.  “It is not for you to destroy.”


Kag frowned and started to come forward.  “Where she come from?”


The defiler’s face was a study in selfishness.  His eyes were cruel and calculating, his lips thin and emotionless.  His visage was cold, and it became even more horrifying to Kaltra as the tight-lipped mouth twisted up into a grin.


“She’s a druid, Kag,” the gray-robe said calmly.  “This tree is under her protection.”


Kaltra was not going to tell him he was wrong.


“If we want it,” he continued, “we shall have to kill her for it.”


Kaltra scowled, although she felt no confidence whatsoever.  “I wouldn’t do that if I was you, Jag.”


Jag’s smile dropped off his face, and he stared at Kaltra for a few dumb moments with an expression of total incredulousness.  His hands clenched to fists at his side, and they began to shake, green lightning still playing across the knuckles.


Kaltra had the rising suspicion that she was dealing with a complete madman.


Suddenly, Jag’s face exploded in a red storm of rage.  His eyes bulged, his teeth ground together, and he screamed, “Do not call me Jag! I am Jagralatrix the Intensifier, greatest wizard of the Free City of Tyr! You will surrender to me! You will surrender, or you will die with your tree!”


Before Kaltra could react, the defiler’s fist shot out.  It opened with a snap, and released a stream of green energy that struck Kaltra in her chest and seemed to tear her inside-out.  The world span out from under her, and her body flashed with unbelievable agony as the force of the blow sent her skittering across the sand and rocks.


“King’s blood!” the half-giant exclaimed.  “Don’t kill her Jag.  She just a scrawny girl!”


Jag spun on the half-giant, gray robes swirling in a storm of flying sand.  “Don’t make me hurt you too!” he snarled.


Kaltra thought she might be dead.  It felt as if her chest had been burned away, cooking the ribs and organs beneath.  Her body was lying at such an awkward angle that it took her a few moments to get reacquainted with her arms and legs.


I’m not dead, the half-elf decided.  But I’m not going to live through this fight.


Through one opened eye Kaltra saw Jagralatrix standing over her.  The fiend’s grin was as wide and savage as the Tableland deserts.  “Not much of a druid,” he grunted.  “You act more like an escaped slave.  When I’ve finished sucking the life from your precious pot-plant, I’ll be sure to give you a fitting burial in the ashes.”


“Jag no kill girl!” Kag shouted.  The half-giant was right beside the defiler, snarling in his face.  “She no stop us from taking tree now.  You no need to kill her.”


Jagralatrix turned from Kaltra’s broken body to glare at his huge ally.  “You seem to be lost on one of the most basic concepts of the employer-retainer relationship, Kag.”  He clenched a bony fist for emphasis.  “The employer gives the orders, the retainer carries them out.  I will kill this girl for the very simple reason that I want to.  You will watch and smile, and no doubt forget about it immediately after your next bulk-serving of mekillot rump.”


The defiler returned his eerie gaze to Kaltra.  He smiled with utter condescension, and stretched one hand out parallel with the tree.  Kaltra dimly percieved what he planned: he would kill her with spell energy drawn from her very own protectorate.


“It’s so difficult to find good help these days,” he whispered.  “If you ask me, when they made half-giants, they used far too much ‘half’ and not nearly enough ‘giant’.”


Then there was a loud crack, as Kag back-handed the defiler.


“Leave girl alone!” he roared.


This was Kaltra’s chance to escape.  She flattened her hands on the blood-stained sand and tried to push herself to her knees, but did not have the strength.  The effort only increased her blood loss, so she stopped.  The crimson-stain beneath her body was getting frighteningly large, and she had no intention of speeding her death while the tree still required protection.


Jagralatrix was picking himself up from a nearby dune.  Blood trickled from his bony forehead, but he still glared at the half-giant with vengeance.  “You’re going to regret that!” he snarled.


Kaltra was faced with Kag’s enormous, muscular back as the half-giant faced off against the defiler.  “You bad man, Jag,” he said slowly.  “Kag no realise it before, but you very, very bad.”


Jagralatrix said nothing.  In one smooth motion his hand swept through his robes, launching a hidden dagger at the half-giant.  The obsidian blade buried itself up to the hilt in his chunky thigh.


Kag plucked the tiny thing out.  “Why you no use spell, Jag?” he frowned.


“I refuse to waste spells on you,” Jag said evenly.  “Poison is much more economic.”


Kag fell face-first into the sand, with a hard thump and a billowing cloud of pearly dust.


“And my name is not Jag.”


The grey robe turned from the half-giant to regard Kaltra.  He pressed his palms together and steepled his fingers, as if imagining a fate for his captive.  Then he began a slow stride toward the spot where she lay.


“Now for you, my little druid.”


The tree will save me.


As Kaltra’s life-blood flowed freely from her chest, the world grew ragged and dark around the edges.  Her breath was coming in short, painful gasps, and her entire body was freezing cold despite the burning dark sun which hung overhead.  She was helpless before this enemy, and she would die even if left alone.


“It was quite a nice surprise when I found your tree in the middle of the sandy wastes.  As I’m sure you’ve already ascertained, I am a defiler.  Not very popular with the people, but the incredible mystical power is more than adequate compensation.”


The tree will save me.


