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​Chapter 1

Fen


[image: image]


The sounds of the ballroom echoed down every hallway of the castle, gracing Fen’s ears with a calm that he so desperately needed. It had been many moons since the last ball he attended. This was the first he took at its value; the others before were merely waves of events crashing over him until the storm of it subsided. After it all, he had found himself in bed, hardly remembering all he endured. He did not hate balls so much as feared them, his nerves on all ends sparking in his body as he danced, drank, and conversed. It was a duty, he understood this, one he could handle despite the frazzled aftermath of it all. At the very least, he loved dressing the part.

Though his stomach clenched in anxiety, Fen made his way to the grand hall, the music becoming louder with each step. The jingling of his necklaces and earrings became more muffled as the sound of strings and pianos gave way to a new feeling creeping into him. What was this? He tucked a loose strand of hair behind his ear, checking his polished black dress shoes for any signs of scuffs or untied laces. No such imperfections showed themselves, and he supposed he was as ready as he ever would be. With a deep breath, he exhaled all of his last solitary moments—for the next few hours at the very least— and pushed open the ornate wooden door to enter the source of the melody.

No one turned their head at the door's rather loud opening squeak; the music was loud enough to divert attention. Everyone was already enjoying themselves or, at least, had the air of enjoyment aiding their facade. Fen wondered if he too could put on a show of ease, deciding he would at least try. He looked around, trying to scope out any familiar faces in the ocean of well-dressed vampires. After a moment of adjusting to the new environment, he took several cautious glances, steeled his resolve, and marched on.

Every corner of the ballroom was immaculate, though not all to Fen’s taste. He may have lived in the same castle, but he was not responsible for the decor, to be sure. Golden flowers were clearly the theme; they were crafted onto the pillars and spiraling up to the ceiling, with golden vines snaking onto the walls. The ceiling was so brightly lit with chandeliers that he could hardly recognize the paintings he knew were there, all soft brushstrokes and cherubs and too many biblical references for him. Tables lined the outer walls, crowded with crystalline dishware awash with a spread he could hardly wrap his head around, though what caught his eye were the glasses all lined perfectly, ripe for the taking. He had to find something to occupy himself with, or this was going to be a very long party.

Stepping down marble stairs with intricately woven rugs spread before him, he took another quick glance around the room. His height was a hindrance in that moment, as he could only make out so many people in the chaos of dancing and socializing. There are too many people here, he thought, and they whisper so much it makes me... nervous. His thoughts became more comfortable once he had a cup in hand, looking down into a deep red liquid he had made peace with long ago. Taking his first sip, he decided to make his way around the perimeter, trying his best to look as if he wasn’t a little lost. He hoped he did not look as nervous as he felt, and yet his stomach held that same strange knot whose origin he couldn’t quite place. 

What is this feeling?

A lively tune began, violinists working their expert bows along strings, goading on the air of revelry that had Fen smiling, albeit only slightly. Though these balls had many vampires trouncing into his home, whispering and glancing in ways he did not like, he at least enjoyed the music. He hoped he could find a dance partner this time, one that did not make him feel like a ripe grape upon a vine. At previous balls, he either did not dance at all or found his partner to be anything but what he envisioned. Though he sighed thinking about it, he wondered if his standards were simply too high.

After circling the ballroom once, the time flying by faster than he anticipated, Fen realized he had to pick a spot to plant his feet before making a fool of himself by walking the outside of the room like a restless dog. Taking another sip of his drink, he felt just the slightest bit brave. That biting feeling in his stomach reared again, his annoyance growing. He did not like not knowing things, especially his own feelings. Why do I feel like... maybe something is going to happen? He paused. Or is this more like... excitement?

As he came to his awaited conclusion, a familiar voice grabbed his attention. Turning around, he finally found a face he recognized and even welcomed.

“Lorcan, thank God you found me,” he said. “I was starting to think I was going to have to spend the whole ball in silence.”

Lorcan grinned, their blue eyes crinkling at the sides, freckled cheeks growing. They beckoned to Fen with a hand, urging him to come closer.

He obliged, taking a few steps towards Lorcan to close the space between them. His friend looked around a moment, then leaned down to whisper mischievously.

“So... is your plan still on?”

A blush formed on Fen’s cheeks and ears, his face growing warm. “I mean, as long as I don’t lose my nerve, but you said you wouldn’t tease me about it!”

