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[bookmark: Chap_72]Dragon Tide

[bookmark: p3541]The promise of morning was brushing the sea as Stregalaar stirred, the down of his forewing barely tickling his outer eyelids, the light barely touching his consciousness.

[bookmark: p3542]A breeze was up but fitful, not yet fully streaming in from the ocean, still burdened with upland-scent from the river coursing into the sea nearly below his branch. Later would come the salty-freshness as both tide and breeze turned and then he would know if his day was spent best scavenging in the hills or fishing along the curling beach-froth. 

[bookmark: p3543]His usual foraging choice was along the waves, although some days, especially if he woke early like today, he'd have a wanderlust and find his wings set for hills and heights, allowing the sea breeze to waft him as high as the clouds. Those days he'd sight a distant grove and glide there, or perhaps to the one beyond that or the one beyond that.

[bookmark: p3544]Again came the awareness of some tiny movement, some minute shifting of weight or a motion he had not made, as when a sharp wind might tug at wings on high.

[bookmark: p3545]He opened his eyes more fully then, his neck and head still, wings yet locked, the down fringing his vision momentarily.

[bookmark: p3546]Something—not the light on the horizon and not the breeze—had woken him. He listened; it wasn't the usual wind warning that the groves of green-kin might rattle to each other across the fields and ravines, though it held a faint tinge of that, and it was of the green-kin.

[bookmark: p3547]On the rumpled breeze now came the smell of ground creature fear. Not enough to excite the muscles that made his jaw twitch, not enough to make him turn to find the source. A distant mutter from the tallest tree on the hill-crest suggested that one of the other wing-folk also sensed something, but in the breeze was no message other than unease. Perhaps that tree, already lit with full greening light, was already starting its peculiar morning evictions. Not all trees were so populated that they needed to chase their dragons away to preserve pod and leaf.

[bookmark: p3548]His own home-tree, the Laar, was still in green slumber, and there was no current need for morning evictions—if ever there had been!—for Stregalaar was the only regular resident now that his ancient cousins had flown their final trip into the oceanic mists. Some days—most often at morning tide and sunset—he yearned for company and wished one of the ground-browsing grove youngsters might stay and use his juvenile bedding now that he'd taken up the top nest, as was his right and duty as Tree-Master. 

[bookmark: p3549]True, he was young for it, and true, he was inexperienced in the finer points of tree-keeping. His cousins had done the bulk of the guarding once he'd moved from the grove-flock, protecting him to some extent, until that frost ridden day when Levanlaar's flight became hesitant. She and Hargalaar had gathered in with him, inviting him to add a stick to the top nest and make it his own, and then flown from their ancestral grove and nest tree toward open ocean and the Island of Constant Summer, never to return. 

[bookmark: p3550]His time so far as Tree-Master had been eventful only in that he was still discovering his world and himself: the Laar-tree had already done much to establish itself, after all, being the only remaining green-kin on this cliff-top outcrop . The rest of the extended grove was on higher, richer, and more level land where they stood in close formation, inviting root-grubbing rodents, wandering pod-thieves, and all manner of lesser pests. There had been other green-kin here on the outcrop, he'd been told, but they had been uprooted by storms. Perhaps they had not the knack of drinking from the brackish waters and giving back sweet-water fruit to their dragons, and so had fallen to root-grubbers, maybe they were merely that much older and unable to root deep because of rock-rubble. Surely Laar was fruit of another tree, after all.

[bookmark: p3551]Overhead the patterned night-guides gave way to a finer blue-green and the horizon's glow flared with his morning's first sight of the day-guide. From his vantage he could see wave crests where tide met estuary, and now the telltale signs of fins!

[bookmark: p3552]With no repetition of the strangeness that woke him, and with the invitation of a quick breakfast before him, Stregalaar stretched, and then whistled the Tree-Master whistle.

[bookmark: p3553]No, no response. He rarely had visitors, and usually knew as soon as another dragon landed, even if he was asleep, for his tree was as vigilant as he was. Still, one whistled and listened.

[bookmark: p3554]After a few moments he heard other Tree-folk responding from the grove; as if his call was the first of the day. 

[bookmark: p3555]Duty done, he climbed to the rim, and fell toward the sea. On his way down he saw the telltale ultra-green of new leaf cradling a pod. 

[bookmark: p3556]Wings opening as he sped toward the foam, he tucked the promise of an extra delight in memory and dropped his hunting eyelids into place.

[bookmark: p3557]* * *

[bookmark: p3558]His approach was that of a simple skim-and-snatch. He'd settled on the shadows of three fish swimming together at the surface as a target. As he closed one of them would be more exposed and he felt the claws begin their tension—but no!

[bookmark: p3559]The light reaching him was obscured quickly once and twice and he found two other dragons diving, come from high above, choosing the same fish, sweeping toward him. These were no random beach interlopers but grove members several seasons his senior, now Tree-Masters of the tallest tree in the grove. He thought to out speed them but they hunted together: Klenveer hunting the fish, Trunveer intent on shouldering him aside. 

[bookmark: p3560]He tightened wings, not turning away but diving yet quicker, loath to give up the smooth form gliding below. Still, Trunveer came on, now giving out a keening hunting call meant to declare the target as caught-and-held.

[bookmark: p3561]This was where he was weak; with no hunting-mate for his nest and that season yet approaching, the older wings could control the beach run all morning if they desired. 

[bookmark: p3562]With Trunveer's weight and wings pressing him from sunside Stregalaar let the target slide by, but felt the excitement rising in him as he turned to follow.

[bookmark: p3563]"Away, ours!" Trunveer's declaration was a brittle screech.

[bookmark: p3564]"My track!" he insisted into the winds, and pivoted against the prevailing breeze in time to see Klenveer miss what should have been a clean-strike. The grove-wings were unpracticed, sometimes going days without turning to the sea. Why should they interfere when they had as much rodent meat as they could use at root edge on any day?

[bookmark: p3565]Klenveer's shriek was clear insult, blaming Stregalaar for his own fumbled approach.

