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Witchbound: Book Two


A vampire betrayed…

A witch banished…

A world on the brink…

Cast out and alone, Strawberry's exile has left her yearning for the icy embrace of the enigmatic vampire queen Eris, instead seeking solace in her unwavering dedication to her vocation as a veterinarian.

Eris, the icy ruler of the vampire court, finds her carefully constructed walls of control crumbling under the weight of her desire for the brazen witch. Torn between her duty to her people and the siren call of her own heart, the queen knows that one misstep could bring her entire world crashing down around her.

But as an insidious force threatens to destroy the supernatural world, Strawberry finds herself drawn back into the very heart of the conflict.

As the stakes rise and the body count mounts, both Strawberry and Eris must risk everything to protect those that matter most. The fiery witch must navigate a dangerous game of power and politics, and the ice queen faces threats from all sides as she fights to hold her court together.

Will their love be enough to light the way through the darkness? Or are they destined to be forever haunted by what might have been?

In a world on the brink of war, two women will risk everything for a love that could save them all...

…or destroy everything they hold dear.

Witchbound: Book Two is the second book in the Blood Magic duet. Immerse yourself in the intoxicating, dangerous romance between a cunning vampire queen and the alluring young witch who steals her unbeating heart.


Chapter
One



Strawberry

As I sweep through the clinic's front doors, the sharp antiseptic tang of cleanliness hits me, a stark and confronting contrast to the otherwise musty scent of ancient texts and the iron-rich aroma of Eris's domain. My fingers graze over the reception desk, trails of residual enchantment sparking at my touch, remnants of last night's desperate attempts to find solace in old magic…

Finding none.

"Morning, Strawberry," Dr. Jensen calls out, his voice an anchor in the bustling space filled with barks and meows. "We've got a full schedule today."

"Morning," I murmur, forcing a smile that doesn't reach my forest-green eyes. I tuck a flame-red strand behind my ear and nod towards the rows of cages where animals await care, their plaintive sounds a cacophony of need that resonates within my witch's heart. I'm here, present, but part of me is lost in shadowed thoughts, exiled from the warmth of acceptance and love.

"Rough night?" Katrina, one of the vet techs, asks, her brow furrowing as she catches the edge of melancholy in my eyes.

"Something like that," I reply, turning away before she can glimpse the depth of my inner turmoil.

I move throughout the clinic with practiced ease, my hands gentle yet assured as I soothe a trembling kitten, its leg splinted but spirit unbroken. The animals respond to the quiet hum of my nature magic, an invisible balm that calms their distress. Restraining myself as I do to not outright use my magic to fully heal, I do go against the Witch Council to help alleviate some of the stress and fear. Among these innocent souls, it's here that I can briefly forget the cold sting of banishment by my coven—forget, if only for a moment, the alluring yet ice-cold touch of Eris Divine.

"Strawberry, you're a miracle worker," Dr. Jensen comments, watching as the kitten purrs under my care. If only he knew the truth of my talents, the forbidden paths I tread to hone them.

"Thanks," I say, though I don't feel that the accolade is deserved.

My reflection in the stainless-steel table shows a young woman with a passion for healing, yet behind those earnest green eyes lies a tumultuous sea of regret. What was it for, all the bending of rules, the relentless pursuit of proving myself? All it earned me was this ache, a chasm between my world and Eris's, between who I am and who I yearn to be.

The day presses on, each tick of the clock a heartbeat in a world I'm barred from entering. As I sterilize instruments and prep for surgeries, my mind wanders to the night I first laid eyes on that ancient tome - the Book of the Corrupt - to the intoxicating power that surged through me, promising so much more than what the Witch Council could ever understand. And to Eris—her piercing gaze that saw right through me, her demands that pushed me to the brink, her lips whispering promises wrapped in darkness.

"Strawberry?" Katrina's voice pulls me back, her hand on my shoulder grounding me.

"Sorry, just...a lot on my mind," I confess, shaking off the haunting memories.

"Hey, we all have those days. But you're amazing at what you do. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise," she says, sincerity shining in her eyes.

"Thanks, I needed to hear that," I admit, allowing her words to bolster my resolve.

As the day wanes into evening, the clinic empties, leaving only the echo of clawed paws on tile and the lingering scent of fur. I stand alone in the quiet, facing the darkening sky outside the window, a silhouette etched in determination.

"Prove yourself," I whisper to my reflection, a vow made to no one but the encroaching night. "Find your way back to her."

And with that, I offer my goodnights before heading through the automatic doors, my every step charged with an unwavering intent. I will not falter; I cannot. For within me burns a fire, kindled by love and fury, a fire that even the shadows fear to touch.

The gold light of morning filters through the vaulted windows of the university lecture hall, casting angular shadows across my open textbook. I had the option to download a copy to my tablet, but I fear Eris's love of the old ways has had an impression on me. I scribble notes furiously, my pen racing to keep up with the professor's rapid-fire discourse on animal anatomy. Every muscle fiber and bone structure he names is a step closer to the mastery I crave, each fact a tiny victory in my silent war for redemption.

"Alright, any questions before we move on?" the professor asks, his eyes scanning the room.

I raise my hand without hesitation, my voice steady as I inquire about the intricacies of joint disorders in canines. The surrounding students turn, some with admiration, others with the barest hint of envy. Yet, beneath the surface of my composed exterior rages an inner turmoil—a tempest of longing for the sisterhood of my coven, now lost to me.

"Excellent question, Ms. Hayes. That level of detail shows true dedication," the professor compliments, but the words are a hollow echo compared to the acknowledgment I yearn for from those who've banished me.

"Thanks," I mutter, more to myself than anyone else, as I jot down the additional information.

As the class disperses, my closest friend, Celeste sidles up to me, her eyes soft with concern. "You're pushing yourself too hard, Strawberry. You're top of the class—what more do you want?"

"Everything they said I couldn't have," I reply tersely, my gaze fixed on the emptying seats, each one a ghost of a coven member turning their back on me.

"Hey," she chides gently, her hand touching my arm, "it's you that got yourself this far. Whatever any assholes from the past have said, you're already proving them wrong."

I nod, pretending her words are enough, she doesn't know about the various supernatural factions of Beings that wander about, hidden in plain sight, that the absence of my coven doesn't claw at me with icy fingers. But as day bleeds into night, it's not just the loss of my coven that haunts me—it's her.

Eris.

My dreams are a sensual playground where logic and reason hold no sway. Eris's alabaster skin glows like moonlight against the darkness, her crimson lips parting in an invitation to sin. I am both moth and flame, drawn and repelled by the heat of our forbidden dance. Her hands roam with a vampire's precision, igniting trails of fire along my flesh, each touch a promise of eternity laced with peril.

Our bodies entwine, a twisted ballet of passion and power, moving in rhythm to a beat only we can hear. I feel her cool breath against my neck, the whisper of fangs grazing my pulsing vein, and I surrender to the intoxicating danger of it all.

"Strawberry," she murmurs, her voice anchoring me in the tempest of desire.

But dawn is cruel, tearing me from the clutches of the night with its unforgiving light. My eyes flutter open to the stark reality of my bedroom, the remnants of our nocturnal tryst fading like mist in the morning sun. A bitter ache settles in my chest, the memory of Eris's embrace a taunting specter reminding me of what I've lost.

I rise, shaking off the remnants of the dream, my resolve hardening like forged steel. Today, I will dive deeper into my studies, lose myself in the pursuit of knowledge, busy myself with the needs of patients unable to tell us their pains, anything to silence the whispers of the night.

"Prove yourself," I repeat the mantra under my breath, a promise to myself and to her—the elusive queen of shadows that rules my dreams.

The scent of antiseptic stings my nostrils as I sterilize the surgical tools, my hands mechanically moving with practiced ease. My mind, however, wanders to forbidden territory—to Eris. It flits back to the silken feel of her snow-swept blond hair running through my fingers, to the way her cold lips contrasted with the burning hunger in her gaze.

Her touch was a paradox—chilling and searing—and it set my skin ablaze every time. I remember how her eyes, so deep and fathomless, seemed to drink in my very soul, leaving me breathless and craving more. The memory of her lips tracing the column of my throat sends an involuntary shiver down my spine, igniting a yearning that coils tightly within my chest.

Restraint buckles under the weight of longing as I allow myself this moment of weakness, indulging in the sensory feast that was Eris Divine. Her laugh, dark and melodic, echoes in the hollows of my heart, reverberating through my bones. I recall the way she looked at me as if I was the only thing that mattered in her eternal life—the intensity of her focus rendering everything else insignificant.

"Strawberry, are you okay?" It's Renee's voice that pulls me from the depths of my reverie this time. I snap to attention, realizing I've been standing still, lost in thought for who knows how long. Little wonder the staff here have started eying me with concerned eyes and raised eyebrows.

"Fine," I mutter, a lie that tastes bitter on my tongue. I'm far from fine. I'm fractured, splintered by a love that should have never been, but one that burns all the brighter for its impossibility.

I force my attention back to the task at hand, sealing away the memories once more. But they linger beneath the surface, scratching at my resolve. Was it all because of the binding spell? The ache that throbs with every beat of my heart, the emptiness that lingers in the pit of my stomach—could it be nothing more than magical residue?

No. The pain is too sharp, too poignant to be anything but real. The spell may have brought us together, but what grew from that incantation was raw and untamed. It transcended the arcane, blossoming into something terrifyingly genuine.

With each memory, each stolen moment relived, the certainty cements itself. What I feel for Eris isn't just some enchantment's echo; it's as intrinsic to me as the magic coursing through my veins. And though it cuts me open, leaving me vulnerable and exposed, I clutch it close. For even in agony, there's a bitter sweetness—because it means what we had was real, and perhaps, just perhaps, worth every shard of broken heart I carry.


Chapter
Two



Eris

The crimson liquid swirls in the crystal glass, mocking me with its simplicity. I am anything but simple these days. The shadows of my darkened room cling to me like a second skin as my mind betrays the iron-clad discipline I've cultivated over centuries.

Strawberry.

Her name is a whispered curse, an incantation that unravels my composure with each syllable.

"Blood magic," I hiss into the silence, my voice a serrated blade cutting through the stillness. "It's nothing but blood magic." But the mantra that's supposed to bring clarity only tightens the knot of longing within me. How can mere spells weave such chaos in my heart? A heart that should beat only for power and dominance.

A stack of parchment sits untouched on my mahogany desk, the candlelight casting long, accusatory shadows across the floor. These are matters of life and death, decisions that shape the very fabric of our nocturnal society—and yet my gaze slides unfocused, unseeing over the elegant scrawl.

"Focus," I command myself, the queenly tone hollow against the vast emptiness that has settled in my chest. My court depends on my ruthlessness, my unyielding will. But Strawberry's face, alight with fierce defiance and the soft blush that colors her cheeks, invades every thought. It's maddening.

A knock at the door, sharp, insistent. I don't need to answer to know it's one of them—my courtiers, my loyal subjects—come to remind their queen of her duties. They whisper in hushed tones, rumors of my distraction spreading like venom through the ranks.

"Enter," I say, my voice devoid of warmth, the ice queen reclaiming her throne.

The door creaks open, and I feel the presence of my court without looking up. Their unease is a living thing that creeps along the walls of my sanctuary. They need direction, stability. They need their queen to be the force of nature she's always been.

"Forgive me, my queen, but the disputes among the factions..." Nyx Thornfield, the brave soul begins, her voice trailing off into uncertainty when my gaze finally meets hers.

"Will be dealt with," I interject, words cold enough to freeze blood in veins. "I have not forgotten my responsibilities."

But as she bows and retreats, I know the lie for what it is. I have been neglectful, lost in the labyrinth of my own emotions—a place where no vampire, let alone their queen, should ever dwell.

I rise, the silk of my gown whispering against my skin like a lover's caress. I should drown myself in the affairs of my court, let the familiar thrill of exerting my will wash away this weakness. But instead, I find my steps leading me away from duty, towards the solitude of my chambers.

"Strawberry," I breathe out once more, the name both a torment and a temptation. I may be queen of the damned, but I am undeniably, irrevocably haunted by the touch of a witch whose very essence threatens to undo me.

Whispers of discord and the scent of unease linger in the air as Lucius materializes before me, a specter of solemnity in my court. The reports he carries—missives scrawled with the grievances of Beings—are a tangible testament to the fraying edges of an uneasy peace.

"Another coven is pressing the boundaries near the docks," Lucius's voice is a low rumble, filled with cautious urgency. "Demons are circling, waiting for any sign of weakness, and the werewolves wish to liaise to discuss measures before the situation escalates."

"Let them circle," I reply, my tone dismissive, a steel blade veiled in velvet. I stand rigid, an unyielding pillar amidst the swirling chaos that threatens to engulf my realm. My fingers graze the edge of the ancient oak table, a symbol of my enduring reign. "They will find only their demise if they think to challenge us."

Lucius studies me, his age-old eyes piercing through the facade I've erected with painstaking care. But I am a mistress of masks, and he sees only what I wish him to see—a queen cloaked in power, untouched by the tremors of uncertainty.

"Very well, my queen." He bows, a graceful dip of submission, yet his gaze lingers with silent questions.

As he departs, I allow myself a fleeting moment of respite, leaning heavily against the cold wood, the burden of command weighing upon my shoulders like the leaden San Francisco fog. A sigh escapes my lips—a wisp of vulnerability in the stillness of the night.

"Damn you, Strawberry..." The memory of her ignites a fire within me, one that no amount of time or distance can quell. Her laughter echoes in the recesses of my mind, a melody more intoxicating than the sweetest blood.

I close my eyes, and she's there—flames in her hair, defiance in her stance, challenging me, bewitching me without even trying. Our encounters blaze through my recollections, each touch branded onto my skin, each whispered promise etched into my soul.

"Why?" The question is a torment, a plea to the darkness that envelopes me. Why did she betray me so? Why did she use blood magic to enchant my very soul? This mere mortal with magic coursing through her veins, and the power to conjure such potency as to enchant to this depth. And yet, I am ensnared in her web, caught between rage and rapture.

I clench my fists, nails biting into flesh, willing the pain to ground me, to sever this maddening connection. But it's her face I see in the crimson droplets that fall, her essence I crave in the silence of my chambers.

"Damn you, little witch," I whisper against the shadows, "for making me feel... for making me want." Desire and despair intertwine, a dance as old as time, and I'm left reeling, a predator captivated by the very prey I long to consume.

I am sovereign of the night, commander of legions who bow to my will. Yet here I stand, haunted by a love that defies reason, a passion that burns through the veil of eternity. And I fear, as the night deepens and my heart betrays me, that I might be powerless to resist the inferno that is Strawberry Hayes.

The heavy oak door of the grand hall slams shut with a resounding echo, sending a shudder through the room that mirrors the storm inside me. My court members, an assembly of pale shadows cloaked in decadence, fall silent as I take my place at the head of the long table. My throne a dark and somber reminder of my duty, my destiny. For now, it is also my cage. Candles flicker, casting dancing shadows upon their expectant faces, yet none dare speak until I do.

"Tonight," I begin, my voice slicing through the silence with the precision of a blade, "we address the encroaching threats to our dominion." My gaze sweeps over them, each pair of glowing eyes reflecting a hunger for power and a fear of losing it. I revel in that fear—it is the foundation upon which my authority is built.

"Rumors have reached my ears," I continue, "of alliances forming amongst the lesser creatures of the night. We must show them the folly of such endeavors." The words feel hollow, mere echoes of the queen they expect me to be. But the mask does not slip; it cannot.

"Send out the enforcers. Remind them why we are feared." My command is met with eager nods and murmurs of assent. They are blind to the tempest within me, to the memories that claw at the edges of my consciousness—memories of Strawberry.

As I dictate strategies and dispatch orders, the scent of her lingers, a phantom fragrance amidst the musty tomes and ancient bloodlines. Her laughter, a haunting spell, weaves through my thoughts, unraveling the threads of my focus. I see flashes of her fiery hair igniting the darkness, her touch sparking a blaze that threatens to engulf my very soul.

"Majesty?" Lucius prompts, and I realize I've paused mid-sentence, lost in a reverie of Strawberry's emerald gaze, defiant yet vulnerable beneath my scrutiny.

"Continue your patrols," I snap, regaining composure with an effort that feels Herculean. "Double them. Leave no alley unwatched, no shadow unchecked."

Their nods are mechanical, their obedience assured, but it is her rebellion that captivates me, that sears through the veil of my control. I dismiss them with a wave, and move to clutch at my amulet, at once missing the weight of it against my chest. I had given it to Strawberry the day she faced the Witch Council to answer for her association with the vampire queen.

The hall empties, the clack of boots against stone fading into the distance, leaving me alone in the opulent gloom. Alone with the ghost of Strawberry's touch—a brush of lips here, a whispered promise there. Every stolen moment a chain, every shared glance a shackle. I follow soon after, the openness of the room too much as I prefer the solace and comfort of my study.

"Damn her," I murmur to myself, pressing cold fingers to my temples. Yet even the chill cannot quench the heat she has kindled. With each breath, I draw in the essence of her magic, intoxicating and maddening in its sweetness.

"Am I to spend my immortality forever tormented by your loss?" I murmur into the void, the words a litany of heartache and desire. "Why won't you release me?"

But there is no answer, only the thrumming pulse of the spell that refuses to be silenced, that defies the centuries of discipline etched into my being. And as the candles burn low, their glow dimming to dying embers, I am left to wonder how the witch who was meant to serve me managed to enslave my heart.

The silken night wraps around me like a shroud as I pace the length of my chamber, each step measured and heavy with the weight of my thoughts. The air is thick with the scent of roses from my gardens, their petals bruised against the stark marble, a reflection of my own inner turmoil. I can still feel the phantom warmth of Strawberry's touch on my skin, igniting a fire that no amount of regal decorum can quench.

A sudden rap at the door shatters the haunting silence, a prelude to the storm I sense brewing. With a swift motion, I beckon the intruder enter. Lucius steps into the room, his ageless eyes holding an urgency that tightens the coil in my gut.

"Speak," I command, my voice a whip-crack in the stillness.

"Your Majesty," he begins, his tone laced with concern, "we have intercepted whispers of a plot. A potential threat looms over the court."

The words strike like a dagger thrust, unexpected and cold, piercing through the veil of longing that clouds my mind. My chest tightens, each phantom beat of my undead heart a drumroll of impending doom. My court, my creation—my entire legacy is under siege while I'm ensnared by this... infatuation.

"Details, Lucius. Now." My demand cuts through the tension, my authority resolute despite the chaos unfurling within.

"Rumors, mostly, but word is spreading of a presence, several in fact that seek to cause chaos and may perhaps seek to challenge your rule. The factions are uncertain and it is causing further unrest between them. This…entity, has not divulged their motives are unclear, but our spies believe they aim to disrupt the balance we've so painstakingly built." His news is a bitter poison, one I must swallow for the sake of my court.

"Prepare our defenses. No one challenges my reign and lives to boast about it." My voice is ice, my resolve steel. Yet beneath the surface, a tempest rages.

Lucius bows, his expression etched with worry not only for the court but for me. He knows all too well the distraction that plagues me—the witch who has bewitched her queen.

"Leave me," I whisper, the words almost a plea.

Once alone, I retreat further into the shadows of my chamber, seeking solace in darkness that mirrors the abyss inside me. I sink into my antiquated chair, its velvet embrace cold against my skin. Here in the solitude of night, where no prying eyes can witness, I let the mask fall away.

"Strawberry," I breathe her name, allowing myself the luxury of truth. My love for her is a blade lodged deep in my soul, a pain exquisite and consuming. I am torn between the pride of a queen and the yearning of a woman enthralled. Why does she haunt me so? Why does my heart, silent for centuries, now thrum with such fervor?

"Damn you for making me feel," I confess to the emptiness that enfolds me. "And damn myself for wanting you still."

The ghost of our forbidden romance taunts me, a reminder of what cannot be. Yet in this moment of vulnerability, stripped of my crown and laid bare, I cannot deny the truth. I am Eris Divine, Queen of Vampires, protector of my court, ruler of the night—and irrevocably in love with a witch.

As the moon climbs higher, bathing my chamber in a silver glow, I steel myself for the battles ahead. For my court, I will be the shield against chaos. For Strawberry, I will be the lover cloaked in shadow. And for myself, I will navigate the treacherous waters of a heart awakened after an eternity of slumber.

"Come what may," I vow into the darkness, "I will endure."


Chapter
Three



Eris

The silence is a shroud, heavy and suffocating around me as I sit alone in the cavernous hall of my mansion. Shadows cling to the corners, their darkness mirroring the tumult within me. The thick velvet curtains are drawn tight against the impudent moon that dares to intrude upon my solitude. My fingers trace the intricate patterns on the armrest of my throne, seeking distraction from the tempest brewing in my heart.

"Your Majesty." Lucius's voice slices through the stillness, formal yet tinged with an urgency that piques my curiosity. He stands at the threshold, his silhouette tall and imposing, every bit the loyal second-in-command he has always been. But tonight, there's something different in his stance, a tension that sets my senses on edge.

"Lucius," I acknowledge with a nod, not bothering to mask the annoyance at having my brooding interrupted. "This had better be important."

He strides forward, the sound of his footsteps a steady drumbeat against the polished floor. I can sense the weight of his gaze, feel it like a physical touch grazing over my skin. It's unsettling, this sensation, and I force myself to remain still, unyielding.

"Indeed, it is," he starts, taking a position before me that respects both our ranks and the gravity of his news. "The situation is more severe than we anticipated. The supernatural factions are...they're on the brink, my queen."

His words carve into me, sharp and precise. Unrest among the factions isn't uncommon, but Lucius's tone spells a foreboding I can't ignore. I sit up straighter, my composure as queen demanding I face this head-on.

"And?" I demand, my voice cold as the grave. "What of our court?"

He hesitates, and I can almost hear the cogs turning in his ancient mind, weighing every word before it's spoken. "I'm concerned for you, Eris. For your well-being. There's been a change in your demeanor lately, one that hasn't gone unnoticed by the court...or our enemies, it seems."

I stiffen, the mention of my emotional state igniting a spark of rage within me. He hasn’t addressed me by name in years, not since I took the throne. How dare he! Yet beneath the flare of anger lies a kernel of truth, an admission I'm loath to confront.

"Is that so?" I reply, my voice like the edge of a blade. "And what do you propose we do about this...perceived instability?"

"Perceived or not," Lucius says, stepping closer, his presence enveloping me in an invisible cloak of concern, "it could have dire consequences for us all. It’s not only your court that looks to you for strength, for guidance. If the other factions sense weakness⁠—"

"Enough," I interrupt, rising to stand face-to-face with him. Although I’m forced to look up at him, we are a matched pair, predator to predator, each understanding the delicate dance of power and vulnerability. "I am well aware of the stakes, Lucius. But do not presume to know the depths of my thoughts."

"Of course, Your Majesty," he replies, his voice steady, but his eyes betray a flicker of something else—loyalty, perhaps, or determination. "But I am here to serve you, in any capacity you require."

His offer hangs between us, a lifeline thrown across the chasm of my own internal chaos. And though I bristle at the mere suggestion of needing support, I can't deny the allure of his unwavering fealty. It's a dangerous game we play, one where the rules are as fluid as the blood that courses through our undead veins.

"Very well," I say, my decision made. "Speak your counsel, Lucius. We shall navigate these treacherous waters together."

As he begins to outline his strategies, I let myself focus on the here and now, pushing aside the whispers of doubt and longing. For now, duty prevails, and I must wear the crown that commands respect and fear, even if it weighs heavily upon my brow.

Pacing the width of the hall, Lucius silently watches the caged storm beneath the brooding shadows of velvet drapes and gilded frames. The whispers of unrest from below echo in my mind, a discordant symphony that claws at the edges of my consciousness. My skin prickles with a restlessness I tell myself is nothing more than an adverse reaction to a blood magic bond—a lie that tastes like ash on my tongue.

"Your Majesty," Lucius's voice slices through the tension, sharp and unyielding. "You cannot dismiss this as mere sorcery. Your subjects feel the ripples of your disquiet."

I halt, my gaze piercing the space between us. "Sorcery is not 'mere' anything, Lucius. It wrenches and twists. You know this."

"Indeed." He steps closer, his presence a familiar gravity. "But it's your emotions that give it power—the court thrives on your strength, not your turmoil."

His words are a cold splash of reality against my heated skin. I can feel the weight of his gaze, insistent and probing, trying to thaw the frost of my composed exterior. It's not concern that motivates him; it's the survival of our kind, our dominion over the night and its creatures. He seeks the ice queen who sits upon her throne unfazed, not this...this creature of loss and longing that I've become.

"Lucius," I whisper, a breath of frost in the air, "you forget yourself."

"No, Eris." His tone is a velvet command, wrapping around me like the shackles of duty I've borne for centuries. "It is you who forgets. The court requires the queen who rules with an iron fist and a heart encased in ice, not one whose passions could melt it away."

A tremor runs through me, a crack in the armor I wear so proudly. The very notion that my control might slip, that my desires could seep through the cracks and stain the legacy I've built, is both terrifying and infuriating. But even as I wrestle with the tempest inside, I can't deny the truth in his words.

"Control, then," I say, forcing my voice to be steady, a glacier slowly reclaiming its territory. "Is what we need. And what I shall maintain."

Lucius nods, a silent acknowledgment of the battle lines drawn within me. His loyalty is unwavering, but so is his expectation that I conquer this inner tumult for the sake of our reign. The court must never see the fire beneath the ice, the chaos beneath the calm.

"Then we proceed," he says, and though his words are for the court, I hear the unspoken challenge—they are for me to rise above the flames of forbidden desire that threaten to consume me.

A shiver courses through me, the threads of Lucius's caution weaving a cold tapestry over my resolve. The air between us is charged, heavy with the unspoken words that linger like ghosts in my opulent throne room. The weight of his gaze is an anchor, grounding me in the storm of my own making.

"Perhaps," I breathe out, the word a shard of ice on my tongue, "there is merit to your concern." My admission hangs in the air, a reluctant surrender to his wisdom. Yet within me, a feral part recoils, baring its fangs at the notion of being tamed by sentiment for Strawberry—my beautiful, defiant witch.

Before I can retreat into the sanctuary of denial, Lucius shifts, a silent predator poised with solutions. "Majesty, we must address the unrest among the Beings, and this perceived phenomenon. The factions are fracturing, and it threatens the stability of our dominion."

"Speak, then," I command, the queen once more, masking the inner turmoil with a veneer of detachment.

"An alliance with the smaller courts," he proposes, voice measured and calm. "One forged not only in power but respect. We must remind them of the order you've established, the peace it has brought. They look to you for guidance, be their queen also."

"An alliance..." I echo, tasting the strategy, rolling it over my tongue like the rich, coppery tang of blood. It's sound, logical, but would require me to step back from the edge where desire and duty clash in a dangerous dance.

"Your leadership," Lucius continues, fixing me with his unwavering stare, "has never been more crucial. You are the axis upon which the court spins, Eris. You cannot afford to be...distracted."

His words are a lash, stinging against the rawness of my longing for Strawberry. But I am queen, and I will not let desire unseat centuries of conquest and control. "I understand," I say, though each syllable is like swallowing shards of glass. "We will convene with the leaders. They'll see no fissures in our front."

"Good," he replies, and there's a hint of approval in his tone that cools the heat of my internal struggle.

"Prepare the summons," I instruct, settling into my throne as I issue the command. Its velvet embrace brushes against my skin, a whispering reminder of the tactile pleasures I've denied myself for too long.

But as Lucius bows and turns to fulfill my command, I allow myself the smallest indulgence—a fleeting image of Strawberry's defiant eyes and the wildfire they ignite inside me. Duty may reign, but passion is a sovereign all its own, lurking in the shadows of my heart, biding its time.

"Your presence at the negotiations will quell any rumors of discord," Lucius says, his tone even, every word measured. "The factions look to you to lead, to be the immovable force you have always been."

I sit, perched on the cusp of destiny and desire and Lucius's words weave through the still air of the opulent room, laced with the gravity of impending decisions. With each word, I feel the weight of my crown, heavy as the night itself. The ancient tapestries on the walls bear witness to our conversation, their threads spun from secrets and shadows much like the Vampire Court I rule.

The moonlight filters through the tall windows, casting fractured beams that dance across the room like specters. My mind wanders, straying once more to Strawberry's fiery spirit that contrasts so starkly against the chill of my existence. I imagine her warmth seeping into these cold spaces, her laughter echoing off the cavernous walls, a spellbinding juxtaposition to the silence I've grown accustomed to.

"Indeed," I murmur, my gaze locked on the intricate patterns of the floor beneath my feet, where shadows tangle with the light. It's a visual echo of the turmoil within me—duty entwined with desire.

"Distractions, Eris, can be...insidious," Lucius cautions, his silhouette looming closer. "They start as a whisper, a mere flutter in the chest, but given reign, they can dismantle empires."

My pulse quickens at his words, a thrumming in my veins that reminds me of life's blood—a sensation I thought long buried under layers of ice and stone.

"Strawberry is not just a distraction," I find myself saying, my voice barely above a hiss, betraying more emotion than I care to admit. Her image burns behind my eyes: Strawberry, with her defiant stance and eyes ablaze with untamed magic.


Chapter
Four



Eris

"Control, my queen," Lucius insists, and there's an edge to his voice now, sharp as the blade I've used to sever ties before. "You must master these feelings or be consumed by them. Your court demands the queen who has ruled with a firm hand, not one who trembles at the mention of a witch."

I rise, my movement fluid, a predator's grace perfected over centuries. The silk of my gown whispers against my skin, a sibilant reminder of the layers I've wrapped around my heart. "I am in control," I assert, though the flicker in my chest betrays me, a spark threatening to ignite.

Lucius holds my gaze, unwavering. "Then show them. Show them the queen who commands darkness and bends the will of those who dare question her authority."

His challenge settles over me, a mantle woven from the same threads as the unyielding night sky. I close my eyes for a moment, allowing myself the briefest respite, the faintest touch of Strawberry's essence brushing against the fortress of my resolve.

