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“You look beautiful!”

The worst of it all was that Helen agreed with her mother. When she glanced over her image in the mirror, she almost felt the need to reach out and touch it, make sure it was real.

She had always been aware of her beauty; she was not blind, but something about the wedding dress enhanced her natural beauty, almost making her glow. It fit well around her curves, made her golden hair seem even more brilliant, and the light colors allowed her deep blue eyes to pop out even more.

Helen looked at her image and loved how beautiful she looked.

It only made her feel worse about the entire situation.

For a moment, she closed her eyes, breathed in and out, trying to hold back the tears. She managed it somehow, eventually sighed, and opened her eyes again. Her orbs met her mother’s through the mirrored image in front of them, and she saw the sad smile that took hold of the older woman’s lips.

The older blonde reached out and poised her hands atop her shoulders. “Be strong. I know you can do this.”

Helen almost wanted to lash out at her for those words, yet she knew her mother had as little choice about this as she did. They couldn’t refuse the proposal they received after all. Stonekeep was a small keep at the edges of the Lora kingdom, and the reputation of the dark elves terrified anyone with a bit of sense. It hadn’t been like this before, but over the years, the elves conquered more and more lands until they stopped right at the edge of their borders. If they truly wished to, the elves could seize Stonekeep in a few days, and the inhabitants could do nothing to stop it.

That the new elven queen seemed to want to give diplomacy a try was all that spared them of that, but Helen didn’t doubt they would have been conquered nonetheless if she refused the woman’s marriage proposal.

She swallowed at that thought.

Since she was young, Helen had known she wouldn’t be able to marry whoever she wished. Sooner or later, an advantageous proposal would appear that would be too good for Stonekeep, and she would have to sacrifice herself for her family. She was the heir to their lands, but they were small lands, and she had always expected to marry one of the rulers of an adjacent hold and join their lands as one, with all the benefits that entailed.

Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined the one making such a proposal would be a dark elf.

From a purely logical point of view, it was a very advantageous match. Too advantageous, really. She was certainly not worth having a queen for a spouse. It made her weary for all the reasons. What was Elora’s plan, exactly? Why did she want her as a wife?

The dark elf was a futa, which meant she could easily propagate her line with Helen, but she could do so with any female dark elf in her realm.

Helen tried not to overthink that. She had always dreamt she would marry a man, have his children, and be happy beside him. She could admit to finding the female form pleasing, yet never expected to end up with someone like Elora Loraquinal, or to bear another woman’s children. Humans didn’t have futas amongst their numbers, after all. That seemed to be something only dark elves possessed.

She shook her head, trying to get rid of the sudden heat in her cheeks. She shouldn’t be thinking about something like that, not when she would be dragged in front of her spouse to be in just a few minutes, and they would marry.

Before she could worry even more, her mother leaned in closer, hugged her from behind, and it was easy for Helen to lean into that hold, to let her mother’s warmth soothe her fears for a few moments. Then a knock came from the entrance. “Everything is ready for the ceremony, my lady.”

Her mother reluctantly pulled back, moved around Helen, took hold of her face, and held it tight. She didn’t say anything, knowing there was nothing she could honestly say that would help them at all, and just leaned in and pressed a kiss against Helen’s forehead.

After that, she turned on her feet and moved out the door, and Helen stayed behind and eyed herself in the mirror for a while longer before eventually breathing in and out and starting to move.

It didn’t take long until she found herself taking the last steps toward the one that would be her wife. The sight of the dark queen was exotic. At least, for Helen, it was. The woman was dark blue for one, both her skin and hair, though her hair seemed just a shade lighter than the rest. She was tall, with the long ears typical of elves and eyes that were almost entirely dark. There was a tiny hint of white in them, no more than that.

And there was no doubt those dark eyes were centered on her.

Helen didn’t stop walking, though maybe she slowed down a little. She couldn’t read the emotions in those eyes. They were too different from human eyes. Was the woman pleased to see her? Disgusted? Did she just not care? Helen didn’t know, couldn’t know. Even if she was able to read a dark elf, she hadn’t met the woman in front of her long. They crossed paths two times before and exchanged a few words on both occasions, but nothing else.

Most of the woman’s negotiations were with her mother, and Helen didn’t receive much more consideration than as if a horse the other female was buying. That pissed her off, though it was just another thing in the entire process. She didn’t even know if the other female found her attractive and didn’t know why that mattered at all.

If she was honest, she could admit that despite the other female’s strangeness, there was something alluring about Elora. She had quite generous curves, she was a famed warrior, and her exotic beauty was evident. The clothes she was wearing complemented that exoticness.

Well, if Helen dared to call them clothes. It seemed a mix between strands made of gold and some pieces of cloth of the same color as the dark elf’s skin, almost giving the sensation that the other female was naked from a distance. It was certainly a daring outfit. It left large parts of her skin uncovered, though from what Helen gleamed of the other dark elves around them, it was not a rare fashion choice amidst them.

Despite how she dressed, Helen would be marrying in the fashion of the dark elves. A walk through the forest towards her intended, traveling through the throng of those loyal to her would-be wife. There would be vows exchanged between one another and a blessing from one of the druids that commanded the ceremonies between dark elves.

It would be quick, her mother assured her. A feast would follow, and there wouldn’t be many differences between that one and those humans usually partook in. Eventually, the two of them would retreat to the room prepared for them and fulfill their obligations.

With those thoughts swirling within her head, she barely noticed when she reached her would-be wife, stilled when Elora’s hands reached for hers, and took hold of her hands in turn. A small gasp escaped her at that, and her blue eyes met the dark ones of the female in front of her.

The dark elf gave nothing away.

She just opened her mouth and started giving her oath, pausing at the correct times for Helen to eventually give hers in return, an oath she had painstakingly prepared over weeks and memorized completely.

Her mother was right about one thing. It was a quick process, even if it didn’t feel like it. It was just a few lines exchanged between them, both of them talking with their eyes on one another, and after that, the druid came to them, cast some kind of magic over them, and cheers came from the dark elves attending the ceremony. Some of the human guests cheered, if a bit more mutely.

Those sworn to Stonekeep were weary of the ceremony and of the reason why the dark queen offered them this proposal, but they knew better than to refuse it. Not that Helen didn’t think some of the dark elves weren’t displeased as well. Plenty of them had tried their best to arrange a match with their queen, though the woman always refused them.

Helen tried to bury those thoughts deep down. There was no changing this, not now. She belonged to the other woman now, and the moment she gave the other female a child, their lands would be fully united with the Kingdom of Lora. Better to be conquered that way than by the strength of arms. At least she could spare their people’s blood.

Part of her couldn’t help but be curious why Elora wanted the celebration to occur in Stonekeep when she could have easily forced them to travel to the elven capital. Still, maybe it was not too surprising. What better way to display her power than to force the many powerful dark elves in attendance to travel all throughout her realm to a land that would be hers in turn, to see the marriage to the one the queen decided to pick over many of those powerful dark elves?

Helen breathed out in a sigh. She didn’t know enough about the politics between the dark elves to tell if what she was thinking about made some sense. And she supposed it didn’t matter much. She knew her place and could do nothing against whatever machinations her wife intended to make.

She could only hope none of those she loved suffered because of them.

She ate slowly, with barely any word exchanged with her wife. More than once, she allowed her eyes to move towards Elora, but the dark queen seemed too busy talking with the dark elves that came to speak to her. These ones
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