[bookmark: p3566]The fish were gone now: the shadows of multiple dragons was enough to drive them down and out. 

[bookmark: p3567]Still, this was the time for fish and he would fish.

[bookmark: p3568]Stregalaar's turn toward the sea was met by the rising Klenveer; and now Stregalaar felt the tension build again in the claws. This interference was—

[bookmark: p3569]"Child-wing, stay away!"

[bookmark: p3570]Trunveer closed, but now she scolded both of them, "Fish and eat, fight later if you must."

[bookmark: p3571]Klenveer rose, fishless, squawking complaints, going so far as to spit and and show talon with each wing-beat. 

[bookmark: p3572]"I'll take you down, child-wing," he repeated, unable to gain height on Stregalaar's position. One erratic lurch with talon bared was enough to make Trunveer squeal again.

[bookmark: p3573]Klenveer's bluff was obvious, but with hunting partner beside him they turned toward the beach, where the smaller fish were easier prey.

[bookmark: p3574]Unsettled, it took Stregalaar a few moments to locate the area he sought, where the sea and the sweet-water met and frothed, where the sparkle-fish hunted their own prey and—distant motion caught his attention.

[bookmark: p3575]A stream of dragons were streaming toward the same beach stretch as Trunveer and her mate; as if the whole grove-wing rose and fell in constant swoops. The yells and screeches were angry, even frightened, as they scoured the beach.

[bookmark: p3576]Stregalaar lifted with the grace of the sea breeze, leaned away from the brightness of the day-guide, and saw both fish for targets and even more dragons coming from the land. With economic dip of wing he fell, set for the strike, letting the tension in his claws build, and with a quick jarring of talon grabbed his prey almost before the cool drag of water registered in his brain. Turning speed to height he rose, scanning for other wings, till a convenient turn let him glide at a simple angle all the way to his nest-tree.

[bookmark: p3577]* * *

[bookmark: p3578]The Laar was unsettled; Stregalaar could feel it. Sap ran; tiny leaves sprouted ahead of time. The new pod-leaves he'd seen before were gone to yellow, and the seeds themselves were ripening rapidly. On the branch opposite, where Levanlaar had preferred to eat, grew another pod, though the tree had long realized he kept the nest alone and allowed that branch to go fallow.

[bookmark: p3579]His incoming whistle had been unanswered but with the unsettled nature of the morning he was not surprised. This was not a day for casual visits. 

[bookmark: p3580]Stomach full but putting off the usual postprandial half-nap, Stregalaar evaluated the scene before him. He'd seen rare times when the broad-fish arrived in huge schools and leapt from wave tops, a dangerous and rewarding prey because they were large enough to offer damage and willing to engage any who ventured to try them. Dragons gathered then to feast and fight the fish, and after that sometimes each other, for the prey brought with them some strangeness inspiring mating out of season. 

[bookmark: p3581]This was not that excitement. His grove-mates, most older than he, were also not sleeping in the warm sun. Some kept to the grove, standing side-by-side on branches until they threatened to break. Some wheeled overhead, and if they searched for the root-grubbers there was no hunt; to Stregalaar's sight there were none to be found. Others departed in a slow and deliberate stream to the hills, carrying with them seed pods from the grove.

[bookmark: p3582]Unable to pull reassurance from his own thoughts and finding his tree's reaction as odd as his grove-mates, the Tree-Master finally brought himself to the place where the broad trunk wall nearest the nest had been willfully shaped by dragon and tree.

[bookmark: p3583]Here there were claw marks of a dozen dragons who had slept in the nest before him; here was the place he felt his first understanding that this tree recognized and accepted him in ways the rest of the grove-trees did not. 

[bookmark: p3584]Hargalaar had allowed him to roost in the tree the night he had been expelled from the inner grove, the night he had resisted Pauveer, the shoving, pod-greedy son of Trunveer and Klenveer, and bloodied him for eating the barely ripe pod Stregalaar had claimed as his own.

[bookmark: p3585]The next morning, he had gathered in with Hargalaar and copied the stance shown him, placing his forehead firmly against the Laar's trunk and leaning into it. He had closed his eyes—difficult, when so much information came from his eyes! Still, he could smell and hear—and then he was dreaming. Awake, the dream came upon him, and he stood, forehead pressed to living wood, barely breathing.

[bookmark: p3586]The tree's presence had been clear, its welcome brave and bright, the gift of a special pod a bonus unexpected. Since that morning he had been Stregalaar, branch-with-wings to Laar.

[bookmark: p3587]Now, with the strangeness of the morning troubling him, Stregalaar pressed his forehead against the spot. The dream was upon him quickly; a sense of concern, and a sense of urgency. Something growing—the pods! The feeling that Hargalaar was lecturing him distantly:

[bookmark: p3588]Green-kin can provide only to the limit of our branchlings, and not always that far. 

[bookmark: p3589]Together, young creature, we can withstand many dangers. We are not stronger than the rock that falls , though we may split rock, nor do we prevail always against the flames of summer fires nor against the waters and winds of the great gyres though they may pass us by while taking others. You remove the beasts who would feed from our roots; you peel away the tiny flyers who foul us with toxic sap to weaken our bark and burrow under to eat us from within. Too, by sharing our branches you protect our seeds from those others who feed without thought. 

[bookmark: p3590]In thanks we give you branches for your nests, in thanks we offer to you, Tree-friend, foods of special nourishment in the times of ice, and as learned by the grove, even foods for your time of mating and your times of final flight. 

[bookmark: p3591]These things we share, flyer, and we share this as well. Our grove tells us through root and branch of distant hills and other rivers, of places changing—

[bookmark: p3592]Here the visions were odd indeed, of flying things which were not quite dragons, of rivers drying to nothing, of rocks rising and great moving walls of snow pushing all before. His dreams had never been so full of terror for him, nor so solid that he felt them to his very bones.

[bookmark: p3593]The distant groves we rose from feel what we feel, young one. The tree that sowed me has long ago fallen and returned to the soil, for the root-diggers and the swarms are but life, as we are. The dangers that come from things which are not life—from the rivers and the winds, and the rocks and the fire—these dangers we cannot measure and against which we can give you no aid, other than the pods and a place within our branches.