"Lucius," I hiss, voice low and dangerous, "you stand here, draped in your centuries of wisdom, yet you understand nothing. Not a single thing about the chaos that's tearing me asunder."

His ice blue eyes don't waver, but I see the faintest flicker—the acknowledgement that he has breached my defenses.

"Your counsel is wise, but it lacks the nuance of this...this affliction that devours me from within." I rise from the chair, a specter of wrath veiled in layers of silk and lace, my movements as fluid as shadow. "I am bound by blood magic, yes, but what festers inside me transcends mere enchantment. It is desire, Lucius. A yearning so potent it could eclipse the sun."

"Your Majesty," he replies, his voice a calm beacon amidst the storm of my turmoil, "my understanding may be incomplete, but my allegiance is not. I have stood by your side through centuries of conquest and calamity."

I falter, the tempest within me quelled by the unwavering certainty in his tone. He steps closer, the soft sound of his boots on the Persian rug barely audible over the pounding of my undead heart.

"Whether it be against our enemies or the tumult of your own heart, I stand with you, Eris. You are not merely my queen; you are the central point upon the compass which our world turns. I will support you, no matter the cost."

The fervor in his declaration wraps around me, a lifeline thrown into the maelstrom of my emotions. I'm caught, suspended between the duty that has defined my existence and the passion that threatens to undo it all.

"Lucius," I breathe out, my voice threading through the silence, "your loyalty is the steel in my spine when all else feels like quicksilver. But can you truly stand with me if I choose a path that leads into the abyss?"

His gaze never falters, and I see the resolve that has been the cornerstone of our alliance. "Into the abyss or towards the stars, my queen—there is no darkness nor light where I would not follow."

And there, in the dark opulence of my mansion, surrounded by relics of power and prestige, I find solace in the constancy of my oldest confidant. A queen's heart may be a solitary fortress, but even the mightiest of rulers need an anchor in the relentless tide of eternity.

The shadows of my mansion loom, their edges sharp like the shards of my fracturing composure. Lucius stands before me, a beacon steadfast in the tempest that rages within my soul. His presence is both a comfort and a reminder of the strength I must muster.

"Your solitude need not be your prison, Eris." The timbre of his voice is rich, reaching into the crevices of my tumultuous heart. "I have stood by you through centuries of storm. Let me stand with you now."

Each word he utters is a subtle assertion, an unspoken vow echoing through the vastness of the chamber. It's an offer wrought from the depths of loyalty, one that beckons me from the precipice of my own chaotic desires.

My breath catches, the air stilled by the gravity of his proposal. It's a rare moment when the ironclad barriers I've built around my emotions tremble, beckoning to crumble. "Lucius," I start, my voice a mere whisper, betraying the turmoil that simmers beneath my frost-bound exterior. "You know not the fire that this... connection has ignited within me." My fingers claw at the rich fabric of my throne, a poor substitute for the throat I wish to throttle. The words of Lucius, though drenched in concern, chafe against my raw nerves like sandpaper over an open wound.

His gaze softens, yet remains unwavering, a testament to his resolve. He steps closer, erasing the distance that propriety mandates but our history defies. "Then let me know it, my queen. Share with me the burden of this flame."

There's a shift in the air as the space between us fills with the unsaid, with the electricity of ages and the heat of suppressed yearnings. My throat tightens, and I can feel the pulse of the night thrumming against my skin.

"Strawberry," I confess, the name a plea and a poison, "she weaves spells not just of magic, but of emotion. She tempts me with a warmth I thought long-extinct. I find myself coveting her light, even as it threatens to consume me."

Lucius reaches out, his touch a contradiction—cool yet searing against the back of my hand. It's a gesture that should not undo me, yet it unravels the threads of my restraint.

"Then perhaps it is not consumption, but transformation," he suggests, the corners of his lips tilting upwards in a knowing smile. "A fire need not only destroy; it can forge anew."

His words are a dangerous allure, seductive in their promise. In them, I hear the echo of a possibility I dare not entertain but am unable to dismiss. Lucius offers me more than support; he offers complicity in a dance as old as time—where the line between ruin and revelation blurs into oblivion.

"Stay with me," I murmur, the command slipping out, wrapped in the vulnerability I rarely show. "Through this night, through this fire."

"Always," he replies, and there is steel in his assurance. It's a pact sealed not in blood but in the understanding that transcends lifetimes. And for a fleeting moment, under the watchful eyes of my forebears' portraits and the flickering candlelight, I allow myself to lean on the one who has never wavered.

Together, we face the darkness of the unknown, our fates entwined in the delicate balance between power and passion, between the icy grip of duty and the inferno of forbidden love.

Lucius's hand rests lightly on my shoulder, a touch that anchors me to the present amidst the storm of my inner turmoil. "Together, my queen," he says with unwavering conviction, his voice a low rumble against the distant thunder outside.

I feel the weight of centuries in his gaze, his eyes like twin beacons piercing through the haze of my doubt. The opulent room, with its heavy drapes and gilded edges, shrinks away until there is only the space between us, charged with the silent promise of allegiance.

"Strawberry has ignited something within you, something potent and wild," Lucius continues, each word carefully measured, yet wrapped in the velvet of his concern. "But remember, fire can also illuminate and warm. It does not have to consume. Your strength lies not in suppression but in mastery, my queen." His hand, still upon my shoulder, feels like a vise and a caress all at once. "You have tamed darkness itself; do not doubt your power over your own desires."

My chest tightens as he speaks her name, an electric jolt that courses through my veins, igniting a hunger far beyond the physical. I want to recoil from it, to douse the flames with the frost that has encased my heart for so long. But the yearning refuses to be quelled—it claws at my insides, demanding recognition, demanding release.

"Thank you, Lucius," I say, the words almost a whisper, a rare concession to the sincerity of my gratitude.

He nods, once, the movement sharp and precise. "For you, Majesty, I would wage wars against fate itself."

And with that, he steps back, returning the reins of control to my hands. I am alone, yet not abandoned—an island in a sea of doubt, buffered by the unwavering loyalty of my second-in-command.

I move to stand before one of the expansive windows, staring out into the night that mirrors the shadowed recesses of my mind, rain streaks the glass, blurring the cityscape into a mosaic of light and shadow—much like the choices that lay sprawled before me. Strawberry's face flickers behind my eyelids, a specter that taunts and tempts with equal fervor.

What am I to do with such an unruly heart? One that dares defy the very essence of what I am? A queen first—a lover of the forbidden second. I stand at the precipice between two worlds, the sovereign of one and the secret supplicant of another. The battle lines are drawn within the haunted chambers of my heart, and I am both the conqueror and the conquered.

"Damnation or salvation," I murmur to the reflection of myself, pale and ghostlike in the pane. The decision looms over me, a specter in the dark, and I know that whatever path I choose, it will alter the course of destinies—not just mine, but those of all who dwell in the night's embrace.


Chapter
Five



Strawberry

The clinic's fluorescent lights hum overhead, a relentless drone that I've learned to tune out—until tonight. What shatters the calm isn't the usual cacophony of a wounded animal or the shrill ring of the after-hours line. It's the sudden chill that sweeps through the room, raising goosebumps on my arms as the door swings open with haste.

"Strawberry," Lucius Nightfang's voice slices through the sterile air, a baritone laced with unease. My heart leaps into my throat, not from fear, but from the forbidden thrill his presence brings. He stands in the doorway, the epitome of dark allure with his moonlit pale skin and eyes that gleam like twin aquamarines. The sight of him stirs memories I've fought to suppress, memories entwined with desires darker than the night itself. Aware the other members of staff here will not be used to the presence of one such as Lucius, I hurriedly escort him to one of the more secluded spaces, a room for recovery which is currently unoccupied so we might talk in private.

"Lucius, what are you doing here?" My voice, a whisper of surprise, betrays my shock at his unexpected visit. Creatures of his kind don't frequent places meant for the living, for the healing of more mundane beings.

He strides toward me, his movements a fluid grace that belies the urgency etched upon his ageless face. "It's Eris," he breathes out, and I feel it, a pang in my chest—a mix of dread and longing.

"Is she—" I start to ask, fearing the worst.

"Alive, yes. But suffering." Lucius captures my gaze, holding it with an intensity that feels like a physical touch, one that scorches across my skin. "Her pain is...significant. It threatens to crack the very foundations of our court."

I blink, trying to process his words while part of my mind reels at how close he stands. The scent of ancient earth and a trace of something wild fills my senses, intoxicating and dangerous. It pulls at the core of me, at the witch whose power thrums in response to his proximity.

"Suffering how?" I demand, my voice firmer now, though my body betrays me with its subtle lean towards him, like a moth entranced by the promise of warmth—or destruction.

"Her spirit," Lucius says, and it's not just concern I hear in his voice, but a raw edge of something else—fear? "She tries to hide it under her iron veneer, but I see the cracks. Without intervention, it could lead to chaos within our ranks."

His words strike a chord within me. Eris, the formidable queen who commands with such ruthless efficiency, is in agony? My mind whirls with possibilities, with the implications of a destabilized vampire court—and what it could mean for the city, for the fragile balance between our worlds.

"Chaos..." I echo, my thoughts a tempest. The danger is as tangible as the electric connection that seems to spark between Lucius and me, a reminder of the world I was exiled from.

"Yes. And you, Strawberry Hayes, may be the linchpin to averting it." Lucius's expression softens, just for a moment, as if he understands the turmoil his words incite within me. His hand reaches out, stopping mere inches from my arm in a gesture that's almost a caress. "There's much at stake."

My breath hitches, caught between the reality of my banishment and the burning need to return—to see her, to be near her, even when every instinct screams that it's madness. With a shaky exhale, I step back, breaking the spell Lucius's nearness casts over me.

"Much at stake indeed," I murmur, though whether I'm referring to Eris's court or my own treacherous heart, I can't say.

"I have a proposition." Lucius's voice slices through the tense air, pulling me back from the edge of my swirling thoughts. The fluorescent lights above flicker, casting his angular features in stark relief against the sterile white walls of the clinic.

I lean against the cold metal examination table, steeling myself. "Let's hear it."

"Return to the court," he says, each word deliberate, each syllable measured like the beat of a dark heart. "Eris needs you—more than she's willing to admit. Your absence...it has left her exposed, vulnerable."

The word 'return' crashes into me like a wave, salty and suffocating. It's not that simple, is it? My mind reels with visions of grandiose halls draped in shadows, rich with the scent of ancient blood and betrayal. I can almost feel the silken touch of Eris's gowns, see the glint of candlelight in her ice-blue eyes. Desire wars with dread, a tempestuous dance of what-ifs and maybes.

Heat flushes my cheeks, and I'm unsure if it's from the intensity of his stare or the mention of healing Eris. That same Eris who has scorched my heart with her cold dismissal yet remains the enigma I hunger to solve.

"Lucius, you know why I was banished," I whisper, my voice barely carrying over the pounding of my own heart. Heat surges through my veins, a reminder of the forbidden magic that courses within me, of the power I wield—a power that both fascinates and terrifies them.

"Strawberry, you are young, impetuous," he counters, stepping closer. The air between us taut with an energy that defies explanation. "But consider how much you've grown since then. You're stronger, wiser."

"Am I?" The question is a thorn, pricking at my resolve. Memories of my banishment claw their way to the surface—the humiliation, the pain, the searing glance Eris cast my way as I was dismissed. Her gaze had been a kaleidoscope of emotions: anger, disappointment, and something else...something that had looked suspiciously like regret.

"Indeed." He steps back, giving me space to breathe, to think. "Consider it, Strawberry. For the court, for Eris, for yourself."

My chest tightens, and I press a palm to my sternum, trying to quell the tumult within. Can I really go back? Do I dare immerse myself once more in the cutthroat intrigue of vampire politics, risk my heart on the razor's edge of Eris's affections?

"Reunite with Eris..." The words tumble from my lips, a mix of wonder and trepidation. I can almost taste the metallic tang of blood and power that clings to her, the intoxicating allure of darkness that is Eris Divine.

A torrent of memories crashes through me—the way her gaze would pin me like prey, the sharp thrill of her touch, and the labyrinthine depths of her eyes that promised both ecstasy and oblivion. My heart clenches, longing to unravel the mysteries she weaves around herself like a shroud.

"Think about what you could achieve," Lucius urges, his voice a velvet caress that teases at the frayed ends of my willpower. Lucius watches me, his ancient eyes reflecting the dim light, a silent sentinel amidst the chaos of my thoughts. "There will be risks," he admits, his voice a low rumble that seems to vibrate through the room. "But I believe in you."


Chapter
Six



Strawberry

Iclose my eyes, summoning the raw energy of my magic—a pulsing beat that syncs with the rhythm of the night. It surges within me, seeking release, seeking her. Could I be the remedy to soothe the queen's hidden wounds? Could my presence mend a splintering court?

"Challenges..." I whisper, opening my eyes to meet his steady gaze. My breath comes faster now, the heat rising in my veins not just from the power I wield but from the idea of standing by her side once more.

"Indeed," Lucius confirms. "The politics are vicious, more so than any beast you've tamed." He steps closer, and I feel the cool promise of his protection envelop me. "But we have strength, cunning, and, dare I say, an affinity for the shadows where such games are played."

"Lucius..." My voice breaks, betraying the tempest inside me. The pull towards Eris is undeniable—an undertow dragging me back to those crimson lips, that pale, imperious gaze. But memories of banishment, the cruel bite of their rejection, coil around my resolve, threatening to strangle it. “There is so much to lose.” The words leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. The stakes are skyscraper high, the fall potentially lethal. Yet, as I stand here in the clinical glow of the veterinary clinic, surrounded by the mundane and safe, I realize that my soul craves the darkness, yearns for the thrill of danger and the sweet poison of love laced with peril.

"Think instead of what we could accomplish," he insists, stepping closer, his presence a magnetic force. "You’re sure to have felt the fractures within our ranks. Your connection with Eris... it could heal us all."

I swallow hard, caught between the inferno of my love for her and the ice of uncertainty. To rejoin the vampire court is to step into a world where love intertwines with danger, where every shadow could harbor a betrayal. Yet, the chance to stand by Eris, to taste her kiss once more—it sets my blood ablaze.

"Risks and rewards," I mutter to myself, my voice a ghost in the sterile air. What if they reject me? The sharp sting of banishment is a wound that has never fully healed, its scar tissue a constant reminder of the price of failure.

And yet...

"Sometimes what is gained outweighs all else," Lucius concedes with a nod.

And there it is—the crux of my struggle. The lure of returning to Eris's side is a siren call that resonates deep within my marrow. It's intoxicating, dizzying, filled with the promise of passion and power.

The sterile scent of antiseptic stings my nostrils, a sharp contrast to the heady musk of ancient leather and nightshade that clings to Lucius. He stands as a pillar of white marble and obsidian, his presence a dark smear against the gleaming stainless steel.

"I know the stakes Eris promised should you return,” he continues, his voice a soothing baritone that seems to wrap around me like a protective shroud. “But I swear on my eternal life, I will safeguard you within our court." His eyes, striking pools of bright cobalt, hold mine with unwavering certainty. "My fealty to Eris is unshakable, but I recognize the fire in you, the power that you wield. Eris needs that—now more than ever."

I swallow hard, feeling the weight of his gaze, the sincerity that resonates in his every word. My hands tremble slightly, not from fear, but from the surging undercurrent of excitement that courses through me. To have this ancient being vouch for me is no small thing.

"Lucius," I hesitate, "you where there when I was cast out, humiliated..." My words trail off as memories claw at the edges of my mind, threatening to drag me back into a past filled with scorn and pain.

“Eris is not herself," he says, closing the distance between us in one silent stride. His hand lifts, hovering just above my cheek without touching, yet I feel the heat radiating from his skin. "She's...vulnerable. The court senses it, and there are those who would exploit her weakness."

Vulnerable? The iron-fisted queen that rules with an icy grip? It's almost impossible to imagine. Yet, if anyone would know, it would be Lucius, her confidant, her shadow.

He must sense my hesitation, the words I so wish to voice tripping over one another that none come to the fore.

"Give it time," Lucius murmurs, his pale eyes locking onto mine. "One night to weigh your heart against your fears. Your presence could mend the fractures forming within our ranks," he continues, his gaze now probing, searching for signs of my acquiescence. "You have the ability to heal more than just flesh and bone, Strawberry. You can heal a court teetering on the brink of chaos."

One night. It's not nearly enough to sort through the labyrinth of my emotions, the tangled web of desires and doubts. But it's all I have. As Lucius slips away, silent as a shadow, I'm left alone with the echo of his proposal and the seductive, terrifying possibility of being drawn back into the orbit of the one creature who could both save and destroy me.

The weight of my decision anchors me to the spot, heavy as the leaden sky before a storm. I can almost feel Lucius's silent question hovering in the darkness outside, his loyalty to Eris a beacon in the shadowed corridors of doubt.

With every tick of the clock, the pressure mounts. Do I step back into the night that once cast me out, or do I forge ahead alone, leaving behind what might have been? My entire being vibrates with indecision, caught between the burning desire to return and the instinct to protect my heart from the searing flames of forbidden love.

As the moon climbs higher, bathing the clinic in a spectral glow, I wrap my arms around myself. The warmth of my own embrace is poor comfort against the chill of uncertainty. The night stretches on, each moment a torturous eternity as I wrestle with my destiny.

"Damn you, Eris," I breathe into the empty room, my voice a mix of longing and defiance. My fate hangs in the balance, my choice veiled in the shadows of twilight—the impending decision an enigma wrapped in the velvet cloak of the night, and with it, perhaps, the future of the entire vampire court.


Chapter
Seven



Strawberry

Iflick the final droplet of water from my fingertips, sending it to join its kin swirling down the sink. The last of the dishes clinks softly as I settle it into the rack. I straighten my back, the stretch pulling at muscles tense with indecision. In the dim light of the kitchen, the shadows of my humble home feel like specters of the past, each one whispering of a life left behind.

The house, with its peeling blue paint and creaky floorboards, seems too large, too empty. My heart mirrors the hollow echo of the silence around me—a weighty emptiness that's both suffocating and familiar.

"Return," Lucius had said, his voices as cold and sharp as the night air. But how can I forget the sting of exile, the burn of betrayal? My thoughts drift, unbidden, to Eris—her ice-blue eyes that held storms within them, her touch that could sear and soothe all in one. A dangerous yearning tugs at my very core.

A knock shatters the stillness, an omen in four raps against wood. I startle, pulse leaping under my skin, every nerve on edge. I know who it is before I even see his shadow through the frosted glass.

"Strawberry," Lucius calls, his voice a velvet command that slips beneath the door and coils around me.

"Lucius," I reply, steeling myself as I open the door. His presence looms in the threshold, dark and imposing. Despite the coolness of his gaze, there's an urgency there that beckons. Has it truly been one night already?

"Your return is not a request—it's a necessity." His words are measured, but I hear the plea hidden underneath. "Eris needs you."

My chest tightens, a mix of dread and desire knotting together. "You speak of need, yet you know she decreed my death should I ever step foot in her world again." The memory of Eris's ultimatum is a blade at my throat, a promise of danger laced with the poison of longing.

"Her command was out of...protection," Lucius insists, stepping closer, but he doesn’t cross the threshold. I consider what it’s cost him to come here, to my actual home. The stakes seem a lot more desperate to have the queen’s second in command on my doorstep. "The court is a treacherous place, and you wield a power that frightens even the most formidable vampires."

"Is that supposed to reassure me?" I challenge, meeting his stare. He's right—I am strong, my magic a force of nature itself. Yet in the face of Eris's wrath, I am but a leaf caught in a tempest.

"Your love for her is undeniable, Strawberry. Do not let fear decide your fate," Lucius says, and something in his tone compels me to listen, to consider the abyss that yawns before me if I choose to leap.

"Love," I murmur, the word a prayer and a curse. It's true; despite the trials, the pain, and the bitter taste of banishment, Eris has never left the sanctuary of my heart.

"Help her. Help us," Lucius pleads, and against all reason, I feel the pull of destiny intertwining with the threads of my resolve.

"Very well," I whisper, sealing my fate with those two words. There's no turning back now. The die is cast, and I am once more drawn into the orbit of the vampire queen who holds my ruin and my salvation in her immortal hands.

The timeless night wraps around me like a shroud, whispering secrets of a bygone era, as I stand rooted to the spot. Lucius's words hang in the air, an anchor in the storm that is my trepidation. His assurance is palliative to the raw edges of my fear, a promise etched in the steel of his gaze.

"You will be under my protection," he says again, and it's not just his vow that sways me—it's the unspoken oath between Eris and me, the bond that defies reason and refuses to wither. It dawns on me, fierce and blinding, that love is not a choice but a force, one that compels me toward her despite the dangers that lurk within the shadows of the court.

My fingers clench into fists at my sides, and I nod, a silent pact made beneath the crescent moon. "I will face what's ahead," I declare, the words tasting of resolve and a hint of reckless abandon. It was my recklessness that brought me here in the first place. To help her is to leap into the abyss, yet I cannot deny the pull of gravity.

As the adrenaline courses through my veins, the world sharpens into focus—the rustle of leaves, the creak of the old house settling, the distant echo of the city. My magic stirs within me, a rush of power ready to break free from its confines and reclaim the place it was once banished from.

With each step I take towards the waiting car, my heart beats a staccato rhythm, mirroring the urgency of my thoughts. Memories collide with emotion—the way Eris's eyes can turn from glacier to inferno, the curve of her lips when she's amused, the cold touch that sears hotter than any flame. And there, amidst the chaos, is the realization that my love for her is unwavering, a beacon that guides me back to her side.

"Ready?" Lucius asks as he holds the door open, his silhouette framed by the sleek black vehicle that feels more like a chariot destined for the underworld than mere transportation.

"More than ever," I answer with a defiance born of necessity. The leather seat embraces me as I slide in, and the door closes with a definitive thud—a sound that marks the end of one chapter and the beginning of another.

We drive through the night, the city lights blurring into a kaleidoscope of colors that dance against the darkness. My mind races, thoughts tangling with emotions as we near the opulent hell that is the vampire court. It's a return to a world where passion and peril intertwine, where every breath could be laced with poison or promise.

As the mansion looms into view, a fortress bathed in moonlight and mystery, my pulse quickens. This is it—the crossing of a threshold, a rebirth into a life I'd thought was lost forever. And though fear claws at the edges of my soul, it's the fire that burns within that propels me forward.

"I have come home," I murmur to myself, stepping out of the car and into a fate unknown. The grandeur of the mansion stands as both a testament to power and a mausoleum of memories. But I am not the same witch who left these halls; I am armed with purpose, with magic, and with an undying love that even death cannot claim.

Tonight, I confront my tormentor, my protector, my impossible love. And nothing will keep me from standing by her side, even if it means walking through the flames.

Stepping over the threshold, my senses flood with the familiar scent of ancient wood and secrets. Lucius's presence at my side is a silent promise of protection, but it's a thin veil against the raw power that pulses through these opulent halls.

"Stay close," he murmurs, his voice a low rumble in the sea of whispers that cascades around us. The vampires are a mosaic of darkness and grace, their gazes sharp as daggers, slicing through the tension I carry.

My heart pounds a relentless rhythm, each beat screaming Eris's name. I follow Lucius, my footsteps silent on the marble floors, as my eyes dart from shadow to shadow, seeking her out.

And then—there.

Eris Divine commands the room from her throne, a regal figure cut from moonlight and ice. Her pale fingers move with purpose, dictating orders to her subjects, every inch the queen of night. She hasn't noticed me yet; she's too wrapped up in her rule, her power an anchor in the chaos.

I pause, my breath hitching as the weight of our history presses down on me. This woman, this enigmatic force, had once held me under a thrall that was both exhilarating and suffocating. And now here I stand, on the cusp of reigniting a fire that could consume us both.

Lucius clears his throat, a deliberate sound that slices through the court's murmur like a blade. Heads turn, a ripple of curiosity that spreads towards Eris, and suddenly, I am the epicenter of attention.

Eris looks up, her duties momentarily forgotten, and our eyes lock. Time halts, suspended between heartbeats, and the world narrows to the space where our gazes collide.


Chapter
Eight



Strawberry

Her ice-blue eyes widen, a crack in her stoic facade. Surprise, anger, longing—all flicker within the depths of those frozen pools before they're quickly veiled by the imperious mask she wears so well.

The air crackles with the intensity of our silent exchange, every vampire in attendance now keenly aware of the electricity that zaps back and forth between their queen and the witch who dared return.

"Strawberry," Eris breathes, the word barely audible over the collective pulse of the room, but it's enough. It's a whisper that carries the weight of a thousand unspoken words, a rhythm of syllables that encapsulates the storm of emotions threatening to spill over.

The court watches, a captive audience to the drama unfolding, but all I see is her—the woman who has haunted my dreams, who has been both my salvation and my damnation.

"Eris," I reply, my voice steady despite the tempest inside me. Here in her domain, I am a moth to her flame, drawn inexorably towards the heat of our tangled past and the uncertain promise of our future.

Lucius steps back, a silent sentinel as the moment stretches taut, a bowstring pulled to its limit. Eris stands, the movement fluid and commanding, the queen descending from her throne to meet her fate.

And as we stand there, hearts bared and swords sheathed, I can't help but wonder if love might be the most powerful magic of all.

Lucius's voice slices through the tension, sharp and resolute. "Let it be known," he declares, his gaze sweeping over the court with an authority that commands silence, "that Strawberry Hayes is under my protection."

The vampires' whispers hush to a standstill, their immortal eyes wide with shock. I stand beside Lucius, my protector in this den of ancient predators, feeling the weight of his declaration like a mantle upon my shoulders.

"Should any among you dare to lay a finger upon her," Lucius continues, and there's a steel in his tone that brooks no argument, "know that your life will answer to me." His eyes then settle on Eris, and in them, I read an unyielding resolve. "This includes you, Eris."

A collective gasp ripples through the crowd; such boldness from Lucius is unheard of. I can feel the room's temperature drop several degrees as Eris's presence alone seems to leach the warmth from the air. Her piercing eyes fixate on him, the betrayal in her gaze cutting deeper than any blade.

"Lucius," she begins, her voice low and dangerous, "you dare undermine me? In my own house?"

I swallow the knot forming in my throat, watching the vampire queen as she paces before us, her eyes never straying from that of her beloved second in command. The silk of her gown whispers along the floor, a serpentine glide that reminds me of our shared past—the tenderness hidden beneath her frosty exterior.

"Remove her," Eris commands, gesturing dismissively towards me. "Now!"

Her words lash out, each inflection a winter's gale against my skin. But I remain rooted to the spot, unwilling to cower before her wrath or the stunned court. My heart may be racing, but my feet are planted firmly on the ground. I have crossed into this world of darkness and intrigue for her, whether she wishes to acknowledge it or not.

"Your Majesty," I find myself saying, the title slipping out with a mixture of reverence and defiance. "I am here because⁠—"

"Enough!" Eris cuts me off, her voice echoing off the high ceilings, a clarion call that resonates with centuries of command. "I will not have this discussion here. Not now." Her gaze sears into mine, a turbulent sea clashing against my resolve.

"Lucius, take her away. I cannot bear the sight of her." Eris turns away, her form rigid with barely contained fury, leaving me staring at the space where our connection once thrived, now a chasm filled with shadows and silent screams.

"Listen to me, Eris," I plead, fighting to keep my voice steady. It trembles nonetheless, betraying the maelstrom of emotions within. "I know you believe my presence here is a curse—a reminder of that binding spell—but it doesn't have to be this way."

She stills a moment before turning towards me, her lips pressing into a thin line, and for a moment, I see the flicker of pain behind her gaze before it hardens once more. She remains silent, the tension between us stretching taut as a bowstring. Even in her wrath, she is devastatingly beautiful—her ice-blue eyes now stormy skies about to unleash their fury.

“Leave us,” she announces and the remaining court disperses like feathers on wind, slipping into shadows and darkness until the main door slams shut behind us with a thunderous finality.

For a moment I wait for her to speak, for the litany of heated anger, the accusations and vitriol I can only imagine pulses beneath her icy resolve. Yet, she stands, a solitary figure shrouded in power and loneliness, the queen of a court that knows nothing of her heart's turmoil. And despite the danger, despite the fear that coils in my gut, I know that I would brave the depths of hell for even a chance to thaw the ice that encases her soul.

"Your duties as queen are sacred, I get that," I continue, my words slicing through the silence with a desperation I can't quite hide. "But we both know the pain of our separation isn't just some side effect—it's real, raw, and...it's tearing us apart." The longing in my chest claws its way up my throat, lacing my confession with an ache I cannot conceal.

Eris's stance is unyielding, though something in the set of her shoulders suggests a battle raging within. I take a breath and step closer, close enough to feel the coolness that radiates from her skin.

"My queen," Lucius interrupts, his deep voice resonating through the hall. He steps forward, his eyes locked on Eris. "Allow me to offer a solution. Strawberry's return need not be a burden but rather...a reprieve. Her presence could provide you the relief necessary to govern effectively. To rule without the added strain of her absence."

Eris's gaze flickers to Lucius, then back to me, and for a brief moment, the icy facade wavers. I dare to hope that beneath the surface, the fire that once burned between us might still smolder, waiting to be rekindled.

"Consider it," Lucius adds, his tone leaving no room for argument. "For the sake of your court. For the sake of what once was between you two."

The suggestion hangs heavy in the air, laden with implications I'm only beginning to understand. Eris's eyes are a tempest, the depths of which I yearn to navigate, to weather the storm and find the tranquility that surely lies beyond.

Lucius steps back, leaving the space between Eris and me filled with a tension that hums with the promise of things unsaid, a silent acknowledgment of the past that binds us and the uncertain future we face. In the silence that follows his departure, the emptiness of Eris’s throne room presses in on me.

My heart races, and I stand my ground. Whatever her decision, I'm here now, in the eye of the storm—and I'll face whatever comes next.

My pulse thrums in my ears, a frenetic beat that mirrors the chaos threatening to erupt between us. Eris stands rigid before me, her ice-blue eyes now frosted with something akin to panic as my gaze refuses to waver. The air is electric, charged with the unsaid words and suppressed yearnings that have always danced at the fringes of our tumultuous bond.

