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Chapter 1: The Throne Room is a 2000 Fleetwood
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The official, blood-forged seal of the Sovereign State of Georgia—a heavy disk of silver and obsidian, etched with the three-headed Hydra of the Deep South—was currently being used as a coaster for a lukewarm cup of French roast. The irony was not lost on me.

I sat at the sticky, laminate dinette booth of the old Bounder RV, the midday sun beating mercilessly on the aluminum siding of the coach. Before me lay a stack of digital spreadsheets and handwritten ledgers—a bureaucratic, supernatural nightmare that made my previous life as a trauma cleaner look like a relaxing spa retreat. For three weeks, I’d been the Grave-Speaker, the appointed Sovereign of the undead and the magically-inclined, and the learning curve was a sheer cliff face. Managing the dead, ironically, had always been a straightforward affair; the ghosts of Georgia didn’t argue about tax brackets, they didn't demand blood-tithes, and they certainly didn't care if their neighbor was a werewolf or a florist.

The living, however—the vampires, the witches, the shifters, the fae—were a bureaucratic nightmare with fangs, constantly vying for turf and political favor.

“I’m just saying, if we move the Valdosta wolves to the western perimeter to satisfy the border dispute with the Florida panthers, we’re going to fundamentally offend the Waycross bobcats,” I muttered, tracing a line of red ink on a map. I rubbed my temples, where the violet hum of my Grave-Speaker core was currently thumping like a low-grade migraine, a spiritual feedback loop from the constant need to monitor the paranormal activity of an entire state. “And I really don’t have the spiritual bandwidth for a feline-canine turf war before noon. My soul is currently running on three hours of sleep and caffeine.”

“Then don't move them, Sovereign. Let them fight for the ground,” a deep, gravelly rumble vibrated from the narrow hallway that led to the tiny bathroom.

Gideon Nash, my Alpha Enforcer and, less officially, my walking furnace, had to duck his head to avoid the overhead oak cabinets as he navigated the tight passage. He was shirtless—standard operating procedure in the cramped, eighty-degree RV, where his body heat alone could raise the temperature ten degrees—and the sight of those massive, silver-scarred shoulders and the sleek, dark musculature of his back still had the power to make my breath hitch, even after weeks of close quarters. He leaned against the galley counter, his golden Alpha eyes tracking the movement of my pen with predatory focus.

“Let them growl at each other in the dirt,” Gideon said, reaching for a strip of slightly burnt bacon from a plate on the tiny stove. “Strength is the only language they truly respect, Tatum. If you ask for their opinion, they’ll give you a headache and a list of demands. If you give them an absolute order, backed by the implicit threat of force, they’ll give you results.”

“Diplomacy, Gideon. We discussed this during the last full moon meeting, and I distinctly remember having to mediate a pillow fight between you and a very disgruntled fire elemental,” a cool, melodic voice drifted in from the front of the RV.

Valerian Croft, my Vampire Regent, was seated in the swiveled driver’s chair. He looked utterly out of place, yet perfectly composed, like a dark, elegant king presiding over a trailer park. He was dressed in a pristine charcoal waistcoat and a silk tie, his movements economical and lethal. He was currently sorting through a stack of hand-calligraphed invitations to the Savannah Summer Gala—an essential display of civilized power, apparently. His pale, long fingers moved with the precision of a diamond cutter, adjusting the placement of each envelope.

“Gideon’s methods are... effective for managing the bogs, the shifters, and the things that still hunt purely by instinct,” Valerian murmured, glancing at me with bruised violet eyes that carried four centuries of lethal political experience and an unnerving insight into human—and inhuman—nature. “But in the city, the true bite is delivered with a smile and a glass of vintage O-negative. If we appear as brutes, we invite a direct, open coup. If we appear as aristocrats, we invite envy. Envy, my dear Tatum, is far easier to manage than open rebellion. It’s predictable and can be manipulated.”

I looked from the fire to the ice—the two pillars of my new, chaotic world—and then down at my chipped coffee mug, which held the seal of Georgia. “Well, currently, we appear as three powerful supernaturals living in a cramped, rented campground spot in Perry. The ‘Sovereign’ title feels a little thin when I have to empty the grey-water tank every three days because somebody takes fifty-minute showers.” I shot a look at Gideon, who merely grinned and took a noisy bite of bacon.