[bookmark: p3594]Growing now are pods for food and pods for seed; other leaf growth is suspended. Waiting for the next year are the extending roots. Bark is thickened as it can. What comes is not fire, nor is it wind, nor does it bore holes to eat us. Sometimes, like the fire, it threatens and does not arrive. Sometimes it arrives without threat. If it happens—when it happens—you must fly to a height and return only when it stops.

[bookmark: p3595]The pods you have been eating from, those are yours. Eat and eat more; grasp one in your wing-branch and hold it with you while you fly. The other pods, those are for the flyers who come after you, to make their trees, if what comes takes the grove to rot.

[bookmark: p3596]There was an image then, as if Stregalaar was looking through the thickest fog, an image of smoke, shattered trees and fire like a river boiling out of a cave. 

[bookmark: p3597]He sat still, more moments, but the tree had no more to say to him, and his blood was full of the urge to eat from the new pods, and to fly.

[bookmark: p3598]* * *

[bookmark: p3599]The air was full of wary dragons, all seeking something they'd not seen before, all full of a nervous energy fostered by whatever their trees and Tree-Masters told them. Stregalaar's calls brought answers from others of his age-mates and those younger, and none from the elders. As of his age-mates he was the only Tree-Master, some followed him with noisy inquiry. 

[bookmark: p3600]"Stones that fly! Fire without drought!" said one circling youngling, "Have you seen such?"

[bookmark: p3601]He had seen fire; Hargalaar had taken him wing to wing to watch it sweep a distant valley, and the pair of them had eaten their fill of the animals too injured to move on, while watching from a safe distance the spirals of dragons around a grove in danger. Seaside they had no drought, for the fog was good to them; and they had no fire. 

[bookmark: p3602]He had also visited cave fronts, with Levanlaar explaining that some dragons preferred them to trees. Not only rogues but whole tribes of dragons lived in places where trees were few and far between, or where they would be overwhelmed by the mites, the sticky-borers, or the root-diggers. 

[bookmark: p3603]The cave front he'd seen was not one he'd dared enter: the odor about was that of multiple males, anger, and old dead meat as if there were no fresh. He disliked such meals: his green-kin was perched perfectly so that he might choose fish or fur-flesh by whim and rarely tasted the old dead.

[bookmark: p3604]"Fire I have seen, and cliffs falling, and rocks," Stregalaar answered the circling young. "Caves I have seen, but none with fire. Rivers, but none with fire."

[bookmark: p3605]These were grove-dragons, living among all the trees, not yet of an age to be granted dreams, not yet mated, most not yet recognized by a tree.

[bookmark: p3606]This last was a puzzlement to Stregalaar. His first tree knew him as early as he could recall and it was to that tree he had returned nightly until the night he had been disowned for fighting. That expulsion was something many of the grove dragons never knew: they simply slept where they would and the grove kept them as they kept the grove.

[bookmark: p3607]His tree Laar, by accident or purpose, grew far enough from the main grove to be seen as an outpost rather than a true grove-tree. Hargalaar had taught him that, when the trees slowly moved up-coast in the past it was because the root-grubbers had grown too common in the south, so common that they had overwhelmed the attention of even a well-guarded grove, permitting the other pests to gain hold. The root-grubbers and other pests were more fond of the heat than the trees, as the former Tree-Master had it.

[bookmark: p3608]The other reason his tree was an outpost was the pods it bore, which many of the dragons disdained as small, and less succulent than those of the main grove. Stregalaar found them of good size for him, but then he was small, small enough to be miscounted as younger than he was no matter his wing's full color display. He had long outgrown the mottled green-gray camouflage of youth for the iridescent blue and silver banded wing-tops of an adult male; his head was nearly as white as his belly and talons. 

[bookmark: p3609]Normally the other flyers gave way to Stregalaar when close to his tree, while above the larger grove he was grudgingly admitted to airspace. Below the main grove's hill and over the jutting peninsula it stood on, he was recognized as a power, with only a few of the more flirty females flying close by without permission. 

[bookmark: p3610]Today, though, the entire space from the smallest of the fringe saplings to the near beachless cliff to the north of his tree was open to all. Dragons flew until tired and settled where they were to have a moment's rest, or they soared and used the oceanic cliff-face thermals that he loved to ride. 

[bookmark: p3611]Uncertainty wore on them all; there was bickering but no fighting. As the day moved on, more and more of the younglings settled back to the grove while the Tree-Masters mediated with their trees or else gyred at height, watching. 

[bookmark: p3612]Not all of the younglings rested: several imitated their elders as best as they could within the confines of the grove airspace. Stregalaar caught sight several times of the suddenly graceful Chenachyen, born to the grove's oldest tree. Not as tall as the tallest tree, it was by far the largest nonetheless, with a canopy easily serving a dozen youngsters and a pair of older pairs . The flyers from the Chyen tree were orderly, not at all like the current crop from 'veer . 

[bookmark: p3613]As for Chenachyen, the marks on her wings told the story: she'd be strong and seeking her own space, or not strong enough and submitting to another's, as soon as the last of the pale grays faded and her full wing-stripes were clear.

[bookmark: p3614]That thought took hold and held some fancy for him, even with the strangeness of the day. A tree of special pods could use a strong helper, as perhaps he could.

[bookmark: p3615]His tree called; it was in the way the branches fluttered that it hummed loud enough for his attention. Hargalaar told him that the Laar hummed best of all the trees in the grove, and in recognition he dipped a wing sharply and dove toward the nest-front.

[bookmark: p3616]Several top branches were fluttering as he passed by, the notes like those of a pod-offering, and he hurried to grasp the nest and try the newest pod, whistling his approach to the tree.