"Eris, please," I whisper, her name slicing through the tension like the flick of a blade. She flinches almost imperceptibly, the armor of her regal demeanor developing hairline cracks.

I take a step closer, close enough to see the tendons along her clavicles grow taut, shifting under her alabaster complexion, beneath the intricate lace of her antiquated gown. It's this small sign of her humanity—or whatever fragile equivalent lingers within her—that chips away at my resolve.

"Look at me, Eris," I command softly, pouring every ounce of my will into the plea. And she does. It's as if time slows, stretching each second into an eternity as she lowers her defenses, allowing me to glimpse the raw vulnerability she's hidden from the world for centuries. The queen, the iron-fisted ruler, fades, leaving behind a woman haunted by isolation and the ghosts of fervent desires.

A surge of empathy washes over me, cooling the heat of my frustration. This isn't just about blood magic or the intoxicating dance of power and rebellion that has defined us. No, what binds us is etched into the very essence of who we are—two souls caught in a tempest of their own making.

"Can you not feel it?" I press on, my voice husky with emotion. "The connection between us—it transcends spells and duty. It's more...it's elemental."

Eris's lip quivers, a crack in her stoic facade that sends a shockwave of longing straight to my core. My heart swells, aching with the weight of our shared pain. I want nothing more than to bridge the chasm of our past, to weave together the fragments of our fractured story and emerge whole on the other side.

"Let me in," I plead, my hands reaching out to cup her face, thumbs brushing the cool, marble-smooth skin of her cheeks. "We've both suffered enough. Isn't it time we find solace in each other?"

For a breathless moment, everything hangs in the balance—the fate of the court, the echoes of our banishment, the whispers of forbidden love. Then, Eris leans ever so slightly into my touch, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears that will never fall.

"Strawberry," she breathes, my name laden with the weight of centuries and the possibility of a future we dared not dream.

In the hushed stillness of the vampire court, with the fate of immortals heavy upon us, I dare to hope. Maybe, just maybe, love can bloom amidst the shadows, resilient and defiant, as unstoppable as the dawn that threatens each night's end.


Chapter
Nine



Eris

"Strawberry," I whisper, letting her name roll off my tongue, tasting the sweetness even in the utterance. The sound of her name is a spell in itself, reminding me of nature's magic, of growth, life, and things I thought were beyond my reach.

I can feel her now, close enough that the heat from her body seems to brush against mine in an invisible caress. With great effort, I reinforce the icy walls around my heart. Yet they thin, they tremble, as if her mere proximity could bring them crashing down.

"Your Majesty," her voice quivers slightly, betraying the bold façade she attempts to uphold. Strawberry's courage always did draw me to her, like a moth to a forbidden flame. It's what makes this all the more torturous, the knowing that beneath that bravery lies a vulnerability that matches my own hidden weakness.

She stands there, a vision of defiance and desire, her scarlet hair a stark contrast to the faded elegance of my dark domain. The green of her eyes is the same shade as the ancient forests that I roamed when the world was younger, when I was less jaded, less...cold.

"Little witch," I say, allowing the temptation of her nickname to linger on my lips a moment longer than necessary. "You shouldn't have come."

But she's here, and the pull between us is undeniable, a magnetic force that neither of us can escape. This dance of ours is not yet done, and as she approaches, each step resonates within the cavernous space of the mansion and the hollow of my undead heart.

"Yet, here I am," she says, and I can see the resolve set in her delicate features. She knows the gravity of what she does, coming to me this way, yet she does it still. It's an act of bravery or perhaps one of desperation. Maybe for both of us, it's a bit of both. It’s reckless.

"Indeed," I manage to reply, my voice steady but laced with the very thing I try to suppress—need, raw and unadulterated. It courses through me, a torrent held back by the thinnest of dams. "And we must discuss the price of your...audacity."

My fingers twitch at my side, yearning to reach out, to trace the lines of her face, to learn the map of her skin. But I hold back, barely, because to touch her would be to acknowledge the truth of what lies between us—a truth that could unravel us both.

The air shifts, charged with an electric current that only the presence of Strawberry can bring. She's close now, so achingly close I could reach out and pull her into the darkness that I inhabit. But I am a creature of control, and I do not—will not—succumb to such mortal impulses.

I watch her—the way she moves like a melody in physical form, the subtle rise and fall of her chest as she breathes, betraying her own turmoil. My gaze lingers on the lines of her face, the soft contours that speak of innocence yet hold a fiery defiance. Her lips, full and tinted the color of ripe berries, part ever so slightly, and my undead heart twitches with a hunger that is not for blood.

"Strawberry," I say, her name a caress on my tongue, tasting of sweet, forbidden fruit. "You know what stands between us, the dangers we court."

She nods, her eyes capturing mine, holding me in place. It's as if she sees past my marble facade to the inferno beneath. The room seems to grow smaller, the shadows cast by the flickering candles lengthening and twisting around us, ensnaring us in this moment of hushed intensity.

"Speak then," her voice breaks through the silence, softer than I expect, yet edged with steel. "Tell me the cost of my boldness."

The tension simmers, an entity that encircles us, binding tighter than any spell. I inhale sharply, drawing in the scent of earth and wildflowers that clings to her skin—a stark contrast to the cold, sterile death that is my constant companion. The space between us is both a chasm and nothing at all; the slightest movement and our worlds would collide, setting off a cataclysm from which there might be no return.

"Since your life has been spared on account of Lucius’s protection, there is still another pressing matter, but even then, I wonder if the price is still too high," I whisper, the admission scraping against my throat. My body leans toward her, instinct overruling sense, yearning for contact. But I am queen of my domain, ruler of my desires, and I will not be undone, no matter how sweetly it sings to me.

"Too high," I repeat, "but not beyond paying. Lucius will be most vexed." The words hang heavy, a dark promise laced with a temptation I dare not indulge. For in this dance of shadows and whispers, one misstep could mean our undoing.

My hand lifts of its own volition, a silent offering hovering in the scant inches between us. The tremble of my fingers betrays an ancient yearning—a hunger not for the warmth of her blood, but for the touch of her skin against mine. I feel the cool air caress the exposed flesh of my palm as it reaches out to Strawberry, that flame-haired enigma whose very presence upends the frigid calm of my existence.

Heat radiates from Strawberry's body, scorching the frost that encases my undead heart. Her pulse flutters as a trapped moth at her throat, the temptation there to capture her, cage her, and never allow her out of my sight again. She is the epitome of life, vibrant and pulsing, while I am the stillness of death, watching and desiring what I cannot—should not—have.

At the precipice of contact, where desire and duty clash with the ferocity of colliding stars, I wrench my hand back. The air snaps with the tension of unfulfilled longing, stinging my skin like the bite of a whip. I clench my fist at my side, the ghostly sensation of softness that never was lingering on my fingertips.

"Strawberry," I breathe out, a truth dashed and broken in anger.

In the dim light, her disappointment washes over me, a wave of desolation. It mirrors my own inner turmoil, echoing the ache that has taken root deep within my bones. Her green eyes, usually so bright with determination and fire, now flicker with the hurt of rejection. She longs for my touch—craves the forbidden comfort only I can grant—just as fiercely as I crave to give it.

I must resist.


Chapter
Ten



Eris

This is the torment I am bound to endure—for her safety, for the fragile balance we tread upon. Yet every fiber of my being screams to close the distance, to claim what is tantalizingly within reach yet eternally forbidden.

Our gazes lock, two souls caught in a dance as old as time, and in her eyes, I see the reflection of our unspoken truths. The heat, the need, the inescapable gravitation toward one another—it is all there, laid bare in the depths of those verdant pools.

"Forgive me," the words are a hoarse whisper, torn from the depths of my immortal soul. I am the vampire queen, ruler of shadows and silence—but in this moment, before Strawberry Hayes, I am undeniably, irrevocably human.

The silence between us is a living entity, thick and charged with the electricity of forbidden desire. My chest heaves with the effort of keeping myself in check, the iron bars of my self-control threatening to buckle under the weight of her gaze.

"Strawberry," I begin, the timbre of my voice low, more animal than human—a predator's growl cloaked in velvet. "There is something you must understand about the spell that binds us." My words are deliberate, each one a carefully placed step on a tightrope of tension.

She shifts uneasily, the movement sending ripples through the charged atmosphere. Her breath catches in anticipation, a silent plea for knowledge—or is it absolution? The scent of her apprehension mingles with the heady aroma of her skin, and it takes all my will not to draw closer.

"The binding," I continue, my voice now laced with the dark promise of secrets yet unveiled, "can only be severed by the cold embrace of death." I watch as the gravity of my declaration settles over her like an oppressive fog. Lucius may have saved her life in returning to court, but he is powerless to save her from the demands of blood magic.

Her eyes, wide and luminous, lock onto mine. They search desperately for a lie, a hint of exaggeration, but they find none. She is intelligent—too intelligent not to grasp the full implications of her own actions. The blood magic she dabbled in was no mere parlor trick; it was ancient, potent, and perilously binding.

"Death?" she echoes, the single word fracturing the stillness, laden with shock and the bitter tang of fear. The witch who once bent rules without flinching now stands before me, the magnitude of her power, and its consequences, finally dawning upon her.

I resist the urge to reach out, to offer comfort or perhaps seek it myself. Instead, I stand motionless, a statue carved from ice and shadows, as she processes the cruel truth of our entanglement.

"Strawberry," I say, softer this time, but every syllable still a shard of ice. "You played with forces you did not fully understand. And we are both ensnared by your ambition."

She swallows hard, her throat working against the unspoken terror that constricts it. My heart, unbeating yet not entirely dead, clenches with a pain that has nothing to do with the hunger for blood.

"Can it be undone?" Her voice is barely above a whisper, a fragile thread of hope amidst the encroaching darkness of reality.

My lips part, and for a moment, I am tempted to weave her a comforting lie. But lies have no place between us, not anymore. "Not by any means either of us would wish to endure," I confess, the truth as raw as an open wound.

In the heavy silence that follows, the space between us is a chasm filled with unsaid words and unspent passion. The desire to cross it is heavy with longing, but some shores are destined to remain untouched, some seas eternally storm-tossed.

We are caught, Strawberry and I, in a fate neither of us desired, bound by a force that respects neither will nor want. The chains of destiny are as unyielding as they are invisible, and we are but prisoners within their merciless grip.

The air quivers, almost imperceptibly at first, like the hush before a storm. I watch Strawberry—the witch who has unintentionally chained her soul to mine with a magic that neither of us can escape. She stands, her eyes mirroring the tumultuous sea of emotions I feel churning within me.

My breath catches as I take in every detail of her, from the way her hair seems to ignite in the dim light, the leaf-green of her eyes, the soft slope of her tantalizing mouth as she worries at her bottom lip that speaks of her own inner turmoil. The silence stretches out between us, laden with the unspeakable. It's an electric current, a force that draws us together even as it holds us apart.

The weight of our shared history presses down on me. We are two souls caught in a dance as old as time, our desires forbidden, yet undeniable. Memories flash before my eyes—Strawberry's laughter ringing through my darkened halls, her touch that burns like sunlight against my cold skin, the way she looked wearing my yesteryear gowns, as if she was born to exist in my world, and perhaps she was.

I can almost taste her now, the sweet flavor of her name on my tongue, Strawberry. She is ambition and defiance, wrapped in vulnerability. She came to me seeking knowledge, willing to bend rules to achieve greatness, and in doing so, she bent our fates together into a tangled knot we cannot undo.

A sharp inhale, and I'm drawn back to the present, where the shimmering air seems to pulse with the rhythm of our hearts—one beating, one not. Her presence is a temptation that threatens to sweep away the remnants of my control. I want her. Goddess, how I want her. And she wants me, her gaze heavy with longing and fear, a mirror to my own.

But there is no crossing this chasm that blood magic has carved between us—no touching, no embracing the heat that simmers beneath our skins. We are captives to the spell she cast, prisoners of our own making.

"Strawberry," I whisper, my voice hoarse with the effort of restraint. Her name is both a caress and a curse. It is all the things I wish to give her but cannot—freedom, love, life. My fingers twitch at my side, yearning to reach out, to break through the invisible barrier that separates us.

"Please," she breathes out, a plea that wraps around my heart like a vise.

It takes everything within me not to succumb, not to close the distance and claim her lips with mine. But the consequences would be dire, and death is a lover I am not willing to introduce her to—not for a momentary lapse in judgment, no matter how sweet the indulgence.

"Strawberry," I say again, her name becoming a chant, a prayer. The room seems to expand and contract with the depth of what goes unspoken. Our connection is a live wire, sparking with the danger of what we so desperately crave and can never have.


Chapter
Eleven



Strawberry

Istride through the grandiose halls of the Vampire Court, my boots tapping assertively against the marble floor. The crimson drapes cascade from the towering ceilings like rivulets of blood, a stark reminder of the predatory elegance surrounding me. I can feel their eyes on me—piercing, assessing, hungry. The scent of ancient dust and lingering power hangs heavy in the air, suffocatingly intimate.

"Keep walking, Strawberry. You belong here," I mutter under my breath, summoning every ounce of bravado I possess. With every step, I'm acutely aware of the delicate balance between predator and prey. My red hair feels like a beacon, drawing their attention, but I refuse to cower. I am not just a witch; I am Eris's witch, and though that might grant some small measure of protection, no one would dare defy Lucius.

The whispers slither along the walls, a hiss of silk and secrets. They speak of desire and dominance, of alliances forged in darkness. I keep moving, my forest-green eyes scanning the shadowy alcoves for signs of betrayal or intrigue.

There's a flutter at the edge of my senses, a presence both familiar and comforting. Lucius. I don't need to look over my shoulder to know he's there—that he's been there since I first set foot in this den of vampires. His silent guardianship is a constant, like the pull of the moon on the tides, unseen yet ever-present.

As I pass a particularly ornate tapestry, I sense him closer, the air charged with his ancient, undying strength. It's an odd sort of reassurance, knowing that this creature of the night watches over me with such unwavering dedication. Lucius understands the stakes, understands what Eris means to me—even if she's a riddle wrapped in mystery, cloaked in frost.

"Thank you," I whisper, not loud enough for anyone but him to catch. Whether it's the thank you of a protected charge or a declaration of gratitude for something deeper, something that connects us beyond the bounds of court hierarchy, I can't be sure.

The corridors seem to stretch endlessly, each corner filled with potential peril, but with Lucius's vow of protection, I push forward. The courtiers might view me as little more than a pawn in their eternal game, yet I carry within me a fire they cannot quench—a burning determination to find a way through this labyrinth of lies and seduction.

Eris haunts my thoughts, her ice-blue gaze etched into my very soul. There's an ache there, a yearning that goes against every rule set by the Witch Council and the Vampire Court alike. But rules are meant for breaking, aren't they? Especially when the reward is worth every risk.

My pulse quickens as I approach the library, the repository of forbidden knowledge and whispered spells. This is where I'll find my answers, where I'll uncover the key to our entwined fates, no matter the cost. Lucius remains my steadfast shadow, and with each step I take, I feel the weight of his gaze, a silent pledge to stand by me until the very end.

My fingers brush over the spines of ancient leather-bound tomes, each a sentinel of secrets long buried in the dust of centuries. The scent of old parchment and the subtle trace of magic lingering in the air are intoxicating, luring me deeper into the labyrinth of shelves that tower around me like silent guardians. My mind is alight with anticipation, each book I peruse a potential key to unlocking the enigma of my bond with Eris.

The library of the Vampire Court is a trove of knowledge forbidden to most, yet here I am, delving into its hidden depths with an insatiable hunger. With Lucius, my silent protector, watching from the shadows, I feel emboldened, the very air charged with the electric current of the arcane.

I unravel scrolls so delicate they threaten to crumble beneath my touch, their glyphs dancing before my eyes, revealing the complex web of alliances and rivalries among the supernatural factions. Vampires, witches, shapeshifters, angels, demons, fae—they all weave a tapestry of power and deception that now envelops me in its grasp. The realization hits with the force of a tempest; Eris and I are but threads in this grand design, our fates intertwined not just by desire, but by the intricate machinations of those who have long since passed.

A shiver courses through me, my skin prickling with the awareness of how deeply we are entwined in these ancient struggles for dominance. Yet, it's a thrill too, knowing that my actions could tip the scales in a game played across millennia.

The candlelight flickers as I turn another page, casting elongated shadows that seem to dance upon the walls. I can feel Eris's presence, even in her absence, like a specter watching over me, her icy gaze a challenge I'm eager to meet.

The stakes are high, the path fraught with shadows and spells, but my desire to free us both from this enchantment burns brighter than any fear. The fire within me, stoked by a passion that refuses to be tamed, demands I fight with every ounce of my being.

And fight I will. For Eris. For us.

Fingers dance across the parchment like spiders in a frantic weave, the musty scent of ancient knowledge pressing close against my skin. Dust motes pirouette in moonlight that filters through the stained glass above, casting a kaleidoscope of colors over the texts sprawled before me. A spell, there must be a spell—a loophole in this tangled web of magic and blood that has entwined Eris's fate with mine.

My eyes devour words and symbols, each rune and incantation another step closer to liberation. The arcane language of witches and vampires spills secrets, but not the one I desperately seek. My mind, once weary, now thrums with energy, every synapse firing with wild abandon. The relentless hunger for an answer gnaws at my consciousness, sharpening my focus to a razor's edge.

"Come on, think, Strawberry," I mutter to myself, flipping through the pages with increasing urgency. There's a rhythm in the search, a pulse that beats in time with my own heart, fueling my need to break free from this curse without tearing everything asunder. I lean back against the cold mahogany chair, my heart pounding fiercely against my ribcage. The room spins, an intoxicating mix of fear and exhilaration. It's a dangerous game, but one I cannot—will not—shy away from.

The library grows colder, a sure sign of her presence; Eris, the enigmatic queen of shadows, drifts closer, though she remains unseen. Her silent vigil is a pressure at the back of my neck, an icy draft that whispers of her curiosity, her intrigue at my dogged persistence.

I can almost feel her eyes upon me, those piercing ice-blue pools that seem to see right through me. I imagine the slightest upturn of her lips, a crack in her frost-bound armor at the sight of my fervor. It stirs something within me, a daring ember of warmth that defies the chill of her spectral scrutiny.

"Hidden chambers, forbidden rites..." I breathe out, my voice barely audible as I uncover a diagram etched into the corner of a crumbling page. My pulse quickens; it's a map, a guide to the very heart of the court's secrets. This could be it—the breakthrough I've been searching for.


Chapter
Twelve



Strawberry

Irise, adrenaline coursing through me, and head towards the section of the library cloaked in deeper shadows. Each step feels weighted, significant, as if destiny itself watches my progress with bated breath. The air hums with latent power, thrumming with anticipation of what might unfold should I succeed—or the doom that may follow if I fail.

"Strawberry," Lucius's voice breaks through my reverie, his tone cautious yet firm. "You must tread carefully."

"I know," I whisper back, my resolve steeling within me. "Show yourself, hidden gateway," I whisper, extending my hands. Magic surges through my veins, a torrent of green and gold that responds to my call, to my will. The wall shivers, stones grinding against one another, revealing a narrow aperture just large enough for one.

A thrill runs through me, a mix of triumph and trepidation. Beyond this threshold lies either salvation or damnation. And I must face it, for the chance to sever the chains that bind us—to undo the bewitchment that holds our lives in its cruel grasp.

Eris's gaze lingers, a silent testament to the gravity of my quest, to the lengths I'll go for freedom...for us. It's a testament I feel in my bones, a challenge I accept with every fiber of my witch's soul.

I step forward, leaving the world of certainty behind, as the chamber swallows me whole.

My fingers tremble as they trace the ancient symbols etched into the spine of a leather-bound grimoire. I can feel Eris's presence behind me, a silent pillar of frost and shadow that chills and entices all at once. Each brush of her cool breath against the nape of my neck sends shivers cascading down my spine, igniting a fire in my core that throbs with every pulse.

"Your dedication is... admirable," Eris's voice, smooth as silk and just as deceptive, wraps around me. I stiffen, willing my heart to quiet its frantic rhythm. Her words are laced with an undercurrent of something I dare not name. "Admirable, but misguided," she continues, stepping closer until the cold from her undead form leeches into me, a stark contrast to the warmth bubbling beneath my skin. "You seek to undo what has already been woven into the very fabric of our existence."

"Nothing is impossible," I counter, my voice steady despite the storm raging within—despite the forbidden desires clawing their way to the surface. I refuse to look at her, afraid that one glance into those piercing ice-blue eyes will unravel me completely. I yearn to lean back into the embrace I know she won't offer. "The answer is here, somewhere amidst these dusty tomes." But it's hard to concentrate when every cell in my body vibrates with awareness of her proximity.

"Perhaps," Eris concedes, and I can almost hear the smile in her tone, a smile that no doubt carries the weight of centuries and secrets untold. "But why fight so hard for something you may not truly want?"

I whirl around, defiant. "Because it's right. Because we shouldn't be pawns in some arcane game." My gaze locks with hers, and the world narrows to the space between us—to the electric tension that hums like a living thing.

"Ah, but who says it's not a game of your own making? Perhaps deep down, you relish the thrill of the chase—the dance of danger and desire." Her words weave through the air, a spell meant to ensnare, and I'm momentarily lost in the depths of her gaze, drowning in the sea of longing that I've tried so desperately to hide.

"Stop it," I whisper, a plea more than a command. "Don't make this harder than it already is." But even as I say it, I can't help but close the distance between us, drawn by a force beyond my control.

Eris doesn't move, doesn't need to. She's the moon pulling the tide, and I'm helpless to resist. Our breaths mingle, and the edges of reality blur. Time loses meaning when she's this close, when the scent of ancient forests and winter's chill envelops me.

"Remember why you're here," she breathes, and it's all the permission I need to cross the line I've drawn a thousand times. Our lips hover inches apart, a testament to the torture within—a reminder of the forbidden fruit that dangles, forever out of reach. Tearing myself away from the precipice with a strength borne of desperation. "Remember the spell, the quest, the lives hanging in the balance."

“I know,” I say resignedly, my words a sigh of desperation, despair, but also hope.

"Do not forget the stakes, little witch. Nor the cost of failure...or success," Eris says softly, her voice laced with an emotion I can't quite decipher.

I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat, and turn back to the grimoire. The words swim before my eyes, but I force them into focus, force myself to see past the veil of desire that threatens to consume me.

"Let's continue," I say, and Eris steps back, granting me the space to breathe, to think, to fight the battle that awaits us both. But in that brief, stolen moment, I tasted the intoxicating blend of danger and longing that defines our twisted bond—and I know, despite the perils ahead, I wouldn't have it any other way.

My fingers trace the spine of an unassuming leather-bound book, tucked away in the darkest corner of the Vampire Court's library. It's a place seldom ventured by those who dwell in the opulent halls above—a chamber shrouded in cobwebs and secrets. The air is thick with the scent of ancient parchment and forgotten spells. I pull the tome from its hiding spot, the weight of it promising, substantial.

"Could this be it?" I murmur to myself, flipping through the pages with a care that borders on reverence. The symbols etched upon the yellowed pages are unfamiliar, archaic, but they sing to me—a song of dark knowledge that resonates deep within my witch's soul.

A chill runs down my spine as I come across a chapter dedicated to the forbidden practice of blood magic, a harsh warning as to the price, the sacrifice. But it’s here, amidst cryptic incantations and rituals, I find what I've been searching for: a way to break the spell that binds Eris and me, a tether wrought of magic and longing that neither of us can escape.

The words dance before my eyes, alive with power, whispering of freedom...and of danger. The ritual outlined is complex, requiring components that chill my blood—sacrifices that demand more than I may be willing to pay. A drop of a witch's heartsblood. A vampire's eternal vow. The convergence of moonlight at the witching hour.

I swallow hard, my hands trembling as I absorb the gravity of what is asked. To sever the bond between Eris and me could mean salvation—or it could spell our doom. My heart races, each beat a drum of war against the fortress I've built around my desires.

"You knew the cost would be too high," I murmur to myself, my voice a whisper lost in the silence of the chamber. "Eris was right."

Yet, as I stand in the hidden alcove of the court's library, surrounded by shadows and secrets, I cannot help but feel the pull of possibility. The thought of being free of the spell, of choosing my own fate apart from the cold, intoxicating embrace of the vampire queen, is both exhilarating and terrifying.

But freedom comes at a price—one that might demand the essence of who we are. Can I ask Eris to give up a piece of her immortality? And am I strong enough to offer a fragment of my own soul?

The immense tome lies open in my hands, its ancient knowledge a beacon in the darkness. I steel myself, knowing that the path ahead is fraught with peril. But if there's even the slightest chance that we can break free from the chains of destiny that bind us...

"Dare I even try?" I question, a spark of uncertainty cloaked with hope igniting within me. "For us? For our future?"

With a deep breath, I close the book, tucking it under my arm. With the final decision yet to be made, I step out of the hidden chamber. I may have found the answer, but with Eris’s warning still fresh in my ears I must be ready to face whatever consequences await—and to confront the very heart of the spell that holds us captive.


Chapter
Thirteen



Eris

Ilinger in the shadows just beyond the arched entrance, the musty scent of ancient books and forgotten lore heavy in the air. A marble floor stretches out before me, kissed by moonlight filtering through stained glass windows that paint the room in hues of midnight blue and blood red. My court library, usually a sanctum of silence, now breathes with life as Strawberry delves into its hidden depths.

Her hair cascades down her back like a fiery waterfall, a stark contrast against the muted tones of leather-bound grimoires and dust-laden shelves. I’d left her to the hidden compartment, impressed she’d sensed it and opened the vault to reveal my own collection of the forbidden and prohibited.

Now, as she sits with one of the most terrifying books ever created from magic she's unaware of my watchful gaze, so consumed by its damning script sprawled before her — a tableau of desperation and hope mingling on parchment and skin. I failed to sway her, but it’s that same determination that first attracted me to her that once again enthralls me.

The intensity in her deep green eyes captivates me, igniting an inferno beneath my cool exterior. I've seen that look before; it's the same unwavering resolve she had when she first dared to strike a bargain with me — a young witch bold enough to entreat the queen of vampires for aid.

She turns the page with delicate fingers, but there's power there, raw and untapped, like a storm waiting to be unleashed. The sight of it sends an unfamiliar surge of warmth spreading through my veins, countering the perpetual chill of my undead existence.

Strawberry is searching for freedom, for both of us, from the binding spell that links our fates. It's a magic potent and ancient, woven into the very fabric of our beings. But her dedication to breaking it without forfeiting anything of true value speaks to a strength of character that I begrudgingly admire.

"The price is high," I whisper to myself, or perhaps to her, though she cannot hear. "To break this chain that binds us is the potential to break ourselves."

The thought should fill me with anticipation for regained autonomy, yet the possibility of severing our connection sends an unexpected pang through my heart. I shake off the sensation, attributing it to the lingering effects of the spell. Emotions are a human frailty I've long since abandoned.

I step forward, allowing the light to catch the edge of my form, my presence now betrayed by the softest echo of footfall on stone. I am the queen of shadows, but tonight, I allow myself to be seen, my ice-blue eyes fixed on Strawberry, the witch who dares to defy not only the council but fate itself.

I lean against a shadowed column, my gaze sharpening as I observe the intricate dance of Strawberry's fingers over aged parchment. The candlelight flickers, casting a halo around her hair, igniting an inferno that burns through the cool detachment I pride myself on maintaining.

"Intelligent," I murmur under my breath, each word a begrudged whisper of respect. "Resilient." She flips another page, her eyes hungry for knowledge, and my admiration spikes, an unwanted invader in my fortress of solitude. It's a feeling as foreign as the sun's warmth on my skin, yet here it is, searing through my defenses.

I step closer, silent as death, my eyes tracing the curve of her jaw, the concentration etched into her brow. It's ludicrous to think this binding spell could manufacture such complex emotions within me. I've felt the pull of countless spells throughout my centuries, but this? This yearning that tightens its grip with every heartbeat I no longer possess?

"An illusion," I insist, even as the words taste like ashes on my tongue. My heart does not beat; it cannot race. Yet if it did, I'm certain it would thrum violently at the sight of her. I must remain untouched by mortal whims—this cannot be real.

But oh, how fiercely she works, her dedication a beacon in the dimly lit library. It's a magnetism that tugs at something primal within me, something I thought had perished alongside my humanity. Her tenacity, a reflection of my own relentless nature, only fuels the fire that I'm struggling to contain.

"Merely magic," I tell myself again, desperate to cling to that explanation. I can almost believe it, except for the heat that flares inside me—a heat that should not exist in my cold, undead veins. Magic is potent, but can it mimic the thrum of desire, the ache of admiration? Can it replicate the sense of wonder that blooms within me as I watch her, this witch who is everything I am not?

"Damn it," I hiss, turning my face away from her light, pressing the cool stone to my cheek in an attempt to smother the flames. But the darkness offers no reprieve; her presence is a pulsating force, drawing me back like the moon pulls the tide.

With every moment that passes, with every breath she takes that I do not need, the lie I tell myself frays at the edges. Admiration is not so easily fabricated, nor is the reluctant pride that swells in my chest as I witness her brilliance.

The spell may bind us, but what grows between us now—this bewildering, maddening connection—is of no sorcerer's making. It's raw and real, and as much as I fight against it, it's a truth I can no longer deny.

Prowling between the towering bookshelves, each step deliberate, the soft rustle of my silk gown the only sound betraying my presence, I seek a reprieve that no amount of distance can soothe. The court's usual cacophony fades into the background, replaced by the rhythmic tap of Strawberry's fingers dancing across an open tome.

Her autumn-red hair cascading over her shoulders, a stark contrast to her pale skin, illuminated by the flickering light. My breath hitches as she leans back, stretches sinuously, and for a fleeting moment, her eyes close in contentment. A smile, unbidden and pure, graces her lips. It's a rare sight, this genuine display of happiness in a place where joy is often a carefully crafted facade.

My dead heart, silent and still, throbs against the confines of my chest—a phantom echo of life ignited by her radiance. Why does this simple expression stir me so? Why do I feel this surge of warmth that has no place in my eternal winter?

