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The kingdom of Valdren had forgotten sunlight long before the story truly began.

Not because the sun had vanished from the heavens, nor because some ancient curse had swallowed the sky whole, but because the people themselves had slowly forgotten what warmth felt like. Generations had lived beneath cold grey clouds drifting endlessly across the marshlands, and over the centuries the kingdom became something hollow and joyless, like a corpse that continued breathing long after the soul had abandoned it. The roads of Valdren wound through endless wetlands where black reeds whispered against stagnant water and twisted trees leaned like old hags above the mist. Villages stood upon rotting wooden stilts driven deep into the mud, their lanterns flickering weakly against the eternal damp. Even children rarely laughed there. They learned early that the marshes listened.

Every kingdom surrounding Valdren feared it.

Travelers spoke of the land in low voices beside foreign hearths. Merchants crossed themselves whenever the kingdom was mentioned. Soldiers refused coin rather than march near its borders. There were stories carried across distant taverns of entire patrols disappearing inside the marsh fog without a scream, of pale lights drifting above black waters at midnight, of dead things found hanging from ancient trees wrapped in feathers and thorns. Some stories claimed the marsh itself was alive. Others insisted the kingdom had been cursed centuries earlier by forgotten gods buried beneath the swamps.

Yet none of those tales frightened outsiders as much as the ruler who sat upon the black throne of Valdren.

The Raven Queen.

No living soul could say with certainty how old she truly was. Some claimed she had ruled for thirty years. Others swore their grandparents had described her exactly the same long before they themselves were born. She never appeared unveiled before her people. Thick curtains of black silk always covered her face, falling from a crown of twisted silver branches resembling claws. Ravens followed her everywhere in impossible numbers. Thousands of them nested within the towers of her palace overlooking the marsh capital of Norhollow, their cries filling the skies day and night until silence itself became unnatural to the people living there.

The queen spoke rarely.

When she did, men obeyed.

Not because she threatened them. Not because armies enforced her commands. There was simply something within her voice that reached into the bones of those listening and squeezed tightly around their courage. Hardened generals trembled before her whispers. Priests lost their words in her presence. Even criminals dragged before the throne often collapsed weeping before executioners ever touched them.

Still, despite the fear surrounding her, the kingdom endured.

The marsh roads remained open. Crops still grew in the cold wet soil. Fishermen still cast nets into dark rivers beneath drifting fog. Life continued beneath the shadow of the ravens.

Until the children began vanishing.

At first it was dismissed as tragedy. A child lost in the marsh was hardly uncommon in Valdren. The swamps swallowed the careless every year. But then another disappeared from a locked home beside the capital. Then another from a riverside village three nights later. Soon entire families awoke to empty beds and open windows with black feathers scattered across the floors.

No tracks.

No screams.

No signs of struggle.

Only feathers.

Panic spread like sickness through the kingdom. Mothers barred windows with iron nails. Fathers carried axes even inside their homes. Villagers formed torchlit patrols along muddy roads while priests burned incense before shrines older than memory itself. But none of it mattered. The children continued vanishing night after night.

Then the bodies appeared.

Not all of them.

Only a few.

They were found deep within the marsh hanging from dead willow trees by ropes woven from black roots. Their eyes had been sewn shut with strands of silver thread. Raven feathers filled their mouths so completely that some had torn their own throats trying to breathe before death finally claimed them.

The kingdom descended into terror.

Whispers spread quickly after that.

Whispers that the Raven Queen herself had finally revealed her true nature.

Some claimed she devoured children to preserve her unnatural youth. Others insisted she offered them as sacrifices to ancient things sleeping beneath the marsh. Darker rumors whispered that no one had ever truly seen the queen because there was nothing human beneath the veil at all.

Rebellion simmered in taverns and graveyards alike.

For the first time in generations, the people of Valdren feared their ruler more than the marsh itself.

And far beneath the black palace of Norhollow, beyond forgotten crypts and flooded tunnels untouched by sunlight for centuries, something ancient slowly began to wake.
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Father Edric first heard the ravens before he saw the city.

Their cries drifted through the morning fog like distant screams carried across water, harsh and unnatural against the silence of the marshlands. The priest tightened his grip upon the reins of his exhausted horse and continued along the narrow road cutting through the wetlands toward Norhollow. Mud sucked at the animal’s hooves while stagnant black water stretched endlessly beneath twisted trees on either side of the path. Strange shapes moved occasionally beneath the surface of the marsh pools, though whether fish, drifting roots, or something else entirely, Edric could not tell.