[bookmark: p3617]Our only branch-with-wing, the tree dreamed at him, even before he could close his eyes, eat and eat and watch and warn and—

[bookmark: p3618]The top branch fluttering grew stronger, but the dream went on, pushing at him:

[bookmark: p3619]Rocks flow like rivers, the tree dreamed to him, rocks have no roots and no wings, rocks sustain with sharp edges and weight, they have no will to touch them, nor claws to hold them, nor do they know the fail or fall. Eat what is here while rocks flow like rivers and shake like leaves—

[bookmark: p3620]The dream stopped on that ungentle image, as if what the Laar wished to teach him went beyond even the thought of trees. Stregalaar grabbed the newest pod with some vigor, the urgent warning calls of dragons filled his ears.

[bookmark: p3621]The pod branch was shaking; there was a stickiness on the bark as if the sap flowed at winter end strength. Deep inside his ears, Stregalaar heard a rumble, and knew it was not just the pod branch shaking but the entire tree. He felt vibrations of some tremendous force through his very leg bones. Around him were popping sounds and great rumbles; as if a thunderstorm was coming up at the tree from the sea below.

[bookmark: p3622]He could do nothing against the sudden side-to-side whipping of the branches, except shake himself free, launching sidewise from his perch, more flailing than flying those first perilous moments as he plummeted, until he gained some lift, turning the tumble into a dive down the face of the cliff toward the river, rocks and boulders and dust falling with him—

[bookmark: p3623]He arched his back to rise, straining wingtips away from the madness of mounds of water shaking in the river, of some strange tearing noise behind him.

[bookmark: p3624]He leveled, beat wings against the noise, turned in time to see portions of the grove crashing to the ground, whole trees sundered, and then his tree, twisting against rock and dirt, turning and shaking, sliding down the crumbling cliff face toward him. 

[bookmark: p3625]With a tremendous shudder, the entire edge of the peninsula gave way, with the Laar engulfed in dust and sliding toward the water below. Unbalanced by the sight of the collapse, and unnerved by the noise, Stregalaar nearly collided with a branch—his branch!—as it slid past him. 

[bookmark: p3626]The river took the flood of stone and dirt; the tree's descent slowed, and stopped. The sounds like thunder were gone now, but above the hillside were cries of dragonish despair. A glance showed Stregalaar that much of the grove lay at angles, and a new rift in the land split it in two. 

[bookmark: p3627]In confusion Stregalaar looked back to his tree, seeing the nest still largely in place, though at an odd angle, as the trunk and tree leaned back against what was left of the hillside it had once crowned. 

[bookmark: p3628]What must he do? He spun in the air, heard piteous cries, saw the uncertain motion of guard dragons as they dropped down from the heights to survey the damage. In the sudden near silence, he heard a tree hum. His tree. The Laar called.

[bookmark: p3629]* * *

[bookmark: p3630]The tree's hum was odd, strained. 

[bookmark: p3631]Stregalaar whistled diffidently in response, as if to an injured elder. He would normally circle the tree several times, announcing his arrival as he descended. Now—he fluttered back, hovering against the light breeze.

[bookmark: p3632]How was he supposed to behave, after all? This was outside of Hargalaar's teaching. The nest was surprisingly intact, the dreaming place easily accessible even with the tree's unnatural lean against the cliff-face. The smell of sand and salt water was strong, as was the smell of bruised leaves, but his own nest still had some lure. 

[bookmark: p3633]He was disoriented, though, with dark earth between him and the sky where there should only be a view of the horizon, clouds, and distant waves. 

[bookmark: p3634]He settled finally, for the first time in his life uncertain of the tree's solidity.

[bookmark: p3635]The Laar muttered to itself like some scavenging seaflyer arguing with shells unwilling to open. Stregalaar saw dream-fragments he could not understand, felt as if he had flowing sap pulled from broken root tips, as if his green leaves bled on the rocks.

[bookmark: p3636]Watch winged-one, from on high. Return to your nest this night, for we are not yet splintered, came the dream, but from beneath came something else: that sound again, and motion. This time the motion was not side-to-side but as if the tree tried and failed again and again to return to its height, up and down, up and down so he was shaken and flung into the air haphazardly. Gathering wits as he gathered air, he pumped his wings and rose, trying to rise above the rumbling danger.

[bookmark: p3637]Below, the shaking continued, as before his horrified gaze the entire peninsula shredded, not falling on his tree but subsiding like a dying fish into damp beach sand. The Laar subsided as well, roots awash in the semi-salty water, then the crushed branches lay slowly back into the sea, and was swept into the river current.

[bookmark: p3638]His tree! It was moving! The ground had given way around it entirely and now the water it had tapped with long roots had control of it, and was bearing it off!

[bookmark: p3639]Unbidden his flight curved—he knew the Laar lived. He must follow, he must observe, protect. He must protect. 

[bookmark: p3640]Dragons. Now he could hear the sound of other dragons, some keening with despair, others in terror; the shaking had begun again and the hill the grove stood upon was rent with strange crevasses. Many of the trees had lost most of their leaves if not most of their limbs in the fury of the disaster, and besides the dragons other creatures rushed about randomly, trying to find someplace not afflicted by this dread calamity. 

[bookmark: p3641]Below, his tree was picking up speed as it found the center of the current, spinning slowly as it was swept along. He paced it for some time, barely above a lazy glide, using the sea breeze and wing twitches to guide himself. Sometimes he felt he heard the Laar hum. Sometimes the tree's bobbing showed him quick glimpses of pods still intact. The shore was more distant now, the calls of other dragons barely audible.

[bookmark: p3642]A freshening breeze from landside surprised him; he rose, and let the wind spin. The tide had turned suddenly, and unlike its usual pattern, the water retreating rapidly toward the sea, carrying his tree faster and farther away from the grove. The breeze brushed his cheeks. He flicked his inner lids against it as he saw the receding beach, unnaturally wide, and full of fish and wrack. The Laar's leaves stirred as if they were wings on which it sped away from the land now that it was free . . .

[bookmark: p3643]Stregalaar flew above the tree, and looked ahead, his eye drawn to the horizon, where a strange line had sprung up, sweeping across the bay with inevitable majesty.

[bookmark: p3644]His first impulse reached his wings and he turned to face the threat, to unsheathe his claws that he might rip and rend this thing, or distract it as Hargalaar had told him to distract herd leaders fronting a stampede of grass-eaters.

