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​Chapter 1: The Weight of Silent Vows
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[image: ]he rain fell hard against the stained glass windows, creating a rhythmic drumming that echoed through the empty halls. Elara stood before the mirror, her


reflection pale and ghostly in the dim candlelight. She traced the lace collar of her wedding dress, feeling the cold fabric bite into her skin. Her heart pounded with a fear she could not name.

She had known this day would come since she was a child, born under the shadow of the ancient pact. The village elders spoke of the Raven King in hushed tones, their eyes wide with terror and reverence. He was not a man but a force of nature, wild and untamed by human laws. To be chosen was both an honor and a death sentence.

Elara’s fingers trembled as she adjusted the veil, hiding her face from the world outside. She wanted to scream, to run into the storm and never look back. But duty bound her feet to the floor, heavy as lead weights. Her family depended on this union for survival, their crops failing year after year. Sacrifice was the only currency they had left.

A knock at the door shattered the silence, making her jump violently in the stillness. It was her mother, entering with a tray of tea that smelled of bitter herbs. The older woman’s eyes
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were red from crying, though she tried to hide it behind a mask of stoic resolve. She placed the tray down with shaking hands, avoiding Elara’s gaze entirely.

“You must drink this,” her mother whispered, her voice cracking under the weight of suppressed grief. “It will calm your nerves and steady your hands for the ceremony.” Elara looked at the dark liquid, knowing it contained poppy milk to dull her senses. She drank it without complaint, accepting the numbness as a gift rather than a poison.

The potion tasted like earth and old roots, sliding down her throat with a chilling ease. Within moments, the sharp edge of her panic began to soften into a distant haze. She felt detached from her body, watching herself prepare for a fate she could not escape. The room seemed to stretch and warp around her, losing its solid definition.

Her mother brushed a stray lock of hair from Elara’s forehead, her touch gentle yet final. “Remember who you are,” she said, her words barely audible over the rising wind outside. “You are the bridge between our world and his. Do not let them see your fear.” Elara nodded slowly, her mind already drifting away from the present moment.

The door closed softly, leaving Elara alone once more with her thoughts and the dying candles. She walked to the window, pressing her hand against the cold glass. The storm raged on, lightning illuminating the twisted trees of the forest below. Somewhere in those depths, the Raven King waited for his bride with patient hunger.

She wondered what he looked like, if he had eyes like coal or wings of shadow. The stories varied wildly, some saying he was beautiful, others claiming he was monstrous. Truth likely lay somewhere in the terrifying middle, hidden beneath layers of
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myth and fear. Elara closed her eyes, trying to imagine a face that did not haunt her dreams.

Time seemed to slow as the clock on the mantel ticked toward the hour of departure. Each second felt like an eternity, stretching out until she could barely breathe. The air in the room grew thick with the scent of wax and dried lavender. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the last remnants of her old life.

Outside, the carriage wheels crunched on the gravel drive, signaling the arrival of her escort. They were not human servants but creatures of the night, silent and efficient in their duties. Elara turned away from the window, straightening her spine despite the trembling in her legs. She would meet them with dignity, even if her soul screamed in protest.

The door opened again, revealing two figures cloaked in black velvet masks. Their presence filled the room with an unnatural chill, raising goosebumps on Elara’s arms. They bowed low, their movements synchronized and eerily graceful. One of them extended a gloved hand, inviting her to follow without speaking a single word.

Elara took the offered hand, her skin burning where it touched the cold leather glove. She stepped out of her chamber, leaving behind the safety of her childhood home. The hallway stretched before her, long and dark like the throat of a beast. Her footsteps echoed softly, marking the beginning of her journey into the unknown.

As they descended the grand staircase, the portraits of her ancestors watched her with judging eyes. Painted faces frowned upon her choice, though she had no choice to make. She felt their disappointment weighing on her shoulders, adding to the burden she already carried. She kept her head high, refusing to
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let them see her break.

The front doors stood open, revealing the storm in all its violent glory. Rain lashed against the stone steps, creating a slick path to the waiting carriage. The horses were black as night, their eyes glowing with an inner fire that defied natural law. They snorted steam into the cold air, impatient to begin the journey.

