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  The Weight of the Crown


The air in Lambert’s quarters tasted like abandonment. Not dust. Vampire estates don’t collect such mortal inconveniences, but the stale bitterness of bergamot cologne clung to velvet drapes that haven’t been disturbed in nights. My fingers brushed the desk he used to carve threats into with one of the small knives he kept on a long table covered in a red silk cover. The grooves spelled  mess with my child and bleed in ancient Gaulish, invisible unless you knew where to press your thumb. 
They still called me that. His child. Even with his remains in that ridiculous Gaulin urn by our bed.
A muscle twitched beneath my left eye (that damn tic I inherited and hid from everyone) along with my beautiful fangs. The room is too quiet. 
No bowl of grapes on the table. No clacking of wine glasses. No bourbon toasts to better days. His faint hand print on the one way mirror which looked over the club was still there though.
He loved to stand there, taking in everything that he worked so hard to build, telling me: “This, my love…this is it.”
Two weeks. Seventeen hours. Twenty-three— 
“Fuck.” 
My knuckles cracked against the table. The sting barely registered. Weakness gets you killed here faster than daylight, and this club of polished lies housed enough knives to make Caesar’s senate blush. I pressed my tongue to a canine, savoring the copper tang as skin regrew. Ritual masochism. Every scar I erased reminded them I didn’t need Lambert’s shadow to be sharp. 
But damn, I missed him. 
The first time he saw me, I was eating dirt behind a plantation house in York. Not metaphorically. Master Whitcomb had shoved my face into the mud for dropping his wife’s porcelain teapot—a wedding gift from London, may it rest in shards—and I was busy licking clay off broken incisors when polished boots stopped at my periphery. 
“Peculiar creature,” he spoke in that liquid accent that made his words sound like a sex act. “You’re starving, yet you waste energy glaring.” 
I spat a pink wad near his heel. “Ain’t starved enough to lick your boots.” 
The memory dissolved as my throat constricted. Pathetic. Two centuries plus undead and I was choking on nostalgia like some immortal reject. 
The ancient maps on the walls of our quarters, the carefully arranged relics of centuries past—all untouched. I refused to move anything. It was irrational. He wasn’t coming back. But if I disturbed these things, if I changed anything, it would be admitting that he was truly gone.
I wanted to hurl the urn to the ground and watch ceramic shatter across the polished and clean floor. Instead, I traced the gilded rim. 
“You fucking left me,” I told it.
The urn didn’t answer. Good. Last thing I needed was his posthumous commentary. 
Flashbacks came without warning these days. One moment I’m slurping down fresh AB Positive, the next I’m twenty years old again, pouring freshly made lemonade into a glass jar for Missus Whitcomb on a July afternoon with the humidity glueing my shift dress to protruding ribs. And her reply to her lady friends as she watched the sweat drip from my brow: “They say they don’t feel heat like civilized folk.”
Oh I felt it. I felt the sweat as it stung the brand on my shoulder —W for Whitcomb. I made sure Lambert cut that part from my flesh before he graced me with internal life. There wouldn’t be any stubborn healing for that shit.
I remember that day when he graced me with immortality: Battle of Oriskany, August 6th, 1777. I found out later that he watched me for three nights in a row, deciding if I was worth the hassle.
Mr. Whitcomb had joined some militiamen and went with them to fight some British Loyalists and I figured that was the best time to escape. I planned on heading far north when Lambert found me. He was dressed in one of those loyalist coats, splattered with blood.
He chose me. But his choice left me with more than just eternity. It left me with his enemies.
Now, in the sterile present, something hot and viscous trickled from my left nostril. I swiped the back of my hand across blood-tinged tears before they froze into damning evidence. The mirror above Lambert’s liquor cabinet threw my face back at me: warrior’s posture, runaway’s eyes. 
I let my eyes drift downward to the club below. Dark Sepulcher had reopened just days after his death, the neon lights and pounding music masking the unease that slithered beneath the surface. My vampires—his vampires—moved in clusters, speaking in hushed voices, their eyes darting toward the staircase that led up to me. Forty three of them. That was what was left after we were nearly massacred by Deamhan.
Fucking Deamhan.
Lambert ruled with respect, but it was his age that solidified his authority. No one dared challenge him, not openly. But me? I was younger, at least by their standards. And despite the power he passed to me, despite my place at his side for centuries, they hesitated.
They questioned.
They said Deamhan shouldn’t have been able to overpower him. They didn’t understand how and why it happened, even though they saw what I saw and fought who I fought. Our enemy wasn’t just ordinary Deamhan. 
Our enemy had the strength of his gods.
I didn’t want to face the truth. We had to look forward. There was nothing we could do about the past.
Lambert still had enemies and now they were mine as well.
Some, he considered family. Like Cassius.
I heard his name whispered among the restless few. The same sire as Lambert. A vampire who conquered wherever he went, claiming the remnants of his bloodline’s legacy. And now, with Lambert gone, I knew he’d come here to take what was mine. But I wouldn’t let him.
Not after everything I sacrificed to stand here.
A shift in the crowd drew my attention. A vampire walked through the mass of restless vampires with ease. Mireille.
The ice-blue dress hugging her frame probably costs more than Dark Sepulcher’s monthly liquor budget, but it was the way she wore it that grated me: like armor disguised as lingerie. 
She was new but not a stranger. She knew Lambert centuries before me, a ghost from his past who now chose to stand at my side. She was one of the old ones and she had the kind of presence that made people listen when she spoke.
We locked eyes. She gave a slight nod.
An acknowledgment. A promise. And a reminder that Cassius was coming. And when he did, I would be ready.