Lorcan smiled again, a mischief clouding their face that was all too familiar to Fen. “I didn’t mean to tease you. I meant to remind you, and make sure you don’t chicken out.”

He rolled his eyes at his friend, taking in their outfit for the first time.

Lorcan was, if nothing else, confident in social settings. Their suit practically screamed it, floral patterned from head to toe in all manner of colors, with a white satin bow tie and short auburn hair styled upwards. They always looked put-together, even in more casual settings, but balls were an event they always looked forward to. Fen knew they loved the intrigue of it all; the scheming and cunning were something they, like all other vampires, thrived in. Lorcan loved secrets, and more so loved making people pay for them.

Fen, despite having Lorcan as a best friend, could not understand those feelings. What was so great about being dishonest? Why was it vampire culture to be devious? He couldn’t bring himself to be that way even if he wanted to. He wished, not for the first time in his second life, that he had more of an understanding of the vampire culture he occupied. He also hoped this ball might be the first step in doing so—if fate allowed.

“Honestly, Lorcan, it might be good if you were to peer pressure me tonight. I already felt so nervous walking in.”

“You always are in these things; I know the tone isn’t really for you, but you look too damn good not to do something different this time!”

Fen smiled genuinely at his friend. Even if they loved secrets, he knew they wouldn’t lie, not to him. It was also comforting to have some reassurance that his clothing wasn’t too much. Casually, he tried to stay in more modern attire, but for balls, he wanted nothing more than to look the part of what he was. Suits and form-fitting dresses were most popular, with some feminine vampires going all out in ballgowns, which he appreciated. Fen loved the more classically cliche vampire attire: tight black pants, elegant black shoes, and layered blouses that might as well be labeled as costumes. If it wasn’t for his many silver necklaces, earrings, rings, and an upper-middle lip piercing, he could pass for a much older vampire who stepped out of time. His constant black-painted nails and eyeliner finished off the look and made him thankful that even if this ball did not go as he wanted, at least he looked good.

“Thanks, you don’t look too bad yourself,” Fen replied.

“Thank you, kind Prince,” Lorcan teased. “If all else fails tonight, I’ll dance with you if you have your heart set on it.”

He shook his head. “I love you, but I’m not interested in a pity dance for your single friend.”

They winked at Fen. “It might be a pity dance, but at least I dance better than a lot of the guys you choose.”

“I hardly choose them myself,” sighed Fen. “Queen Eluvia somehow sends them to me, and while I appreciate her trying, they’re always so...”

“I know, they’re probably a little too crafty for you,” Lorcan interrupted.

“That’s one way to put it, yeah.”

“But this time, you’ll be the one trying. You’re going to put yourself out there, and you’re going to find someone, I feel it.” Lorcan paused. “Or, at least find someone hot.”

Fen laughed softly, appreciating in that moment just how much Lorcan eased his mind. He still had the ache of excitement in his stomach, but he had to admit he felt more ready. If worst comes to worst, there’s always another ball. The chances of finding another vampire whose main hobby wasn’t being serpentine seemed impossible, but at least he would try tonight.

The upbeat song ended, many attendees clapping and the musicians taking quick bows before moving on to the next. Fen looked at Lorcan, trying to exchange a look. Lorcan thankfully nodded back in understanding, and they split up. Fen started another ring around the ballroom to his right side, and Lorcan did the same on the left. They would meet back up again eventually, presenting any potential dance partners to each other. It was a silly, childish plan, and Fen silently thanked Lorcan for going along with it.

As he walked and scanned the crowd, another batch of guests entered the room, thunderous laughs blending into the noise already established. Fen focused his eyes there, the new sounds drawing his attention, until something else vied for all of it.

Among the group, one man in a simple black tuxedo ensemble made Fen’s breath catch. The man wore all black: pants, shoes, blazer, undershirt, and a full-length satin tie. His deep brown hair was hardly styled with purpose, yet it somehow looked just as it should, a single streak of red among the rest. His hair was parted down the middle and a texture only described in Fen’s mind as fluffy, though not frizzy at all. He was tall and well-built with a frame that seemed to have just the right amount of muscle. His features were sharp, all angles and a frustratingly handsome jaw.  When looking closer, Fen noticed his pale hands were heavily tattooed, and what looked to be a design of thorny vines was tattooed on his neck, the ink peeking out of his collar. 