[bookmark: p3645]This was no stampede. It was as if the horizon itself was charging, and there was another rumble and roar from below.

[bookmark: p3646]It was too much: as much as he tried to think, his wings knew an ancient answer.

[bookmark: p3647]He flew higher. He strained to climb away from the madness, for it appeared the whole world was rushing to swallow him and his tree. His wings knew the world was bigger than he was, that nothing but another dragon dares chase a dragon into the sky.

[bookmark: p3648]* * *

[bookmark: p3649]His gaze never wavered as that wall came on; he let flight take care of itself and observed. As he rose he could understand what he could not from sea-level: this was no moving cliff nor rapid fog, but a wave like no other. It came at an amazing speed and as it came it rose. It appeared to extend beyond his vision in both directions up and down the coast, as it sped relentlessly toward his tree. 

[bookmark: p3650]Building, the wave came on. 

[bookmark: p3651]Then was by, distantly roaring but unlike the land-roars there was no new damage. His tree was like flotsam after a storm-tide; it lifted and then dropped into the following trough with some speed. The wave went on, growing even taller, until it burst upon the land, crashing over the grove-spot, seeming to suck from the sky those dragons who dared it.

[bookmark: p3652]The grove and the hill beyond disappeared under foam and spray. The sea ran up the river, and then the thunder of that clash of land and sea rumbled to him.

[bookmark: p3653]Beneath: his tree Laar floated, crushed side down, no longer making obvious headway toward the greater ocean, no longer swirling in circles. Instead it left a slight wake as from somewhere more land-wind touched and shook the leaves, the branches leading, the heavy trunk half submerged, following. 

[bookmark: p3654]Stregalaar strained to see the land and watch the Laar at the same time; he thought of the grove, but there was no sign of it as sea ate at the land. He wavered, took two strokes toward the land, torn. He needed to know what had become of his grove-mates, but—the Laar. 

[bookmark: p3655]His wings ached. He was very tired; his nest was near, and dry.

[bookmark: p3656]With that thought he spun in air, closed on the tree, and slowed to a near hover as he came over the tangled sticks and branches of his nest. Wings vibrating in the breeze he allowed his forward motion to fail, and he stepped onto the restless and sea-slicked trunk, barely a step away from a pair of new formed pods.

[bookmark: p3657]* * *

[bookmark: p3658]It was late in the day and still the tree did not dream. If he listened hard Stregalaar thought he felt mumbles and mutters; sometimes a particular branch or limb would hum briefly, or leaves would flutter oddly, but how much of that was due to the ocean and waves and how much to the tree's will he had no idea. The Laar had rarely done this when planted firm.

[bookmark: p3659]They were moving, though. The motion of the tree in the water was somewhat like the motion of branch in a light wind, but the rhythm in it was wrong. Studying the thing Stregalaar realized it was because the whole trunk was moving—there was no strong point the tree was bending or swaying from. 

[bookmark: p3660]He inched upward as far as he could, which was not to the old strong trunk-top but to the rather bendy end of his own branch, which swayed doubly from the waves and his weight. He would have to dream with the Laar tree about that, if the tree would listen. Hargalaar had let him know the tree would listen, pointing out the broad platform that used to be beneath the nest and which now worked as a windbreak.

[bookmark: p3661]His view from this vantage point was surprisingly limited. He could see waves and clouds and a distant mist on the horizon. He'd felt a touch of fear when he first sighted that mist . . . but this was not a moving wall of water, merely the ordinary motion of fog, a near daily occurrence in some seasons. 

[bookmark: p3662]In the other direction, when he deliberately searched it out, was the blurred line of land. The clouds he could see building there boded a wet night, and even as he watched he saw a flicker of lightning in the growing storm.

[bookmark: p3663]In the water all about them were signs of the cataclysm they had survived: broken, brainless trees and limbs, clumps of bushes, leaves and berries, even unappetizingly dead animals. Fish and sea things moved among the dead, eating what they would.

[bookmark: p3664]He took note of several of the scavengers, who were big enough to be a problem at close range.

[bookmark: p3665]The scent of the ocean mingled with the scent of torn limbs and roots, for the tree's slide down the embankment had taken a toll. Too, there were other scents of note: fresh and broken leaves, salt tang, damp earth. Not all of the scents were familiar, and even of those he knew the proportions were grossly changed from what he was used to.

[bookmark: p3666]Gripping the branch carefully in the face of what appeared to be a larger than usual wave, Stregalaar turned his back on the land once more, to find the mist growing from the seaward side. With weather closing in, he would need to be extra alert in the night. Leaving his perch for a quick snack of pod, he sought the jumbled tangle of the nest, and stepped into it with a will. Granted the Laar's new arrangements, he would eventually need to reshape the nest. For the moment, what he needed was respite.

[bookmark: p3667]Tucking claws around the nest's still-firm backbone, he let the ocean's breeze bring him smells until with closed eyes, he slept. 

[bookmark: p3668]* * *

[bookmark: p3669]The rain did not reach them that night, but the fog did, closing in even before the day was done. The thunderstorm rumbled away for half the night, and it wasn't until near-dawn that the fog relented, permitting sight of the fading night-guides overhead. Between the movement of the waves and lack of life-long landmarks it took him a moment to recognize their patterns as the clearing continued, but before full dawn he'd seen that nothing there had changed, which was good.

[bookmark: p3670]The full morning brought a chill breeze carrying odors familiar and unfamiliar, this one becoming strong enough to flap the leaves and change the progress of the tree through the water. The wave action felt more pronounced, from time to time giving the tree a high end and a low.

[bookmark: p3671]If the tree dreamed, it was not sharing. 

[bookmark: p3672]Stregalaar stretched, nibbled on a pod, and threw himself skyward, the shore invisible until he caught the wind and soared higher. 

[bookmark: p3673]It wasn't until he gained more height that he saw his tree was part of a mass of stuff, its top branches now gathering in other flotsam. There were other smaller clumps about, but they all seemed to be moving in a wide curve, as if the river's current reached this far and no further.

