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Birth

	 

	I sensed the wind rustling the leaves high above. The long, slow life cycle of the tree filled my consciousness. Only sometimes did my mind pull free and become aware that I was something separate from the huge oak tree. This was a recent development and never lasted long. 

	How long had I lain curled in here? How many cycles of the seasons? The rings around me said many. Hundreds. How much longer would I remain here? 

	Through the roots and the soil, I could feel the other trees, stretching out across the forest. Occasionally, I sensed other creatures, too. Smaller than the trees and less tied to the ground, they moved about pursuing their own objectives. Sometimes, those goals were in harmony with the trees, sometimes not. Two of them stood at the base of my oak, now. Odd creatures that walked on two legs. I ignored them, letting my mind drift back in tune with the tree.

	Pain, cutting off the flow of life along one side of the oak, roused me. The slicing agony repeated again and again. What caused it? I remembered nothing like this. Even tapping into the tree’s vast memory only told me that it was most like losing a limb in a storm. This pain wasn’t sudden and sharp like that. This was gnawing and continuous--and much too close to the life-giving roots. 

	For the first time in my memory, my emotions were at odds with the tree. Its methodical response, sending extra tannins to the site to make the wood unpalatable, drove me frantic. Too slow, much too slow. At the rate of damage, we would be destroyed before that could have the slightest effect. Blood roared in my ears. My panic threatened to sever me from the tree’s consciousness.

	A dizzying jolt as memories and thoughts not my own flooded my mind. It was as if the tree were trying to force centuries of knowledge into me all at once. Too much. Blackness overwhelmed me.

	When I woke again, the silence of the wood around me told me that the tree was dead, cut off from its roots. It would take a little longer for me, but I would surely die too locked in this wooden womb without the nourishment of the tree. I curled a little tighter in on myself, not that I had much room to move, and tried to will my awareness back into the near-sleep I had known so long. It would be comforting now, but it wouldn’t come.

	The rasping sound, steady, rhythmical, lulled me for a time. Pain woke me from my doze. Sharper, clearer than before, because this was my pain. I pulled my foot back from the fiery sensation as far as my wooden prison would permit, but the wound continued to sting and throb.

	The grating noise ceased, replaced by other meaningless and unfamiliar sounds.

	~~~

	Tren’s push stroke shuddered to a halt as Beld, on the other end of the two-man saw, stopped pulling. 

	“Hey, what didja stop for, Beld?” Tren asked.

	Beld stared at the place where the saw had just cleared the fallen tree on his side. “Didja cut yourself, Tren?” 

	“’Course not. Why?”

	“’Cause there’s blood on the saw.” There was a tremor in Beld’s voice.

	Tren pulled his hands away from the saw. “What? Can’t be.”

	“Look for yourself.”

	Tren came around the sawed-off oak trunk they were cutting, just at the base of the large burl, and looked where Beld pointed. He stared in horror at the place where blood dripped from the teeth. Unmistakable, thick, red, blood. “’S blood all right. Where’d it come from?” Tren’s voice was flat with shock.

	“Dunno,” Beld said. He looked up at the darkening sky and back at the log. “’S gettin’ late. Likely to rain tonight, too. I’m for a pint and then home.”

	“Must be a simple explanation for it, Beld. We’ve got maybe another hour o’ light,” Tren said without conviction.

	“Don’t care for uncanny things in the twilight. It’ll look better in full day.”

	“Aye. Likely you’re right.”

	Beld picked up the axe that was propped up against the tree behind him and sank it into the felled tree with a resounding thunk.

	“Hey! Careful,” Tren said. “That burlwood’s goin’ to sell for enough to keep us through the winter, remember?”

	“Ah, right.” Beld pulled the axe back out, setting it in their small handcart instead. “Should take it in from the rain, anyhow.”

	~~~

	Thunk! The noise, so close to my face, startled me. There was a stinging on my cheek now to match the searing pain in my foot. The sharp, shiny object withdrew, letting in a new sensation. Cold touched my cheeks and my nose and made the fresh wound tingle. It carried a scent of wood, trees, and life. Air. I felt the life of it spreading like sap through my veins. I pressed my mouth to the small hole and tried to draw in more.

	It wasn’t enough. The flare of consciousness awakened by the pain and then the small breath of air was fading. I would die if I didn’t get out into the air. My fingers found a crack snaking down from the chink that let in that tiny breath. With all my strength I pushed against that fissure. The effort used what little air I could get through the gap. I gasped for more, struggling to stay awake against the loss of oxygen. To pass out now would mean my death. The crack widened fractionally and the influx of cold air revived me. I couldn’t come this close to survival and fail now. I pushed with the strength of desperation until the fracture widened and split, spilling me out onto the ground.

	Free! I was free. I stood up, balancing precariously on two shaky legs unaccustomed to bearing my weight and looked around. My breath quickened and my heart fluttered in my chest. I had never felt so alone and so exposed. Outside was so huge and so empty after my tiny, secure haven. Yet the world was filled with new sights, smells, and sounds. 

	My vision was filled with tall straight trees and spreading trees, as well as shorter plants filling the space between them. The cold air smelled of damp leaves and earth. These things were familiar, though it was odd to perceive them from the outside. The colors in a dozen shades of green as well as oranges, yellows, browns, and reds were strange and new. In addition to the well-known sighing of the wind through the leaves, I heard skittering in the fallen leaves and underbrush and twittering in the trees. 

	Too many things all at once. The tree’s memories held some of them, but they were a jumble to me, more confusion than help. I was awed and overwhelmed by all of it, unable to take it all in and make sense of it. I curled in upon myself, assuming the same position I had lain in for centuries under the scant shelter of my broken burl. I covered my face with a spread hand, and tried to shut it all out, shivering as the cold rain fell around me, turning my loamy bed to mud.

	~~~

	Beld stopped short, making a warding sign with his hand, as they came back into the clearing. “What . . . ?”

	Tren stepped around him to see the naked girl lying underneath the burl they had been working on. Her skin was almost blue from the cold. He pulled off his heavy flannel shirt and draped it around her against the chill morning. 

	The girl looked up with wide, innocent eyes when he stood over her, then clutched the warmth of the shirt around her.

	“Where’d you come from?” Tren asked the girl in a gentle voice. 

	She just stared back, face blank, giving no sign that she had understood or even heard him.

	“Slow? Or got her wits scared out of her?” Beld asked.

	“Dunno. Poor thing looks half-starved as well as half frozen.” 

	“What should we do with her?  Take her to the squire? He’s supposed to look after foundlings, isn’t he?”

	Tren studied the girl for a moment. She was an odd looking thing from what he could tell under the layer of mud that coated her, more childlike than her apparent years. Vulnerable. He turned his head to look at the burl which had unaccountably split open overnight.  There was a small hollow in the center of it, just about big enough for a girl her size.  A streak of dried blood crossed one end of the burl and blood caked the outside of girl’s left foot. 

	“Mayhap not this foundling,” Tren said, adding up the evidence. At length he grunted. “Mara, first, leastwise. Can’t take her anywhere all muddy and half-naked. Mara’d flay me alive and roast what was left over the coals if I just dumped a helpless little thing like this with a man like the squire.”

	“Aye,” Beld said, sounding relieved. “That’d be best. A woman’ll know better what to do for her.”
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