The man walked in alone, speaking to no one at all, making his way to the drink table with a certainty Fen could only imagine himself having. He seemed so sure, swiping a glass from the table, taking a long swig, and carefully holding it in his hand, the other in his pants pocket. Fen realized he had been watching for what was most likely a little too long, and hoped that no one noticed in the frenzy of greetings and pleasantries. He had to talk to this man, sensing immediately that he was a newcomer. His aura was so inherently different. The man was there with a purpose that was anyone's guess, and Fen was determined to find out. He felt seemingly possessed by a bravery he did not know he had. Maybe it was the curiosity that cats were rumored to fall to, but he did not care. This felt like the best chance he was going to get tonight, and he could not let it slip away.
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​Chapter 2

Soren
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Adjusting his earpiece of impressively minuscule size, Soren followed a group of vampires that he would rather have never interacted with, into a castle he would never enter, and into a ball he would never, ever have gone to. It was an entire setting of spectacle, full of Royals all on their best nasty behavior. He could not wipe the sour look plastered onto his face, using all his self-control not to rip off the earpiece and storm back out into the night, never to set foot in this place again. Well, unless it was for a more worthwhile purpose, and this was not his idea of worthwhile. His suit, though fitted well, felt unlike him and his usual more leather-clad wardrobe. At least he had been allowed to pick the color. 

Even amongst the small group he inserted himself into, he felt isolated and wrong. These were not his people, nor would he ever want them to be. His nails dug into his palms, a heat gathering there against his better judgment, but he did not let it get past that. He could not let his hatred rule him tonight; there was a time and place for it. He entered a blinding room of opulent gold and crystal, music flowing into his ears like a thread in the eye of a needle, conversation and laughter booming onto the stage of his senses. This he could manage; it was the talking he worried about.

He followed along down the stairs onto the main floor, catching sight of a table full of glasses topped off with blood. If he could not enjoy himself at the ball, the Rogues could at least let him partake in the free refreshments. Against his logic and knowledge of himself, they'd still assigned him this mission. They sent him under the guise of being able to take care of himself, should things go south. He didn’t think they knew just how many vampires would be attending the ball, how labyrinthine the castle would be once inside, or how heated Soren would get upon entering his own personal den of wolves. And wolves they all were, stalking prey and forming packs, peripherals always alert, waiting for a chance to strike. It was maddening, watching them all in such a state of revelry while he wanted nothing more than to get in and get out without causing a scene. 

Soren sighed deeply, strengthening his resolve as his feet carried him to the table of blood, grabbing one perhaps a tad too harshly, and taking one long drink before holding it in his hand as casually as he could. He set his sights on the crowd, awaiting instruction.

It came, a soft voice sounding through the earpiece in a whisper.

“Soren? Can you hear me?”

“Yeah, you could stand to be a little louder, though, you didn’t tell me how noisy a ball would be,” replied Soren, trying his best to be subtle while seemingly speaking to himself.

“I’ll try my best. I have eyes on you, but I have my own things to take care of, so I won’t be on you 24/7. I’ve scoped out as many Royals as I could for you. You just walk; I'll tell you when.”

“Got it.”

Soren followed orders, going to take a step to his left and walk around the tables until his contact told him who to speak with and when. The other Rogues wanted information, and he was going to make damn sure he got as much as he could as quickly as possible so he would be free to leave. Then, he could get back to them and plan the next steps. That is, if he could manage to get anything useful. As his foot landed on the ground in his first step away, he heard someone clearing their throat to his right, directly next to him. To say he wasn't a bit startled would be a lie, but at least he'd avoided jumping. He turned his body to face the source.

Standing tensely next to him was a man. The vampire was shorter than Soren, adorned with all silver jewelry and the most vampiric clothes he could picture, with almost shoulder-length black hair, slightly waved enough to give it texture. He had Chinese features, and when he made eye contact, he could see just a small amount of red on his cheeks. What caught him off guard the most were his eyes. This man had eyes like a forest, deep and green, with a look of determination mixed with embarrassment. He seemed shy, something no other vampire in the room had the tact to be, and it made Soren feel as if he had to leave then and there. He looked at the man a moment longer, his stance paralyzed there in front of him, like a lamb led to slaughter.

Soren’s chest tightened in anticipation before the man spoke, and it struck him as his lips parted that Soren thought he was beautiful. Objectively, of course.

