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The elders gathered in the center of the town square, their faces etched with lines of resignation. A heavy silence hung over the crowd of villagers who had come to witness the sorting, a ritual as old as their ancestors’ pact with Lalanne.

Sylvaine clutched her sister’s hand tightly, her heart pounding with anxiety. At sixteen, Marie was blossoming into a striking young woman, and Sylvaine knew all too well what that meant in this cursed world they lived in. For generations, their town had been ruled by the demoness Lalanne – a being of terrible beauty who demanded a human bride in exchange for her protection against the horrors beyond their walls.

It had been years since the demoness had a bride, but now...

One by one, the elders called forward the unmarried girls between sixteen and twenty-one to draw from an ancient leather sack. Sylvaine’s stomach churned as she watched each girl step up with trembling fingers to pluck out a ball. White. White. Another white. The crowd released breaths of relief with each safe drawing, but there were still many girls left to go...

Finally, it was Marie’s turn. Her name was called, and she froze, her young face draining of color. “Go on, sweetheart,” Sylvaine whispered, giving her sister’s hand a reassuring squeeze even as fear coiled tight in her chest. “You can do this.”

Marie stepped forward with halting steps, her eyes wide and glazed with terror. She reached into the sack and pulled out a ball, holding it up for all to see. Black. Deadly silence fell over the square as everyone stared at the dark orb in Marie’s shaking hand.

“No,” Sylvaine choked out, feeling her legs start to shake uncontrollably. This couldn’t be happening. Not to her little sister. “No, no, no...”

Marie seemed unable to look away from the ball – as if she couldn’t quite believe it herself. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she let out a keening wail of despair that cut through Sylvaine like a knife. Around them, the other villagers began to murmur in dread, their faces pale and stricken at the sight of Marie’s fate being sealed.

Sylvaine barely registered it all as she rushed forward to gather her sister into her arms. “It’ll be okay,” she sobbed brokenly, even though they both knew that wasn’t true. There was no escaping Lalanne’s claim now.

The demoness would have her sister if Sylvaine didn’t do something about it.

The blonde held Marie tightly as her younger sister wept against her chest, the black ball still clutched in Marie’s trembling hand. Around them, the villagers whispered and stared, shock and pity clear on their faces.

Sylvaine hardly noticed any of it. All she could think about was finding a way to save Marie from Lalanne’s cruel clutches... even if it meant sacrificing herself instead. She couldn’t bear the thought of her sweet, innocent sister being defiled by that monster. 

With a deep breath, Sylvaine gently took the black ball from Marie’s fingers, feeling its weight in her palm as if it were a stone pressing down on her heart. She looked up at the elders standing before them, their faces grave and solemn.

“Please,” she said, her voice shaking but determined. “Let me take my sister’s place. I’ll go to Lalanne in Marie’s stead.”

A ripple of shock went through the crowd at Sylvaine’s declaration. She was already past the age when a girl would usually be eligible for the lottery, and she was a widow. Two reasons for her not being eligible, yet the blonde had hope. Surely, Lalanne wouldn’t refuse someone who offered themselves like she did? Sylvaine was far more gorgeous than her sister, if only because she was a woman grown and not still growing.

The head elder stepped forward, and Sylvaine met his gaze steadily, even as her knees knocked together beneath her skirts. “Are you certain, child?” he asked quietly. “This is a grave decision. You know what awaits you in Lalanne’s mansion.”

“I do,” Sylvaine replied, squaring her shoulders despite the fear that churned in her stomach. “But I cannot let my sister suffer such a fate. Please... if it is within your power, let me take Marie’s place.”

The elder sighed heavily and looked at his fellow, who conferred amongst themselves in hushed tones. Sylvaine’s heart hammered wildly as she waited for their decision, praying they would agree to her desperate plea.

The elders exchanged uneasy glances while Sylvaine watched, the black ball clutched tight in her fist. “I’m sorry, child,” the head elder said gently but firmly. “But you are not suitable.”

Sylvaine blinked at him for a moment before understanding dawned on her face. “You mean because I’ve been married before?” she asked bitterly. “Because my husband is dead, and Lalanne prefers her brides untouched?”

The elder flinched slightly but nodded. “It is not our decision, Sylvaine,” he said. “We have no way of knowing how our mistress will react if we send you in Marie’s place. The risk is too great.”