He had traveled for eleven days from the southern cathedral of Lornmere under direct command of the High Synod itself. The order delivered to him had been short and grim.

Go to Valdren.

Investigate the disappearances.

Learn the truth of the Raven Queen.

The church had avoided direct involvement with Valdren for decades. Priests sent there often failed to return, and those who did rarely spoke clearly afterward. Some abandoned the faith entirely. Others locked themselves inside monasteries and refused human contact for the remainder of their lives. One old bishop had clawed his own eyes blind after spending a single winter near Norhollow, repeatedly screaming that the marshes were watching him sleep.

Edric had believed such stories exaggerated superstition.

Now, riding through the endless fog beneath skies devoid of sunlight, he was no longer certain.

The road curved around a stretch of black water where dead trees protruded from the marsh like skeletal fingers. Ravens perched upon every branch watching him silently. Hundreds of them. Perhaps thousands farther back among the mist. Not one bird moved as he passed. They simply observed him with dark unblinking eyes.

The priest felt his horse trembling beneath him.

Then he saw the bodies.

Three corpses hung from a willow tree beside the road, swaying gently above the dark water.

A woman.

A man.

A child no older than eight.

Black roots had been twisted around their throats like ropes. Their skin carried the pale grey hue of old wax, and raven feathers covered their clothing so densely that parts of the bodies beneath were barely visible. The little girl’s sewn-shut eyes stared toward him through strands of silver thread.

Edric quickly muttered a prayer beneath his breath.

The ravens surrounding the corpses suddenly erupted into deafening cries all at once.

His horse nearly threw him.

The sound was overwhelming, violent beyond reason, as though the entire marshland had found a voice. Wings exploded upward from the trees in enormous clouds of black feathers while the priest struggled desperately to calm the panicked animal beneath him.

Then, just as suddenly, silence returned.

The ravens settled again.

Watching.

Waiting.

Edric forced himself not to look at the bodies a second time as he continued down the road.

By midday the fog began thinning enough for Norhollow to emerge from the marshes ahead.

The city resembled a rotting corpse rising from dark water.

Massive black walls surrounded its outer districts, built from ancient stone permanently stained by dampness and age. Countless narrow towers protruded above the battlements, each crowded with raven nests layered atop one another in grotesque masses. Smoke drifted weakly from chimneys while bridges of dark wood crossed flooded canals running through the lower streets. Nothing about the city appeared alive in any comforting sense. It felt ancient. Sickly. Like a place surviving long after it should have collapsed into ruin.

But dominating everything beyond the walls stood the palace.

Blackspire Keep.

The fortress rose from the center of Norhollow atop a jagged hill of dark stone overlooking the marshes for miles in every direction. Its towers resembled enormous claws reaching upward into the clouds, connected by narrow bridges and crowned with iron spikes upon which ravens perched endlessly. Even from a distance Edric could see thousands circling above the keep in constant motion.

The sight filled him with unease deeper than he wished to admit.

As he approached the city gates he found armed guards stopping every traveler attempting entry. The soldiers wore long dark cloaks lined with feathers and carried hooked spears blackened with age. Their faces looked exhausted. Hollow-eyed. Several bore crude charms around their necks made from bone and iron.

One guard stepped forward as Edric approached.

“You’re church,” the man muttered immediately upon seeing the priest’s robes.

Edric nodded calmly. “Father Edric of Lornmere.”

The guard glanced nervously toward the city behind him before lowering his voice.

“You should’ve stayed south.”

“I go where I’m sent.”

The soldier gave a tired laugh devoid of humor.

“That’s what the last priest said.”

Edric studied him carefully. “What happened to him?”

The guard hesitated.

Then his eyes drifted toward Blackspire Keep looming above the city.

“He went beneath the palace.”

Silence lingered between them.

“And?” Edric finally asked.

The man swallowed visibly.

“We heard him screaming three nights later.”

The gates slowly creaked open behind the guards.

Without another word, the soldier stepped aside.

Edric guided his horse into Norhollow beneath the watchful gaze of the ravens.

The smell struck him first.

Rotting water.

Smoke.

Decay.