[bookmark: p3674]Tree-gift or not, he knew he could not live only on pods, so he soared even higher, looking for likely schools of fish, or even perhaps some of the small seaflyers . That idea intrigued him but then he looked down to the tree. The seaflyers, even at half his weight, were able defenders solo and aggressive predators in groups. Perhaps this was not the time to test his skills thus. Perhaps the best choice would be small fish, after all.

[bookmark: p3675]* * *

[bookmark: p3676]Foraging took longer than he had expected. The fish here were less relaxed than those closer in to the shore, more alert to shadows. He was accustomed to keeping an eye on the spray to gauge surface winds, and had depended on the breaking waves to bring fish back to the surface. Lacking comfortable reference points, the simple act of fishing was more energetic than he was used to.

[bookmark: p3677]More, he found himself staying within easy sight of the Laar, concerned twice when he'd misunderstood its motion in the swirling current. 

[bookmark: p3678]There was also the inconvenient lack of nearby perch or rock on which to eat the prey at long last captured. He could eat some of the smaller fish in flight, but others took a place to work and rend; and of the flotsam available his tree was the most stable and the most familiar. He had always kept to Hargalaar's rule about not filling the nest with fish bones, but this was problematic now.

[bookmark: p3679]Lacking better options, he returned to the Laar to eat. After, he cleaned as well as he could, pushing the scraps over the edge of the nest and into the sea. The meager catch had taken the edge from his hunger, but he knew that soon he would be wanting a larger meal. 

[bookmark: p3680]His eyes were drawn to an unusual trunk-side motion—something was pulling the scraps he had cleared below the surface of the water. This would bear watching: he surely didn't want to attract pests or competitors!

[bookmark: p3681]Returned to thoughts about the future, Stregalaar moved again to the dream spot, closing his eyes against the distractions of outer sight. 

[bookmark: p3682]There was no muttering to be heard in the dreamplace, no visions, no voices. Rather, there was the feeling of being watched, a feeling akin to the one he'd had when faced with being accepted. The tree was aware of him, the way Hargalaar had known when he slept and when he woke. 

[bookmark: p3683]Concerned, he tried dreaming at the tree—

[bookmark: p3684]"Laar, I would sleep in my nest!"

[bookmark: p3685]For a moment, perhaps, a hum. A twitch of leaves. 

[bookmark: p3686]A small pod, bright green, beckoned, releasing a scent of fresh water and clean sweet juices.

[bookmark: p3687]Branch-with-wings . . . Stregalaar straightened eagerly. The Laar spoke—but so faint! Almost, it seemed to be his own thought, a memory or—your nest is here. He settled his wings noisily. It was, after all, only a memory of what the tree had promised to provide when first he had arrived. Ever since he'd had a nest, and sweet pods, and a thing to do—to be the wings and the eyes of the Laar.

[bookmark: p3688]What more did he need at the moment? The tree was providing a place to sleep, the tree was providing pods. What more could a dragon need—

[bookmark: p3689]Reality he knew: in a while he would need food. In a while again, he would need a place to sleep. 

[bookmark: p3690]In the meantime, the Laar needed what a tree always needed: a dragon to see to the tree's environment as best he could. Were the fishes feeding on the branches as well as the scraps? Would Stregalaar need to eat in flight and drop scraps randomly?

[bookmark: p3691]Working with this dreamless and wordless message, the dragon snatched at the small ripe pod and took again to the air.

[bookmark: p3692]* * *

[bookmark: p3693]The air was clearer now, and the angle of light made it easier to see into the waves. Stregalaar noted that as he caught the wind and soared, tucking the thought away as he had tucked away the information that the long-eared nibblers expected danger from the ground or that root-grubbers in a group would put up a dangerous fight. 

[bookmark: p3694]In this light he could also see the debris from the land swirling into a pocket of current and moving on, the sand-rich water easily distinguishable from the green-blue of the greater ocean. Higher he soared, and finally he saw land, a misty edge on the horizon. 

[bookmark: p3695]Between the land and the Laar, much closer to the traveling tree than the misty land, was a mass of green and brown and beige. Stregalaar knew what islands were, but he couldn't recall seeing this one earlier, though he might have missed it in the fog. He dipped a wing and started a long glide in that direction, sharp eyes unable to make sense of what he saw, until he realized that this was like the Laar's progress through the waves, except much bigger. Where the branches, grasses, and flotsam that traveled with the Laar were barely twice the canopy in size, this mass was big enough for a dragon to land on, could he find a suitable spot amid the jumbled junk. And where the Laar's shape could be picked out from its companions from a height, the large mass seemed random, like sticks on the sand on a storm-tide morning. Too, there was a busyness—a motion around the thing that drew his hunter's eyes without informing him.

[bookmark: p3696]A wing flashed and that quickly he had the pattern. It was a flock of seaflyers playing in the air near the large mass; their motion that had drawn his eye and confused him all at once. Stregalaar slowed his approached. Seaflyers . . . were risky. They seldom came to the beach, which was well for dragon and for seaflyer. While they could soar, most of their time was spent close to the surface of the water, from whence they could alight, float, and take off. Unlike dragons, they were comfortable diving for their food if need be. It was rare to find one solitary; they hunted, nested, and slept in flock. These, now that he could see them clearly, were wheeling and diving over the mass in a fashion far from random. 

[bookmark: p3697]Stregalaar let his wings work the air for altitude; he had no love for the seaflyers. Still, they were hunters, and what a hunter had found was of interest to a hunter.

[bookmark: p3698]From his height, Stregalaar could see swarms of fish loitering in the current from the shore, and as he approached the large mass their numbers and variety increased. Was this concentration of prey what had excited—

[bookmark: p3699]No, there!

[bookmark: p3700]A flash of red-stripe, a charge of green-gray, and then the surface of the mass was quiet again, but where the movement had taken place the seaflyers retreated, circled, dived.

[bookmark: p3701]The next motion came: a seaflyer skimming in from the ocean side zoomed toward some cavity within the floating junk, dipped with intent, but was torn form the air by—

[bookmark: p3702]Dragons. 