  
  What Is Mine


The basement stairs creaked under my feet in the corridor. Lined flickering fluorescent lights casted eerie shadows on the cracked basement walls. It was a far cry from the sleek and modern look of my office. Down here, in the bowels of the basement, everything was raw, exposed, and ugly. 
But that was the truth of it, wasn’t it? The truth of who we were, of what we were. Monsters, hiding in the shadows, pretending to be something we weren’t. Civilized. Controlled. But down here, in the dark, the masks came off. And I was no exception.
The hum of machinery grew louder, a steady heartbeat that seemed to pulse through the very air. I turned a corner, and there it was. My room of horrors where I acted out my most horrible deeds in private. Lambert once called it my private retreat, but now, it was something far different. 
The door creaked as I pushed it open. Inside, the space was unrecognizable. The stone walls were now illuminated by the cold glow of medical monitors. Gone were the plush carpets, the velvet drapes, the scent of incense and wine, the shelves lined with my own stash of fresh human blood. My private foreplay chamber had been transformed into a makeshift hospital ward, sterile and quiet except for the rhythmic beeping of machines that kept her alive.
The entire area smelled of antiseptic and blood. Her blood.
Veronica. The Brotherhood’s researcher. The woman who was supposed to be my leverage but had become something else…a pawn.
There she was…motionless, her chest rising and falling with a rhythm that was almost too slow to be human. Tubes snaked out of her arms, leading to bags of fluids that dripped steadily into her veins. Monitors beeped around her. 
I approached the bed and the vampire bouncer, who watched her, turned his eyes to me.  He was one of the newer ones, I thought, still with that eager look in his eyes. Not yet jaded, not yet broken. He was loyal, I’d give him that. But loyalty only went so far. In this world, in this life, loyalty was a luxury. And sometimes, it was a liability.
“Any changes?” I asked. 
He shook his head, his jaw tight.
I nodded and stood at the foot of the bed, arms crossed, studying her as if she might wake up and tell me what to do. Keeping her alive was something Lambert would do.
She was so pale, almost translucent. Her lips were dry, cracked, and her skin had a waxy sheen to it. She looked fragile. So easy to break.
Two weeks and she still lingered on the edge of life and death, a human tethered to existence by unnatural means. I couldn’t let her die. Not yet. Not until I dealt with the Brotherhood.
Their demands gnawed at me like a rat in the walls. They desperately wanted Veronica back and I desperately wanted them out of my city. I had to prove to them that I was the one in control. I made the decisions. I pulled the strings yet they continued to breathe down my neck and my own vampires started questioning my leadership. 
Not only did their demands annoy me, there were also the whispers of my own people, the growing sense that if I made one wrong move, I’d lose everything. I needed numbers, more loyal vampires at my side. They thought I was weak. They thought I cared for little miss Veronica Austin. 
The hum of machinery was replaced by the echo of heels clicking on the floor behind me. I turned, my head snapping towards the sound. It was a reflex, one I couldn’t control, one I didn’t want to. It was a reminder of how on edge I was, of how much I had to lose.
“You look troubled.”
I turned to see Mireille standing at the doorway, arms folded, watching me with her sharp blue eyes. “I don’t have the luxury of trouble,” I replied, straightening myself. “And you do know that no one is allowed down here.”
“I do,” she replied. “But I have to talk to you. It’s urgent.”
I turned to the vampire guard. “If she shows any signs of waking, call me immediately. Do you understand?”
He nodded.
“Good.” I left the room and closed the door behind me. Now, I stood alone with Mireille. “What is it?”
“Your
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