Elara paused at the threshold, taking one last look at the home she would never see again. The lights inside flickered warmly, a stark contrast to the darkness awaiting her. She memorized the shape of the roofline, the color of the bricks, the smell of the garden. These memories would have to sustain her in the days to come.

The masked figure gently urged her forward, his grip firm but not unkind. She stepped out into the rain, the water soaking her dress instantly. The cold shocked her system, clearing the fog of the poppy milk slightly. She climbed into the carriage, settling onto the plush velvet seats with a sense of finality.

Inside, the carriage was warm and scented with sandalwood and old parchment. A single lantern swung from the ceiling, casting long shadows against the walls. Elara pulled her cloak tighter around herself, seeking comfort in the small space. The door closed with a solid thud, sealing her inside with her destiny.

The horses began to move, their hooves striking the wet road with powerful rhythm. The carriage swayed gently, lulling her into a false sense of security. Elara watched the village disappear through the rain-streaked window, each house fading into the mist. She felt a profound loneliness settle in her chest, heavy and unyielding.


Hours passed in a blur of motion and sound, the landscape
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changing rapidly around her. The familiar fields gave way to dense woods, ancient and impenetrable by daylight. The trees here were taller, their branches twisting together like tangled fingers. Shadows danced in the periphery of her vision, playing tricks on her tired mind.

Elara tried to sleep, but her anxiety kept her awake and alert. Every creak of the carriage wheel sounded like a warning whisper in her ear. She clutched her hands in her lap, knuckles white from the tension. The darkness outside seemed alive, watching her with countless unseen eyes.

Suddenly, the carriage slowed, the horses neighing in distress. The driver shouted something unintelligible, his voice strained with effort. Elara leaned forward, peering out the window to see what had caused the delay. The road ahead was blocked by a fallen tree, massive and ancient in its decay.

Before she could react, the door flew open, letting in a gust of icy wind. A figure stood there, tall and imposing against the backdrop of the storm. He wore a cloak of feathers that shimmered with iridescent colors in the lightning flash. His face was hidden beneath a hood, but his presence was undeniable. “Step out,” a voice commanded, deep and resonant like thunder rolling across the sky. Elara hesitated, her instinct screaming at her to stay within the safety of the carriage. But the command held a power that compelled obedience, bypassing her rational thought entirely. She moved as if pulled by invisible

strings.

She stepped onto the muddy road, her shoes sinking into the soft earth. The figure approached her, moving with a predator’s grace and silence. Up close, she could smell the scent of ozone and wet stone on him. It was the smell of the storm itself, captured in human form.
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He reached out, lifting her chin with a finger clad in a ring of obsidian. His touch was electric, sending shivers down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold. “Look at me, little bird,” he said, his voice softer now but no less commanding. Elara forced herself to meet his gaze, expecting to see monsters.

Instead, she saw eyes that were ancient and weary, filled with a sorrow deeper than the ocean. They were gray like the storm clouds, swirling with emotions she could not decipher. For a moment, the fear receded, replaced by a strange curiosity about the being before her. He was not what the stories had promised. “I am Corvin,” he said, releasing her chin but keeping his hand near her cheek. “And you are mine, by blood and by bond.” The words should have terrified her, but they felt inevitable, like the turning of the seasons. There was no malice in his tone, only a

stark acknowledgment of truth.

Elara found her voice, though it came out as a fragile whisper in the wind. “Why me?” she asked, needing to understand the reason for her sacrifice. Corvin smiled sadly, a expression that transformed his harsh features into something almost tender. “Because you are the only one who did not run when called.”

He gestured to the fallen tree, which began to rot and dissolve into mist before her eyes. The path cleared, revealing the road ahead leading deeper into the forest. The horses calmed instantly, their fear vanishing as if it had never existed. Corvin stepped back, allowing her to return to the carriage if she wished.

But Elara did not move toward the vehicle. She looked at the dark woods, then back at the man who claimed her. Something in her spirit recognized him, a connection forged in dreams she had forgotten. She realized that running was no longer an option, nor was it what she truly wanted.
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“I will walk,” she said, surprising herself with the strength in her voice. Corvin raised
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