The streets were crowded but unnaturally quiet. People moved quickly through the narrow alleys with lowered heads, avoiding eye contact wherever possible. Wooden homes leaned crookedly over flooded canals while black banners bearing the sigil of the Raven Queen fluttered weakly above the streets. Feathers littered everything. Rooftops. Windowsills. Market stalls. Even the muddy ground itself seemed carpeted in black.

Children were nowhere to be seen.

Not a single one.

Shops closed early despite daylight still lingering dimly behind the clouds. Iron charms hung beside nearly every doorway, many shaped like ravens pierced through the throat with nails. Edric noticed symbols painted above entrances in white ash — old warding signs used in ancient funeral rites.

Fear saturated the city like disease.

The priest eventually arrived at the Cathedral of Mourning standing near the center of Norhollow beside a flooded square filled with dead trees. The cathedral itself resembled more crypt than holy place, its stone walls blackened by moisture while dozens of ravens perched silently along the roof.

An elderly priest opened the doors before Edric could knock.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the old man whispered immediately.

Edric frowned. “You know who I am?”

“We knew they would send someone eventually.”

The old priest ushered him inside quickly before shutting the heavy doors behind them.

The cathedral interior was cold and dim, illuminated only by candles burning before cracked statues of forgotten saints. Several other priests stood gathered near the altar speaking in hushed voices. All looked exhausted. Terrified.

“You are Father Edric?” one asked.

“Yes.”

The men exchanged uneasy glances.

Finally the eldest stepped closer.

“She’s requested to see you tonight.”

Edric stiffened slightly. “The queen?”

The old priest nodded slowly.

“She knows you’ve arrived.”

A chill crept down Edric’s spine.

“How?”

None of the priests answered immediately.

Then somewhere high above the cathedral ceiling came the sound of claws scratching slowly across stone.

The old priest looked upward fearfully.

“The ravens always tell her.”
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Rain began falling shortly after sunset.

Cold black rain.

It struck the cathedral windows in slow uneven patterns while distant thunder rolled across the marshlands beyond Norhollow. Father Edric stood alone inside a narrow guest chamber overlooking the flooded streets below, watching lantern light ripple across the canals through distorted glass. The city appeared even more lifeless after dark. Doors were barred. Windows shuttered. No drunken voices echoed through taverns. No music drifted from homes. Only the sound of rain and the endless cries of ravens somewhere beyond the rooftops.

He had attempted prayer twice since arriving.

Both times something had disturbed him before he could finish.

The first interruption came as whispers beyond his chamber door despite no one standing there when he opened it. The second came moments later when every candle in the room extinguished itself simultaneously, leaving him in complete darkness while wings fluttered somewhere overhead.

Now he stood fully dressed beside the window with one hand resting upon the iron cross hanging around his neck.

Waiting.

The cathedral priests had grown increasingly uneasy as night approached. None would speak openly about the queen. Whenever Edric questioned them directly their voices lowered instinctively, eyes drifting toward the ceiling or windows as though afraid of being overheard.

One younger priest finally broke under questioning.

“She was different once,” the man whispered while nervously clutching a prayer chain between trembling fingers. “Years ago people still saw her face. She walked among the sick during the fever outbreaks. She rebuilt half the flooded districts after the great storms. The people loved her then.”

“What changed?” Edric had asked.

The young priest looked pale even remembering it.

“She went below the palace.”

That answer again.

Always the same.

Beneath the palace.

Edric pressed further, but the man refused to say more.

Now the priest stood alone replaying the conversation repeatedly in his thoughts while rain battered the city outside. Something enormous remained hidden beneath Norhollow. Every person he encountered seemed aware of it on some level, yet none dared speak plainly.

A sudden knock interrupted his thoughts.

Three slow strikes against the chamber door.

Edric opened it to find a tall woman waiting silently in the corridor.

She wore dark armor covered by a feathered cloak glistening with rainwater. A longsword hung at her hip while deep scars crossed the exposed skin of her throat and jawline. Her black hair had been tied tightly behind her head, though strands clung damply against her face.

Most unsettling were her eyes.

One grey.

One completely black.

“The queen summons you,” she said calmly.

Her voice carried the roughness of someone long accustomed to violence.

Edric studied her carefully. “And you are?”

“Captain Serelyn.”

“The queen’s guard?”

A faint smile touched the woman’s lips.
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