The voice repeated in Kaltra’s head, drowning out the nasal whine of the evil defiler.  Her first thought was that she must be hallucinating from blood loss.  Then she remembered - Jag thought she was a druid.


“The one problem I do have is with energy sources.  There’s not a lot of foliage out in the desert, and since Kalak died it’s not safe for a soul to defile in the boundaries of Tyr’s walls.”


Kaltra was no druid.  Not yet, at least.  But the tree had contacted her in her sleep.  Of that she was sure.  If the tree had contacted her, perhaps she could contact the tree.


Kaltra jammed one aching arm beneath her shirt, pressing her hand over the wound.  Blood flowed like hot, sticky syrup through her fingers.  Silently, but with every mote of her being, Kaltra pleaded to the tree to heal her.


Save me! Please!


“So of course, you can understand why this tree would prove just as valuable to me as it ever did to you.  Druid magic and defiler magic are not so different, really.  In your hands, the tree provides benificial magic and shelter to animals for the natural span of its life.  In my hands, the lifespan is shortened, but the benefits are increased exponentially.”


Jagralatrix now stood directly over Kaltra, leering at her with slit-eyes and a lipless grin.  She ignored him.  The half-elf was focused entirely on the wound burning beneath her fingers, and her silent call to the tree.


Save me please! Please!


“You don’t need a defiler to explain the natural order to you, though, do you? Of all people, a druid knows the simple rule that the fittest survive to inherit the world.  Nature magic may have been fine in a world of trees, but in this desert world it doesn’t quite cut it.”


Jagralatrix spread his arms to the wind, palms facing the tree.  Kaltra saw green strands of wispy energy as they emerged from the fronds and suffused with those palms.  The magic collected there and danced like emerald lightning, before travelling up the defiler’s arms to blaze in orbit about his body.


Save me!


The tree did not answer, or it did not hear her.


Kaltra was no druid.  She had no hope of stopping a power-crazed defiler.


“Natural selection is against you,” Jagralatrix howled, and Kaltra saw that the energy danced behind his eyes as well.  “You and your tree! You are inconsequential before me! Less than that! You shall both fall to intensify the power of Jagralatrix!”


The last of the fronds crumbled away, and the stream of green energy became a river flowing from the trunk.  The bark darkened further as life-force was greedily drained to fuel the defiler’s anger.


Kaltra screamed, and prepared for inevitable death.


A series of loud pops sounded from the ring of branches near the top of the tree, followed by a soft hissing noise that did not stop.  Kaltra looked up to see a boiling cloud of strange spores billowing from the woody protruberances.  They swirled about the tree in a mad storm, although they seemed to be attracted more to the stream of energy that Jagralatrix absorbed into his body.  As seconds passed and the spell began to quicken, hundreds of the spores were caught in the stream.  They followed it to the source - the defiler’s body - and then they stuck fast.


The emerald flow of energy was suddenly cut short.  The hissing spores ceased to emit from the tree.


Jagralatrix screamed.


The defiler was a horror to look upon.  He was covered head-to-toe in tiny black spores, and they appeared to be eating him at a rapid speed.  Already his robes were dissolving, falling about him in tatters, and spatters of blood pooled on the sand between his legs.  His body seemed to be shrinking, withering up before the half-elf’s very eyes.  He reached out an arm toward Kaltra’s prone form and screamed an inarticulate sound of pain and fear.  The arm broke away, fell to the sand before Kaltra, and still kept dissolving as the spores continued their hungry feast.  His legs broke away from beneath him next, and the defiler’s torso was already so dessicated that it burst apart as it hit the ground.


Kaltra stared in disbelief.  Moments ago, the defiler had been about to kill her and her tree.  Now his remains were barely distinguishable from the surrounding sand.


A sudden warmth filled Kaltra’s bosom.  She had prevailed! Or, at least, the tree had prevailed.


She turned to look at it.  The fronds were gone, and the trunk was darker, but it seemed just as tall and strong as it had been before the defiler’s attack.


It seemed the tree would be fine.


“Good for you,” Kaltra croaked.  “At least one of us is going to live through the day.”


The half-elf’s hand went shakily to her vicious chest wound, and her jaw dropped in total awe.


She was healed.  Completely.





The druid most enjoyed teaching her student while they relaxed upon Kag’s Mound.  From there, they could look upon the trees which they had sworn to protect.


There were two trees now.  The first was under the druid’s protecton, and she believed it was the first of its kind. Its fronds had grown back, and they were even longer and stronger than before.  Multi-coloured desert flowers bloomed around a deceptively innocent-looking ring of branches, just beneath these fronds.


The second tree grew from a spot within a stone’s pitch of the first, on ground fertilised by magic and blood.  The flowers had yet to bloom, but the ring of branches was there, and the shower of fronds above them were simply breath-taking.  The second tree was under the student’s protection, because the druid trusted her, and because the student believed the druid’s cause was just.


The druid wanted only to protect the trees long enough for them to spread their seed.  She knew that they were unique in the deserts of Athas, and she also knew that the world would benefit from their continued survival and prosperity.


The trees were special.  Almost as valuable as hope itself.  Only the druid and her student knew their secret.


The trees could fight back against the defilers.


“And if we can preserve them,” the druid said to her student, “then Athas might finally stand a chance.”
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