The spellbinding tableau unfolds before me: Strawberry, lost in thought, brows knit in concentration, then smoothing out with the realization of a newfound solution. I'm riveted by the dance of emotions playing across her features, drawn in by her fervor, her unwavering dedication to her craft. Her hands move with a grace and precision that belies their power, the power to heal, to create, to destroy.

I'm aware of my own reflection in the nearby window—a ghostly image draped in dark velvet and lace, my ice-blue eyes betraying a hunger that is both ancient and immediate. The sight of her, so vibrant and full of life, is an enchantment no witch could conjure and no spell could replicate.

She is passion personified, her every motion steeped in magic and purpose. To watch her is to witness the very essence of desire—a desire that transcends the physical, reaching deep into the marrow of my being.

In this domain of shadows and whispers, Strawberry is a blaze of color, a beacon of untamed spirit. How can I not be drawn to her like a moth to flame, longing to bask in her warmth, to revel in the brightness she brings to my endless night?

"Strawberry," I murmur, her name has always brought me solace. She doesn't hear me, too engrossed in her quest for knowledge, for validation. But I am here, watching, yearning, caught in the inexorable pull of her enchanting presence.

How can I resist when every fiber of my being craves to be near her, to touch the fire and not be burned? How can I deny this allure when it feels more real than the centuries I've walked this earth?

Damn this binding spell, but even more so, damn this yearning heart that refuses to obey the rules of nature or nurture. For in this moment, in the quiet sanctum of the library, all I want is to reach out and claim that smile as mine—to share in the joy that effortlessly spills from the witch who captivates me entirely.

A tremor courses through me as I stand hidden in the shadowed alcove, my gaze locked on Strawberry's fervent form. She's a tempest of red and green amidst ancient tomes and arcane knowledge, her fingers deftly leafing through pages that whisper secrets of old. My chest tightens with an unfamiliar ache—admiration for her blossoms into something deeper, something perilous.

I've convinced myself it is the spell that binds us, a mere trickery of magic weaving false emotions into the fabric of my will. But the veil of denial rips away as I watch her, relentless in her pursuit to break free from our unwanted tether. The truth claws at the ice around my heart, a heart I thought long dead to such mortal follies as genuine affection.

"Impossible," I whisper against the silence, yet the word feels like a lie upon my lips. The realization hits with the force of a storm—I care for this witch beyond the confines of spells and servitude. A connection forged not by sorcery, but by the sheer magnitude of her spirit.

How can I, a centuries-old vampire queen, admit to vulnerability? It is a dangerous game, one where the stakes are higher than the simple beat of a heart. Yet there she is, unraveling me piece by piece, her dedication igniting a flame that threatens to melt the frost within my veins.

Duty weighs heavy on my shoulders, a mantle of command and expectation. The court looks to me for unwavering strength, for a leader unshaken by emotion. But Strawberry, with her scarlet hair and eyes that hold the promise of untamed forests, calls to me in ways that duty cannot silence.


Chapter
Fourteen



Eris

My breath hitches as I step forward, drawn by an invisible force far stronger than any enchantment. To love her would be to defy the very essence of my being, to risk everything for a chance at the warmth I have long denied myself.

"Strawberry," I breathe out, the name now a testament to the longing that consumes me. The ice shatters, emotions cascading like shards of glass through my once impenetrable armor. There stands Strawberry, the witch who dared to challenge the might of my court, and in doing so, unknowingly challenged the might of my own guarded heart.

I linger in the shadowed archway, my gaze locked on Strawberry as she moves with a fluidity that defies the stillness of the ancient tomes surrounding her. The soft light from the library's sconces dances over her figure, casting her hair into a fiery halo that seems to burn away the darkness I've wrapped myself in for centuries.

She reaches up to pluck another volume from the highest shelf, standing on the tips of her toes, and the motion draws my attention to the curve of her waist, the stretch of her arms. It's an ordinary gesture, one I've seen performed a thousand times by countless individuals within these walls. But when Strawberry does it, the simplicity transforms into a ballet, a silent symphony that weakens my resolve like nothing else.

Her dedication exudes from every pore, her passion for unlocking the secrets of that forbidden tome palpable in the air. My heart, a relic I thought had long forgotten how to beat, now thrums with a yearning that transcends the very spell binding us together. It is not the magic that tethers me to her side—it's something far more perilous.

She turns then, her deep glass-green eyes catching the flicker of candlelight, and her lips part in a smile as she discovers a passage of promise. That smile, so rare and genuine amidst the chaos she navigates daily under my command, seizes my breath and holds it captive within my chest.

It's a revelation that cleaves through the night, sharp and unexpected. Love. This feeling, this visceral pull towards her, is love—terrifying in its intensity, exhilarating in its novelty. A tempest of emotion swells within me, threatening to sweep away the remnants of my calculated composure.

The distance between us is mere steps, yet it feels like an abyss I'm desperate to cross. To reach out, to touch... to confirm she's real, and not just some enchantress conjured from my own longing.

The recognition dawns bright and clear, a sunrise after an endless night—I am falling, plummeting into the depths of an emotion I had once sworn off. Fear coils around my heart, a viper wary of the vulnerability this love demands, but there's an allure to the freefall, to the possibility of being caught in Strawberry's embrace.

The court, my throne, the ironclad rules I've upheld—all pale in comparison to the vivid allure of the witch before me. She's a tempest, a force of nature magic and fierce intelligence that has unwittingly seduced the queen of the undead.

I step from the shadows, propelled by a newfound courage, or perhaps foolishness. The magnetic pull of Strawberry's presence is too potent to ignore, her essence too intertwined with the beat of my immortal heart.

"Strawberry," I call out softly, allowing the name to hang in the air between us—a confession, a plea, a surrender to the scorching truth of my desires.

My heart is a furious drumbeat, echoing the chaotic symphony of emotions clashing within me. Centuries of cold, calculated existence shatter like fragile ice beneath the warmth of Strawberry's fiery gaze. She still doesn't notice my approach; her focus is unyielding, the curve of her lips set in a determined line as she buries herself in ancient texts that promise freedom—a freedom that terrifies me.

I hover at the threshold of decision, every fiber of my being screaming to retreat into the safety of aloof detachment. But the walls I've meticulously built over lifetimes crumble like sandcastles before the relentless tide of my burgeoning affection for her. How can one witch, with her sunset-red hair and tempestuous spirit, dismantle the fortress of my heart with such ease?

The bindings of our spell whisper lies of illusion, telling me this connection is nothing but a magical farce. Yet as I watch her, the way her fingers dance across the pages with reverence and hunger for knowledge, I recognize the truth. It's not the spell that draws me to her—it's the raw passion, the spark of life that she carries within her like a beacon in the night.

A deep breath does little to calm the storm raging inside me. My gaze, icy blue and usually so controlled, now betrays every ounce of longing and vulnerability I feel. The sight of her, lost in her work, unaware of the world around her, fills me with an ache that no amount of logic or reason can alleviate.

She is the antithesis of everything I stand for—wild, untamed, and utterly alive. And yet, I can no longer deny the pull of my soul towards hers, a gravitational force that defies the laws of nature and the supernatural alike. What risks do I face if I embrace these feelings? The fall from grace, the betrayal of my court, the possible upheaval of all I have built?

But oh, the rewards—could they not be greater than any potential downfall? To taste the sweetness of her lips, to feel the heat of her skin against mine, to know the depth of intimacy that only true connection can bring. Could love, this most human of follies, be the ultimate power even for a vampire queen?

I should command myself to step back into the shadows, to preserve the image of the untouchable Eris Divine. Instead, I find myself inching closer, drawn by a desire so potent it burns through the chill of my undead veins. The risk is immense, but the reward... the reward could be everything.

I stride into the candlelight, the scent of old books and magic heavy in the air. Strawberry doesn't notice me at first, her attention anchored to the ancient tome sprawled open before her. The low light flickers across her face, casting shadows that dance upon her delicate features.

"Strawberry," I call out softly, my voice barely above a whisper, yet it cuts through the silence like the finest blade. Her head snaps up; those alluring eyes lock onto mine, igniting a fire in the pit of my stomach.

She turns, sees me, her wondrous eyes focused and her smile is immediate.

"Come here, Eris," she beckons, a tremor in her voice betraying her urgency. I move closer, each step a battle between duty and desire. She's found something—something potent enough to stir the witch's blood in her veins. The flicker in her gaze tells me it's a double-edged sword, one that could sever the very spell that binds us.

"Listen," she starts, her words tumbling out in haste, "the ritual—it's complex. And you were right, it requires a sacrifice, a trade of life essence." Her fingers brush over the cryptic symbols on the page, a silent plea for understanding.

Though I knew otherwise, I’d hoped her ability and dedication would find otherwise. A chill runs down my spine as her implication dawns on me. A sacrifice. I've taken lives before, but this—this is different. This is personal. "What sort of sacrifice?" My voice comes out colder than I intend, laced with the frost of my kind.

"It would seem part of our own life force," she murmurs, her eyes not leaving mine. "It's the only way to break the spell without causing further harm."

The room spins as I process her words. Giving up a sliver of eternity, the infinite nights promised to my undead heart. For a vampire, time is a river that flows endlessly, and she speaks of damning that current, even if just a trickle.

"Strawberry, you understand what you're asking?" My tone is stern, masking the tempest inside me. "This would bind us in another way—a way not even death might undo."

Her lips part, a soft sigh escaping them. "I know," she admits, her shoulders sagging under the weight of her confession. "But it's the only way to free us from the binding spell. To give us a choice."

A choice. That word speaks to me, promising the forbidden fruit of self-determination. Yet, it's laced with poison, the realization that this choice comes at a price—one that might be too steep.

"Can we live with that?" I ask, my voice barely a whisper, afraid of the answer. The silence stretches between us, taut as a bowstring.

"Can we live without it?" Strawberry counters, her gaze unwavering.

My heart races, a thunderous beat in my chest that I haven't felt in centuries. To taste freedom with her, to explore this budding connection unfettered by spells or obligations... but at what cost?

"Perhaps..." I start, pausing to let the gravity of our situation sink in, "perhaps the price is too high, Strawberry. For both of us."

She nods, a solemn understanding passing between us. We stand there, vampire and witch, queen and servant, two souls caught in the web of fate, each silently acknowledging a truth we dare not speak:

Love may be the most ruthless captor of all.


Chapter
Fifteen



Strawberry

The grand doors fly open under the weight of my impetuous shove, and I storm into Eris's domain of dark luxury. My heart is a wild thing in my chest, hammering against my ribs with each step I take. The marble beneath my feet echoes through the cavernous entrance hall, announcing my arrival like a drumbeat to war. I'm here to lay bare the tumult that has been gnawing at me, to confront the vampire queen who has unwittingly become the epicenter of my world.

The decadence of her mansion looms around me—crystal chandeliers casting prisms on walls draped in velvet and shadows. It's a fortress fit for royalty, one that mirrors Eris's own impenetrable façade. But tonight, I will see beyond it, or shatter against it trying.

"Strawberry?" Her voice cuts through the thick silence, laced with surprise and something else—a note as enigmatic as her cryptic past. It takes everything within me not to tremble at the sound of my name on her lips, to not get swept up in the memories of whispered incantations and shared secrets in the dead of night. She turns from the portrait she's contemplating, a painting as timeless as herself, and her piercing ice-blue eyes lock onto mine. The world seems to hold its breath.

In that instant, I see it—the flicker behind the guarded glacier of her gaze. Surprise, yes, but beneath that, a spark that dares to dance too close to warmth, to care. It's a glimmer I've caught glimpses of before, in moments when our guards dropped and the space between us felt charged with unsaid promises and unexplored possibilities.

It's been days since I found the solution, the ritual that would end this torment of not knowing if what is between us is real or imagined. I’ve searched for countless alternatives, each no better than the first, and with every moment I am separated from her, my heart aches with so much pain I fear for my soul.

“I can no longer be silenced or ignored," I announce, my words slicing through the distance between us.

Her eyebrows raise ever so slightly, her posture stiffening as if preparing for an invisible battle. "And here you are," she replies, her tone as cool as the marble surrounding us, "a witch desperate enough to burst into a vampire's lair."

My fingers curl into fists at my sides, nails biting into my palms to ground me against the pull of her presence. "This is about truth.”

"Speak then," Eris commands, her voice a silken challenge, soft yet unyielding, "reveal this truth that drives you to such reckless action."

I take a step closer, closing the gap that separates human from immortal, daylight from eternal night. "Eris," I begin, my voice steady despite the maelstrom inside me, "I can't pretend anymore. I can't deny—" My breath catches, the words tangling like thorns. "I can't deny what I feel for you."

For a moment, the only sound is the quiet whisper of time slipping by, a luxury neither of us can afford. Then, slowly, she moves toward me, her approach deliberate, predatory, and painfully exquisite. Her proximity is a magnetic force, and I'm helpless against its pull.

"Feelings," she murmurs, standing so close I could reach out and trace the contours of her face that have haunted my dreams. "Such dangerous things for creatures like us."

"Especially for creatures like us," I correct her softly, willing her to understand the depth of my confession. "Because despite everything, they are real."

The tension between us is a current too potent to ignore, igniting a fire that has been smoldering in the darkness, waiting to be set ablaze.

My hands are clenched at my sides, knuckles white as I fight to steady my voice. The weight of unspoken truths bears down on me, a pressure that can no longer be contained. "In the months I spent away from you in exile, you still haunted me," I blurt out, the words sharp and raw, slicing through the thick silence. "Every moment away from you has been agony, Eris. A relentless thirst that won't be quenched."

Eris stands rigid, her stance regal, an unmoving statue of ice and elegance. But there's an imperceptible shift in her gaze, a flicker of something human, something vulnerable that she quickly buries under layers of frost.

"Agony?" she echoes, her tone laced with skepticism, but there's a tremor there. "Or merely the aftermath of a spell that bound me to you?"

"Damn the spell!" My anger flares, bright and scorching, burning away any pretense of calm. "This... what I feel for you, it's more than some enchantment. It's real, Eris. It's painful and beautiful and terrifyingly real." The intensity of my own confession leaves me breathless, my heart thrumming wildly against my ribcage.

For a heartbeat, Eris's eyes darken, the blue depths swirling with emotions she's not ready to admit. Her lips part slightly, a silent gasp of air as if my words have struck her, leaving invisible marks upon her flawless skin. She steps back, her heel catching on the hem of her gown, a rare moment of disarray.

"Strawberry," she starts, her voice softer now, the edge of defensiveness crumbling like a cliffside eroded by relentless waves. "You must understand, I've lived centuries without—" She pauses, clenching her jaw, the struggle etched in every line of her face.

"Without what?" I press forward, closing the distance she just put between us. "Without love? Without vulnerability?" The questions hang between us, demanding answers neither of us may be prepared for.

Eris's fingers twitch at her side, a subtle yearning to reach out, perhaps to touch or to push me away. But she doesn't move, and we stand locked in a standoff of emotions, a silent war waged with glances and half-spoken truths.

My pulse hammers in my ears. "Enough of these games, Eris," I hiss, my voice a blade cutting through the silence. "You can't hide behind your crown forever."

I take a step closer, watching as the vampire queen regards me with a gaze sharper than the fangs she conceals.

"Strawberry..." The way she utters my name, it's like ice and fire all at once, a contradiction that only she could embody so perfectly.

"Look at me, Eris." My words are a command now, and to my surprise, she complies. There's something magnetic in my defiance, an attraction neither of us can deny, pulling us together as surely as the moon commands the tide.

She takes a step, not away, but towards me, her movements graceful and deliberate. Each inch she closes tightens the coil of anticipation in my gut. I refuse to back down, standing my ground as if the plush carpet beneath my feet is the earth itself, grounding me, empowering me.

Our bodies are now just inches apart—a whisper away from touching. I can almost count the icy blue flecks in her eyes, see the minute shift of muscles beneath her pale skin, sense the predator lurking beneath her regal poise. The electricity in the air surges, and I swear I can feel every hair on my body stand at attention, each breath we share laced with the unsaid.

"Strawberry," Eris murmurs again, and this time there's a tremor in her voice that betrays the steel facade she's always hidden behind. Her presence engulfs me, the dark allure of the vampire queen both an antidote and a poison to the chaos in my heart.

"Tell me you don't feel this," I challenge, my voice barely above a whisper, daring her to lie—to lie to me, to herself.

The corners of her lips twitch, not quite a smile, not yet a surrender. But it's there—the unspoken confession, the acknowledgment of the force that binds us, inexplicable and undeniable.

For a moment, we simply exist in the eye of the storm, two forces colliding in an inevitable cataclysm. And in that breathless pause before the world comes crashing back in, I know that whatever happens next, this—us—was never a choice. It was destiny.

Time stops as our gazes lock, the world reduced to the space between Eris's ice-blue eyes and mine. My breath snags in my throat, a sudden rush of heat coursing through my veins—a spark, wild and untamed, kindled by the tumultuous sea within her gaze. It's an ember that fuels the reckless part of me, the part that hungers for the touch of her skin, for the taste of her lips.

"Strawberry," she says, and it's a different Eris who speaks now. The cold edge that usually sharpens her words has melted away, leaving a softness that resonates in the hollows of my chest. "I have walked this earth for centuries, and not once did I anticipate colliding with a force such as you."

Her voice is a whisper, but it roars like thunder in my ears, shattering the last of my defenses. In her admission, there's a fragility that belies her vampiric nature, a crack in the armor of the queen before me. She steps closer, close enough that I can feel the coolness of her breath against my flushed skin.

"I never wanted to let you go," she confesses, her words threading through the charged silence, binding me tighter to her. Each syllable drips with a raw honesty that sets my blood ablaze, igniting a fierce blaze of hope within me.

Eris Divine, the eternal ice queen, with centuries of dominance and control etched into her very being, stands vulnerable before me. And in her vulnerability, she is magnificent. The realization that she harbors this depth of emotion for me—Strawberry Hayes, the witch who dared to challenge her—is intoxicating.


Chapter
Sixteen



Strawberry

In the intensity of her gaze, I see the reflection of my own longing, my own fears. It's a mirror that reveals the truth we've both been dancing around, a truth that's as undeniable as the night sky above us. Her confession lures me into the depths of what could be, of what already is.

There's no spell here, no magical coercion—only the raw, unfiltered connection that binds us together. I stand on the precipice, ready to fall into the abyss of desire, knowing that if I do, there'll be no coming back. And as the silence stretches between us, laden with possibilities, I realize that I no longer care about the return journey.

I want to believe her, to dive headlong into the tempest of emotions she stirs within me. Yet the memory of pain, of cold solitude without her, clings to me like frost. Can I trust this? Can I trust her? My heart, reckless and bold, yearns to say yes, to cast aside doubt and bask in the warmth of her affection.

"Strawberry..." Her voice is a whisper, a ghostly caress against the tumultuous silence.

My breath hitches, and for a moment, I'm frozen, suspended in time where fear and hope battle for supremacy. Her eyes, those endless pools of arctic blue, seek mine, searching for a sign, any sign, of my decision.

"Strawberry," she repeats, a note of pleading woven into the single word that is my name.

I can't stand the distance, the tightrope of uncertainty. It's now or never. With a resolve that trembles as much as my fingers, I reach forward. My hand, betraying the storm inside me, moves with the hesitancy of a first touch, until the pads of my fingers graze her cheek. Her skin is cool, an inviting contrast to the inferno of my nerves.

The contact sends a cascade of shivers down my spine, a silent symphony of desire and connection that sings through my body. A gasp escapes me, a sound swallowed by the vastness of the room, yet it feels as though it resonates through the very fabric of the universe. Her eyelids flutter at the sensation, and I feel a surge of power rush through me—the kind of power that comes not from magic, but from an intimate moment shared.

"This must be real," I whisper, daring to trace the line of her jaw with a tentative thumb. Is this passion, this magnetic pull that draws me to her, anything beyond the confines of enchantment?

It has to be. The fire that courses through me, fueled by her nearness, her vulnerability, is too fierce, too wild to be anything but genuine. And as I stand before Eris, the vampire queen who has haunted my dreams, I let the walls guarding my heart crumble just enough to allow her in, to taste the possibility of an 'us' that could transcend curses and spells.

"Tell me you feel it too," I breathe out, my voice barely audible, a plea for confirmation that what we have is as undeniable as the moon's pull on the tides.

I hold my breath as Eris, the embodiment of night's chill and moonlit grace, leans into the warmth of my touch. Her icy facade melts under my fingertips, and there's a tremor in the air—a silent testament to the seismic shift occurring between us. Her eyes flutter shut, thick lashes casting crescent shadows on her alabaster cheeks.

"Strawberry," she breathes out, and it's a surrender wrapped in three syllables, laced with centuries of longing.

The space between us buzzes with an energy that defies the very laws of nature we both are bound to. Her coldness, the eternal frost of vampire existence, seeks the fire I harbor within—the witch's flame that has been kindled by adversity and ignited by desire.

"Can you feel it?" The question is a mere thought in my mind, yet it seems to hang in the charged atmosphere around us. The darkness that looms, threatening to engulf our peculiar world, feels momentarily abated.

Eris opens her eyes, and they're not just blue—they're the tempestuous sea frozen mid-storm, a tumult of emotion swirling within. She nods, the barest dip of her chin, and the gesture unravels me.

"Your love..." she starts, and pauses, searching for words that have eluded her for ages, "it might just be my salvation."

And suddenly, it's all so clear—the way her gaze softens when it lands on me, the protective snarl that greets anyone who dares harm me, the reluctant pride in her voice when I overcome the trials she sets before me. This vampire queen, cloaked in sovereignty and solitude, has always been mine, just as I have unknowingly belonged to her.

Our hearts, though one beats while the other does not, are ensnared in a dance as old as time itself. They pulse together in a rhythm that speaks of passion and secrets whispered in the dark. We are two halves of a whole, witch and vampire, fire and ice, life and undeath, inexplicably intertwined.

"Then let it save us," I say, my courage surging like a tidal wave. "Let it shield us from whatever darkness comes." My hand slides from her cheek to cradle her neck, drawing her ever closer until our foreheads touch—a silent vow exchanged in the stillness of her mansion.

Eris doesn't speak; she doesn't need to. Her arms wrap around me in a fierce embrace, a fortress built not of stone and spell work, but of flesh and feeling. In this moment, stripped of titles and power, we are simply two souls cleaved from the same star, burning bright against the encroaching night.

"Love will be our light," she murmurs against my hair, and I cling to her, knowing that no matter what shadows we face, our combined blaze can banish them back to oblivion.

Together, we stand defiant, a beacon of hope in a world that thrives on despair. With every beat of my human heart and every silent vow from her undying lips, we acknowledge the truth that has taken root in the chaos of our existence—our forbidden love is the most potent magic of all.

"Tell me it's real," I whisper, my fingers still lingering on the cool silk of Eris's skin. Her eyelids flutter open, revealing the tempest of ice and fire in her gaze. "Tell me this isn't just the spell."

Her lips part, a hesitation painting her features with shades of doubt. "Strawberry, we—" She falters, and I see the barricade rising behind her eyes.

"Look at me, Eris." My voice is firm, more assured than I feel. I know the pain that gnawed at my insides when we were apart—sharp, relentless—a puppeteer's strings tugging at my soul. But another force pulsed alongside it, warm and genuine. My feelings for her are no illusion. "I've felt the pull of your binding spell, yes, but what I feel for you...it transcends any magic."

A war rages within her, one where love and logic clash with the ferocity of clashing swords. Eris, the eternal queen of composure, now stands on the precipice of vulnerability.

"Even if there's a sliver of truth to that," she says, voice edged with an ancient fear, "the risk..."

"Isn't love always a risk?" I counter, stepping closer, feeling the heat of my own audacity. "Eris, I'm not some porcelain doll. I know pain. I've danced with it under moonlit skies. But I also know you. You aren't a curse—I refuse to believe that."

Her expression fractures, a crevice forming in the ice. But then, like the snap of a branch in a winter storm, she breaks away from me. The distance slams into my chest harder than any physical blow could.

"Strawberry, if there's even a chance that this..." Eris trails off, her pale blue eyes darkening like the ocean during a storm. "If there's a chance that the magic has ensnared us against our will, I cannot—will not—allow it. We deserve a choice free from enchantments and coercion."

"Eris, don't do this." My plea is a wildfire, desperate to reach her before she retreats behind her walls of frost.

But she's already withdrawing, her figure receding like the tide pulling away from the shore. Each step she takes is deliberate, a silent declaration of her resolve. She who wields darkness as others would wield a blade, chooses to walk away from the very light she covets.

"Then let me choose," I call out, my heart thundering against my ribs. "Give me the chance to prove that what I feel is mine alone!"

She pauses at the threshold, a statue carved from regret and duty. In the dim glow of the grand chandelier, her silhouette is both ethereal and heartbreakingly real. "Proving it might mean breaking it," she says without looking back, her voice a ghostly echo.

And then, she's gone, leaving me amidst the shadows and whispers of what could be, my outstretched hand grasping nothing but the remnants of our shared warmth. The weight of her absence is a shroud around me, but beneath it all, my resolve simmers—a flame refusing to be extinguished.

I will fight for this, for us. Because love, especially a love as fierce and consuming as ours, is worth every peril.


Chapter
Seventeen



Eris

Ipace the length of my darkened study, the whisper of silk against marble the only sound in the cavernous space. The taste of Strawberry's name on my tongue is both sweet and bitter, and I find myself caught between wanting to condemn her for bewitching me and craving the very spell she casts.

"Lucius," I call out, my voice steady despite the storm raging in my chest.

He materializes through the doorway, as if summoned from the very depths of the night. "My queen," he bows, his eyes reflecting an ancient wisdom that belies the urgency I feel.

"Tell me," I demand, halting before him, "what am I to do about this...witch? My thoughts are ensnared by her, my judgment clouded."

Lucius regards me with a steadiness that calms my own resolve. "By her mere presence, she has already soothed your agonies, but to face the uncertainty you must confront her, Eris. Lay bare your doubts. Speak openly with her. Only then will you find the truth you seek."

His words cut through me; a knife sharpened by centuries of cunning. A part of me recoils - to expose oneself is to invite weakness. Yet another part, one that has grown more insistent under Strawberry's influence, yearns for the vulnerability he suggests.

"Very well," I reply, my decision made, but still hesitant. "I shall go to her."

Lucius nods, a silent sentinel as I sweep from the room, my gown trailing behind me like a specter of doubt. He follows at first, his presence a comforting shadow in the wake of my tempestuous thoughts.

A cold draft greets us as we navigate the labyrinthine corridors towards the court library. I sense Lucius's concern, an almost physical thing that hovers between us. It is not often that I seek counsel, and rarer still that I heed it. But the witch has woven her magic deep into the fabric of my being, and for once, I am uncertain.

As the heavy doors of the library loom before us, Lucius suddenly halts. I pause, surprised by his abrupt stop, and turn to question him with a raised brow.

"Go to her, Eris," he says, a knowing glint in his eye. "Find what your heart seeks."

In that moment, I understand. Lucius has always been more than just my second-in-command; he is the strategist who sees the grand tapestry where I see threads. His faith in me - in us - sets something alight within my chest. It is as though he has cast his own spell, one of trust and foresight.

"Thank you, Lucius," I murmur, feeling the weight of centuries lift slightly from my shoulders.

With a nod, he turns away, leaving me to face my destiny alone. A surge of newfound determination propels me forward, and I push open the doors with a force that mirrors the pounding of my undead heart. The dim glow of candles casts a gentle luminescence over leather-bound spines and parchment pages. The scent of aged paper and ink washes over me, a familiar restorative to my roiling emotions.

The whisper of my gown's hem against the marble floor is a susurrus in the vastness of the grand chamber. My stride is a metronome, steady and unyielding, cutting through the silence that envelops the Vampire Court at this late hour. Shadows cling to the columns like specters, but I am no stranger to darkness—it is both ally and confidante.

With each step, anger coils tighter within me, mingling with an agony only the heart can know—a pulsating wound fed by doubts and betrayal. How dare she toy with me? The mere thought brings forth a growl from the depths of my throat.

My gaze sweeps the room, predatory and sharp. There—Strawberry, ensconced in her research, oblivious to my presence. Her scarlet hair spills across her shoulders, a vibrant contrast to the muted tones around her. Even in concentration, with furrowed brow and lips pursed, she is the epitome of natural allure.

I approach soundlessly, my eyes never leaving her form hunched over the table. The way she bites her lip in focus, the delicate curve of her neck, the rise and fall of her chest with each breath—every detail stirs a tempest within me.

Her devotion to the task is unmatched when I consider that her dedication to her external studies and vocation have not waned. She has added to her workload with neither complaint, nor resignation. It’s that commitment that drew me to her in the first place. What draws me to her now, but my doubts are still prevalent, still dictating my every move.

"Strawberry," I growl, my voice a treacherous blend of rage and yearning. She looks up, her deep forest-green eyes wide with alarm, the quill pausing mid-air as if frozen by the chill in my tone. "Tell me you haven't played me for a fool. Tell me your blood magic hasn't been a puppeteer to my emotions."

Her book falls shut, a soft thud echoing like a verdict in the cavernous room. Strawberry's face is an open tome of surprise and pain, her vibrant locks framing it in a tumult of fiery waves.

"Eris, I’m trying to help," Her voice trembles like a leaf in the storm of our confrontation, the hurt in her gaze as palpable as the pulse I feel coursing through her throat. "Please, I haven’t —"

"Silence!" The word slashes through her protest, and I can see the sting of it in her eyes. My chest heaves, the tumultuous sea of anger and desire threatening to drown me. I grip the lace of my bodice over my dead heart. "You enchant me, torment me, and now this unwavering suspicion? How am I to trust anything, Strawberry, when every glance from you could be a spell?"

She stands, her movements hesitant, as if approaching a wild beast. Perhaps that's what I am—a creature torn between a hunger to believe and the instinct to strike.

"Your trust..." she begins, her plea wrapped in earnestness, "is something I value above all else. My feelings for you... they're mine. Every look, every touch, Eris—they're real."

The sincerity in her voice is an enchantment, luring me into danger. She reaches out, her hand shaking, daring to breach the distance between us.