“Hi,” he said, outstretching a hand of black nails and silver rings. “I am Prince Fen. I... I hope you’re enjoying the refreshments so far.”

Soren could not determine what this “Prince Fen’s” purpose was. Royals always had a purpose: they did nothing that would not gain them something or bring them pleasure. He knew this as fact. All of them were entangled in their own games: Kings, Queens, Monarchs, and the leaders of Royal houses, all rich and powerful and ruthless. The Princes, Princesses, and Majesties were no different in personality, their Royal leaders sponsoring whatever their hearts desired. The Delegation—the group of older vampires that governed them—were no better, perhaps even worse in Soren’s mind. They were easily bought; laws and regulations swayed at the drop of a coin, of which the Royals had no shortage.

Where did that leave the rest—the vampires unclaimed by Royals, or the ones that realized the hell for what it was and left? The Rogues were a category of vampires who, at best, wanted to lead simple lives and, at worst (according to the Royals), wanted to destroy and rebuild. Soren did not fault the Rogues living amongst humans or themselves; he could empathize with the desire to simply be, and do nothing more. He, however, would not sit idly by while the Royals still had all the control. He would aid the Rogue group in tearing down all they had, and build anew. He had to.

Soren blinked, realizing he had waited a beat too long in replying to Prince Fen. He knew he would have to lie and say he was a Royal as well. The thought was bitter as it sat on his tongue, waiting to be spoken into existence. Just before he did, he felt a strange guilt looking into Prince Fen’s eyes.

“Prince So–” he stopped himself. Giving out his true name in this place would not be his wisest move. What was it about this Prince that made him want to speak the truth?

He cleared his throat, attempting to cover up his stumble. “Prince Sona, pleased to meet you.” Soren shook the other vampire's hand, a tad proud of himself for coming up with a name on the spot.

Prince Fen beamed up at him, and it was endearing, despite Soren not wanting it to be.

When they both withdrew their hands, Soren realized he hadn’t answered his other comment.

I need to get it together, he thought. I can’t get information like this.

“Oh! Sorry, yes, the blood is very good here. The glasses are... also nice.”

Shit.

Prince Fen kept a soft smile on his lips, nodding. “I’m glad you think so.” For a brief moment that he almost didn’t see, Soren watched as his smile turned into a frown and he bit his lip, though his composure returned quickly.

A moment of awkward silence spread between them, Soren not knowing how to respond and Prince Fen fidgeting in place. The Prince’s body swayed from side to side, feet unable to stay still. Soren wondered if he should say something, though he didn’t know where to begin. This man was beginning to make him annoyed at himself, breaking the persona he so desperately needed that night. He took a sip from his cup, and Prince Fen followed suit. That made Soren crack a smile.

Prince Fen returned it—a genuine one. “I’m sorry, I don’t tend to do this often.”

Soren could work with this. “Do what? Come to balls, or approach strangers?”

“The second. I have to come to these things a lot. I like to leave early though—too many people.”

Soren nodded in understanding and decided to press a bit. “Why do it now then?”

Prince Fen’s eyes widened, cheeks growing red again along with the tips of his ears. Again, it was endearing, and Soren hated that.

“I... I’ll be honest, it’s stupid. Can we talk about something else?”

Soren did not frown, though he wanted to. Now he was curious, but it could wait as Prince Fen spoke up again.

“How about this: I ask you something, and if you answer it, I’ll answer your question?”

Soren’s stomach dropped, only a bit. What kind of question? Was he found out somehow? His contact hadn’t said anything; what if they were taken out?

Better to be casual.

“Sure, depends on the question though.”

Prince Fen looked away sheepishly and, without looking back, said, “I know a lot of Royals, and I know what they’re all like. I got this... this gut feeling when I saw you that you’re either new or...” he trailed off, shaking his head quickly before finishing. “Or maybe you just don’t go out much?”

Soren almost sighed in relief. His cover could easily be that he was a new vampire, just adopted into a Royal house, and then this Prince could make it believable. Fen could ease any suspicions, vouching for this “new Royal” at the ball. He could use that, but the pang of guilt from before returned, and he silently cursed at himself. Why would he feel so guilty lying to a Prince? Why did he feel the need to be honest with him, against all his better judgment? 