Boof.

Hades, my small, sentient black hellhound, perched on the dashboard like a particularly grumpy gargoyle, gave a single, authoritative bark. His buggy, jet-black eyes were fixed on the window, his tiny frame vibrating with silent, immediate alarm.

The air in the RV changed instantly, the easy tension of the morning dissolving into sharp, focused danger. The ambient temperature plummeted as Valerian’s shadows began to pool aggressively on the beige carpet, coiling like protective serpents around his feet. Simultaneously, a wave of blistering biological heat rolled off Gideon as his claws, black and sharp as obsidian, slid out from his fingertips with a soft, metallic snikt.

Someone had crossed the salt line—the protective barrier I'd laced with graveyard dust and iron filings around the perimeter of the RV.

A heavy, rhythmic pounding echoed against the thin RV door. It wasn't the tentative, polite knock of a fellow camper looking for a spare lightbulb, or even a knock from the park ranger. It was the frantic, demanding beat of someone who knew exactly what—and who—was inside, and who didn't care about politeness.

I grabbed the rusted iron crowbar from its spot next to the door—a habit from my trauma cleaning days, and still the most reliable weapon I owned. “Stay back,” I told the boys, knowing full well that they would only take one step back before advancing again.

I swung the door open, the humid, thick Georgia air rushing in to meet the sub-zero chill of the interior.

A cloud of potent clove cigarette smoke hit me first, smelling like burnt spice and bad decisions. Standing on the gravel was a woman who looked like she’d been dragged through a restricted library and then a briar patch backwards. She was wearing an oversized, threadbare trench coat despite the stifling heat, thick-rimmed glasses held together at the bridge by surgical tape, and enough occult tattoos spiraling up her neck to power a small coven. She was clutching a heavy, wax-sealed briefcase to her chest like a life raft.

“Sabine Rousseau?” Valerian’s voice cut through the air, low and dripping with icy, genuine surprise. The vampire was on his feet, his posture rigid. “I heard the High Council had you executed for sedition in Boston six months ago. You were a warning, not a survivor.”

The woman took a long, shaky drag of her cigarette and exhaled a plume of grey smoke right into the threshold, right into my face.

“They tried,” she rasped, her voice sounding like it had been cured in high-end whiskey and disappointment. “But turns out, the Council’s executioners are surprisingly bad at their jobs when you know their true names and their mothers’ maiden names. Also, your wards are shit, Sovereign,” she spat, looking past me. “I walked right through the north perimeter while your ‘guards’—the two low-grade, half-dead wights you posted—were busy chasing a squirrel.”

She pushed past me into the RV without waiting for an invitation, hopping expertly over a confused, growling Hades and slamming her briefcase down onto my spreadsheets, knocking the silver and obsidian coaster—and the lukewarm French roast—aside with a clatter.

“The High Council isn’t coming for you with a traditional army, Tatum Locke,” Sabine said, her eyes wide and frantic behind her lenses as she looked at Gideon and Valerian, assessing the opposition. “They’re smarter than that. They’re letting your own people do the dirty work for them. They've sown the seeds of dissent; you just need a breeze to start the wildfire.”

She flipped the tarnished latches on the briefcase. Inside weren't just files; they were stolen Council internal memos and communiques, shimmering with the oily residue of surveillance magic and potent, illicit curses.

“Elias Vance is moving his major wolf packs into the north Georgia mountains, claiming the panther you put in charge of the Cherokee territory is a puppet and that you lack the brute force to govern a shifters’ domain,” Sabine stated, stabbing a finger at a map of Georgia that was rapidly beginning to glow with angry, ominous red points of unrest. “Lorelei Sterling—your own goddamn coven leader—is whispering in the ears of the Savannah witches, calling you a 'fragile blood-bag' queen who inherited a throne you can’t hold.” She looked up, her expression desperate. “You’re not building a kingdom, Tatum. You’re sitting on a powder keg, and the Council just handed out the matches, hoping one of them will light the fuse.”

I looked at the glowing map, then at the iron crowbar in my hand. The imposter syndrome that had been gnawing at my gut for weeks—the constant, subtle fear that I wasn't good enough, strong enough, or ruthless enough to command two million supernaturals—finally solidified into a cold, hard knot of resolve.

I dropped the crowbar with a sharp clang that echoed in the small space.

