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      Cazorra inspected her work one final time before withdrawing her Root, the blade of grey energy connected to her hand disappearing in a flicker of light. It had taken the whole pulse to cut out a space large enough to become a new home for Holyd, high in the Syosian valley—and then another pulse to smooth out the walls for the old Vevin. Its sleekness was more fitting for a Herthorian’s dwelling rather than a Syosian’s. Draining work, using your Root for so long, but worthwhile; despite his stubbornness, Holyd had always been kind to Cazorra, ever since she was a young Vevin. It was the least she could do.

      She stood by the exit and took a breath to admire the scenery. The bright grey skies of Syose certainly made a stark contrast to the greenery of the valleys and the long red river—especially compared to the blue skies of Herthor—but she preferred it here. Of course she would; Syose was her first home. But not only that: even though it was the smallest of Arzadel’s four realms, there was more… freedom… to it. It was more rural. Beautiful, winding valleys and twisting streams decorated it. On the contrary, Herthor was the largest realm and the centre of it was stuffed with structures and arrogant Vevin who believed that their realm was the most important. Artnis, Cazorra’s partner, was an Arza of Herthor Tower—one of a few assistants to Mind Eyrog, the most senior adviser to the Lockline of Herthor—so of course they had to be based in that realm.

      Still, seeing the beauty of Syose whilst she was building Holyd’s new home reminded Cazorra that she should suggest the idea about moving here in the future to Artnis, after his service in Herthor Tower finished. Sharduna would flourish here.

      Cazorra unfurled her wings, jumped off the edge and floated down the valley past other dwellings until she reached Holyd, who was staring at the red water flowing just below his feet—where his home used to be. The valley’s river had been rising for cycles, and Cazorra had mentioned to Holyd on several occasions that having a home situated so low would eventually lead to a problem. The old Vevin was lucky that he still had his life.

      Holyd slowly looked up at Cazorra as she landed. Wrinkled grey skin hung from his face, folds of it nearly covering his solid white eyes. His nostrils were drooping low down his face, towards his chin—old age did that. He tried to stand, but his slight, weakened body failed him.

      ‘It’s done,’ Cazorra sang as she helped to pull him up.

      It took Holyd a few breaths to understand Cazorra’s Vevin Song and form a response. Another indication of old age. He gazed at the new carving in the valley beyond Cazorra. When he did sing, his Song was delicate, fluttering in Cazorra’s mind. ‘Thank you… but…’

      ‘It’s not too high.’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘And if I had built it lower,’ Cazorra sang, crouching down towards the river to rinse dirt from her claws, ‘then it would only take another cycle to flood that one too. Perhaps earlier.’

      ‘The water… it’s beautiful. Where there is water, there is life. And I don’t care much for heights.’ He sighed through his Song and lifted his hands, observing his thin claws. ‘But thank you. If I was younger, I would do it myself.’

      Yet another sign of old age: being Rootless. Holyd hadn’t been able to produce his Root in cycles.

      ‘It was of little trouble,’ Cazorra sang, probably not sounding convincing enough with her tired Song.

      ‘Always polite. Hmm.’ Holyd’s Song nearly broke with emotion. ‘You are a good friend, Cazorra. You won’t have to suffer with my problems for much longer. I can practically breathe the blissful air of Nerrion now.’

      ‘You have cycles ahead of you,’ Cazorra lied. Holyd seemed to have aged quickly, especially with his recent troubled cycles. His Seedson, Vas—who was Herthorian because Holyd’s partner was Herthorian—and Vas’s partner, Feilina, had been executed three cycles ago when they were discovered to be members of the Line of Clawed Wings: a group of assassins who targeted those Vevin who had a Rootparent and Seedparent originating from different realms. Impure, the Line would describe them. After the Line was destroyed, their children were taken away to be looked after and raised better than the Line had been, which included Vas’s Rootdaughter. Holyd had never visited her.

      With all of the stress that Holyd had gone through, there weren’t many cycles remaining for him before he would enter Nerrion.

      ‘Always optimistic,’ Holyd sang. ‘But I don’t fear what is ahead of me. Life is a prelude to Nerrion.’

      ‘Come on.’ Cazorra extended a hand once she had shaken the water off it. ‘I’ll help you up to your new home.’