"Please," she whispers, her green eyes shimmering with unshed tears, "give us a chance. Give our love a chance to prove itself beyond shadows and doubts."

The raw honesty in her words claws at the fortress around my heart. The witch before me, bold and yet so vulnerable, stands her ground—a testament to her character. And in this charged silence, her plea hangs between us, a lifeline thrown across the chasm of our fears.

"Strawberry," I breathe, the tempest inside me still raging, a spell of its own that binds us together against the night.

My anger, once a tumultuous storm within me, ebbs as Strawberry's words wash over my senses. The tempest inside quietens to the softest whisper of wind, leaving behind the echo of her sincerity. I study her, this witch with hair that cascades around her like an autumn fire, her eyes reflecting a truth I yearn to grasp.

"Every touch, every word," she insists, the tremor in her voice carrying the weight of her conviction. "They are as real as the blood that gives you life, Eris."


Chapter
Eighteen



Eris

Her plea, fervent and unguarded, strikes a chord deep within me. Can such purity lie beneath the deception I fear? My heart, a relic long thought numb, flutters with a feeling I can scarcely name—hope. It is fragile, this newfound sensation, like the first bloom resisting a harsh winter frost. But it exists, insistent and undeniable, coaxing warmth into my cold veins.

I close the distance between us, one tentative step at a time. The air in the library seems to grow dense with the gravity of my decision. Each footfall is a testament to the shift within me—a queen, poised on the precipice of the unknown.

"Strawberry," I murmur, my voice no longer edged with the frost of my title but laced with the vulnerability of a woman adrift. "I am darkness incarnate, a creature of night. And yet, here you stand before me, a beacon that dares to shine."

I'm closer now, close enough to see the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat, a tiny bird trapped in the cage of her flesh. "My existence has been a tapestry woven from shadows and control. To feel... it is a risk I have long avoided."

The words escape me, raw and unfiltered, revealing the disarray of my soul. "Fear has been my constant companion, yet here I am, teetering on the edge of something that terrifies me more than any foe I've faced. Because what if it's all an illusion?"

Her gaze holds mine, steadfast and unwavering. I search those verdant depths for deceit, for the machinations of magic, but find none. Only a reflection of what could be—of what I desperately want to be true.

"I do not know if these feelings that stir within me are born of your spells or some cruel trick of fate," I confess, the admission tearing at my pride. "But despite everything, I am willing to discover the truth. To take the leap into the unknown and see where this connection, this dangerous desire, leads us."

Standing there, surrounded by the ancient tomes and whispered secrets of the library, something fundamental shifts. The world tilts on its axis, reorienting itself around the possibility of 'us'. And as I face Strawberry, no longer as a vampire queen to her subject, but as one lost soul to another, I realize I am ready to embrace the risk—for her, for me, for the chance at a love that defies the ages.

The silence stretches between us, a chasm bridged only by the tempest of emotions raging in our eyes. Strawberry's hand, slight and unsteady, rises from the shadows of the dimly lit library. The air shivers with the aura of her magic, a testament to her raw power as a witch, a power I've come to both respect and fear.

And then her fingers graze my cheek, so gently it's as if she's touching something sacred. A tremble courses through me, an electric surge that defies the cold stillness of my undead heart. It's as though her warmth seeks to revive something long forgotten within my chest, something fiercely alive.

"Strawberry," I breathe out, my voice a mere whisper, laced with a longing I cannot conceal. Her touch is like fire against my icy skin, and it sears straight through to my soul, awakening a hunger more acute than any thirst for blood.

Her eyes are vast forests, deep and enigmatic, holding worlds of emotion. There's a vulnerability there, an open plea for understanding, for acceptance. How can such strength and fragility exist together so harmoniously within her?

I lean closer, drawn by an invisible force that renders me powerless, her magnetism undeniable. My lips pause just inches from hers, the space between us charged with the energy of unspoken promises and concealed truths. Our breaths mingle, the rhythm syncing in a dance as old as time itself.

"Can you feel this?" I question without words, our gazes entwined. "Do you sense the gravity of this moment, the weight of centuries colliding with the spark of something new?"

The anticipation creeps around us, a living entity, wrapping its tendrils through the room, around the spines of ancient texts, and into the very fabric of the reality we share. The intensity of our connection is undeniable, a force neither one of us can ignore. It demands acknowledgment, commands surrender.

"Strawberry," I whisper again, allowing the name to carry all the complexities of my emotions. Desire, fear, hope—they blend together, painting a portrait of a passion too potent to be contained. And as our eyes remain locked, I see the reflection of my own turmoil mirrored in the emerald pools of her gaze.

In the silent communion of our stare, we exchange vows never spoken, oaths never uttered. It's a silent conversation, our souls conversing in a language older than words, deeper than the magic that thrums in her veins and the eternal night that claims my existence.

This closeness is intoxicating, more potent than the richest blood, and in this moment, suspended outside of time, I am utterly and irrevocably captivated by the witch who dared to challenge the ice in my heart with the inferno of her spirit.

The space between us collapses as I capture Strawberry's lips with mine, a tempest of desire unleashed. My world ignites in an inferno of heat and need, a firestorm that could consume all that I am. Her mouth—soft, insistent—melds with mine in a rhythm as ancient as time, as intimate as the secrets whispered into the night.

The taste of her, sweet and enigmatic, is the only truth I crave, the answer to unspoken questions that have haunted the chasms of my heart for centuries. Our tongues dance, a duel and a duet, stoking the flames that lap at the edges of my self-control.

Her hands, those delicate instruments of magic and healing, find their way into my hair, pulling me closer, deepening our kiss until there's no air, no room for anything but the intoxicating blend of our essences. My icy facade melts under the warmth of her touch, revealing the smoldering core I'd thought long extinguished by the chill of immortality.

In this electrifying moment, the resonance of our souls intertwines, stripping away my doubts like layers of old paint flaking off an ancient canvas. I sense the raw power of our connection, a magnetic force that defies the laws of nature and man. It is more profound than any spell, more enduring than the very stones upon which the court was built.

Gone are my uncertainties, the fears that clouded my judgment and shackled my heart. In their stead surges an indomitable resolve, as fierce as the sun is forbidden to me. This love, this transcendent bond with Strawberry, is worth every peril, every challenge that might dare to stand in its way.

I will fight for her, for us, against the whispers of treachery and the shadows of ancient grudges. With the ferocity of a predator and the devotion of a guardian, I will defend what we've ignited here—a passion that consumes and a love that liberates.

As the kiss slows, the world comes back into focus, sharpened and redefined by the revelation of what lies between us. And in the stillness that follows the storm, I recognize the promise of eternity reflected in her eyes—a vow to face the coming dawn together, no matter the cost.


Chapter
Nineteen



Strawberry

Her deadly bright eyes pierce me with a look that I both fear and adore at the same time. Still drunk on her kiss, my mind refuses to refocus on what it was I'd been working on, but before I can even attempt to straighten my scattered thoughts her cold hand clasps mine, her grip unyielding.

"Strawberry," she says, cutting through my rambling mind with a voice that's silk and steel mixed together. She pulls me away from the library, and we weave through the labyrinthine halls of her mansion, my heart drumming a frantic rhythm against my ribs. As she drags me along. I'm aware of every point where her skin meets mine, the cool touch a stark contrast to the warmth spreading through my body.

"Where are you taking—" My question dies on my lips when my eyes land on the imposing mahogany coffin that rests in the center of the room, a chilling reminder of who Eris truly is. A shiver of fear dances down my spine, quickly smothered by the rising heat of anticipation. She’s brought me to her most private of quarters.

Her pace is relentless, each step imbued with purpose and desire. I dare not resist, drawn like a moth to the flame, fully aware that we're approaching a precipice, and I'm poised to fall.

"Trust me," she breathes, and I swallow hard, my mind a blur of curiosity and yearning. We stop at a door veiled in shadows, and I know that beyond it lies a realm of pleasure and pain interwoven so tightly it's impossible to separate one from the other.

The door swings open with a silent command from Eris's will, and a wave of roses and sandalwood washes over me, an intoxicating blend that wraps around my senses like a lover's caress. Shadows dance on the walls, flickering in a hypnotic rhythm set by the candlelight, drawing us into a world where the mundane fades and only magic remains.

My pulse quickens as my gaze falls upon the bed at the room's heart - a grand altar to passion, draped in silk sheets that glimmer like moonlight on water. The sight stirs something primal within me; this is where the line between predator and prey blurs, where the ancient hunger of vampire meets the wild power of witch.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Eris's voice is low and smooth, reverberating through the charged air.

I nod, unable to find words. My body hums with raw need, each nerve ending alive with desire as if the very air we breathe is laced with aphrodisia. It's all too much and not nearly enough. I want to dive into the abyss that is Eris, to lose myself in her darkness and find solace in her light.

There's no turning back now, not when every fiber of my being is screaming for her touch, for the sweet torment only she can provide.

"Come," she commands, and it's not an invitation but a decree, one that I have no strength to deny.

No sooner does she throw the door shut with a slam, her mouth finds mine again, her kiss fervent, leaving me breathless as she pushes me backwards until my thighs hit the foot of the bed. The luxury beneath my fingertips promises more than comfort—it whispers of ecstasy, of secrets shared between sweat-slicked bodies, of whispered spells uttered in the throes of climax.

It's a kiss that sears through my defenses, obliterating every last shred of resistance. Our tongues tangle in a dance as old as time, a battle for dominance where every touch is a victory.

Her movements are hard and harsh, her desperation evident as she forces my clothes from my body. Initially, I worry about tears and the need to repair, as she yanks me free of sleeves, her lips touch and taste the exposed areas and I'm just as eager to divest myself.

"How dare you," she mutters angrily, all the while kissing me hungrily. "I should kill you where you stand." She grabs my hair, yanking hard and I'm forced to gaze at the elaborate ceiling as her mouth and tongue lavish my throat, her fangs scraping, alerting me to their presence. I tremble beneath her, caught in the paradox of her being—the eternal predator and the lover whose embrace I never want to leave. As her teeth press just a fraction deeper, threatening to pierce the tender skin of my throat, I realize I'd let her devour me whole if it meant feeling this alive forever.

I almost believe she'll bite and drink the life from me, but as her teeth graze over my skin she merely groans in agitation.

The passion between us builds, a crescendo that threatens to consume us both. Her body presses against mine, leaving no space for doubt or fear—only an insatiable desire that demands to be sated. My hands roam across the landscape of her back, feeling the powerful muscles beneath her skin move with feral elegance.

"Eris," I breathe, naked as I am, the perfect meal for a starved vampire, but it's not hunger that drives her, but a strong heady desire to possess.

"I missed you," she murmurs as her hand slides down my belly to the scarlet curls between my legs and forces me to part them. I moan aloud when she delves in deeper, finding me hot and wet and ready for her touch. "Slut," she purrs. "This is all for me, isn't it? Your body aches for me."

"Yes," I say, clutching her shoulders to maintain my balance. "Only for you." I want to reassure her that in spite of the binding spell, I know what I feel for her to be true.

Her fingers dig into my body, causing me to gasp, but I accept her brutal way of drawing out pleasure from me. Her other hand holds me steady as her mouth suckles hard at my breast, then tenderly nips at the delicate skin, but not enough to draw blood. I'm fully aroused and excited, my anticipation igniting in my core.

Eris pushes me onto the bed. "Is this real, Strawberry?" she asks as she drops her dress, stepping out of it entirely naked before mounting the bed to claim me. Her gaze locks onto mine, a tempest of unspoken promises swirling in the icy blue depths. Her hunger mirrors the wild yearning that scorches my veins—a yearning I've tried to deny yet pulses with every beat of my heart.

She crawls toward me, her movements liquid grace, predatory and alluring. My breath stutters as she reaches out, her cool fingers tracing the line of my jaw with a touch that's both tender and claiming. The contrast between her icy skin and the warmth of my own sends shivers cascading down my spine.

Her voice is raw with desire, like the low warning growl of a prowling cat. "I need to know that what I feel for you isn't a symptom, but a condition."


Chapter
Twenty



Strawberry

She slides a hand between my legs, again pushing them apart as she runs the pad of her middle finger along my slick, wet entrance, finding my clit with ease and watching my eyes flutter as she begins working me with that finger, around and around, her index and ring fingers parting me further, exposing me to her skilled feathery strokes as she draws up the slippery juice of my center.

"Oh God," I murmur, the slow initial burn of my climax begins to build, radiating through my limbs, my belly, and firing all manner of erotic thoughts in my brain. "God, Eris."

"You're going to come for me, little witch, what you feel, that urgency deep inside you, that want and will and need, that's me, isn't it? It's not a consequence, it's here and now." Her fingers moving faster, her touch firmer. "I'm going to show you how much I need you."

I moan as the strengthening pleasure courses through me. Eris's touch is filthy, explicit, and everything I've ever wanted. I part my legs further, lift my hips, and groan loudly to express what she means to me, how she makes me feel. She knows just where to touch me, how much pressure to apply, and when to change her rhythm to keep me on the edge.

Time seems suspended, the flickering candlelight casting a halo around her angelic yet devilish form. I'm lost in the storm of her gaze, drowning willingly as she leans in. A fierce possessiveness grips me when her lips finally crash against mine.

"Tell me you want this," she demands, her voice low and husky. "Tell me you need me as much as I need you."

"Yes," I gasp, my hips bucking against her hand. "I want this. I need you, Eris. You are my world." For a fleeting moment, I'm able to look at her, my eyes prickling with tears and I know in that moment that if she asked, I would die for her. "Please," I pant, the word dissolving into the air, carried away by the hunger in her gaze.

She has unraveled me, this vampire queen with fingers that weave spells of pleasure, spells more potent than any magic I have ever known. My body arches, seeking, craving the sweet culmination she teases just beyond reach. Her fingers work their magic, and I feel my orgasm building, the tension in my body reaches fever pitch. With a final, firm flurry of strokes, she forces the orgasm from me, and I cry out, my body convulsing with pleasure.

I shatter beneath her touch, waves of ecstasy crashing over me, pulling me under in a deluge of sensation. I cling to Eris, to the solidity of her presence, as I come undone in her arms, our bodies moving together in a rhythm as ancient and inevitable as the tides drawn by the moon.

"Eris please," I gasp out, words torn from the depths of my unraveling. "Please believe me."

Her response is a growl, low and primal, vibrating through the air between us. Her lips find mine again, a searing kiss that swallows my moans and fuels the inferno inside me. Eris—this enigmatic being of darkness—kisses me as if she wishes to consume my very soul, and in this moment, I would gladly let her.

After my orgasm subsides, I want Eris to know that what I feel for her must be real. I reach for her, my touch gentle where hers had been firm. Keeping my eyes locked with hers I begin to caress and stroke her, just as she had done to me. My movements are soft and tender in contrast to Eris's, but we're both highly aroused, and I can only believe that what I feel and what I hope Eris feels is real.

Her fingers trace the line of my jaw, a touch so featherlight it borders on reverence. "Your heart beats in rhythm with mine—even if mine has not truly beaten in centuries."

"Then tell me," I urge, my need for affirmation stronger than the languor threatening to pull me under. "Tell me you feel this... this insanity that grips me whenever I'm near you."

In response, Eris tightens her embrace, pulling me flush against her deathly cold yet oddly comforting body. "You set my very soul ablaze, Strawberry. Every kiss, every touch ignites a fire within me that I thought had long since turned to ash."

Her lips brush against my forehead, a gesture so tender it belies the fierce predator I know her to be. "I feel it," she confesses, the words vibrating against my skin. "This...connection, it defies the laws that govern us both. For you, I would force the world to its knees."

My fingers tangle into the icy cascade of her hair, holding her to me with a desperation that borders on madness. My hand trails down the length of her body, finding the tiny, cold ring that impales her clit. She presses back into the pillows, her body tight with desire and pleasure and she manages to gaze at me, her eyes full of passionate want. Her lips are parted, and only the barest tips of her fangs can be seen as she succumbs to my touch, as I guide her towards her climax.

"Strawberry," she whimpers. It's a word heavy with possession, but it doesn't chafe; it wraps around me like a spell, binding yet liberating. In her hold, within the walls of her ancient mansion, I'm safe, cherished—an odd thing to feel with a creature as formidable as Eris Divine.

She clutches at the bedspread, her body tightening, and as I bring her to orgasm, our eyes never leave each other. The trust and vulnerability we share in this moment is unlike anything I've ever experienced before. When she finally comes, her body shudders with pleasure, and I know that what we have is real and powerful.

The cool of the room shelters us as we lie together in the afterglow, our bodies intertwined, my hand over her heart, though it rests in silence. There's no doubt in my mind that what we feel for each other is real, and as we hold each other tightly, I know that we're both hoping for a future together, no matter how uncertain it may be.

Eris traces her fingers along my skin, sending shivers down my spine. "I've never felt like this before," she confesses, her voice barely above a whisper. "I didn't think it was possible. But I think it's an indication, a confirmation that these feelings I think are for you, are in fact for you."

I look up at her where I rest against her shoulder. "Believe it, Eris. It's real."

She twists, kissing my hair, and we stay like that for a while, enjoying the feel of each other's bodies. In that moment, we're not a powerful vampire queen and a young witch caught up in a web of magic and danger. We're just two people who have found something truly special in each other.


Chapter
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Eris

The chill of the pre-midnight air seeps into my bones as I stand at the edge of the parlor's ornate French doors, peering out over the silent city. San Francisco slumbers beneath a shroud of fog, unaware of the peril that creeps in its shadows. My skin prickles with an all-too-familiar anticipation—a message is coming.

"Your Majesty," Nyx's voice slices through the stillness, her form materializing from the mist like a specter born of night itself.

I turn to face her, my court spy, noting the urgency etched upon her scarred, but impassive features, her white-blue eyes intense with apprehension. "Report," I command, my tone as sharp as the fangs concealed behind my lips.

"More trouble brews between the factions, my queen," she begins, her words laced with a tinge of concern that snags my attention. "Something…evil, targets the witch covens on the fringes—those without protection."

“Rogue vampires?” I suggest, attempting to give Nyx a name to this adversary that dares disrupt the fragile peace.

“No, Majesty,” she says, her blue-black hair catching the moonlight like a raven’s wing. “It cannot be defined. It hasn’t been defined. I have sought answers through my network, but though there is something, no one has been able to identify it.”

A growl rumbles deep within me, resonating through the silence of the room. What is this new disturbance? And with the Beings on the precipice of all-out war, what has caused this disturbance to the delicate balance we've maintained? My gaze hardens, and I can feel the predatory nature, ever-present beneath my regal demeanor, clawing to the surface.

"Summon the court," I order, my voice now a cold whisper. Nyx bows, her shoulder-length, navy black hair swinging, and vanishes once again into the night.

Within moments, my court fills the grand hall, their presence a mixture of elegance and lethal intent. My loyal subjects—predators in their own right—gather around, awaiting my command. The tension coils tighter, a tangible weight pressing against my chest.

"I've just been informed that there is a new evil that threatens the stability of our world," I announce, my ice-blue eyes sweeping across the attentive faces. "They are presently attacking vulnerable witches, perhaps seeking to incite chaos."

Murmurs ripple through the assembly, a blend of outrage and bloodlust. I raise a hand to silence them, feeling the heavy velvet of my 18th-century gown brush against my skin, grounding me in the here and now.

"Such actions cannot be tolerated," I continue, my words slicing through the charged atmosphere. "We must act swiftly to quell this insurrection before it endangers us all."

The court members nod, a sea of pale faces set with grim determination. I sense their readiness, the shared drive for order and dominion pulsating through the room. Their loyalty fortifies me, even as the scent of their excitement, a heady mix of power and desire, fills my senses.

"What is it, my queen?" asks Isolde, ever the diplomat as I know she'll be considering a means to bring them to heal. "For what purpose?"

“That, we do not yet know. Learn what you can and report to me the moment you do. Until I'm given further information, I can only speculate, but one such reason could be to gain power...incite war."

My last words ignite fury and intrigue as the once soft rumble of whispered tones influxes to a wave of heated voices demanding action.

"Prepare yourselves," I issue the final command. "But do not take matters into your own hands, or that makes us no better than those who would seek to undermine us. Listen to the rumors and hearsay, take nothing for granted, and advise this court if any word reaches you."

The court disperses, each vampire a shadow slipping away to resume conversations of anger, though I know none will seek justice without my authorization. Alone once more, I allow myself a rare moment of vulnerability, wondering if our efforts will be enough to safeguard the fragile tapestry of our hidden world.

And amidst the gravity of our task, the image of Strawberry flashes across my mind. My heart, though it no longer beats, tightens with an emotion I dare not name—a dangerous distraction.

The door clicks shut behind the last of my court, their footsteps retreating into the silence of the mansion. I am alone—supposedly. But the prickle at the back of my neck tells me otherwise. The air shifts subtly, and I know she's here.

"Strawberry," I say without turning around, my voice a low purr that fills the dimly lit chamber. "You shouldn't be eavesdropping on matters that don't concern you."

"Everything that threatens witches concerns me," she replies, her voice quivering with a blend of fear and defiance. I finally face her, and she stands on the threshold, the moonlight spilling over her like liquid silver, casting an ethereal glow on her red hair.

I can sense the urgency thrumming within her, the frantic beat of her heart calling to the predator in me. Yet it's not her blood that tempts me—it's the soul behind those emerald eyes, fierce and unyielding.

"Whatever this new threat is, they're going after covens, Eris. Weak or not, that includes mine as well." Her words crackle through the room, a spark ready to ignite. "We must do something."

"Your concern is noted, Strawberry," I reply, striding towards her with measured steps. The distance between us closes, and I can feel the heat radiating from her skin. "And unless I am very much mistaken, they have not welcomed you back from exile."

"That's of little consequence," she says, her voice softer, quieter when I present her with the truth of the situation.

"Nor will I allow you to enter into such peril." I raise a pale eyebrow to gauge her reaction, which I receive in spades.

Her eyes flash, and she steps forward, closing the gap I had meticulously maintained. "I'm not asking for permission. I'm asking for your help."

"Help?" I echo, the word tasting foreign on my tongue. This young witch, so bold and brash, dares to challenge me. And yet, there's a part of me that wants nothing more than to fold her into my protection. I also know I would give my life for her.

"Please, Eris. If they're targeting us, I need to warn them. I need to fight." Her plea wraps around me like a spell, tugging at the strings of an ancient instinct to safeguard what is precious.

"Strawberry," I breathe out. "You do not understand the dangers that lurk in the shadows. These rogues are merciless. I will not send you to your death."

"Then come with me," she implores, her hand reaching out to brush against mine—a touch that sears my cold skin.

"Enough!" I snarl, stepping back, the room suddenly too small, her presence too intense. "You will stay here, under my watch. That is final."

Her shoulders slump, but the fire in her eyes remains undimmed. She nods, a silent acquiescence that does little to ease the tension coiling within me.

"As you command, Your Majesty," she whispers, and the soft vulnerability in her voice is the sharpest blade she could wield against me. It slices through my defenses, leaving me raw and exposed.

"Go to your quarters," I request, my tone softer now. "I will handle this."

She hesitates, then turns and walks away, each step a quiet rebellion. And as the door shuts behind her, I'm left with the tormenting image of Strawberry—a witch who's bewitched me, body and soul. The ghost of her touch still burning on my skin.

"Your Majesty," Lucius' voice cuts through the tumult, "we must act swiftly."

"Indeed," I reply, though my thoughts linger on Strawberry's impassioned plea. She is right; knowledge is power, but at what cost?

"Lucius," I start, halting mid-stride, "the witch covens are in peril. We can't idly watch this threat grow." My fingers trace the intricate patterns carved into the dark wood of the mantelpiece, each groove a testament to the weight of rule.

"Nyx has proposed we gather intelligence on the Evil." His voice is steady, in complete contrast to the burgeoning turmoil within me.

"An inconvenience, but a necessary one," I concede with a sigh. "I find merit in her words."

"Then, I shall prepare to infiltrate their ranks," Lucius decides with a dutiful nod, his loyalty unwavering as the night itself. “Learn what I can.”

"Be cautious, Lucius." The warning slips from me, a whisper of silk against steel. "This, Evil, as you call it, seems unpredictable, feral shadows in a world that fears the darkness."

"Always, my queen." His assurance is the calm in my storm, the anchor in my sea of doubts.


Chapter
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Eris

As I watch him depart, resolve etched into his every step, it is not his safety that tightens my chest—it is the unspoken bond between Strawberry and me.

And what of the Witch Council? What measures are they taking to secure the protection of their charges?

Forbidden as our connection may be, I will not rest until I am assured of her safety. The Witch Council may have issue with my actions, but as prohibited as the spell that binds us, I will contravene their principles and keep Strawberry shielded.

The moment Lucius disappears into the night, a silence descends upon the mansion. It's like the very stones are holding their breath, waiting for the darkness to reveal its secrets. I retreat from the window, the weight of leadership pressing against my shoulders as I navigate through the shadow-draped corridors of my home.

Strawberry is there, seated at the grand mahogany table in the library where she pores over the ancient tome with a feverish intensity, her brow furrowed in concentration at the book in front of her.

This overwhelming need to protect her is almost as torturous as when we were separated. As I approach her, my desire for her flows strong and true through me, and I know my life would be forfeit if she were ever taken from me again.

Gazing at her beautiful hair and the gentle curve of her neck, I step up behind her. Without warning, I sweep her hair aside and lean in, kissing her neck, my lips trailing up to her ear. She gasps in surprise, but I can feel her body relax as I continue to playfully nibble on her earlobe. One arm winds around her shoulder, giving me access to the neckline of her shirt, and I slide it under the soft fabric, seeking the soft mounds of her breasts. I tease her nipples through the light cotton.

"Strawberry," I breathe into her ear, my breath cool enough that I feel her subsequent shiver. "Tell me that you want my protection, that I am what stands between you and the dangers of the world."

"You protect me," she murmurs breathlessly as my fingers touch and tease her nipples, toying with the puckered flesh as she gasps in pleasure. She moans softly, her breath quickening as I gently tug at the sensitive peaks. Reaching forward, I grab the hem of her skirt, dragging it upwards to expose her delicate underwear. I delve my fingers into her panties, feeling the warmth and wetness between her legs. Strawberry's legs part involuntarily, her body yielding to my touch as I play with her already swollen clit, my fingers stroking along her slick labia until I slip between the trembling lips to her entrance.

She whimpers, her hips bucking against my hand as I explore her softness, finding the spots that make her tremble with pleasure. Slowly, gently, I push my fingers inside her and she gasps in acceptance, clutching at my arm as her thighs part further for me.

"Do I make you feel safe, little witch?"

"Yes, Eris, yes," she breathes. "I'm always safe with you."

Highly aroused, I pull both hands free before twisting the chair around effortlessly, my breath ragged with need. I drop to my knees in front of her, staring up into her lust-filled eyes. Strawberry's lips part, a soft moan escaping as I lean in and eagerly lap at her swollen clit.

"Oh God, Eris," she moans, her head dropping to the back of the chair.

My tongue swirls around the sensitive nub, teasing and sucking until she's thrusting her hips against my face, desperately seeking release. "Yes, yes, God, please, please my queen, please, oh God!"

I tease her heated flesh, delicately scraping her with the ridges of my teeth, sucking the turgid point as I flick over it with the tip of my tongue, before laving at her with the flat of it. The essence of her, her flavor is a sweetness I never knew I desired, a raw delicacy of passion and primal desire, the primitive tang of want and need.

With a final lick, she cries out, her body shuddering as her orgasm washes over her. Her juices coat my tongue, and I greedily lap them up, savoring the taste of her, satiating my own selfish need to have her, to know she is mine.

Once her tremors subside, I stand, stepping closer so my feet are on either side of the chair. Lifting her head, Strawberry looks at me with lust-filled eyes and her perfectly pink tongue slides out to wet her plump lips.

She pushes the chair back, sliding down to her knees, as a model subordinate, her eyes locked with mine as she lifts my skirts to find my own flesh naked and wanting. I reach to guide her hand to me, aching for her touch. But to my surprise, she pushes my hand away, her fingers delving into my wet heat to find my clit throbbing.

"I should like to feed," she purrs, and the corner of my mouth lifts at her words, those often used by my own kind.

Lowering her head, her tongue darts out to trace the outline of my swollen lips and flick over my piercing. I gasp, my body tensing as her tongue dips inside me, exploring my depths, tasting my essence, my heat, my soul. She laps at me eagerly, her fingers and tongue working in tandem to bring me to the edge of release. I wrap my hands in her hair, guiding her face closer as I moan and writhe beneath her ministrations. She sucks on my clit, her tongue flicking faster and faster, sending waves of pleasure coursing through my body. With a final cry, I come, my back arching as my orgasm crashes over me. I shudder, my legs trembling as Strawberry laps up every last drop of my juice.

Gazing down at her, she smiles up at me and I know I have never been more in love than this very moment. The young witch, kneeling before me having just thoroughly worshipped her queen.

The sharp scent of blood slices through the musky air, a cruel intrusion upon the afterglow that lingers in the room. My eyes widen, ice-blue and alert, as the commotion from beyond these opulent walls reaches my heightened senses. Strawberry stirs in front of me, standing to look towards the door, her green eyes wide with concern.

"Something's wrong," she murmurs, sensing the shift in my demeanor. I step past her, towards the door, my instincts all ablaze.

"Stay here," I command, my voice a low growl as I stride towards the door. The protective instinct that claws at my chest is no longer just for her—it extends to Lucius, my trusted second-in-command, who should have been back by now.

The grand hall is chaos, court members moving with frantic purpose. Their faces are etched with fear and urgency, creating a stark contrast against the opulence of my Victorian mansion. And then I see him, Lucius, cradled in Drake's, powerful arms, his usually impeccable attire torn and stained crimson. My dead heart clenches at the sight.

"Lucius!" I rush to his side, skidding on the polished floor, the vampire queen facade shattered by raw panic. Drake, my enforcer, carefully lays him gently at the base of my throne, his ashen skin gray and purpling alarmingly.

"Eris," he chokes out, gripping my hand with a strength that belies his condition. His eyes—once full of wisdom—now glaze with pain and impending death.