“Bullshit!” Sylvaine spat, her voice rising with desperate anger. She stepped forward and jabbed a finger at the elder’s chest. “You think Lalanne wants some trembling virgin who won’t know what to do with herself? All she cares for is whatever enjoyment she can get from her brides. Believe me, our demoness mistress will prefer me over someone who doesn’t know what it is to be touched.”

The other elders shifted uncomfortably at her outburst, but Sylvaine pressed on.

“She craves pleasure,” she argued breathlessly. “I can give her that! I’m not afraid to touch her, to serve her in ways my sister could never dream of. Is that not what Lalanne desires most?”

“Is it?” A voice came from behind.

Lalanne materialized in a swirl of dark smoke and fire, sending villagers scattering in terror. She strode forward until she loomed over Sylvaine, her crimson gaze boring into the young woman with predatory interest.

“So,” the demoness purred, her voice like velvet-wrapped steel. “You would offer yourself to me instead of your sister?”

Sylvaine trembled under that searing gaze but held her ground, lifting her chin defiantly. “Yes, my lady,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. “I know I am no virgin, but I believe you will find me... most satisfactory.”

A cruel smile curved Lalanne’s lips as she reached out to trail a sharp nail along Sylvaine’s jawline. The touch sent shivers down the blonde’s spine. “Bold words from such a fragile little mortal,” the demoness murmured. “Do you truly think you can please me?”

Sylvaine swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry as dust. But she forced herself to meet Lalanne’s gaze steadily. “I do,” she breathed. “Give me a chance to prove it to you. Spare my sister, take me instead, and you won’t regret it.”

Lalanne’s fingers were searing hot against Sylvaine’s cheeks as the demoness tilted her head this way and that, studying her intently. The blonde trembled under that intense scrutiny but held still, her heart pounding so hard she was sure Lalanne could hear it.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the demoness nodded once, a satisfied smile curving her red lips. “Very well,” she said, her voice smooth as silk. “I accept your offer, girl.”

Sylvaine let out a shaky breath of relief, though her legs still felt weak and unsteady beneath her. “Thank you, my lady,” she murmured. “You won’t regret this.”

Lalanne chuckled darkly and traced the shell of Sylvaine’s ear with one sharp claw. The blonde bit back a gasp at the intimacy of the touch. “Oh, I’m certain I won’t,” the demoness purred. “Go gather your things now. Present yourself in my manor before sundown, and come prepared to please me.”

With that, Lalanne turned and glided away through the stunned crowd of villagers, leaving a trail of dark smoke in her wake. Sylvaine watched until she vanished from sight, then slowly sank to her knees, overwhelmed by what had just happened.

Marie let out a choked sob and flung herself into Sylvaine’s arms. The younger girl clung to her sister desperately, shaking with relief and fear.

“Oh, Sylvie,” she wept against Sylvaine’s shoulder. “I can’t believe you did that for me... but are you sure? What will become of you?”

Sylvaine hugged Marie tightly, smoothing her hair back from her tear-streaked face. “Hush now, sweetheart,” she murmured. “It’s going to be alright. I made this choice freely, and I don’t regret it.”

She pressed a kiss to the top of Marie’s head, breathing in the familiar scent of her sister. It would be the last time for a while or possibly forever. The thought made Sylvaine’s chest ache with loss, but she pushed it aside. She had to stay strong now, for Marie’s sake.

“You’re going to have to care for Father,” Sylvaine said gently. “I want you to take good care of him and yourself. Promise me you’ll be happy.”

Marie pulled back to look at her sister, her blue eyes wide and wet. “But what about you?” she asked. “Will we ever see each other again?”

Sylvaine smiled sadly and cupped Marie’s cheek. “I hope so,” she said. “For now, focus on your own happiness. I’ll be fine... I promise.”

After that, she let a few of the villagers pull Marie aside and comfort her. She got to her feet. She could feel the pity in the others’ eyes as they looked at her, and it made her throat tighten.

Slowly, Sylvaine walked to the small house she shared with her father and sister, her heart heavy with dread and sorrow. She knew what she had to do now, but that didn’t make it any easier.

As she pushed open the front door, she was greeted by the familiar scent of stew simmering on the hearth. Her father looked up from his chair by the fireplace, his weathered face breaking into a smile when he saw her. But then he took in her expression, and the smile faded, replaced by a look of concern.

“Sylvaine? What’s wrong?” he asked, rising to his feet
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