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If Trees Could Dream
M. Frost

With the mountain peaks between him and the early morning sun, Dr. Ren Aoki
padded among the giant trees in near darkness. He loved how quiet his
footsteps were against the forest floor, how the morning was pierced by the
sound of birds—the conversations of tanagers interrupted by the sharp raps of
awoodpecker.

He studied his old friends, the Giant Sequoias, with now-educated eyes,
noting evidence of symbiosis or competition with other life in their ecosystem.
He knew there was more that he could not see, fungal networks deep in the root
systems, but he had chosen not to bring his pad or his probes.

Ren had come back to the biological reserve where he started his career to
celebrate the completion of his doctorate. After seven grueling years of
laboratory work, data analysis and manuscript preparation, even his vibrant
love for trees had faded.

I want to see trees as something more than data points again.

He hiked deeper into the biological reserve to places people normally were
not allowed, but he had received special permission to go based on his prior
work there as a forester. The yellow-green light filtered into the forest through
open spaces here and there. Ren was so enchanted by the way the light changed
the whole forest that he almost walked right past it.

His feet simply stopped moving. Ren looked around, confused.

For his dissertation work on how trees communicate, he had visited hundreds
of forests, studied thousands of trees—not just the ones on Earth.

This tree was small by any standards, smaller even than the understory trees,
the young white fir and black oak. It was completely dwarfed by the giants that
surrounded it like guardians.

He couldn’t imagine how, given the dense canopy above, but a beam of light
fell directly on it, staining the needles silver and the trunk a deep red.

Redder than the redwoods. Red like blood.

Then Ren blinked. Among the coniferous needles were bright green leaves
that he nearly was certain would prove deciduous. As he came closer, he
noticed how fragrant the tree was, distinct even among the gorgeous smells of
the forest.
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It has flowers too.

They were small and white, just a few and mostly high in the branches.

I think this is a brand new species. How is that possible?

For the first time that day, Ren regretted that he had not brought any of his
equipment. All he had was a small emergency communicator with his survival
gear.

He spent days with the tree, trying to memorize his observations about the
bark, the needles, the leaves, the flowers, what he could see of the root
structure.

The way light fell on it for over six hours a day when the rest of the forest
floor around it was in twilight.

He slept beneath the red branches. He often was restless at night but found
that with this tree, he dreamed of a window that looked out onto a canvas of
stars. He dreamed of other trees like himself—a small nursery of them in large
pots, digging roots into the captured soil of a distant homeworld.

Is that what this is? An alien tree brought to Earth?

For an introduced species to end up deep in a biological reserve went against
every rule on every planet Ren knew.

When he realized he could not stay any longer—the approval stipulated the
number of nights he could spend—Ren was torn.

If I report this as a possible introduced species, it will be moved at minimum,
perhaps destroyed.

In the days he had spent with the tree, he had made a startling discovery, one
that transcended what he thought was possible.

The little tree and its neighbors were tightly linked. The sequoias closest to it
were thriving in a way Ren never had seen. He had created symbiosis scores as
part of his dissertation work and the scale he found here was log-steps beyond
anything he ever had measured.

If this little tree is removed, some of the trees around it may die, they are so
tightly linked.

He took one last look at the tree and tried to fix the location in his mind. Then
he turned reluctantly to hike out.

* %k %

When he reached the station, Ren checked in with the ranger.

She introduced herself as Marissa. “How was your stay?”

“Good.” He replied, remembering how it had felt to let go of his stress as he
walked underneath the trees.

“Find anything interesting?” She asked.

Ren felt like he had made a discovery, but now he couldn’t remember it.

“Oh, probably.” He replied sheepishly. “Mostly I hiked or studied the trees.”

“I know what you mean.” She replied. “Sometimes after I’ve gone in for a
few days, I just forget everything I’m doing. It’s nice.”

He agreed that it was nice.
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* %k %

Ren had forgotten about the tree until he had a dream about it.

The dream felt hazy, like he was on drugs. He was walking down a corridor,
but then it felt like something was stinging him. Ren thought he was the tree—
a tree that had been bathed in light and love—only now the light was fading.

He kept feeling the pricks over and over. One particularly sharp stab woke
Ren up.

His hand actually hurt and he rubbed the palm. Then memory returned and
he was in shock.

How could I possibly have forgotten about that extraordinary tree?

Supported by his mysterious funders—a group simply called Cortex—Ren
had secured a faculty position. But because he carried two courses this term at
his funder’s behest, he had to wait weeks before he could return to the
biological reserve.