"No, don't you dare," I beg, leaning closer, my voice breaking with a rare display of vulnerability. I can feel Strawberry's presence hovering in the doorway, her own worry a tangible force. "As your queen, I command you to stay."

"The...Evil," Lucius gasps, each word punctuated by an effort that seems to drain the centuries from him. "Never seen before. New. So many. Turning witches...growing in numbers."

"Fuck," I curse under my breath, the implications crashing down upon me like a tidal wave. "Lucius, hold on," I command, drawing upon the ancient magic that courses through my veins. Despite centuries of magic and living as vampire, I have no idea if I hold the power to save him, or the magic to fuel the spell that I will weave—a spell to defy the claws of death that seek to claim my loyal friend.

"Fight," I whisper to Lucius as I clasp his hand in mine. "Fight, and live."
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Strawberry

Everything blurs at the edges as I focus on Lucius, his otherwise tall and imposing figure lying motionless before us. My breath comes out in ragged gasps, mingling with the scent of age-old blood and antique mahogany.

"Stay with me, Lucius," Eris pleads, her voice a strained whisper against the thick silence of the room. Her iron-fisted demeanor has shattered, leaving behind the raw urgency of a queen fighting for her loyal servant. Her elegant hands, usually so steady and sure, now tremble visibly as she summons her ancient vampire magic. A dark liquidity of power swirls from her fingertips, flowing over and across Lucious before seeking out and seeping into his devastating wounds. Whatever he was attacked with, his own healing abilities have failed to counteract the sudden renting of flesh. His blood is everywhere. A stake perhaps? Or some ancient weapon forged when vampires were younger and the world was more aware.

He lies there, his face drained of color, looking more like a marble statue than ever—deathly still. Eris's white-blond hair cascades over her shoulders, her ice-blue eyes darkened by desperation. She is eternal winter trying to hold back the relentless march of death.

"Please," she murmurs, her voice cracking like thin ice beneath heavy boots. Her powers weave through the air, threads of black and red energy entwining in a dance too intricate for human eyes. But it's not enough. The room feels colder, the shadows darker, as if Eris's failure sucks the very warmth from the world.

"Damn it!" she snarls, her frustration palpable. It hangs heavy, a storm cloud ready to burst. Her power recoils back into her, a tide retreating too soon. With every failed attempt, Lucius slips further away, whatever it is that animates a vampire, that gives them life in a state of death is ebbing away like a soft sigh against the creeping silence.

Eris looks up from Lucius, her gaze locking onto mine. In it, I see the reflection of my own dread. She's a tempest, a force of nature, yet here she is, brought to her knees by the cruel twist of fate.

"I can't save him," she whispers, her words a prayer lost to the void. I can feel the weight of her centuries bearing down on her, the countless losses she's endured etched into the lines of her face that only despair can draw.

"Fight," she commands, turning back to him, her voice laced with the authority that once made even the darkest creatures cower. But her command is a plea, her strength a facade, and as Lucius's grip loosens in Eris's hand, I know my time to act is now.

Stepping forward, my footsteps echo against the marble floor of the darkened chamber that serves as Eris's throne room to desperation. My heart races, thumping a wild rhythm against my ribs as if trying to wake me from this nightmare.

"Let me try," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. My fingers tenderly reach to touch Eris's shoulder. I know spells, healing spells I've mastered in secret as a means of impressing the Witch Council during my assessments. Where they failed to give me leverage to climb the levels of witch practice, here they may serve a greater purpose.

Eris's ice-blue gaze snaps to me, her skepticism a tangible force that presses against the walls of my resolve. Her hands are still clutching Lucius, red, sodden fingers topped with white knuckle—a stark contrast to the midnight blue of her gown that harks back to an era of ruthless queens and forbidden magic.

"You're not experienced enough with blood magic," she intones, her voice laced with doubt, almost mocking.

"Not blood magic," I say, crouching closer, tentatively smoothing back a strand of Lucius's dark hair from his graying face. He feels even colder, the slender thread of life he clings to is slipping, pulling away from the grasping wills of those surrounding him, wishing him to stay, to live. "My magic."

"Your nature magic?" It's clear she sees my natural gifts as nothing but parlor tricks compared to the ancient powers that course through her undead veins.

"Please," I push past the veil of her disbelief. "I can't stand here and do nothing while he..." My voice trails off, the reality too painful to voice. It is forbidden. Another mark against my name of all the prohibited acts I've conducted ever since I stole the Book of the Corrupt and brought it to Eris for translation. To heal a vampire will be the last straw, and banishment won't be enough to satiate the consciousness of the Witch Council. But I can trust those in this very room that what I'm about to do will never leave this house.

Eris's brow remains furrowed, her lips pressed into a thin line. For a moment, the air between us thickens with unspoken tension, a battle of wills and want. She is a force of nature unto herself, a tempestuous storm against which I have willingly thrown myself time and time again.

"Very well," she says at last, the words ripped from her like a surrender, though her posture remains as rigid as iron. "Do what you must."

I nod, swallowing back the fear that threatens to choke me. I position myself at his head, kneeling at his crown and I gently place my hands either side of his temples, a delicate touch, little more than a feather on skin. Drawing upon the power that thrums beneath my skin, I call upon the essence of life that whispers promises of growth and renewal.

"Lucius, hold on," I whisper, though whether it's for his benefit or mine, I can't tell. I close my eyes, calling forth the energy of the earth itself. It rises up to meet me, eager and vibrant, a symphony of life in the midst of death's silent march.

I unleash it in a rush, letting the power flow from my core, through my arms, and out of my trembling fingertips. The room fills with the scent of rain-soaked soil and fresh blooms, an incongruous perfume amidst the sterile chill of Eris's mansion.

"Fight," I echo Eris's earlier plea, pouring every ounce of my being into the spell, willing Lucius to return from the brink. My skin tingles with the heat of my effort, and I'm faintly aware of Eris watching, her expression unreadable in the shadows. "Come on Lucius, it's not all up to me, you have to want it too."

This is my moment, my chance to prove that my magic—my love—is more than just the whims of a rebellious witch. It's a lifeline, thrown across the divide that separates our worlds, weaving us together with threads stronger than fate.

And I won't let go.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Strawberry

Eris's presence at my side is a silent pillar of support, her cool energy a stark contrast to the fiery determination that fuels my spell. Together, we're an alchemy of opposites, a blend of darkness and light that defies all reason.

And as I pour every shred of my magic into the healing rite, I dare to believe that not only can we save Lucius tonight but perhaps even ourselves from the solitude that has long been our sole companion.

One by one, the gashes seal shut, the violent crimson of spilled life yielding to the soft pallor of healed flesh. The room seems to hold its breath, the shadows themselves leaning in towards the hushed incantation. A breeze whispers through the stillness, the scent of pine and wildflowers mingling with the musty velvet drapes and aged leather books that line Eris's lair.

For a fleeting second, my eyes lock with Eris, and the world narrows down to the silent conversation between two souls standing at the edge of despair. The ice in her gaze fractures, revealing a glimmering depth that I've never seen before—a flicker of something raw and human beneath her marble facade. Feeling the weight of her trust like a mantle on my shoulders, it sits heavily, yet it fills me with a warmth that has nothing to do with the power surging within me.

Eris's fingers twitch at her side, betraying her composure. It's a subtle movement, but I catch it, the faintest flutter of vulnerability in her otherwise unyielding demeanor. She's invested in this too, her fortress of solitude momentarily breached by the prospect of loss.

As the final wound knits together and the light recedes, Lucius's eyelids flutter, his long lashes casting delicate shadows on his pale, but less gray cheeks. A collective sigh seems to rise from the walls themselves, the room exhaling the tension of the past harrowing minutes.

"Strawberry," Eris breathes, her voice a low thrum that vibrates through the charged atmosphere between us. "You've achieved what I could not." The words hang there, heavy with significance, imbued with the gravity of her concession.

Her gaze settles upon me, piercing as the edge of winter. She kneels motionless, her statuesque form a perfect sculpture carved from ice and moonlight. Yet there's heat in her stare now, a spark that belies her frozen exterior.

I draw back, my magic retreating, but my hands still tingle from the life I've just woven back into Lucius. The room is thick with power, the kind that makes your skin prickle and your breath catch. Drake helps Lucius to his feet and he turns to me, His ice-bright eyes full of gratitude.

"I owe you my life, young witch," he says, and I'm simply thrilled to hear the soft timbre of his voice whole and strong and many centuries away from death.

"You gave me your protection," I say with a smile as I stand, surrounded by this court of vampires. A lone witch in a den of predators. “How do I survive a court of vampires without you?"

He smiles broadly, then turns to Eris as she stands with a flawlessly fluid and unearthly motion. "You chose well, my queen."

Eris turns her gaze to me momentarily, looking back to Lucius with her own delighted smile. "I know."

The court disperses, the members I've come to know giving me a nod of acknowledgment, of respect. Whatever threshold I might have been standing before, I've now crossed it.

"I am still in your debt," says Lucius, before he, too, leaves the throne room.

Eris steps forward, facing me in the deserted chamber. "Strawberry," she begins, and there's a tremor in her voice that I've never heard, a crack in the marble facade. She steps closer, close enough for me to see the faintest flicker of crimson in her pale blue eyes, close enough that I can feel the coolness that her body emits. "What you have done here..." She swallows hard, and I'm transfixed by the movement of her throat. "I...I am..."

The words hang there, suspended between us like the delicate web of a spider, glistening and fragile.

"Say it," I whisper, not sure if I'm ready for what's coming but knowing I need to hear it. Need to know if the fire that's been licking at my insides is just a fleeting spark or something that could engulf us both in flames.

Eris's gaze doesn't waver; it holds mine with an intensity that brands me. "I am so very much in love with you." Her voice is barely above a whisper, but it crashes into me like a tidal wave. Raw. Unguarded. Real. "And I know it's real."

My heart stutters, skips, and then hammers against my ribs with renewed vigor. I blink, trying to process the confession, trying to understand how the Queen of the Court, this vampire who has seen centuries, could look at me—a witch whose greatest achievement until now was healing a stray cat—and see anything worth loving.

"Strawberry?" Eris prompts, uncertainty lacing her usually commanding tone.

"Say it again," I say, the words spilling out of me without thought. My heart's racing, my skin's on fire, and I can't seem to get enough air.

"I love you," she repeats, stronger this time, a declaration made with the full weight of her immortal soul.

It hits me, the realization that this isn't just about the spellbinding us, not just about the magic that's flowed between us or the desperate circumstances we've faced. It's more. So much more.

I reach out, my fingers tangling with Eris's, our palms pressing together in a silent vow that sends a shiver through the very core of my being. The cool touch of her skin is an anchor, a lifeline in the maelstrom of emotions that threaten to overwhelm me. There's power in this contact, a surge of energy that whispers of ancient rites and timeless connections.

We stand there, our hands clasped between us, as if we alone are enough to hold back the darkness that threatens at the edges of our world. And perhaps, in this moment, we are. Because with Lucius safe, his chest rising and falling with the even rhythm of deep sleep, the immediate danger has passed.

"I too, owe you a significant debt," she says, this ethereal creature of night, her ice-blue eyes now thawing into oceans I'm suddenly desperate to dive into. "And I promise you, I will do everything in my power to ensure the protection of your coven."

I smile, tentatively, knowing what it means for you to make such an offering. "Thank you, my queen."
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Eris

Moonlight filters through the windows of my study, casting a somber, yet delicate pearl light over the letter that lies in my hands. The heavy parchment rustles like dry leaves as I unfold it—a summons to a meeting that could very well alter the course of our hidden world's destiny. The Witch Council's seal stares back at me, its intricate symbols a silent threat nestled within the curve of each letter.

"Resurrected union," they say. An elegant way to describe what Strawberry and I have unearthed between us—a love born from forbidden magic, blooming defiantly under the shadow of ancient laws. They also speak of the severance from her coven, but seem content that it remains so with the sly suggestion that Strawberry has somehow chosen me above all else. No choice was given to her, and it was steadfast loyalty that brought her back to me.

Strawberry, with her fiery hair and fierce spirit, has delved her way beneath my skin, into the marrow of my undead life. Protecting her is not just an instinct; it's a necessity that burns brighter than any sunlight I've dared to defy.

The memory of gate-crashing her meeting with the Witch Council sears through my thoughts. It was a brash move, the sunlight threatening to scorch my flesh as I stepped out of the shadows to stand by her—a declaration that ours was a justified union. The consequences had been dire, but without hesitation, I'd risk it all again for her.

But this time, it's different. This isn't a spontaneous act of defiance; it's a calculated invitation into the dragon's lair. I can feel the weight of their scrutiny before we even step into the room—eyes dissecting our bond, searching for weaknesses to exploit. Of more concern is the Evil that plagues us, these entities that are taking the lives of witches and Beings alike grace not even a single paragraph. Are the Council not concerned? Why should my bond with Strawberry bear more weight than that of the lives of Beings?

I pace the length of the room, the soft whisper of my gown trailing behind me like a ghostly companion. The Witch Council knows too well how to manipulate the fear that lingers in the hearts of Beings. Yet, if we do not engage, if we do not show unity, the smaller covens will remain exposed, vulnerable to the chaos of the Evil preying upon them. My court may be powerful, but even we cannot stem the tide alone.

A sigh escapes my lips, frosty air curling around the word like smoke. Desire wars with duty—the desire to pull Strawberry close, to envelop her in my protective embrace, and the duty to present a united front against those who wish to tear us apart.

"Damn them," I hiss, the paper crackling under the pressure of my grip. We are more than pawns in their political games. Our love is not a weakness to be exploited—it's a force, potent and wild, with the power to change the very fabric of our existence.

In the silence of my parlor, with only the whispers of the night as my witness, I steel myself for what must be done. The Witch Council beckons, and I shall answer—not as a solitary queen, but as one half of a formidable alliance.

I stride along the hallways, my hand hesitant when I reach for the door handle. It creaks on opening, a sharp sound in the stillness of Strawberry's sanctuary. I hesitate on the threshold, the letter heavy in my hand—a missive that could shatter our tenuous peace. The room smells of her: light and sweetness and the slight note of disinfectant from her job at the veterinary clinic, an intoxicating blend that is undeniably her.

"Strawberry," I begin, my voice betraying a tremor as she turns to face me, her green eyes locking onto mine with that fierce intensity that first drew me to her. "The Witch Council has summoned us."

She rises from her studies at the tiny desk afforded her here, the moonlight streaming through the window, creating a halo of flames around her. She takes the letter from my outstretched hand, scanning it rapidly. I watch the play of emotions across her features—determination, concern, and a spark of something indomitable.

"Again, they seek to pull us into their web," I say, the words tasting like ash in my mouth.

"Let them try," she replies with a confidence that sends a thrill down my spine. "We'll face them, Eris. And no mention of the Evil? We have to protect those who can't shield themselves from the storm that's brewing."

Her conviction is warranted and knowing she stands beside me soothes the dread coiling within me. She steps closer, her presence a magnetic force, pulling me into her orbit. Our bond, once a dangerous gamble, now fortifies me, lending me strength.

"This…" I begin, searching her gaze for any hint of hesitation. "Could put you at risk, expose you to their scrutiny again."

"Isn't that what we signed up for?" Strawberry counters, her lips quirking in a defiant smile that belies the gravity of our situation. "To challenge the status quo? To fight for those without a voice? They have to be aware, to have received some word as to what it is that is slaughtering our kind."

"It may mean standing against the entire Council," I press, because I need her to understand, to recognize the weight of what we're undertaking. “They seem more engrossed in our union than that of their own people.”

"It’s an opportunity to stand before them, to argue our position," she asserts, and I feel the last of my resistance crumble.

"Then we'll attend the meeting," I concede, the decision settling over me like a cloak woven from both dread and exhilaration. "Together."

"Exactly," Strawberry agrees, her hand finding mine, fingers intertwining as though they were crafted to fit together. There's power in her touch, a surge that courses through me, igniting a fire that no council or coven could ever hope to extinguish. We are two halves of a whole—witch and vampire, fire and ice, united against the looming threat.

And so we must plan. To stand against the Witch Council is one strategy, but the smaller covens, the lesser factions of Beings are being slaughtered while those of us with authority sit back.

Not I.

The scent of ancient parchment and the soft glow of candlelight fill the chamber as I spread out maps and texts across the heavy wooden table that serves for such a purpose when consulting with my court. Strawberry leans in close enough that her warmth seeps into me. Our heads are bent together, our whispers a clandestine murmur in the vastness of the room. The preparation is meticulous; every detail scrutinized; every contingency planned for.

"Remember, the Council may go so far as to try and stop us," I advise, my finger tracing the ley lines on the map that converge at critical coven locations.

"Then we'll show them an unbreakable front," Strawberry replies with fierce determination, her eyes blazing with an inner fire. "They can't disregard our combined power."

Lucius stands by, his presence both a shield and a sentinel. "You have my sword and my loyalty," he intones solemnly. "Protecting you, Strawberry, has become the purpose I never knew I was searching for."

"Thank you, Lucius," she acknowledges, nodding towards him, a respectful acknowledgement of the debt she knows she will never need to repay.

As we gather our documents, the air between us sparks with a charged energy. We are ready, armed not just with knowledge, but with an unshakable bond that has fortified against all odds.

"Time to depart," I declare, and we move as one entity towards the grandeur that awaits us.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



Eris

Three nights later the imposing doors of the Witch Council's chamber loom before us, ornate carvings depicting scenes of magic and power whispering of the ancient authority held within. As the doors swing open, the gravity of the moment settles upon my shoulders like a mantle of lead.

The chamber is breathtaking—a vast dome of starlit skies painted above, walls lined with towering bookshelves, each tome a sentinel of knowledge. In the heart, a semi-circle of high-backed chairs occupied by the robed figures of the Witch Council, their gazes piercing and calculating.

"Welcome, Eris Divine, Strawberry Hayes," intones Magdelena Hart, Grand Sorceress and the head of the Council, her voice laced with both welcome and warning.

Strawberry stiffens at their lack of respect, by not acknowledging my status as queen. She squeezes my hand, a silent message of solidarity, before releasing it as we step forward. But we stand undaunted, our resolve as impenetrable as the wards that protect this sacred place.

"Thank you for receiving us," I begin, my voice carrying through the silence. "We come with proposals that ensure protection for all."

There is a power to these words, a declaration of intent that cannot be ignored. The members shift, their attention fixed upon us as if we are both accusers and saviors rolled into one.

"Let us discuss the future," Strawberry adds, her tone commanding respect. "A future where covens thrive under our united front."

The Council members exchange glances, their thoughts inscrutable, yet I can feel the threads of possibility weave through the room. We stand ready to defend, to convince, to unite. And as I glance at Strawberry, her profile set in steely resolve, I know that together, we are indeed unstoppable.

A silence, heavy and expectant, engulfs the chamber as the Witch Council's scrutiny draws a taut line from their eyes to ours. Cold, hard stone presses against my back, a reminder of the ancient magic that reverberates through this room.

"Your union," Magdelena, her voice rasping like dry leaves, "is unconventional at best, dangerous at worst. You previously stood before us to explain yourselves." Her gaze bores into us, seeking weakness. "We were reassured when the union dissolved. For what possible purpose has it been resurrected?"

My fingers itch for the comforting warmth of Strawberry's touch, but I resist, standing alone as protocol demands. "Our bond is not a liability," I answer, every word measured, "but a convergence of strengths."

"Strengths?" Eldritch Beckett scoffs, disbelief painted in bold strokes across his time-worn face. "We've seen vampires and witches ally before, with catastrophic results. You were warned."

"Times change," Strawberry counters, stepping closer. Her presence is a flame in the dimness, fierce and unwavering. "And so must we."

The Council members almost draw back at her bold declaration. Heads turn to one another, whispered voices murmur disapproval.

"Bold claims," says Agatha Spelling, stroking her jaw thoughtfully. "With centuries of tradition that have fortified the Witch faction, you would dare suggest that we overturn what has surely strengthened us? This union is forbidden, as you well know. We allowed you to prove its necessity."

"We are stronger as a united front than a divided one," Strawberry continues, her chest heaving with her impassioned words. "We are still hidden from humans⁠—"

"A measure for our own protection," snaps Eldritch. "You threaten every aspect of our faction. You and the vampire you associate with."

"I have been cast out from my faction. My coven turned their back on me. I have no faction to speak of."

The eyes of the Council bore into her, and it is then that I step forward, a metaphorical shield. The loss of Strawberry's coven is because of me, but I will not have her stripped of her magic and deemed less than human because of her love for me.

"You requested my presence here," I say, my voice loud and clear and echoing throughout the chamber. "Considering the unrest that surrounds our factions, I would think it far more prudent to prioritize your concerns. Strawberry is but one witch, and not the only one in association with vampires. We walk the same earth, only a fool would consider a continued separation to be justified."

Again they balk, the Grand Sorceress glaring at me as though she would strike me down had she the means. Her magic is powerful enough, but not so strong as to take on the might of my court.

“Watch your words, vampire," sneers Eldritch. "You are not with your kind here."

"Then let's concern ourselves with the more pressing matter at hand," I say, facing each of them in turn. "The Evil that appears to be attacking covens. You seek to concern yourselves with my personal ideals and yet you do not ask for my help when I am queen of the strongest court in the city?"

The Council seem resigned to discussing the attacks than their fears about my association with a fellow witch. Deflection is the best shield I have for now. To profess our love is foolhardy, but I will do all that I can to protect my darling Strawberry.

"We must consider the merits of blood magic," I say, preparing myself for the barrage of their argument.

They gasp in unison. "Never," says Magdelena. "Blood magic has long since been forbidden, if wielded unwisely the consequences are extremely dire."

"You suggest anarchy," says Orion. "Not surprising from a vampire."

"And yet I am the most powerful faction in San Franscico," I counter, facing him with my deadly blue eyes. "I alone have the ability to unite the courts, to bring together a force powerful enough to protect the covens and bring an end to the attacks."

The Council members exchange glances, their expressions unreadable as stone, but the air whispers with the promise of change, of upheaval, of revolution. And in this moment, I know that Strawberry and I are the catalysts.

"Unprecedented," hisses Eldritch through narrowed eyes, his fingers steepled in a stony grip. "Never before has a witch aligned so closely with a vampire court."

"Risky," admits Orion, his voice a taut wire of suspicion. “The opportunity for total ruin.”

“Do you even know what it is that is taking the lives of your fellow witches?”

"The attacks are a smokescreen,” says Eldritch with a wave of his hand. “This alliance could be a play for dominance."

The chamber's air is charged by the impassioned voices of the Witch Council as their debate spirals into a tempest. Each member is a maelstrom unto themselves, their words colliding and clashing like thunder.

"Consider the alternative," I interject sharply, my words severing the discord with the precision of a blade. The Council falls silent, eyes on me, on us. "If we stand divided, squabbling among ourselves, we leave the factions vulnerable. Working as one could be their salvation—or do you not care for those you deem lesser?"

Their faces remain masks of contemplation, but beneath them, I sense the shifting tides of opinion. We've sown seeds of possibility; now, they must take root in fertile ground. The Witch Council's chamber is a cauldron of whispers and sidelong glances as they huddle together, their robes merging into a dark tapestry of secrecy. I stand beside Strawberry, feeling her pulse thrum a fierce rhythm against the stillness of my own heart.

"Patience," I breathe softly, although the word tastes like ash on my tongue. Strawberry nods, her eyes alight with the fire that drew me to her—a flame undimmed even in the face of this arcane tribunal.

"Enough," Magdelena finally announces, rising from her seat. All eyes pivot to her, including mine, which remain vigilant of the lurking threat. "We will retire to discuss your proposal further. Do not think the gravity of the situation escapes us."

As the Councilors hurriedly file out, an ominous presence lurks in the shadows, an otherworldly Being of immense power. The hair on my neck prickles and I know Strawberry and I are in very serious danger.


Chapter
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Strawberry

The air is charged with a sudden malevolence, it seizes my breath and squeezes my heart. Shadows in the corner of the chamber twist and contort, coalescing into a form more terrifying than any nightmare I've dared to conjure.

"Wh-what is that?" I murmur, backing up several steps, eyes wide in horror.

"Strawberry," Eris's voice is a low hiss, a warning laced with an undercurrent of fear that I've never heard from her before. Her pale hand finds mine, gripping it with the cold certainty of death. "The Evil.” She seems to take a moment to assess, to determine the make an origin of this vile horror before us. “Perhaps summoned from the abyss. It would seem the Witch Council have other plans for us."

"What?" I balk, turning my eyes for a fleeting moment to see that she's telling the truth. "They mean to kill us?"

But Eris shakes her head as she begins to pull us away from the monster forming before us. Its eyes like voids that threaten to swallow the light from the room, from our very souls.

"They mean to kill me."

I stumble backward as the Evil steps forward, its presence a formidable force that sends shivers cascading down my spine. The room temperature drops with each breath it takes; each step closer toward us. It's immense, towering over us, a creature of nightmare given form in our all-too-real world.

"Stay behind me," Eris commands, stepping in front of me with a grace that defies the urgency of the moment. She's always been my protector, but now her resolve feels like iron, unyielding and cold. "Find somewhere to hide."

The Evil lunges, and Eris meets it with a flurry of movement—a dance of death too swift for my human eyes to track. There's a flash of her signature magic, a flow of red-black power that forms a blade summoned from thin air—and the clashing sound of metal against claw. Eris's magic swirls around her, a shimmering red veil that deflects the Evil's blows, but I can see it's not enough.

With a snarl that could freeze Hell itself, Eris slices her own palm, the crimson of her blood stark against her pale skin. She mutters words in an ancient tongue as she, the air thickening with the power of blood magic. The scent of iron fills the room, mingling with the ozone burn of raw magic.

Her words strengthen, becoming louder, I don't understand them, but I know them to be powerful. Eris continues to chant, casting the blood in an arc that sizzles against the Evil's hide.

"Blood to burn," I whisper, my own heart pounding in time, some of the words are familiar, but I don't have the talent and practice to be fluent in their pronunciation.

They clash again, Eris moving with a predator's agility. She dodges a swipe that would have decapitated a lesser Being, retaliates with a strike that leaves a gash on the Evil's arm. Black ichor spills, hissing as it eats away at the intricate rug beneath our feet.

Every fiber of my being screams for me to intervene, to aid Eris with my own magic, but I know my place in this fight is to observe, to learn. This is Eris's battle, her life hanging in the balance. I would be a hindrance, a cause for her to lose focus as much as it kills me not to step forward. And as I watch her, the ice queen of the vampires, duel with a creature of pure darkness, I can't help but feel awe mixed with a deep, primal fear.

The Evil roars, a sound that shakes the very foundations of the building, and Eris grunts as she's thrown back by a forceful blow. She rolls, elegant even in desperation, and regains her footing. There's no pause, no moment of hesitation—she's back in motion, her blood blade a blur as she carves runes into the air, spells of containment and destruction weaving together in a tapestry of arcane might. Magic I've only read about, but never witnessed. First magic, foundation magic, the kind of power that was established when the forces of nature, of the universe itself formed Beings so incredibly powerful a conduit was needed.

"Come on, Eris," I breathe, my voice lost in the cacophony of their struggle. My hands are clenched so tightly that my knuckles ache, my nails digging crescents into my palms. All my study, all my ambition, all my bending of rules seems so insignificant in the face of this monstrous reality.

Eris's movements become more frenzied; her spells more desperate. Blood drips from a cut above her eye, staining her deathly pale cheek with a streak of scarlet. The Evil matches her pace, relentless, unforgiving, its existence an affront to the living world.

"Fight, Eris. Fight!"

And she does, with a ferocity that both terrifies and captivates me. In her, I see the ruthless queen, the protector, the vampire who has demanded so much from me and yet stands between me and oblivion without a second thought. My heart races, my blood sings in my veins—a symphony to match the crescendo of their deadly ballet.

The world slows to a crawl. I watch, helpless, as the assassin's arm comes down in a lethal arc, a shape takes form in its grasp, a stake, perfectly cylindrical to a tapered point sharp as a blade. With a precision born of malice, it finds its mark, and I hear the sickening crunch of wood piercing flesh, a sound that will haunt my dreams for eternity.

"Eris!" The scream tears from my throat, raw and ragged, as the Evil momentarily straightens, eying its victory before it recoils back into the shadows, satisfied with its deed. Eris stands motionless for a heartbeat, her ice-blue eyes wide with shock, then crumples to the ground like a puppet with severed strings.

I'm moving before I even realize it, my legs carrying me to her side with a speed that belies my trembling limbs. Her blood, a vivid crimson against her alabaster skin, pools on the floor, spreading with each thump of my frantic heart.

"Eris, no, stay with me," I plead, voice cracking as I slide to my knees beside her. She twists and writhes, the stake protruding grotesquely from the center of her chest, the sharp end having penetrated through to her back. This wound is beyond any cut or scrape I've mended; it's a death sentence for a vampire.

Her gaze locks onto mine, and I can see the silent battle raging within her—struggling to hold onto the icy composure that defines the queen of her court. But beneath it all, there's fear, a flicker of vulnerability that she's never shown before.

"Strawberry," she whispers, her voice but a shadow of its usual commanding timbre. "I..." But the words are lost in a cough, a splatter of blood painting her lips.

"Shh, don't speak," I say, my hands hovering over the wound, unsure how to proceed. All my knowledge of healing magic feels woefully inadequate against the cold reality of a vampire's mortality. My mind races, desperate for a solution, for anything that could reverse this nightmare.

"Please," I whisper, the word a prayer, a spell, a plea to the universe. "Don't leave me." I lock eyes with Eris, seeing the silent plea within them. My hands, though trembling, are steady as I grasp the blood-slick stake. "Hold on," I murmur, more to myself than to her, and with a swift, decisive motion, I pull it free. Eris gasps a loud groan as a gush of blood follows, dark and viscous, pooling ominously around the fabric of her once pristine gown. Eris's body jerks slightly at the removal, a hiss escaping her parted lips, and my own heart lurches in response. How is she not yet dead? Whatever is keeping her here, I need to take hold of it.