“Gideon, get your shirt,” I said, my voice dropping into the harmonic resonance of the Grave-Speaker core. It was a purely internal sound, but it made the windows of the Bounder rattle and silenced Hades instantly. It was the voice of command. “Valerian, cancel the gala invitations. Send a formal note to every faction leader stating that the Sovereign will be unavailable for all social engagements. It looks like the honeymoon is officially over. We’re going to war.”
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​Chapter 2: The Savannah Summit
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Savannah in the spring is a masterpiece of Southern gothic deception, a city that wears its charm like a beautiful, poisoned shroud. The air is so thick it feels like a physical presence, heavy with the cloying sweetness of jasmine that fights a losing battle against the humid scent of ancient, undisturbed earth. High above the cobblestones, the Spanish moss hangs from the massive live oaks like delicate, tattered lace, moving in a breeze that feels far too heavy and languid to be natural. It is a city that invites you to forget that beneath the manicured squares, the meticulously preserved historic homes, and the scent of magnolias, the dirt is saturated with three centuries of blood, unquiet ghosts, and secrets buried too deep for time to erode.

We pulled the heavy, black truck into the private, secluded carriage house behind Valerian’s townhouse on Jones Street. This neighborhood was the physical embodiment of the Savannah Coven’s power—a place where the silence was so absolute and perfect it felt expensive, a silence purchased with lifetimes of enforced subservience. The RV, our operational hub, had been left back at Fair Harbor under the watchful, deeply suspicious eye of a chain-smoking Sabine and a highly alert Hades. The direwolf was currently the only member of our cabinet I fully trusted to guard the perimeter against any kind of supernatural intrusion.

"Remember," Valerian murmured, his voice a low, resonant baritone that cut through the silence of the carriage house as he stepped out of the cab. His movements were as fluid and silent as a spilled shadow. He paused to adjust the cuffs of a pristine white dress shirt that made his pale skin look like polished Carrara marble, a perfect visual contrast to his lethal intensity. "They will be looking for a crack in the foundation—a flicker of doubt, a sign of weakness. They expect you to be overwhelmed by the history of this room. They expect Gideon to be a mindless brute. Do not give them the pleasure of a reaction."

Gideon, squeezed into a dark navy suit that looked like it was losing a desperate, physical fight against the shoulders his Alpha form had built, let out a low, vibrating growl that rattled the truck’s windows. "I'm not going to react. I'm going to scent-mark every corner of that parlor so they know exactly whose house this is now, exactly who owns the ground they’re standing on."

"Please, for the love of the dead, do not do that," I muttered, smoothing down the front of my own armor. I had traded my familiar, comfortable denim jacket and practical Tyvek boots for a structured, floor-length black silk coat over matching tailored trousers. It was a silhouette designed to look less like a person and more like a permanent, encroaching shadow. Tucked into a hidden holster at the small of my back was the hooked end of my iron crowbar—a secret, grounding weight that reminded me I was a cleaner, a Grave-Speaker, before I was a Queen.

We entered the townhouse through the rear garden, passing through a localized, high-powered ward that made the skin on my arms prickle with residual power. The air inside was chilled to a precise, vampiric sixty degrees, a deliberate temperature designed to keep the cold-blooded masters comfortable and everyone else slightly on edge. As we moved toward the grand parlor at the front of the house, the sound of low, melodic conversation and the sharp, rhythmic clink of crystal drifted toward us like a formal, civilized warning.

The room was filled with the elite of the Savannah Coven—vampires who had seen empires rise and fall, who wore the casual arrogance of eternal life like a designer cloak. They currently looked at me as if I were a particularly interesting, but ultimately disposable, appetizer.

At the center of the room, draped in a gown of silver silk that shimmered like moonlight on a freshly honed blade, stood Lorelei Sterling. She was the unofficial matriarch of Savannah’s old guard, a vampire whose influence was measured not in centuries but in the number of politicians and bankers she had ruined.

"Valerian," she purred, her voice like honey poured over a razor—sweet, viscous, and instantly dangerous. She glided toward us, her feet never appearing to touch the intricate Persian rug, and with the kind of calculated disrespect that only true aristocrats master, she ignored Gideon and me entirely. "The city has felt so... vacant without its Master. We were beginning to fear you had traded your heritage for a life in the weeds with the commoners."
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