He didn’t know why he felt so anxious all the time, like there was something
he should be doing. One day during a lecture, he stopped talking for almost a
full minute before he came back to himself. At least half the students are remote
so I didn’t have to watch them snigger.

He made the trip to the reserve in record time. Once inside the sequoias, he
moved as fast as he could. This time, he had brought gear, a lot of it. The pack
weighed him down, but his anxiety fueled him forward, so he would hurry for a
time then come to a panting halt until he could catch his breath.

Ren found the tree more easily than he had anticipated—then he was
heartbroken.

It wasn’t dead, but it wasn’t good.

All the deciduous leaves—he now was certain that’s what they were—had
fallen to form a brown-gold heap around the trunk. Even the needles were
yellowed, some of them shed onto the pile of leaves.

The sequoias around the tree also had lost the spark he remembered. After
careful study, Ren realized that something strange was happening—the flow of
energy between them had been reversed.

The little tree was helping them. Now they are helping it.

When Ren put his hand against the trunk, he remembered the time when he
was a boy and his beloved great-grandfather had died. The pain of mourning
welled up in him again.

The tree is grieving. It lost something. Someone.

Trees aren’t human. He tried to tell himself. They can’t feel emotions the way we do.

Ren worried that the dream had made him anthropomorphize the tree, so he
tried to anchor himself in science.

He pulled out his pad and probes to try to find evidence of disease. There was
none.

He tested the soil nutrients, pH, moisture, everything. The metrics were
within the normal parameters expected for the reserve.

Remembering the sting on his hand, he looked everywhere for predatory
insects. He found nothing unusual.
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What was unusual was the light. The rays that used to touch the tree were
gone completely.

Ren stretched out on his back and examined the branches of the sequoias
above him and the tree. He spent an entire day doing that, studying the angle of
the sun. The next day, he strapped on his augmenters, took the laser chainsaw,
and ascended first one sequoia, then another. He pruned key branches, fixing
stabilizers to the trimmed wood to guide it down where it would land softly
away from the little tree.

As he worked, light began to pierce the canopy and touch the dull red
branches and the yellowing needles.

His allotted time was up. He looked at his pad with its data, then he looked at
the tree.

I’d like to remember this time. Ren pleaded.

* %k %

Marissa still ran the desk at the ranger station. “Did you have fun?” She asked him.

Ren glanced down at the pad. He had checked it before he left the forest to
discover that the data were gone. Not deleted. Simply vanished—as if the
readings never had been collected.

At least I haven’t forgotten the tree yet.

Assuming this really happened and it wasn’t just a dream.

“Has there been anything abnormal in the reserve since I was here last?” He
asked Marissa carefully.

“Abnormal?”

“Infestations, tree deaths, chemical use, anything?”

She shook her head, looking puzzled. “No, why? Did you see anything?”

“No.” Ren lied. “It’s just that I'm giving a new lecture on threats in biological
reserves this coming term and wondered if you might have some case examples.”

Marissa smiled gently. “This biological reserve is probably the most stable—
ecologically or otherwise—in our entire network. Not much happens here.”

Then she added. “Honestly, I think you’re the only scientist who has come
here in at least a decade.”

“Good to know.” Ren replied.

* %k %

Given his course load and demands from his funders to study a forest on one of
the inner colonies that had an unusually high symbiosis score—followed by a
late snowstorm in the reserve that shut the trails—Ren couldn’t get back to the
tree for nearly half a year.

For months after he had left, Ren continued to feel anxious. He would wake
feeling lost and bereft, like there was a light in the universe that had gone out.

Strangely, when the snow came to the reserve, Ren had beautiful dreams
where the silence around him and the blanket of white were a comfort. After
that, while Ren waited for the snow to melt, he felt the anxiety lessen.
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Spring was coming to the reserve and for the first time that year, Ren was
hopeful. Just in case, he brought the gear, but took his time hiking in, trying to
enjoy the sound of birds and the scent of the forest floor.

The forest always smells special in the spring.

The light in the grove was different now—more diffuse, but still yellow-
green. Ren was delighted to find early buds for the deciduous leaves on the tree.
The needles were lush, full, and silver-green.

Ren studied the trees and other plants around the tree and felt they might be
in balance now, energy flowing in both directions. Far up in the canopy of
giants, he could see new growth in many directions, but none into the space he
had cleared to let the light in.

He leaned back against the trunk of the tree to rest.

When an owl called sometime in the night, Ren woke. Through the opening in
the branches, he saw stars.

Which one is yours? He wondered, then returned to dreams of another man on
a distant world who also slept against a tree.
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