"Stay with me, Eris." My voice is a fervent whisper lost in the cavernous room. The coppery scent of vampire blood invades my senses, potent and all too human in its implications. I tear off a length of fabric from my skirt and press it against the wound, the chill of her undead flesh almost searing into my skin. Underneath my touch, I sense the ragged tear where the stake had grazed her heart—a heart that does not beat, yet thrums with an unnatural life beneath my fingertips.

With a breath that tastes like iron, I close my eyes and summon the ancient words taught by whispered legends—words of power and healing. My magic surges forth, a torrent of natural energy seeking to mend what has been broken. But this wound defies nature; it defies the very essence of what I know.

"Come on, come on," I chant, rhythmically, desperate to coax my magic into doing the impossible. The flow of blood slows beneath the force of my will, but it's not enough. It never could be. Lucius's wounds were simple tears in the flesh; this... this is a chasm in the core of a creature of night.


Chapter
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Strawberry

Eris's pallor grows more pronounced, the ice-blue of her eyes dimming as if twilight encroaches upon their brilliance. The thought of losing her, of that light winking out, ignites a fire within me. I won't let death claim her—not now, not when our story has just begun to unfold.

"Fight, damn you," I breathe against her skin, my lips brushing the marble cold of her cheek. "You're not leaving me to this world. Not tonight. Not like this."

Healing magic dances from my soul to hers, a lifeline thrown across the abyss. The bond we share, tenuous and fraught with the forbidden, becomes our salvation. She must survive, for her court, for her reign, for the unspoken words that hang between us, heavy as the velvet darkness that shrouds the room.

And for me—for the witch who dared to dream of standing beside the vampire queen. I press my hands to her wound, my magic a fervent plea against the cruel kiss of the stake that had pierced her. The room is a maelstrom of shadow and fear, but in the eye of it all, there's only her—her and the unbearable thought of eternity without the searing touch of her ice-blue gaze.

"Please, Eris," I plead, voice cracking like thin ice over a winter lake. My senses are hyperaware, every second stretching into infinity as I will her to cling to life. But the blood—it's a relentless tide, a crimson confession of my inadequacy. My spells weave desperately, seeking purchase in the unraveling tapestry of her existence.

"Strawberry..." Her lips part, the word barely a sound, yet it crashes into me with the force of a tempest. Eris's eyes, once fierce as a blizzard, now flicker with a vulnerability that snatches my breath away. Her hand reaches, striping my cheek with her blood.

"Eris, I don't know, I don't know what to do" I choke out, "tell me what to do."

"Feed...from you..." Her whisper is a ghostly caress, sending shivers down my spine. It's an invocation, a dark sacrament laid bare in the space between heartbeats.

My pulse throbs at the base of my throat, a drumbeat heralding a choice fraught with danger and desire. To offer oneself to a vampire—a queen no less—is to dance on the blade's edge between salvation and damnation.

Fear coils in my stomach, a serpent waking from its slumber. It's not just the fear of the bite, of the draw of blood; it's the intimate terror of being so closely entwined with Eris, of becoming a part of her in a way that can never be undone. Yet, as I gaze upon her faltering form, my resolve hardens like frost under a winter moon.

I close my eyes, inhaling deeply, searching for that inner reservoir of courage that has seen me through lesser trials. The scent of blood and magic lingers in the air, a potent reminder of the stakes at play. This isn't just about survival; it's about sacrifice. My sacrifice.

My heart hammers against my ribcage, a frantic rhythm that echoes the turmoil raging within me. Eris's whispered plea hangs between us like an unspoken pact with the devil, her ice-blue eyes dimming yet still holding mine in a desperate plea. A vampire feeding from me—the thought sends shivers down my spine, not all of them fear.

"Eris, I..." My voice falters, choked by the gravity of what she asks. To let her feed is to cross a line that can never be redrawn, to intertwine our souls in the most primal of exchanges.

"Strawberry." Her voice is a mere wisp, a thread unraveling swiftly from the tapestry of her life. It knifes through my indecision, honed sharp by the knowledge that her time—and thus, ours—is slipping away.

"Okay, please, please do it," I say, the words a surrender to the inevitable, a defiant cry against the dying of her light. My hands, slick with her lifeblood, tremble not from cold but from the precipice upon which we stand, at the cusp of a bond that will either bind us or break us utterly. "Take what you need."

I lean forward, the whisper of fabric the only sound as I pull at my neckline to reveal the vulnerable column of my throat. The air between us is charged with an electric current, a silent symphony of life and death hanging in the balance. My pulse throbs as I bare my neck, a drumbeat echoing through the cavernous room, each beat a seduction to the predator before me.

Eris's eyes, once a stormy sea of ice blue, now reflect the depths of her need, darkening with primal hunger. Her lips part, fangs descending like twin moons piercing the night sky, and then they graze my flesh. A sharp sting—less than I imagined, but enough to cause me to hiss in pain—blooms across my skin, and then there's warmth, an intimate connection binding us together. My breath hitches, caught in the web of sensation that weaves around us, knitting our souls tight.

The act feels profane yet sacred, as if we're rewriting the very essence of what it means to give and to take. My hands find purchase on her shoulders, steadying myself against the dizzying rush of emotions. There's fear there, yes, but also something else—something fierce and tender and inexorably intertwined with the woman whose survival now hinges on my sacrifice.

As Eris feeds, I can feel the pull of my own life force leaving me in gentle waves. It's a strange duality of loss and fulfillment, knowing that each drop taken is a step toward her salvation. Beneath my palms, I sense the subtle shift in her body; the return of strength is almost a tangible resurgence of the formidable being she is.

Her pale skin, a canvas of moonlit alabaster, begins to regain the faintest blush of vitality, the stark contrast of death and life blurring before my eyes. The gaping wound at her chest, a cruel testament of vulnerability, slowly starts to mend. The edges of torn flesh creep closer, stitching back together in a miraculous dance of vampire physiology spurred by my essence.

My breath comes in ragged gasps, the room spinning as I pull away from Eris's embrace. The sensation of her lips on my skin lingers, a ghostly caress that stirs a storm within me. My fingers flutter to my neck, coming away slick with the crimson evidence of our shared ordeal. My heart pounds, each beat echoing the fear and fervor that had pulsed through me moments ago.

With a swift motion, she pricks her fingertip, her blood—a drop of liquid rubies—forming at the surface. She reaches for me, pressing it against the twin punctures on my neck. A tingling warmth spreads from her touch, the wounds sealing with a faint hiss, leaving no trace of the sacrifice I've just made.

We sit in silence, the weight of what has passed between us a thick blanket over the room. My chest heaves as I try to steady my breathing, to calm the tumultuous waves of emotion crashing inside me. I look into Eris's eyes, those ice-blue depths that now swirl with something akin to tenderness, something I never thought I'd see directed at me.

"Strawberry," her voice breaks the stillness, a soft whisper that seems to vibrate through my entire being. "Thank you." The words are simple, but they carry the weight of centuries, the gravity of countless nights spent alone, ruling with an iron fist now undone by the act of a single witch.

Her cool hand finds mine, and I'm struck by the contrast of our skin, the way her deathly pale hand looks against my own. Her thumb brushes over my knuckles, a gesture so intimate it sends shivers down my spine.

I swallow hard, my throat tight, not just from her feeding, but from the magnitude of emotions swirling within me. "I couldn't let you die, not if there was a way to save you. But I'm confused that there was opportunity to do so. Surely that stake should have killed you."

The corner of her mouth lifts in a smile that is both enigmatic and achingly vulnerable. It's a side of her few have seen, a side she keeps hidden behind walls of dominance and detachment. But here, in this fractured moment of time, she allows herself to be open, to be human—or as close to it as a vampire can get.

"It would seem the blood magic, and more specifically, your binding spell kept me tethered to this world, to you." Our gazes lock, and in those precious seconds, we understand each other more profoundly than ever before. No words need to pass between us; the silence speaks volumes of the bond that has been forged in blood and magic, of the forbidden line we've crossed together.


Chapter
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Eris

The musk of forbidden magic hangs thick in the air as I slip through the velvet shadows of the hidden chamber. My heart, a silent sentinel in my undead chest, thrums with an unfamiliar warmth. It's an echo of life, kindled by the sight before me: Strawberry, ensnared by the allure of the Book of the Corrupt.

I move closer, silent as the grave, yet inside, a tempest of emotions rages. The opulent mansion that harbors this secret room has become a sanctuary, not for its spellbound tomes or mystical artifacts, but for the fiery-haired enchantress who now calls it her home.

"Strawberry," escapes my lips, a whisper carried on the cool draft of the chamber, though she does not hear. Her focus is absolute, her eyes reflecting the candlelight like twin emeralds. She pores over the tome with a dedication that stirs something primal within me. This young witch, ambitious and headstrong, bends the rules of her world, just as she's unknowingly bent the iron will of a vampire queen.

The yearning swells within me, a tidal wave threatening to crash over the walls I've meticulously built over centuries. She once again wears my yesteryear clothes, the fabric hugging her figure, accentuating curves I've fought to ignore. But tonight, the battle wanes. Tonight, I am simply Eris, undone by love.

I step into the light, my shadow merging with hers upon the ancient pages. She remains oblivious to my presence, her mind entangled in spells and incantations, her ambition to impress those unworthy of her talents consuming her every thought.

But it's not just her intellect that draws me—it's her spirit, fierce and untamed, like the flames atop her head. It's the way she cares for creatures no one else would spare a glance; how she's claimed this hidden chamber and breathed life into its forgotten corners.

With each step I take toward her, the anticipation builds, mingling with a longing so deep it threatens to shatter the composure of the eternal ice queen. My blood, a liquid frost in my veins, seems to simmer with an impossible heat. I close the distance between us, driven by a force more potent than any spell within that cursed book.

"Strawberry," I say again, louder this time, my voice laced with all the desire and reverence I've held at bay.

This time, she looks up.

Her gaze locks onto mine, her eyes dilating with a raw surprise that quickly morphs into a pulsing desire. I see the realization dawn on her—the understanding of why I stand before her now, not as a queen, but as a lover yearning for connection.

"How could they?" she says, her voice low, soft, but laced with fury and disgust. "How could they summon something so heinous and try to have you murdered? Those things are out there now, killing Beings regardless of faction."

Her chest rises and falls in a rhythm that beckons me closer, each breath a silent invocation of the shared hunger we've long denied. Tears sparkle in her eyes as she steps forward, closing the gap, her proximity an intoxicating blend of warmth and magic that sets every nerve ending alight.

"There now, my little witch," I say stroking her back. It's only in this moment we've been able to come together alone, and I dread to think of the time she's spent angry and fearful. She buries her face into my neck, her hands clasping at my gown. At any other time, I would have considered the show of such emotion to be agitating and unwarranted.

"How dare they," she seethes, her words muffled in the velvet of my bodice. "I want to ruin them!"

"I know, and the time will come when we face them and demand retribution, but we have more pressing concerns. The smaller covens, your coven, remain unprotected and it would seem we are unable to trust the Council will come to their aid."

She draws back, her eyes wet and reddened, her cheeks flushed. She nods, brushing away further tears.

"First," I say, stroking back her wayward hair, slipping my thumbs under her eyes to dry them. "We need to talk about the spell."

"The binding one?" she asks tentatively with a sniff.

I nod with a smile, my own anger at her having used blood magic to bind us long since dissipating. "After the assassination attempt on my life—I'm sure you know it as well as I do. It's broken, Strawberry."

"Broken?" Her brows knit together, a crease forming in her smooth forehead as her hand reaches for her heart. "You mean, we're free from it?"

I nod, watching as the weight of the revelation lifts from her shoulders, drawing out the tension that has kept her rigid under my scrutiny. She refused to believe, but I can see the lines of worry fade, the uncertainty melts from her like snow on a fingertip.

"Completely." I watch as she takes a step back, processing the enormity of what this means. The room seems to shrink, the walls pressing in as the very air vibrates with the power of unsaid truths now laid bare.

"I'd been searching..." she begins, indicating the forbidden tome laid open on the altar. "You're certain now, aren't you? That what we feel is real and not imagined?" There's a spark of hope, bright and defiant against the shadows of doubt.

"Real and unbound," I assure her, my voice steady despite the tumultuous storm raging inside me. "As fierce and untamed as the magic you wield."

The revelation hangs between us like a specter, both daunting and liberating. The air in the hidden chamber is thick with ancient magic, but it's the tangible electricity of our newfound freedom that sizzles around us, potent and exhilarating.

"Can you believe it?" Her voice is a melodic whisper, carrying the weight of her own astonishment. It mirrors my sentiments exactly, and in that shared wonder, something sacred solidifies.

"Believe?" I chuckle softly, though it sounds more like a purr, vibrating with an intensity born of a love unshackled. "I hardly dared to hope."

The tension of years – of wanting, of forbidden touches, and stolen glances – crescendos within this secluded sanctum. Our eyes lock, and in hers, I see the reflection of my own soul laid bare, exposed by sincerity rather than sorcery.

"Neither did I," she confesses, and the raw honesty in her voice grips my undead heart in a vicelike hold.

I close the distance between us in a heartbeat, drawn to her as if by some primordial force that recognizes its counterpart. My hands reach for her, not to claim, but to confirm that she is real, that this moment is not some cruel illusion.

"Strawberry," I say again, imbued with all the reverence she deserves.

She tilts her head back, eyes alight with fire that reflects the tumultuous sea of emotions roiling within me. My gaze falls to her lips, parted slightly, inviting, promising.

Then, we collide, a meeting of lips that is equal parts desperation and desire. Our kiss is a conflagration, igniting the latent spark that has always existed between us. My senses are engulfed in the heat of her mouth, the sweetness of her taste mingling with the coolness of mine. It's a dance of contrasts, of night and day, of ice and flame, merging into a symphony of passion that resonates deep within my marrow.

The world beyond this chamber ceases to exist. There is only Strawberry, the press of her body against mine, and the searing connection that burns through the remnants of any doubt. This is genuine, a love forged in the fires of adversity and kindled by a truth that runs deeper than blood.

Our kiss is a vow, silent yet screaming in its intensity, sealing a bond that no spell could ever replicate.

As our lips part, the taste of her lingers, a tantalizing reminder of the fire we've stoked together. A fierce protectiveness flares within me, a visceral need to claim her as mine and shield her from the world's cruel judgments. Yet, it's tempered by the tenderness that wells up inside, filling the hollow spaces left behind by centuries of solitude.

My hands rise of their own accord, framing Strawberry's face with a gentleness that belies the strength within my undead sinews. The world narrows to the softness of her skin under my fingertips, and I marvel at the warmth radiating from her, seeping into my cold existence. My thumbs brush over her cheekbones, a silent testament to the awe she instills in me.


Chapter
Thirty



Eris

Shortly after, I stride forward, the hem of my crimson gown whispering secrets against the cold marble floor. My court falls silent, a sea of pale faces turned towards me, hungry for the taste of intrigue I am about to serve. The throne looms before me, its high back carved with scenes of our victories and tribulations—a testament to the eternal resilience of my kind.

Perching upon it, I let the full weight of my authority drape over the assembly like a suffocating blanket. My gaze sweeps over them, each pair of eyes reflecting the anticipation as they sense a tempest on the horizon; they can surely smell the rain.

"Members of the court," my voice rings out, smooth as aged wine yet edged with the sharpness of a blade. "Tonight, we stand at the precipice of an era-defining moment." The words tumble from my lips, laced with the gravity of truth and the undercurrent of wrath long kept at bay.

A collective intake of breath ripples through the crowd as I pause, letting the suspense gnaw at their nerves. I revel in the power of the silence, the control I wield with nothing but a well-timed hesitation. Then, with the dramatic flair befitting a queen, I unveil the treachery that has sought to end my reign.

"Given recent events, it would seem the Witch Council—those supposed bastions of virtue—have dared to reach into the heart of our domain with a hand cloaked in shadows and deceit." The statement hangs heavy in the room, a pronouncement of war unfurling within the confines of our sanctuary. "An assassination attempt on my life," I continue, each word dripping with venom and promise, "has been thwarted. But make no mistake, this aggression shall not go unanswered." My tone hardens, the steel of my resolve clashing against the vulnerability that dare not show.

Shocked gasps erupt from my audience, their expressions morphing from curiosity to outright horror. Eyes widen, mouths fall agape, and a whispered cacophony spills forth as they grapple with the implications of my revelation. A murmur of unrest undulates across the chamber, a tide of disbelief and fear crashing against the walls.

The court members shift uneasily, they know that the world as we've known it is fracturing, the fine lines of alliances and enmities now starkly redrawn.

"Prepare yourselves," I command, my voice resonating through the hollow silence, "we stand on the precipice of war. Not against each other, but against the Evil that has been drawn forth by the reckless actions of the Witch Council.

"By their hand, they have summoned forces that do not discriminate between Beings. Forces that will engulf our world in shadows, if we do not stand united." The fire in my veins blazes hotter, fueled by the thought of anyone harming what's mine—what I've claimed as my own. "We are no longer just the hunters in the night. This Evil that has been unleashed is not merely preying on the weak, the unprotected. We, too, are becoming the hunted. And it is time for the hunters to bare their fangs."

My words hang heavy in the air, like the dark clouds before a storm, ready to burst with fury. I can see the ripple of concern as it spreads through my subjects, but there is steel in my tone, unyielding and sharp.

In the charged silence that follows, I see it—the spark of fury igniting within them, the readiness to rally behind their queen. My chest swells with pride and something more, a heat that smolders beneath my skin, stoked by the fire of Strawberry's kiss still lingering on my lips.

"Let the Witch Council, and any that stand with them, beware," I declare with lethal calm. "For they have awoken the wrath of Eris Divine, Vampire Queen. And there will be retribution. The Witch Council may have believed they could strike me down, but in doing so, they have awakened a force far more dangerous. Me."

"Queen Eris," one calls, his voice a tremulous thread in the thick silence that shrouds us. "What are we to do?"

"Action is imperative," I state, my voice slicing through the uncertainty. The court finds solidarity in my confidence, an anchor in the turbulent sea of impending doom. The room pulses with a newfound urgency, each vampire's posture straightening, ready to heed the call to arms.

"Nightfall brings danger, but also opportunity." My voice is a low growl, each word imbued with purpose. "We must unite, fortify our defenses, and strike at the heart of this threat before it consumes us all."

"Agreed, my queen," another chimes in, her once-stoic face now etched with grim determination. "We shall not cower in the shadows. Instead, we'll become the very darkness that engulfs our enemies."

"Then let us waste no more time." I survey them, my subjects, allies in the battle ahead. Their readiness ignites a flame within me; a fire that even centuries of existence couldn't quell. They're an extension of my will, instruments of vengeance poised to unleash hell upon those who dare cross us.

"Tonight, we gather our forces. Tomorrow, we prepare to wage war on the corruption spreading its vile roots through our world." My words are a sacred vow, an unbreakable promise sealed in blood and shadows.

"Long live Queen Eris!" Their voices rise in unison, a chorus of conviction resonating against the ancient stone walls of my court. I nod, accepting their fealty, their unwavering support fueling the inferno within me.

As the court disperses, the meeting dissolves into a fervent bustle of movement, vampires disappearing into the night to execute their given tasks, the echo of whispered vows and clandestine plans fills the chamber. And as the last echo fades, I'm left with the searing imprint of Strawberry's gaze upon me—her silent strength, her unwavering faith. It's her belief in me that sharpens my focus, her love that fortifies my resolve.

All I can think of is the press of her lips against mine, the promise of her touch in the night yet to come—the only light I need to guide me through the encroaching darkness.

As I descend from my throne, my eyes find Strawberry standing just at the edge of the hall, her expression a maelstrom of emotions, and I can feel her tumultuous heart from across the room.

The pang of sadness in her eyes strikes me harder than any assassin's blade could. She knows—knows the betrayal that stings sharper than silver, the disappointment heavy like a stone within her chest. That her own kind would turn against us, against me, splinters something inside her, I can tell. I can feel the pull of her, even now, the magnetic draw that defies nature itself. The connection we share, tempered in secrecy and desire, now tested by the looming threat born from her kin's treachery.

"Are you ready for this?" she asks, her voice low and steady, yet thrumming with an undercurrent of fear for what lies ahead.

"Are you?" I counter, reaching out to trace the line of her jaw with a fingertip, ice meeting fire. Her skin is soft beneath my touch, a reminder of life amidst the talk of war.

"Always," she replies, her lips curving into a smile that belies the gravity of our situation. "Especially when it means fighting alongside you."

Her courage ignites something fierce within me, a surge of protectiveness that wraps around my heart, as constricting and as liberating as the darkest spell. I pull her close, reveling in the feel of her body pressed against mine, her heat seeping into my bones.

"Then let's show them the true power of unity," I breathe, my lips hovering over hers.

"Let's," she whispers back, sealing our vow with a kiss that speaks of promises and battles yet to come.


Chapter
Thirty-One



Strawberry

The vibration of my phone against the cold, hard surface of the lecture hall desk jolts me out of a half-hearted attempt at note-taking. The screen lights up with Eris's name, and something in the pit of my stomach plummets. She never calls during the night class hours — it's an unspoken rule between us.

"Excuse me," I whisper to the professor, who's mid-sentence discussing veterinary ethics. My voice is already tinged with panic as I clutch the device like a lifeline and shuffle past curious peers towards the exit.

"Strawberry?" Her voice is ice wrapped in velvet, chillingly calm, but it slices through the ambient noise of the university hallway. It's the kind of tone that precedes cataclysmic news.

"What's happened?" My words are breathless, each syllable edged with fear.

"I'm sorry to have to tell you, but there's been an attack on your coven," she reveals, her words striking me like lightning. “It's bad."

Blood pounds in my ears, loud as thunder, as I burst through the double doors, the night air slicing across my flushed cheeks. I can't lose them — they're my kin, my responsibility. My mind races through spells, incantations I might weave to salvage what remains of my fractured family.

"Where are you?" I demand, desperation clawing its way up my throat.

"Home now," Eris replies, the word laced with an urgency that mirrors my own. "Come quickly."

I snap my phone shut, panic fueling every step as I sprint toward the street, my breaths coming in ragged gasps. The city blurs around me, the night alive with pulsating neon signs and the distant wail of sirens — omens of chaos.

"Taxi!" I shout, throwing my arm out with a force that could summon spirits from the ether. A yellow cab veers towards the curb, its tires screeching a macabre symphony. I yank the door open, the scent of worn leather and pine air freshener assaulting my senses.

"Drive," I command, slamming the door behind me. The address spills from my lips, Eris's sanctuary now the epicenter of my world. "Fast as you can."

The driver's eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror, a hint of trepidation flickering there before he nods, perhaps sensing the gravity etched into my features. The engine roars to life, tearing through the streets of San Francisco with a fervor that matches the storm brewing inside me.

My thoughts are a whirlwind of dread and determination, fingers digging into the faux leather seat as if I could will the vehicle to move faster. Shadows dance outside the window, mocking me with their freedom as we slice through the city's veins, each second an eternity.

Eris's mansion looms ahead, a fortress of dark allure and whispered secrets. As the taxi skids to a halt, I throw bills at the driver without counting, darting from the car like a creature possessed. The moon casts a silver glow over the opulent Victorian façade, every inch the lair of an ice queen vampire.

I ascend the steps, feet barely registering the flagstones until the heavy door crashes open under the force of my entrance, its echo a thunderclap in the silence of Eris's mansion. My breathing is ragged, chest heaving as I scan the darkness for her - the vampire queen who promised me answers. The scent of ancient wood and lingering power wraps around me, a sensual caress that does nothing to stifle the panic clawing at my throat.

"Eris!" My voice fractures the stillness, a desperate plea that finds its way through the grand corridors. "Where are they? Tell me they're safe!"

She materializes from the shadows like a ghost, her ice-blue eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that anchors me to the spot. Eris, with her pale, ethereal beauty, moves closer.

"Strawberry," she says, her voice a velvet caress that somehow calms the storm inside. Her cool hand lifts to cup my cheek, grounding me in the here and now. "Fear not. We were able to reach them before too greater damage was done. It's worse than I thought. This…Evil. We know so little, what they’re purpose is, how they came to be, all questions for the Witch Council. For now, Lucius, Nyx, and I will accompany you to the hospital. We'll find your coven together."

The assurance in her tone ignites a flicker of hope amidst the smoldering ruins of my dread. Her proximity sends a shiver through me, a reminder of the electricity that always dances between us, forbidden yet undeniable.

"Thank you," I breathe out, allowing myself a moment to lean into her touch, drawing strength from her presence. Our alliance, once formed on uneasy terms, now solidifies into something deeper, something fierce. We are bound by more than just necessity; it's a connection that defies the laws that should keep us apart.

Eris steps back, her gaze never leaving mine. "Lucius, Nyx—prepare to depart," she commands, her voice echoing with the authority that has commanded her court for centuries.

From the adjoining room, the sound of footsteps signals their arrival. Lucius, loyal and wise, nods at me, his ice-blue eyes softening just a fraction. Nyx, ever the seductress, offers me a reassuring smile that belies the deadly nature beneath her beguiling surface.

"Let's go," I say, my determination flaring up like a beacon. We have witches to save, a coven to mend, and a Council to confront.

Eris’s sleek black car seems to part the traffic like a shark and in less time than I imagined, comes to an abrupt halt in front of the hospital's glaringly lit entrance. My heart hammers against my ribcage, adrenaline coursing through my veins like wildfire. Eris, Lucius, and Nyx are beside me, a darkly ethereal presence emanating from their immortal forms. "Hurry!" I bark out the command and we're a flurry of motion, spilling out of the vehicle into the chaos of the emergency room.

The moment I set foot inside, the familiar clinical smell of antiseptics slams into me, but it's quickly overpowered by the metallic tang of blood that I know all too keenly calls to my companions. Around us, the chaotic symphony of beeping monitors, hurried footsteps, and hushed, urgent voices creates a dissonant backdrop to our desperate mission.

"Stay close," Eris's voice is a low growl, her hand briefly touching the small of my back, sending a pulse of electricity down my spine. The contact is fleeting but grounding, reminding me of the strength at my side.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Strawberry

We push through the crowded corridors, our little coven of vampire and witch. People turn to look, sensing something otherworldly about us, their eyes lingering on Lucius's commanding stature and the enigmatic allure that seems to perpetually swirl around Nyx. But there's no time for their curiosity; my gaze darts frantically from one hospital bed to the next, searching for familiar faces among the sea of strangers.

"Where are they?" My whisper is a knife-edge of fear, slicing through the din. Every second feels stretched, each heartbeat a thunderous echo in my ears. I can feel their concern, the vampires' predatory instincts now repurposed to hunt for my coven members, to protect, rather than to prey.

"Over here," Nyx suddenly murmurs, her voice cutting through the fog of my panic. She glides ahead, clad in a black leather catsuit and corset, she is a startling contrast to the sterile white of the hospital’s hallways.

I move with renewed urgency. We round a corner, and then — there they are. My breath catches. They're wounded, they're vulnerable, but they're alive. Alive.

"Selene, Ivy!" My voice breaks as I rush forward. Their names are a mantra, a spell of relief cast from my very soul. A surge of emotions wells within me, a tempest threatening to overflow. I'm so close now, close enough to see the pain etched on their faces, the bandages that mar their otherwise unbreakable spirits.

Selene looks up, the lines of pain etched on her face softening as she sees me. Ivy's eyes widen on sight of my entourage, the fear there dissipating as I close the distance between us. My arms wrap around each in turn, holding them as if I could shield them from the world with my bare will.

"Strawberry..." Selene's voice is weak, but the relief in her eyes mirrors my own. It's a silent acknowledgment of the fears we've shared, the battles we've fought, and the unspoken bond that has always tethered our fates together.

"Thank the stars," I whisper into Selene's hair, the familiar scent of sage and strength enveloping me. "Thank you for being alive." A thousand questions bubble up, desperate for answers, but for a moment, I allow myself to just be here, with them, surrounded by the protective circle of my unlikely allies.

"Strawberry," Ivy murmurs, her voice a tremulous note of relief, and I feel the dampness of her tears through the rough hospital gown.

"Is anyone else here?" The question bursts from me, a dark cloud marring the silver lining of this reunion.

Selene's gaze falters, a shadow crossing her features. "Raven," she says, and the single word is a thunderclap in the silence that follows.

"Is he—" I can't finish the sentence, can't give voice to the dread that coils, serpent-like, in the pit of my stomach.

"He's in surgery. The doctors say he'll recover." Selene's hand finds mine, her grip firm despite her injuries. "He's strong, Strawberry. Stronger than any of us realized. The rest of the coven are safe."

Eris stands behind me, a pillar of icy resolve, her presence a comfort that I never anticipated needing—or wanting. Lucius surveys the area with a tactical eye, while Nyx's gaze lingers on the injured witches with an expression that borders on reverence.

"Let's secure this area," Eris commands, and immediately, Lucius and Nyx spring into action. There's no mistaking the power they wield, the authority they command—even here, in a place governed by human rules.

The tension that had receded rushes back, a tide of worry that threatens to drown me. Yet, amidst the fear, there's a splinter of hope. We've been battered, broken, but not defeated. Raven will pull through; he has to. And when he does, we'll be ready. Ready to fight back, to reclaim our power.

Ivy, the tiny mouse of the coven, eyes Eris with a mix of trepidation and awe. Eris, on her part seems to sense the young witch's curiosity and turns her icy gaze to her.

"Thank you," Ivy murmurs, her gaze darting to Eris, then Lucius who stands by my side like a sentinel wrought from ice and shadows. "To all of you...we owe you our lives. The entire coven does."

A flicker of surprise warms my chest; they had cast me out, left me isolated, yet here they are, reaching across the chasm that exile had forged between us.

"Without your court's intervention—" Selene's words hang heavy in the air, laden with a truth we all feel but dare not speak. Our eyes meet, and there's an unspoken understanding that the world we knew has irrevocably changed. "We would all be dead."

"None of this should've happened," I say, my voice rough with emotion. "But it did, and we plan to deal with it. The Witch Council, they're using power, terribly frightening power, and they need to be stopped or the factions will break apart entirely."

