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Claire Beauvais of Bellevaux winced as her captors, two hulking monstrosities with elongated limbs and shadowy forms, dragged her into what she soon figured was a cavernous throne room. Her silk gown, once elegant in its sky-blue hue, was now torn and mud-stained from the journey through the treacherous mountains separating Bellevaux and the dreaded nation of Nocturna, where the Dark Queen ruled.

Something caught in her throat as she allowed herself to look away from the throne in the distance and towards those in attendance.

The air felt thick with malice as thousands of eyes turned toward her. Creatures of every description filled the hall, each one more unnatural than the next. To her left, a group of witches in flowing black robes whispered among themselves, their skins pale and unhealthy-looking. Nearby, a cluster of vampires with impossibly pale faces watched her with predatory hunger, their fangs glistening in the dim light, some of them stained with blood.

“Beautiful,” one whispered, his voice reaching her despite the distance, making her wince and try to pull back. The smirk that adorned the vampire’s lips told her he had gotten the reaction he wanted from her, and she almost hated herself for showing weakness.

She should have known what to expect once she embarked on this journey.

To her right, the beings were far more monstrous.

Claire couldn’t help but notice the two extremes present. Some beings were horrifyingly grotesque – massive spider-like creatures with human heads, winged demons with multiple horns, and shadowy entities that seemed to barely have form at all. Others were so terrifyingly beautiful she almost wished she could gouge her eyes out just to stop seeing them.

A vampire with silver hair cascading down his back regarded her with unnerving intensity. A succubus, her curves accentuated by tight leather clothing, licked her full lips as their gazes met briefly before Claire was dragged onward.

The journey through Nocturna had been a desperate attempt to save her homeland and her parents – King Henri Beauvais and Queen Isabelle of Bellevaux. The neighboring kingdom of Montclair, which should have been allies bound by treaty, had instead issued an ultimatum: either Bellevaux submit to their rule and Claire marry the second prince – a brutish fool twice her age – or face complete destruction.

Claire remembered the pained expressions on her parents’ faces when they had been faced with that ultimatum. They understood their chances of winning such a war were limited. And yet, submitting to those demands would mean more than offering Claire as a sacrifice. Submitting to the Kingdom of Montclair would mean the destruction of their culture, the absorption of their lands and possessions by men who cared not for what made Bellevaux the nation it had always been.

That was a notion they could not accept. That was something their people would never accept either. Either they fought, or their people would try to fight for themselves, and that would end up being a far more dangerous proposition for the people under their protection.

“We can fight,” her father, King Henri, told her one day, his hands shaking as he placed a map of their nation on the table. He pointed at several locations on it. “There are a few spots we can try to fortify and hold back Montclair’s armies.”

Claire knew her father well enough to read the chances of that working on his face. He didn’t believe they could win, and he certainly knew more about it than she did.

It was what prompted her to be daring, what made her embark on a journey her parents would never want for her.

Montclair was not their only neighboring nation, after all. There were others, but only one would be able to ensure there was no chance of Montclair moving against them. Only Nocturna, with their Dark Queen, would intimidate Montclair enough for them not even to try. After all, their nations and the other light-aligned nations had allied with one another as a deterrent against the leader of the dark hordes. Only together would they have been able to withstand the darkness.

Claire Beauvais, princess of Bellevaux, would brave that darkness for her realm, her people, her parents. She might lose herself to it, but she would try anything for those she loved.

And so, alone but undeterred, Claire fled Bellevaux under the cover of darkness, hoping to find a solution in the halls of the feared Dark Queen.

Now, as she neared the throne at the far end of the cavernous hall, Claire noticed the air growing colder. Atop an obsidian dais sat her possible salvation – or her doom. Elisia, ruler of Nocturna and known throughout the lands simply as the Dark Queen, watched with violet eyes that seemed to pierce through her.

Her white hair cascaded around a face of impossible beauty with pale skin like moonlight, full lips of a deep red color, and features so perfect they appeared carved by a master artisan rather than formed by nature. She was clad in black silk that clung to her curves, displaying a generous amount of cleavage and accentuating every inch of her voluptuous frame.

Claire’s heart hammered against her ribs as she was forced to kneel before the throne. The Dark Queen leaned forward slightly, a cruel smile playing on her lips.

“Princess Claire,” Elisia’s voice echoed through the hall, both melodic and menacing at once. “What brings you to my halls?”

“I’ve come seeking your aid, Your Majesty,” Claire managed, though her voice trembled slightly. “I came to seek assistance for Bellevaux against Montclair.”

The Dark Queen’s smile widened. “And what makes you think I would help such a small kingdom?”

Claire lifted her chin, determined not to show fear. “Because if your nation backs ours, Montclair will not succeed in their objective and take our lands. It will mean they will not grow more powerful through my people. Otherwise, if Montclair succeeds in absorbing us, they will turn their attention to Nocturna next. As they say, my enemy’s enemy is my friend.”

Elisia laughed, the sound echoing unnaturally through the cavernous space. “I do not need friends, and certainly not ones who arrive on their knees begging for scraps of power.”

Claire swallowed hard as the Dark Queen stood gracefully from her throne, descending the few steps to stand before her. The proximity to the other woman made her feel terrified.

“Tell me, Princess,” Elisia whispered, bending close so only Claire could hear. “What was that Montclair threatened you with? What was their ultimatum?”

The question hung in the air for a few moments, and Claire swallowed, trying to gather herself. Eventually, she breathed out in a sigh. It was foolish of her not to think the Dark Queen knew more than she expected. Certainly, Nocturna had spies on their court, and they had gotten access to the offer Montclair had made them.

“My hand for one of the Montclair princes, the submission of our people to their rule. That was what they offered us, Your Majesty.”

Elisia reached out, fingers gently tilting Claire’s face upward to meet those mesmerizing violet eyes. “I’m inclined to make a similar offer, princess. However, I might be perhaps a bit more merciful. I’ll settle for your hand.” The words were a soft purr, which only made it more difficult for Claire to process them.

The silence that fell over the Dark Queen’s throne room told Claire she hadn’t heard wrong and that she hadn’t been the only one surprised by those words.

“What?” Claire blurted out before she could stop herself, her heart starting to move far more frantically in her chest, almost seeming to want to burst out of her. 

“Montclair wants your nation now, princess,” the Dark Queen purred softly, leaning in so close that Claire could feel the soft breath escaping from her lips. Strangely, only then did she notice the horns adorning the other female’s head. She had missed them entirely before, and she could only wonder how. “I’ll settle for the children you’ll give me taking command of it once you decide to give it to them. After all, you’re the heir to Bellevaux, are you not? Your children would rule after you. I intend to make sure those children are mine.”

For a while, Claire could only gape at the other female, not quite believing what she was hearing. And yet, the longer she looked into those purple eyes, the more she realized the other female meant every single word. 

Her throat bobbed up and down as she swallowed, as she started to process what was happening. She had come to Nocturna in search of an ally, someone who could help her nation against Montclair. And she had gotten it.

Yet the price...

Claire felt her breath catch as realization washed over her. The price for Nocturna’s protection wouldn’t be gold or land – it would be herself.
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