[bookmark: p3703]Now the mass of flyers rose, and their numbers Stregalaar could not count. They swooped toward the large mass in waves, careful of the tattered body of the one who had come too close and so found them their target. Several flyers landed and faced their antagonists, who lunged from the morass with good effect.

[bookmark: p3704]Dragons. Stregalaar saw them clearly now. Klenveer was one; Trunveer another. They stood on downed flyers and met the others with tooth and talon!

[bookmark: p3705]From his height Stregalaar could see a group of cornered green-gray pressed amid a floating mass of branch and shattered trunks, some cowering, some standing in line to defend themselves and those younger yet.

[bookmark: p3706]The line was fronted by Chenachyen, whose adult colors were coming on fast. A pair of flyers attempted to strike through to the young. Her beak caught one, and the second was ripped from the sky by Trunveer, who was up, wings beating the air, her hunt-mate . . .

[bookmark: p3707]Klenveer—Klenveer was not looking good. He dragged a wing, his steps faltered, the second eyelid obscuring his sight.

[bookmark: p3708]Wings folded, Stregalaar chose a swarm of flyers swooping purposely toward Klenveer at low level, slid in behind them as they fell into attack formation, opened his sound tube, and whistled a challenge at full volume as he struck the trailing ones from behind with extended claws and collided heavily with three more before pulling up and away. He'd lost little speed, twisting now and skimming the top of the floating mat, striking at the bobbing heads of flyers attempting to land near the dragon lair.

[bookmark: p3709]Now Trunveer screamed, her keening drawing echoes form the massed younglings. Stregalaar feared for her mate, but his charge sounded next, and he rose in full fury from the mass, his wing uninjured, willfully plunging into the mass of attackers, leaving falling, failing flyers in his wake.

[bookmark: p3710]Stregalaar's turn brought him into a group of the things. Some scattered but two raked his wings with beak and claw; he twisted hard and used the leverage of his weight and speed to knock one of them from the air. That one tumbled soundlessly while others took the time gained to reform a wedge of attack. He turned into it, intending to meet it head on with his weight but Chenachyen's scream of warning brought him to his senses and he pulled back so suddenly that he struck a flyer whose pounce was interrupted.

[bookmark: p3711]Chenachyen was rising now, and the startled flyer whose interception had been interrupted squawked away from her.

[bookmark: p3712]Wings grabbing air, Stregalaar rose, circled and rose again, watching the seaflyers who now confronted four dragons in the air, three low and one high. The noise was tremendous; Klenveer's whistle an amaze as he swooped upon wounded flyers, and the flyers, wounded or not, screamed challenges and threats, the young dragons adding what they could . . .

[bookmark: p3713]A scan of the sky showed none of the flyers above him: with his wingspan and speed it was hard for them to outfly him. The ones lower were no longer crowding the dragons, content instead to circle and scream, staying well back from Klenveer, so much so that Trunveer took one out of the air who had overlooked her path.

[bookmark: p3714]Stregalaar circled, trying not to overfly the crowd of seaflyers, who seemed to be weary of the altercation. The flyers withdrew to the leading seaside of the matted debris while he continued his orbits, and Trunveer settled alertly near the younger as Chenachyen and Klenveer used the oncoming breeze to hover over the landside edge protectively. 

[bookmark: p3715]Satisfied with the standoff for the moment, Stregalaar locked his wings and rose, taking time to glance at the aching spots in his wings. There were wide scratches and a touch of blood, but no tear in the membrane itself as far as he could see or feel. Better, his talons had taken no damage; a broken or missing claw being a hazard he could ill afford in these strange and dangerous skies.

[bookmark: p3716]A whistle from below: Chenachyen was slowly rising to his altitude, doing her best as well not to approach the flyers. She was aided by something he'd barely noticed in the excitement of the battle: the wind had changed direction, and now the breeze was tending landward.

[bookmark: p3717]Chenachyen whistled again, this time indicating a wing survey . . .

[bookmark: p3718]Good; they would both look the other over, then, though her sure flying appeared to mask no injuries.

[bookmark: p3719]She rose past him, circling slowly; hovering while he peeled hard landward and soared above, then expertly lifted wing tips to circle above and below her, seeing no sign of tear or blood.

[bookmark: p3720]He took a closer look then, swooping till their wingtips nearly met.

[bookmark: p3721]"Why?" he clicked. "Trunveer and Klenveer? You, here?"

[bookmark: p3722]"The fear. The Laar was gone. You were gone and then the trees shook again. Veer lost leaf and nest branch, Chyen's roots shook until it was cast aside, broken on the broken ground. Some of the saplings stood—and then the water!"

[bookmark: p3723]They circled, breeze rippling their alignment; they switched wingtips and went on.

[bookmark: p3724]"Pauveer flew at the sea, as if to fight the waves . . . but he'd seen Veer carried off. The younglings followed, the Tree-Masters followed. There was another shake and more water. We flew and landed where we could."

[bookmark: p3725]"So you follow the trees?"

[bookmark: p3726]She peeled away at that, wingtips fluttering unreadably, then slowly returned.

[bookmark: p3727]"Veer is wood without dream. Chyen is gone to pieces. If the trees live it is in the few saplings. We would return to the grove and live there with the saplings, coaxing, hoping roots of one of the elders still live to recover, so the trees do not lose themselves."

[bookmark: p3728]It was his turn to let the wind-ripple move him away.

[bookmark: p3729]"But that is not done—why?"

[bookmark: p3730]"The younglings . . ." she began, and then flexed claws with meaning. "The younglings were too tired to fly back, in that light, so we slept and ate and rested, and waited for the badly injured to die. Then the seaflyers came, accusing and fighting and abusing the dying. I stood as brood watcher while Trunveer and Klenveer kept them away. At morning light we meant to return to the grove. They came, as you found us."

[bookmark: p3731]"New light, to the grove," Stregalaar said, wingtips quivering. "I will guard with you then, until new light. The young cannot fly against these."