He looked at Prince Fen’s anxious face, noticing how pretty his features were, the word coming to mind being soft. That had to be the reason—nothing more. He was attractive, and that was all. He could get past that—easily.

As he was about to answer, the voice in the earpiece came back with a tone he did not think he deserved. 

“What are you doing?” they asked.

Soren smiled apologetically. “I am so sorry, could you actually just give me a moment? The music is very loud and I need to get away from it; I’ll be right back.”

Prince Fen looked stricken but recomposed himself. “Yes, I’ll wait here. Take your time.”

As quickly as he could without drawing attention, Soren went back up the steps and through a side door, not knowing where it led. He did not care, however, as long as it was away from Prince Fen and allowed him a chance to clear his head.

Once he shut the door behind him, he looked around, surveying. No one was there—good.

The voice in the earpiece came again before Soren could respond. “Okay, now you up and ditch? What were you doing?”

“I was doing my job,” Soren replied, annoyed. “I was trying to get information. I was pretty sure you knew that.”

He could practically hear them gritting their teeth. “I told you, I had people in mind. He was not one of them. You need to find a way to ignore him or get him to leave you alone so you can continue the mission.”

Soren found this odd, to say the least. The other Rogues said no such thing about only speaking to certain vampires. His contact had only said they had some worthwhile marks in mind—nothing more. What was their aversion to him speaking with Prince Fen? 

“Why? Shouldn’t I talk to as many people as possible? The more information, the better. That's what they said. You’re just the contact; you don’t call all the shots.”

“I do about this. Talk to anyone but him.” They paused. “And also maybe Queen Eluvia; don’t talk to her either.”

Soren let his annoyed tone shine; he knew his mission and didn’t like that his contact seemed to be keeping something from him. “Sure, I’ll stay away from the Queen of the castle, but that Prince approached me, so as far as I’m concerned, he’s a free ticket.”

His contact said more, but Soren didn’t listen. His resolve was set, and he would do his mission as instructed, not letting his bothersome contact get in his way. That was the only reason, and certainly not that he was intrigued by this Prince and his shocking sincerity.
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​Chapter 3

Fen
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Well, things could be going worse, I suppose, thought Fen. He had mustered enough courage to go and speak with the mystery vampire, and then Sona had just... run away. Had he said something wrong? Did he somehow poke a nerve? It was maddening as he stood there alone, waiting like a fool for him to come back. At least the Prince had said he would come back; that was something. Sona himself was also something. As Fen saw him up close and spoke to him, he felt embarrassed for being so flustered. Prince Sona was taller, had a vertical eyebrow piercing on each side in the middle of his brows with black jewelry, and when he had gone to lift his cup to drink, his sleeve had revealed more tattoos going past his hands and onto his arms. He was also so refreshingly normal. Well, normal by Fen’s standards. All he wanted were vampires like him, who did not prioritize secrets and power, and it had seemed a daunting task.

Prince Sona was the closest he had seen besides Lorcan, though he knew Lorcan well enough to know they were still as cunning a vampire as they needed to be. As he waited, he finished his glass of blood and grabbed a second, if only to look occupied until Prince Sona returned. Thankfully, he did not have to wait long. After only one more drink, the door he was watching opened, and out came Sona.

Fen bristled, seeing the expression on his face, one of annoyance and resolution all at once. He walked with a purpose, right back to him. It made Fen’s chest tighten, only a little.

Prince Sona stood before him again, running a hand through his hair and shrugging. “Sorry, just not used to these things yet.”

Fen nodded, trying not to seem too happy. “I understand. It takes some getting used to, for sure.”

“I believe you. I think I owe you an answer to your question too, don’t I?”

“You don’t have to. That is, unless you want me to answer yours.” He said this more flirtatiously than he meant to, cringing at himself internally.

Prince Sona did not seem taken aback, and even returned the energy. “I’d like that. So, here’s your answer: Yes, I am new, just turned recently and adopted into a Royal house. I was trying not to be too obvious about this being my first ball, but I guess you’re seeing firsthand that I did a bad job.”

“No, no, you’re not doing a bad job!” Fen amended, maybe a bit too enthusiastically. “I mean, I think I’m the only one who noticed. Everyone else at these things already has a goal or two in mind, knows who they want to talk to, and they don’t really pay attention to anyone else.”

Prince Sona raised an eyebrow. “What kind of goals?”

Fen could feel his face grow hot and
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