Selene's nod is solemn, her gaze piercing as she assesses me. There's a new fire there, a recognition of the fight ahead.

"Strawberry," she begins, her voice tentative and uncertain, "we need you. The coven needs you." She pauses, choosing her next words with care. "I'm asking you back. We will listen, truly listen, to everything you have to say about the Council."

The air seems to vibrate with the weight of her words. My pulse quickens, and I feel Eris's presence behind me like a cloak of silent strength. The implications of Selene's offer coil around us, binding and potent.

"Yes," I reply, the word a promise, an oath. I know why they felt compelled to turn me out, but this is not the time to be vindictive. "We will be stronger together; we'll expose their lies—protect what's ours."

Selene's lips curve into a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes, but it's enough. It's a start. And as I stand there, surrounded by the wounded vestiges of my past and the enigmatic allure of my future, I know that this is where I belong. With them. With her. Selene's eyes hold mine, fierce and unyielding, reflecting back the fire that fuels my spirit. Our connection, once severed by distrust, now forges anew in the crucible of crisis. I feel the weight of my coven's hopes settling on my shoulders, a mantle I'm ready to bear.

Turning, I find Eris watching me, her ice-blue eyes piercing through the veil of uncertainty. She steps closer, and I can almost taste the cool mint of her breath, a contrast to the warmth flooding my veins. Her presence is intoxicating, a heady mix of danger and desire that I've come to crave.

"Strawberry," she murmurs, a hint of admiration lacing her voice, "you truly are remarkable."

Lucius, his tall frame a silent bastion of strength, nods in agreement, while Nyx's smirk speaks of shared secrets and the thrill of the hunt. They are an unlikely fellowship, bound together not by blood but by a shared purpose.

"Then it's settled," Eris declares, her tone brooking no argument. "We will stand as one against the Council's tyranny."


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Eris

Standing before the stone altar, my fingers trace the jagged edges of the Book of the Corrupt's spine. It feels like a living thing, pulsating under my cold touch, its secrets begging to spill forth into the night. The chamber, hidden deep within my mansion's labyrinthine heart, hums with ancient power, the air thick with the scent of dust and magic.

I'd only ever seen the book once before, centuries ago as a fledgling vampire, but even in those early years I knew this was a tome of immense power, of darkness, and a means of destroying worlds. Each page I turn vibrates with dark energy, the cryptic symbols and arcane writings dancing before my eyes like shadows flickering across the moonlit floor. The forbidden knowledge contained within this tome is intoxicating—a heady potion that promises to tip the scales of our clandestine war. I am consumed by it, the hunger for control gnawing at my insides, an ever-present beast that refuses to be tamed.

A creak echoes through the chamber, and I snap the book shut, the sound reverberating off the walls. I sense her approach before she even steps into the chamber, the subtle shift of air that announces Strawberry's presence. The moment our eyes lock, time seems to fold in on itself, the world outside this cryptic sanctum ceases to exist. Her gaze harbors a tempest of emotions, an untamed wilderness waiting to be explored.

"Strawberry," I breathe out, my voice a low purr in the darkness.

She steps forward from the shadows, her heart a wild drumbeat that resonates in the silence. Her vibrant hair cascades over her shoulders, a stark contrast against her pale skin, and her eyes reflect a mix of determination and awe as they find mine. She's a captivating blend of innocence and ferocity, a fiery spirit that refuses to be quenched.

"Am I interrupting," she whispers, though her voice carries through the chamber, laced with an anticipation that sends a shiver down my spine.

"Never an interruption, darling," I assure her, my gaze lingering on the curve of her lips, the flush of excitement in her cheeks. "You're precisely where you need to be."

Our connection is a force, a magnetic pull that draws us closer without conscious thought. I can sense her pulse quickening, the sweet rush of blood beneath her skin calling to the predator within me. Yet, it's not sustenance I crave—not tonight. Tonight, it's her courage, her boundless curiosity, that fuels my desire.

"Did you find what you were looking for?" she asks, her voice steady despite the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

"More than I could have hoped," I answer, the weight of the book in my hands a testament to the power we are about to unleash. "Together, we will rewrite the very fabric of our world."

Strawberry steps closer, her presence a beacon in the gloom, and I can't help but admire the boldness with which she faces the unknown. She is the key to unlocking the spell within these pages, her unique magic the final ingredient in a concoction centuries in the making. And as her eager gaze meets the ancient text, I know that together, we are unstoppable.

"Let's begin," she says, a spark of fearless resolve igniting within her depths.

"Indeed," I reply, my voice barely above a whisper, the promise of what's to come sending a thrill through my undead heart. "I believe I have found a solution, even if a temporary one."

"A solution?" Strawberry echoes, her voice a mix of eager anticipation and ire. "Eris, they tried to assassinate you. We need a permanent solution. We need them to answer to their crimes."

I reopen the Book of the Corrupt and watch as Strawberry's eyes widen when she recognizes the pages laid bare to the chamber.

"We need peace," I murmur, my hands smoothing over the ancient parchment like a lover, a caress of intrigue and admiration, a depth of passion and devotion that can only be summoned by the sweet allure of power. "To do anything more...drastic makes us no better than the Evil attacking covens."

She nods, though I can sense she is not satisfied, her eyes remain on the open pages of the forbidden tome. "And by what means do you believe we will instill peace?"

"A spell. A forbidden spell. A blood magic spell. A spell akin to the one you dared cast upon me—the same audacity that drew me to you." My fingers trace the edges of the tome's ancient pages, feeling the hum of forbidden energy coursing through them. "I mean to bind them."

Her eyes, wide in disbelief stare into mine. "You mean to bind their power?" Her breath catches, and I watch as the flickers of doubt dance behind those emerald pools. She knows all too well the cost of meddling with blood magic; it has always been a blade with two edges, equally likely to protect as to maim. But Strawberry is no ordinary witch, and our bond is not one to be trifled with.

"You're serious?" Her words are barely a whisper, her willowy frame rigid with tension. "Eris, the risks⁠—"

"Are outweighed by what we stand to gain." My hand reaches out, brushing aside a strand of her fiery hair, the sensation electric against my fingertips. I cradle her cheek, the warmth of her skin a striking contrast to my icy touch. "Our love... it's stronger than any Council, any curse. It will guide us through the shadows, empower us to command the very essence of life and death."

In that moment, with her face cupped in my hand, I feel the barriers between us melting away.

"Trust me, my heart," I urge softly, searching her eyes for the leap of faith I know she's capable of. "We stand at the crossroads, but I believe this to be the direction of most benefit."

I lean in, the distance between us a mere breath's width. My lips brush against Strawberry's, teasing, questing until neither of us can resist and we crash together with a hunger that has nothing to do with want but everything to do with desire—a desire as ancient and as deep as the night itself. Her response is immediate, fierce; her passion matching mine in an inferno of longing that sweeps through the chamber like wildfire.

The kiss isn't just an expression of our forbidden love; it's a promise, a vow made in the silent language only hearts can speak. The connection between us ignites a spark of determination that courses through my veins, setting every fiber of my being ablaze with purpose. I feel her resolve intertwining with mine, two forces becoming one unstoppable tide.

Strawberry pulls back, her breaths coming in short gasps that match the erratic pounding of my undead heart. The fear that once shadowed her beautiful emerald eyes now flickers and dies out, replaced by a flame that mirrors the fire within me. She nods, a silent accord passing between us.

"We will sentence ourselves to exile," she murmurs, her voice steady despite the chaos of emotions swirling within her.

"Or we take control," I counter. "The Council has deigned to call upon powers beyond their own laws. The Evil that tried to murder me was not demon, nor any creature of familiar realms. They gave life to evil. We know there is good and evil to maintain balance, but this was more, this was pure malevolence, a hatred most vile given a heartbeat with no heart."

Her delicate fingers trace my jaw and I close my eyes against the pleasure of her loving touch, so long has it been since I gave myself over to someone, that someone would see beyond my carefully built walls, beyond the vampire, even beyond my being queen to just see me.

"I will do anything you ask of me, Eris," she says, a whisper-soft kiss pressed to the corner of my mouth. "I will follow you to the deepest, darkest of horrors and stand by your side. I will fight with you and for you. You are my all and you have my heart in its entirety. I love you more than life, Eris, my queen, my everything."

Reciprocating her kiss, I take my time to love her, cupping the nape of her neck, pulling her to me, her warmth enveloping me, her scent being that of springtime and sunshine, her fire to my ice.

"I love you, little witch," I breathe, my forehead pressed to hers, our eyes only seeing one another. "The spell may have tethered me to you, but my soul was always yours."

"Eris." My name on her lips is a draft of life given to save the dying. I will spend my days doing everything I must to show my love for her.

"Let us begin," I say, my voice a low tremor that resonates with the assurance of centuries. "Together, we'll weave a spell so potent that even the Witch Council will bow to its might."

"Yes," she whispers, a symphony that speaks of battles yet to come but also of victories waiting to be seized. "Let's bind the Council and take the road towards peace."

She braces herself when we part, her ambition and headstrong nature rising to the fore. She is ready to bend the rules of nature and magic to attain a goal greater than any personal accolade. In this moment, I see not just the witch or the would-be veterinarian, but the leader she is destined to become, powerful and relentless in her pursuit of justice.

Extending my hand, the chill of immortality lingering in my touch, Strawberry takes it without hesitation—her warmth seeps into my veins like a promise of life. We move to position ourselves either side of the stone altar, our steps measured and silent, yet each footfall echoes with the weight of our intent.

The hidden chamber is bathed in shadows that cling to the corners like specters, but the altar stands resolute, illuminated by flickering candlelight. Arrayed upon its cold surface are the artifacts of our endeavor: the Book of the Corrupt, crystals pulsating with latent power, a small and intricately carved dagger, and a bronze chalice. A simple vessel, yet its purpose sends a shiver through Strawberry's poised figure.


Chapter
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Eris

When her gaze falls upon the chalice, I feel her trepidation as if it were my own. "Blood is the currency of deeper magic," I remind her gently, my voice a soothing respite against the fear that threatens to rise within her. "It's a part of us—a conduit for our will." I brush a stray lock of hair from her face, my fingers tracing the curve of her cheek. "And we control it, my love."

She nods, her eyes reflecting a fierce resolve that belies the nervous flutter in her chest. I'm constantly awed by her bravery, the way she faces darkness undaunted, how she holds the raw essence of nature at her fingertips. She is a tempest cloaked in human form, and I revel in the storm.

"Ready?" I ask, our breaths mingling in the charged air.

"Ready," she whispers back, and her affirmation is all I need.

She holds out her hand, poised above the chalice, her consent a subtle nod when I press the dagger tip to her flesh. She hisses when it bites, but presses her lips firmly together as I drag it along her softness, the blood welling instantly, its heady scent assaulting me with a hunger that threatens to ravage my very soul. Ancient as I am, my control over my darkest of instincts is intact, but I will never overcome the desire to feed.

As her life begins to drip into the chalice, I follow suit, scoring my own skin with the dagger, my own blood joining hers, just as my life is intertwined and inexplicably melding with the young witch I will never be separated from again.

The chalice brims, and I take a moment to heal her, her smile of appreciation strikes my heart and I can sense a warmth, even if I cannot generate it myself.

Our combined energy surges, potent and indomitable, and I can't help but think that this—this right here—is the true essence of magic: not the spells or the rituals, but the connection that binds us, the love that fuels our courage and fortifies our spirits.

I begin to chant, the ancient incantations rolling off my tongue in a cascade of sound that seems to vibrate with the very heartbeat of the earth. Strawberry's voice joins mine, her timbre a perfect harmony to the melody of my own. Our words weave together, forming a tapestry of sound that envelops the room. We trace intricate symbols in the air, sigils of binding and protection that spark with an otherworldly glow. They dance around us, weaving a complex web of light and shadow that moves with the rhythm of our invocation.

The chamber pulses with the raw energy of our spell, a living heartbeat that resonates through stone and bone. We stand before the ancient altar, our voices rising in unison, intoning forbidden words that have not graced the air for centuries.

Electricity cracks around us, a symphony of arcane force that sets the room aglow with spectral light. Shadows dance upon the walls, their forms twisting and turning as if alive—specters conjured by the intensity of our rite. They are the silent witnesses to our defiance, to the love that defies nature and the laws set forth by those who would seek to bind us.

The floor beneath our feet vibrates, ancient stones humming with the frequency of the spell that weaves its intricate tapestry through the air. The chalice on the altar trembles, its contents—the vital essence of life—shimmering with potential. I can feel Strawberry's pulse quicken, her heart beating in rhythm with the seismic energy that threatens to spill forth and rend the very fabric of reality.

The air thickens, laden with the tang of iron and earth, the perfume of magic so potent it's nearly a physical entity. It presses against my skin, seeps into my pores, fills my lungs with the promise of power—and the peril that accompanies it. There is no turning back now; we have crossed the threshold into the realm of legends, where only the brave or the foolish dare tread.

Reaching across the altar, our fingers entwine, our palms slick with the tension of imminent release, we hover on the cusp of eternity. Strawberry's breath hitches, a delicate counterpoint to the thunderous rhythm of the spell that thrums around us. The magic pulses between us, an electric current that seeks to break free and reshape the world to our design.

"Stay with me," I urge her, my voice steady despite the chaos that ensnares us. "Almost there," I whisper, feeling the spell cresting like a wave poised to crash upon the shore.

A final push, a last exertion of will, and we will have sealed our fates, intertwined them irrevocably with the threads of destiny. The room spins, the energy reaching its zenith, and for a fleeting moment, I see not just the witch beside me, but the formidable ally, the magnificent creature whose very presence has reshaped my existence.

With a final, shared glance, we summon the last reserves of our power, channeling everything into the epicenter of the storm we have conjured. Our voices rise to a peak that slices through the veil between worlds, our words the key to unleashing the force we've harnessed.

And then, at the pinnacle of the tempest, we let go.

The surge is monumental, a tidal wave of blood and energy explodes from the chalice and our clasped hands and ripples outward. Tendrils of raw, forbidden magic slither out from the chamber, seeking their destination, drawn to their prey. An orchestra of power that reverberates through the hidden chamber and beyond, into the very fabric of the universe. The foundations of the mansion groan, the sound a testament to the might we have unleashed.

Silence falls like a shroud, sudden and complete. The spell's effects linger in the charged stillness that envelops us, a tangible presence that caresses my skin with icy fingers. We remain motionless, statues carved from hope and trepidation, our eyes locked in an unspoken question: Have we done enough?

In this quiet aftermath, the world seems to hold its breath, waiting for the threads of destiny we have woven to reveal their pattern. Strawberry's hand trembles within mine, a fragile bird-heart fluttering against my undead pulse.

"Did it work?" she whispers, the query a feather-light touch against the gravity of our actions.

I tighten my grip on her hand, a silent promise anchoring us amidst the uncertainty that cloaks our future.

"We will know soon enough," I assure her, though my own heart battles the shadow of doubt.

I feel it before I see it—a shift in the atmosphere, a softening of the electric tension that had cocooned us. The very essence of magic changes, subtle yet profound, as if the spell we've cast has woven itself into the fabric of reality. It's a delicate dance of energies, a celestial waltz, and I realize with a surge of triumph: We have altered the balance of power.

"Strawberry," I breathe, my voice laced with wonder. She turns to me, her expression mirroring my own realization. There is no need for words; our eyes speak volumes.

A knowing smile plays on her lips, a glint of mischief in those forest-green orbs that have become my solace in this endless night of existence. My chest tightens, not with the hunger that has defined my cursed life, but with an emotion far more potent—ardent admiration for the witch who stands resolute at my side.

Our hands are still clasped, and I can feel the heat of her skin seeping into my cold flesh, a reminder of life amidst the specter of death that is my eternal companion. Her pulse thrums through our intertwined fingers, a beat that syncs with the newfound harmony around us.

"Look at us," Strawberry says softly, her voice wrapping around my senses. "We've done the impossible."

"Because we are impossible," I respond, the corner of my mouth quirking upward. I had once thought her naivety would be her downfall, but now I see the unwavering strength that lies beneath her fiery mane and tender heart.

The room hums with the residue of our conjuring, the spell's success a tangible force that blankets the chamber. A current of excitement runs through me, and for once, the shadows that cling to my soul seem less oppressive. We stand on the precipice of a new era, one where the Vampire Court and the Witch Council will reckon with the power we hold together.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Strawberry

The night wraps around us like a shroud as I stand in the midst of my coven, the air tinged with the earthy scent of magic and moss. My hands linger on the woven threads of their garments, each hug a bittersweet clasp that speaks of battles fought and won, of sanctuary offered against the dark.

"Thank you, Strawberry. Without you..." Selene trails off, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears that reflect the moon's glow.

I squeeze her hand, our fingers entwined like roots. "We're bound by more than spells," I whisper, my voice steady even as my chest tightens. "Stay safe."

As the last of them disappears into the shadows of the park, their forms melting into the night, I sense rather than see their bastions of protection. Each of my sisters and brothers assigned a chaperone of power; a vampire from Eris’s court to ensure they find safe passage home.

Just as I’d sensed the other vampires, I feel his presence before I see him, the familiar chill that cascades down my spine. Lucius, silent as the grave but protective as a fortress wall, materializes from the darkness, a sentinel awaiting his charge.

"Strawberry." His voice is a low thrum, resonating through the cool air. He doesn't need to say more; his stance, the set of his shoulders, tells me he's been vigilant, watching over me from afar.

"Lucius." I nod in acknowledgment, my heart a strange mix of gratitude and anticipation. We begin to walk, his pace measured to match mine, his gaze scanning the periphery for any threats only he can perceive.

"Your safety, and that of your coven, remains my utmost priority," he says, and there's a steeliness to his words that belies his calm exterior. "Eris has not only tasked me, but that of surrounding courts, to ensure no harm comes to you and your own."

The mention of her name sends an electric current zipping through my veins, igniting the embers of desire that never quite extinguish. Eris—my tormentor, my protector, my insatiable craving. The thought of being under her roof again, within her arms, sets my skin ablaze.

"Thank you, Lucius," I manage, my voice barely above a murmur as we slip through the city's veins towards the opulent mansion that houses my most fervent passion. His commitment to Eris, and by extension to me, doesn't go unnoticed. In this world of fangs and witchcraft, loyalty is the rarest of commodities.

He nods once, the ghost of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. It's a rare glimpse into the humanity that lingers within his ancient eyes—a humanity that, like so many things in the shadows, is often overlooked.

"Then let's not keep Eris waiting." His tone is playful, but I catch the undercurrent of warning. Time is precious, and in our world, the night is both ally and adversary.

"Of course not," I reply, my pulse quickening with each step that brings me closer to her, to the tempestuous love that awaits within the walls of her dark sanctuary. Tonight, I will surrender to the storm, and in doing so, find my strength.

The black car accelerates, devouring the distance to Eris's mansion with a hunger that mirrors my own. City lights streak past in a kaleidoscope of color, blurring into indistinct ribbons that bend and dance with the rhythm of my erratic heartbeat. I lean back against the seat, feeling the pristine leather cling to my skin, a poor substitute for the touch I truly crave.

I close my eyes, allowing my mind to race unchecked, every thought a comet tailing fire through the darkness—each one leading me back to her. The air is thick with anticipation, every molecule charged with electric tension, as if the very night knows what's to come.

The binding spell.

The words echo in my skull, a mantra of power and defiance. My fingers curl into fists on my lap, nails digging crescents into my palms. The Witch Council, those cloaked arbiters of judgment, have never seen the true extent of my strength, the depths of my resolve. But they will.

We’ve yet to hear the extent of our spell, the discovery that their powers have been muted; their wings clipped. No missives or summons have appeared on Eris’s desk demanding answers and I wonder if they are still trying to determine what it is that has curtailed their magic.

The car door clicks shut behind me with an air of finality, and I step onto the cobblestone drive leading up to Eris's mansion. My heart hammers against my ribs, a symphony of excitement and apprehension playing beneath my skin with every step I take. Lucius is a silent column of strength at my side, his tall figure a beacon of power as we ascend the staircase to the grand entrance.

The double doors open, and an opulent world unfurls before me. The lush interior is a stark contrast to the humble, faded blue walls of my Victorian home. Gilded mirrors reflect the richness around us, and crystal chandeliers drip from the ceilings like frozen teardrops of light. Each breath I draw is laced with the scent of wealth and ancient power.

We reach the study, and Lucius inclines his head with a subtle nod before he leaves me to admit myself. The room greets me with the nostalgic aroma of old books and the soft glow of candlelight. Shadows dance along the walls, casting an intimate spell over the space. Here, in this sanctuary of knowledge and power, the modern world feels miles away.

My gaze drifts across the room, drinking in the sight of leather-bound tomes and artifacts until it lands on her—Eris. She leans against her mahogany desk, a vision of vampiric grace. Her ice-blue eyes meet mine, and an electric current zips through the charged air between us, our connection igniting with fervent intensity.

"Strawberry," she purrs, her voice a caress that sends shivers cascading down my spine. She extends her hand, and I'm drawn to her, moving as if under a spell. Our fingers entwine, and a rush of warmth floods through me, my magic responding to her touch with a hunger that rivals my own.

"Welcome back," Eris whispers, her lips curling into a knowing smile that promises untold pleasures and unspoken secrets. And as I stand in the heart of her domain, surrounded by whispers of the past and the heat of our intertwined destinies, I know that tonight, the world we are about to create will be one of raw passion and unbridled magic.

I step forward, closing the space that separates me from Eris. Her presence is a magnetic force, and as our eyes lock, I'm lost in the depth of her gaze. It's a whirlpool of ice and fire, of ancient wisdom and eternal youth. My heart swells with love so fierce it threatens to burst through my chest. We've battled against a world that sought to tear us apart, defied the laws of nature and society, yet here we stand—unbroken, unwavering. I need no further prompting. With one swift movement, I close the last inch between us, our lips crashing together in a kiss that sears down to my soul.

The study dissolves around us, its grandeur and solemnity fading into nothingness as we become the center of an intimate universe. Her hands roam over my body, each touch igniting a trail of flames that burn without pain. Eris peels away my layers with practiced ease, revealing skin flushed with desire. Her eyes lock onto mine, and I feel my body respond, my nipples hardening beneath my dress.

"Strip," she commands, her voice low and husky. I comply, my fingers fumbling with the buttons of my dress as I eagerly shed my clothing. When I'm finally naked, Eris lights more candles with a snap of her fingers, casting flickering shadows across the room.

"Delicious," she says, her tongue slicking over her lips, allowing me to see her fangs. “Did I tell you how much I enjoyed feeding from you, little witch?”

“Y—you were dying,” I murmur, my heart pounding in my chest. I trust Eris implicitly, but there is something about a situation when you’re stark naked and the eyes of a predator are looking at you as though presented on a platter with an apple wedged in your mouth. “I had to save you.”

“I know,” she says, her voice like silk as she steps up to me, pushing me against the edge of her desk. “Your blood was so sweet, like sucking the ripest fruit.” This time she moistens her lips as though hungry, her ice blue eyes locked with mine as she pushes her knee between my legs. She leans in close, her mouth at my ear and her tongue strokes along its outer edge, sending a shiver through me, tightening my nipples. “Tonight I shall sup on you again, little witch.”
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Strawberry

Eris's hand slides up my inner thigh, her fingers dancing tantalizingly close to my wet heat. "I’m going to eat you out, and gorge myself on your sweet juices until you come," she says, her voice a temptation I have no hope of resisting. Her fingers trace the contour of my hips, her touch the call of a sorceress that summons shivers and sighs from deep within. I arch into her, craving the contact that anchors me to this moment. Her mouth descends upon my neck, a symphony of sensation that draws moans from my throat.

"Beautiful witch," Eris whispers with reverence as she explores the landscape of my body, her movements deliberate and unhurried. She knows every spell to cast, every incantation to recite that unravels me, leaving me spellbound and utterly hers. Her fingers slip between my legs, finding my swollen clit and rubbing it in slow, teasing circles. I gasp, my hips bucking against her hand as she continues to torment me with her touch.

"You like that, don't you?" she whispers in my ear. "You want my tongue in there, my lips, you want me to taste you?”

I moan, my arousal mounting as she increases the pressure on my clit. Her other fingers probing my entrance with a curiosity as she watches the torture of her movements cross my face. She teases me, dipping in and out, making me desperate for more.

"Eris," I pant, my legs trembling with desire. "Please, I need more."

She laughs, the sound dark and sensual. "Beg for it," she commands. Her teeth graze my neck, a reminder of her nature, but there's a tenderness in her bite that speaks volumes. She's not just taking; she's giving—sharing the eternal life force that pulses within her.

"Please, I need you," I plead. "Please…eat me."

With a wicked grin, Eris complies. Kneeling in a swift motion, she doesn’t hesitate to bury her face between my legs, her fingers continuing to thrust in and out of me as her tongue takes control of my clit, my labia, and even joining her pumping fingers as she sucks and licks. Her fingers keep hitting that sweet spot inside that sends electric shocks throughout my body. I cry out, my back arching against her as she fingers me relentlessly, her mouth a torture I know I’ll die happy for the torment.

"Yes," I whimper, my breath coming in ragged gasps. "Don't stop, Eris. Please, keep going."

Her fingers plunge deeper, her tongue flicking continuously over my clit, and I can feel my orgasm building, coiling tighter and tighter with each thrust.

“God, Eris,” I moan, my body succumbing, the flood of pleasure sparking through my limbs. “Eris, yes, Eris!” I thrust my hips back onto her fingers, her tongue resolute in her ministrations and I beg for release.

The world narrows down to the sound of my ragged breaths, the sensation of her hands sliding over my skin with a possessiveness that sends shivers down my spine. My body arches into her touch, craving more of the exquisite pleasure she bestows with each caress. The vulnerability I feel is raw, exposed under the intensity of her gaze, yet there's no place I'd rather be than here, surrendered to the vampire queen who has captured my heart.

"I'm going to come," I moan, my voice hoarse with lust. "Oh God, Eris, I'm going to⁠—"

Eris pushes her fingers deeper still, and I explode, my body convulsing in pleasure as the orgasm rips through me. I cry out, my voice echoing through the study, as wave after wave of ecstasy crash over me.

Finally, my body goes limp, and Eris withdraws her mouth and hand, leaving me panting for air as I lean heavily on her desk.

"Good girl," she praises, running a finger along my jawline. "Now get on your knees and pay homage to your queen."

I eagerly comply, sinking to the floor and crawling between her legs where she's lifted the skirt of her dress, I bury my face in her, inhaling her musky scent as my tongue darts out to lap at her swollen folds, toying with her piercing, a sharp, hardness against the softer flesh. Eris moans, her fingers tangling in my hair as she guides me to the spot that drives her wild. I lick and suck, devouring her with a hunger that surprises even me.

"Oh, yes," Eris groans, her hips bucking against my face as I gently tug at the tiny silver ring that hangs from her clit hood. "That's it, little witch."

Her words spur me on, and I redouble my efforts, my tongue probing deeper and deeper into her slick hole. I can feel her orgasm building, her body tensing as she gets closer and closer to the edge.

"I'm coming," she gasps, her fingers tightening their grip on my hair. "Oh God yes, I'm⁠—"

With a final cry, Eris explodes, her body shaking as she rides out her orgasm. I continue to lick and suck, milking every last drop of pleasure from her quivering body.

Eris then pulls me to my feet, her eyes dark with desire.

"You're most assuredly mine, Strawberry ," Eris whispers, her hands trailing down my body, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. "And I will never let you go."

I shiver, my desire for her surging anew at her words. Eris's finger traces a line between my breasts, down my stomach, and finally comes to rest between my legs. I gasp, my hips thrusting forward involuntarily as she teases my still swollen clit.

"You're insatiable," she laughs, her breath chill against my skin. "But then, that's what I love about you."

She slides a finger inside me, and I moan, my body already primed for more. Her free hand tangles in my hair, pulling my head back as she begins to thrust into me with increasing intensity.

"Look at me," she commands, her eyes boring into mine, her fingers teasing my nipples. "I want to feel you come again; I want to watch your face as you surrender to me."

I can't help but obey, my eyes locked on hers as the pleasure builds within me, drowning once more in those icy depths as our souls collide and merge.

"That's it," Eris encourages. "Give in to it. Let me see you lose control."

With a final thrust of her finger, I shatter, my body convulsing in ecstasy as another orgasm rolls through me once more.

She smiles, her eyes glinting with satisfaction. "My sweet little witch," she murmurs, her voice a sultry whisper against the shell of my ear. She helps me dress and takes my hand to lead me to the large, overstuffed sofa that presides at the other end of her study. We sink into its cushioned warmth and I snuggle against my vampire queen, sated and happy feeling as though nothing can touch us. Her fingers trace idle patterns along my spine, sending shivers cascading down my body.

"My love," Eris murmurs, her lips at my hair, and I turn to face her, finding those ice-blue eyes shimmering with a warmth reserved only for me. My thumb caresses her cheekbone, the vampire queen beneath my gentle touch both fierce and impossibly tender. A smile plays upon her lips, a rare sight that stirs a bloom of joy deep within my chest.

"My all," I whisper, leaning in to capture her mouth with mine once more. It's a soft kiss, a whisper of lips and promise, sealing the vow of chaos and passion we've woven together.

The flickering candles throw shadows across the walls, their dance a slow waltz compared to the frenzied rhythm of our earlier movements. The scent of our lovemaking lingers, a heady perfume that speaks of forbidden pleasures and the spellbinding grip of desire.

We bask in the afterglow, my heart thudding in a rhythm strong enough for the both of us. Wrapped in each other's arms, there's nothing else we need, no room for doubt or fear—only the undeniable truth of our connection.

Time is a thief, however, and it creeps upon us with the inevitability of dawn waiting to chase away the night. As silence stretches between us, a comfortable blanket, the reality of what lies beyond the mansion's walls begins to seep back in. There are battles to be fought, alliances to forge, and a Witch Council that will not look kindly upon our actions. Whatever the future has in store, the vampire and the witch will face it as one.

Join my newsletter to be the first to hear about my next book, and to access bonus material, including a super-steamy extra scene between Eris and Strawberry.
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