[bookmark: p3732]He swooped then, as if diving toward the seaflyers; and from below, came Klenveer's screech as he rose, also heading toward the flock.

[bookmark: p3733]Almost as one the seaflyers lofted, filling the air with imprecations and boasts, heading down the coast, late-risers streaming behind the front, some few, braver than the rest, turned toward Stregalaar, whose course was now to follow, Chenachyen comfortably at his side—and the flyers turned and joined their brethren, swooping so low over the ocean that even a dragon might have a hard time choosing a target.

[bookmark: p3734]The while, Chenachyen clicked her beak, while Stregalaar's whistle echoed behind them.

[bookmark: p3735]* * *

[bookmark: p3736]Pauveer was among the younglings, a well-cleaned bloody patch on one wing. He ducked his head when Stregalaar hovered and then dropped to the damp tree trunk near him, speaking to the youngsters: "Stregalaar Tree-Master was first to lose his tree to the world, but it was not from lack of watching nor lack of courage. His Laar was the first guardian against the sea, and those of the sea respect him."

[bookmark: p3737]Klenveer whuffed and turned his back on this, but he said nothing to dismiss Pauveer's story.

[bookmark: p3738]Stregalaar clicked his beak, and let Trunveer know his intentions.

[bookmark: p3739]"Chenachyen says you return to the grove on morning light. I will help guard until the young are airborne."

[bookmark: p3740]Trunveer walked down the trunk of the dead tree.

[bookmark: p3741]"Not to the grove again? You might find a tree to groom for your offspring's nest, you know."

[bookmark: p3742]He whistled a negative, and again.

[bookmark: p3743]"Pauveer, who has no tree, will not fight you for Chenachyen, who has no tree." Trunveer continued.

[bookmark: p3744]Stregalaar flapped his wings, resettled.

[bookmark: p3745]"The grove guarded me until I grew. I will guard these so you may return them to the grove."

[bookmark: p3746]Trunveer flapped once, turned away. 

[bookmark: p3747]"It happens."

[bookmark: p3748]* * *

[bookmark: p3749] 

[bookmark: p3750]The mass was noisy in the night, with wood squealing against wood, complaining younglings full of complaint at the world, even the foam of the sea hissing as waves passed under and around them. Stregalaar felt for the dream source and found none here. These trees were no more, their presence, necessities, and dreams fled elsewhere. 

[bookmark: p3751]He did as he said he would: acted as guard. He noticed nothing untoward, excepting the lack of presence. He slept between moments, the slow twirl of the tree-raft permitting him to close one eye and hood the other, using the sighting of a new star through the second eyelid as a mark to wake, to move about and be aware, then to return to contemplation.

[bookmark: p3752]It was during a period of contemplation that he dreamed after all, a dream of his own tree, Laar, pushed by tide and wind into some unfamiliar cove, a dream of the Laar growing into the side of a hill and of him, Stregalaar, carrying pods to mountains as tall as he could fly. 

[bookmark: p3753]There came a flash of night-fire in the sky, then to wake him, and he settled his wings, wondering how he dared dream for a tree.

[bookmark: p3754]In the morning he guarded as well, this time from overhead, while Chenachyen helped feed the youngest and Trunveer, Klenveer, and Pauveer gathered the rest together. 

[bookmark: p3755]Eventually, Pauveer was airborne, gaining height by circling the matted vegetation just once, and heading slowly back toward the old land and what the sea might have left of the grove. Behind him the dozen of others rose, gathered their direction, with Trunveer in their midst and Klenveer high behind them. 

[bookmark: p3756]Chenachyen's flight was not so straight line as the others, and she eventually rose to his height over the empty flotsam.

[bookmark: p3757]"There will be need for guards at the grove," she offered gently as they soared wingtip to wingtip in a slow turn.

[bookmark: p3758]"The Laar yet lives," he replied. "I can hear a hum now, from here."

[bookmark: p3759]He felt good, nearly giddy. 

[bookmark: p3760]"I go. It is where I sleep."

[bookmark: p3761]He wheeled then, quite confidently, knowing the dragons were well on their way.

[bookmark: p3762]* * *

[bookmark: p3763]He'd heard the hum, and followed it, knowing long before he arrived there were no seaflyers there. 

[bookmark: p3764]There were a pair of new pods and new leaves bursting out of the wood; already the nest branch was changing in some way he couldn't name: was it taller? Did it leave him a firmer perch at the new top? 

[bookmark: p3765]He jumped to the perch, tested it, and then jumped down.

[bookmark: p3766]Chenachyen's approach was silent, and neat. Talon briefly skittered on wood, and she was beside him.

[bookmark: p3767]Nearly as soon as she landed, the quiescent tree stirred, bringing the leaves of several branches to full hum. Then, perched as he was steps from the dreaming place, Stregalaar was surprised to feel the full tree-dream arrive, unbidden.

[bookmark: p3768]Grove-seed, Laar is become the grove that moves, and the season is in change. Elsewhere may be fine soil and settled rocks, with good water unending. Elsewhere may be rocks and drought, else the world is fishes and salt. The grove has long spread, and now must spread again. 

[bookmark: p3769]Laar seeks a proper rooting for generations of trees and for generations of branches-with-wings. Stregalaar seeks a strong Laar and a long flight. Wing of Chyen, Chyen dreams no more. Chyen's seed pods are no more. Laar's trunk is not splintered, Laar's branches still receive sap. Seasons move; Laar and Stregalaar move. New seasons will bring new growth. Stregalaar sees you. Laar sees you. This nest sees you. Chenachyen you may rest here, Chenalaar, you may move with this nest. There will be pods for you.

[bookmark: p3770]Stregalaar stretched his wings and stepped into the nest, knowing this dream to be powerful indeed. 

[bookmark: p3771]The sounds were waves beating against trunk, and the hiss of sea-bubbles. The movement was first of the trunk, and then a firm step toward the Tree-Master, and then a wingtip stretch that reached his.

[bookmark: p3772]"This nest," Chenalaar clicked with a careful eye to Stregalaar, pulling at an awkwardly placed branch, "will need fresh weaving."

THE END
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