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Continent of Anther

The orchard of the Crow Estate basked in the summer’s radiant brilliance, each tree heavy with fruit that glistened like amber beneath the sun. Two young elves rode through the rows on pale-coated unicorns, their laughter a fragile intrusion in the still air. They were children of Anther: apricot-toned skin, fair hair, and eyes like crushed boysenberries—creatures too luminous for the hushed countryside that harbored them.

Niède Crow led the way, her sundress pale as cream, her wide-brimmed hat tied with a violet ribbon. Long golden curls spilled over her shoulders, and her eyes—an arresting, violet—caught the light as if the orchard obeyed her gaze. This land was hers by blood, by name. Few ever trespassed upon the grounds of House Crow.

Beside her rode her companion, Anselm Krause, a youth near her age. Though his wool coat, polished vest, and golden cufflinks marked him as a gentleman, the rapier at his hip whispered of a different path. He was a warrior in training, his hands already scarred where hers were soft. Yet for all his discipline, he was still only Niède’s childhood friend—the rare boy trusted enough to walk these lands, to speak with her parents on familiar terms.

“Stay mounted,” he urged as they neared the river that cut through the orchard’s edge. His tone was protective, though perhaps too sharp. “The ground grows treacherous there.”

Niède only laughed, the sound chiming against the dull hum of insects. “And miss the finest fruit? The best hangs near the water, where the roots drink deeply.” She slipped down from her unicorn, tugging off her riding boots. Her pale feet pressed into the grass, toes curling in the earth’s warmth.

He watched too long, betraying himself in a blush. She caught his gaze and gifted him only the faintest smirk, as though she did not mind his admiration. Indeed, as though she drew strength from it.

“Just be careful, milady,” he said meekly.

“Oh, Anselm, you worry too much,” Niède giggled.

She plucked a ripe apricot from a branch and set the others in a basket. She was humming faintly when her body seized in sudden terror. She had stepped on something living. Looking down, she saw the serpent: black as night and coiled in rage. Niède tried to pull back, but its fangs sank deep into the tender flesh of her foot.

A strangled cry escaped her lips.

Anselm was on the ground in an instant, his blade drawn. “Hold still!”

“No—don’t—” she tried to plead, but his fury was already in motion. With a swift thrust, the rapier severed the serpent’s head from its body. Blood darkened the grass, staining the orchard’s perfect light.

Niède swayed, clutching her basket, and then the world blurred.
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THAT NIGHT, FEVER CLAIMED her. Niède drifted in and out of consciousness, her body burning as though venom and dream coursed through her veins. Niède’s fevered visions were worse than death. She wandered through a chamber without walls, a vast, cold void. A realm without stars, without sound, without breath. There, she stood barefoot on a glassy expanse of darkness that stretched forever. Only threads of glowing blue stretched before her, spiderwebs suspended in the dark, pulsing faintly as if alive. She followed them, though each step sank her deeper into dread.

A figure stood among the webs, cloaked in shadows. It said nothing. It did not move. It only watched, always at the edge of her sight. Silent. Still. Watching.

She could not see their face.

She could not hear their voice.

But she felt them​—the ache of their loneliness, the hollow pull of their sorrow—as if her soul remembered what her mind had forgotten.

Niède’s heart pounded. The echo of it was the only sound the place allowed.

She wanted to call out, "Who are you?” Or where am I? But every time she tried to speak, her voice failed, swallowed whole by the air before the words could form. The figure made no move. It simply watched, and somehow, she felt its gaze like the weight of the moon on her chest.

A pang of despair gripped her—raw and unfamiliar. She didn’t know why she felt it, only that it didn’t belong to her. The sorrow came from them.

Grief rolled over her in waves, so ancient it tasted like ashes. She shivered, clutching her arms. Something in her whispered that she should run, that this place was wrong, but another part of her ached to step forward, to close the distance between them.

Her foot shifted.

The figure tilted its head slightly, the tiniest motion, and the void rippled like disturbed water. Shadows twisted, and she thought she saw shapes moving beneath the surface, among them hands, faces, fragments of dreams.

Fear rooted her in place.

The figure did not move again.

Niède's breath came quick and shallow. Her heart whispered her name, as if in warning. But just as her fear began to break, a voice—soft and hollow—reached her across the darkness.

“Not yet.”

The words were little more than a tremor in the air, but they struck her like thunder. She staggered back, her pulse roaring in her ears.
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NIÈDE WOKE WITH A GASP, tangled in her bedclothes, moonlight spilling across her face. Her parents hovered at her bedside: her mother weeping openly, her father silent, unmoved, staring always toward the high window where the moon cast a pallid glow across his face. Her friend lingered, his eyes bloodshot, his hands restless with guilt.

When she woke, breath catching like glass in her chest, dawn was pressed through the drapes. Her mother’s face was the first thing she saw, radiant with tears of relief. Her friend’s hand gripped hers, trembling.

But her father lingered at the window, his back half-turned. His silence was colder than her nightmare. He stared out into the orchard, where shadows lay heavy, as though he already knew the serpent’s venom was only the beginning.

And Niède did not understand why.
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The fever broke, but the weight it left behind clung to Niède like damp velvet. Though her skin cooled, her spirit did not. She spent the next few days confined to her bed, her mother fluttering around her like a pale-winged bird, and Anselm lingered near the door as if shame bound him to her suffering.

At dusk, the estate grew restless. The orchard, so bright beneath the sun, seemed to rot into silence as the light failed. The branches sagged like skeletal arms, and the river that once sang at the borders of their ride now carried a more dismal note, as though stones dragged against its bed.

It was on the third night that Niède woke again, though this time not from fever. A sound drew her: the faint chime of glass on stone. She sat upright in bed, her chest tightening. Her mother and friend had long since gone to their own chambers. Only her father’s shadow lingered outside the door, tall and unmoving.

“Father?” she whispered.

The silhouette did not stir.

Then, as her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she realized it was no silhouette of him. The figure stood in her chamber, near the high window. Cloaked, unmoving—exactly as it had been in her dream.

Her breath caught. The room seemed to shrink, the walls bending inward as the air thickened.

“Who—?” Her voice cracked.

The figure’s head inclined slightly, no more than a gesture of acknowledgment. It did not step closer, nor did it fade. Threads of blue shimmered faintly at its hem, spider-silk glows whispering against the floor.

She tried to scream. The sound curdled in her throat, emerging only as a whimper.

At last, it spoke. Its voice was not one but many, layered and hollow, like the orchard wind carrying a dozen whispers.

“Daughter of Crow... you are chosen.”

Niède recoiled, clutching her blanket to her chest. Her pulse hammered in her ears like a drum. “Chosen for what?”

The figure gave no answer. It simply watched.

Then, as quickly as it had appeared, it dissolved into shadow, sinking through the floorboards like water through soil. The only trace it left behind was the faint scent of crushed apricots gone sour.

Her chamber door burst open. Anselm stood in the doorway, rapier half-drawn, his face pale.

“Niède, what happened? I heard you cry out.”

She opened her mouth, but no words came. Her gaze drifted to the corner by the window, where only moonlight lingered.

Her father arrived a moment later, his expression unreadable, his eyes fixed not on her but on that same corner.

All at once, Niède knew, though her lips trembled in denial, that he had expected this.
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