      ‘I don’t need help,’ Holyd sang back with a snap. He calmed himself quickly, a note of apology in his Song. ‘It’s fine. I may not have my Root anymore, but I still have my wings. You’ve been here for the whole pulse. Get back home so you can at least have a bit of time with your family before the Pulserain.’

      Cazorra looked up to the sky. Holyd was right—the Pulserain would arrive soon, marking the division between this pulse and the next. She’d rather not be caught up in it during the flight back to Herthor.

      ‘I’ll come back and visit you soon,’ she sang.

      ‘If I don’t visit you before,’ Holyd replied as he sat back down by the river. Cazorra hoped he was singing in jest; it was unlikely he would be able to make the flight from Syose to Herthor.

      Cazorra unfurled her wings and took off into the sky. She allowed herself to ascend higher than most Vevin would when travelling from one realm to another. She loved the freedom of flying. Loved the feeling of the air hitting her wings. Loved propelling herself through the skies. She was looking forward to teaching Sharduna to fly when she grew her wings—which wouldn’t be too long now. She still remembered the time her Rootmother and Seedfather taught her about the wonders of flight. Now it was almost time for her to do the same for her daughter.

      A swell of pride surged through her at the thought.

      Eventually, the grey skies of Syose merged into the blue skies of Herthor. Cazorra descended a little but remained high enough to avoid the odd Vevin who would pass below her. She had done this flight so many times that she knew exactly when to stop.

      She pulsed her wings a few more times, knowing that she was flying over the rural outskirts of Herthor and approaching its centre, then pivoted into an upright position. She allowed herself to enjoy a few more moments of bliss in the sky, then slowly floated down to the surface. It would be foolish to drop quickly, increasing the risk of colliding into a Vevin.

      The architecture of Herthor slowly came into view, starting off with the massive Root-produced statue of an egg which was situated on top of a hill and was rumoured to be carved by Herthor herself, thousands of cycles ago. Beyond the statue, tall buildings—impeccably crafted from stone and Root—stood proud. Narrow pathways cut in between them, filled with Vevin on their way home from work—either too weak, too old or too lazy to fly. On the other side of the realm, a floating piece of land hovered above the surface. The tallest of the buildings stood upon this land—Herthor Tower. Beyond the tower, in the distance, Cazorra could see the merging of bright blue and green colours in the sky that marked the end of Herthor and the beginning of Tepava.

      Cazorra landed in front of her home, a stone dwelling situated on a patch of neatly-trimmed grass. Artnis took pride in their home—he had a reputation to maintain, being an Arza for Mind Eyrog—though Cazorra wished the grass could grow longer to remind her of the greenery of Syose.

      She stepped through the stone archway into her home.

      Into silence.

      ‘I’m not that late,’ Cazorra sang with forced levity, unable to shake off a tense feeling. Artnis would have finished work by now, and Sharduna’s tutor would have left their dwelling hours ago.

      Something was wrong.

      ‘Artnis? Sharduna?’

      No response.

      Cazorra’s heart quickened, and she unfurled her wings again. She opted not to use the stairs that her Rootdaughter would use to go up to the second floor—which she noticed had a chunk missing—and flew up through the opening in the centre of the room instead. In the corner there was a figure, leaning against the wall. Red liquid had pooled around it. Cazorra approached it with a couple of cautious steps, hand primed to pull down and create her Root.

      The features of the figure became clearer as she approached. His long black hair covered most of his face but she could make out the scar underneath his closed eye that he had had since he was a child. His cheeks were wet; he had been crying.

      The blue skin of his chest glistened with blood.

      Artnis.

      Cazorra stumbled towards her partner and crouched over him. She could only see one wound on his chest, but blood pumped out of it with every fading heartbeat. She touched his arm, worried that any movement would exacerbate things.

      Artnis stirred from her touch. His eyes opened to thin white slits. ‘Cazorra…’

      ‘What happened? Where is she? How did⁠—’

      ‘Lockline…’ Artnis sang heavily. ‘Mind… Claw… don’t trust them…’ He took an unsteady breath and slowly put his hand over his chest wound. Artnis observed the blood coating his claws and the single band of grey Root around his wrist that Cazorra had made for him when they had first met. Panic flooded his Song, his tone erratic. ‘I’m dying… aren’t I? Nerrion is here for me. I can’t… I can’t… Sharduna…’

      Cazorra’s eyes stung. She tried to keep them open, to stay strong for Artnis, but she couldn’t. As she closed her
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