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      Midnight. Haruka watches in awe as Nino steps out of the master bathroom. His honeyed skin radiates the luscious scent of cinnamon and mahogany. The light casts an angelic glow on his sculpted, naked shoulders.

      “Grazie per avere aspettato, tesoro.” Nino grins, climbing onto the bed. He folds his legs in his soft sweatpants.

      Thank you for waiting, darling, Haruka translates as he drags himself upright from lying on his side, adjusting to mirror his mate in front of him. Nino bites his lip. Haruka raises an eyebrow. “What?”

      Reaching up, Nino moves his hands behind Haruka’s head and toward the large bun at the nape of his neck. He releases the tie, pulling it forward and allowing the heavy mass of Haruka’s hair to unfurl and rest against his shoulders. Nino combs through the length of it with his fingers. “It’s so damn long, Haru—and thick. Jesus… it’s amazing. When will your barber cut it to donate it?”

      “Perhaps in another month?” Haruka guesses. This is a benevolent “punishment” for being lazy about getting his haircut. When he waits too long, his barber insists that he grow it out to have it donated to human children who are unwell. Strangely, there is a large, diverse market for purebred vampire hair. “Are you ready?” Haruka asks. “You wanted to show me something?”

      “Yes,” says Nino. “Watch this.” His palm flat, he brings one hand up between them. Nino’s eyes shift from their natural, radiant amber to glow in vivid cranberry-orange. The color reminds Haruka of a fiery sunset. It is the color of their love: their unique bond and shared vampiric essence.

      With his palm still open, Nino flexes his fingers. Haruka gasps when the tips glow in bright red-orange light. Nino looks up at him, smiling. “See? I can isolate my energy a little. You’re always fussing that I don’t take our meditations seriously, but I’m getting better.”

      “I do not fuss.” Haruka lifts his chin. “I encourage you… passionately.”

      Nino laughs. “Right.” He traces his fingertips along Haruka’s jawline. Nino’s touch is warm and fizzy, reflective of his inherent nature. He moves Haruka’s hair aside, caressing up and down the back of his neck, across the delicate grooves of his upper spine. The sensation is calming, making Haruka’s eyelids heavy.

      “I still can’t press it outward to manipulate anything yet,” Nino says, quiet and soothing. “I feel a little like E.T., but it’s better than nothing.”

      Haruka’s eyes open in a blank stare. Nino pouts. “Haruka⁠—”

      “E.T. is…” He glances sideways, hurriedly scanning the crammed files of his mind. “An animal—no. An… alien? From a children’s television show. Movie. I understand the reference. I do.”

      Nino lifts and leans forward to place a quick kiss upside Haruka’s nose. “I have such a good mate that listens to me when I talk about trivial things. How did I get so lucky?”

      “This isolation of your aura is wonderful progress. Pressing it outward with the same level of manipulation will be our next objective. Even if in a simple way, my hope is for you to have defensive capabilities.”

      “I don’t know if my aura is made that way, Haru.”

      “My essence within you unquestionably allows for the capability. It is only a matter of intent and focus, then manifesting the power according to your unique abilities. Shall we meditate to practice now?”

      Nino scrunches his nose, reaching up to scratch the back of his coppery-brown head. He wears it tapered on the sides, but wavy and longer in the top. Modern, clean and easy. “We can try?”

      Seizing the hair tie from Nino’s hands, Haruka refastens his dark tresses into a low bun. Once secured, he flips his palms flat between them, elbows resting on his thighs, back straight. Nino takes a deep breath before grasping his hands.

      Haruka relaxes, closing his eyes and opening his mind to Nino. The objective is simple—calibrate their shared energy to practice manipulating it together. Haruka is exceptional in controlling his aura, capable of wielding it in a number of specific ways. By focusing and linking their minds, he can guide Nino in doing the same.

      They have tried practicing multiple times, but their experiments are always cut short… somehow.

      He breathes deep, emptying his mind of all thoughts, focusing on the frenetic energy of his vampiric essence deep within. The warmth of it swells and pulses outside Haruka’s body, making his eyes burn bright behind closed lids.

      Shifting his attention to the strength of Nino’s hands gripping his own, Haruka mentally reaches out to him as his other half—as a fundamental but autonomous part of him.

      He looks sexy in this robe… Is it new? Why does he always smell so damn good⁠—

      “Nino.”

      “Sorry.”

      Inhaling, exhaling, Haruka presses his aura out further. Nino’s essence swirls warm and vibrant into the proliferation of Haruka’s cool energy. He manipulates his essence around them so that it forms a large sphere, allowing Nino’s aura to pour in and fill the shape—ideally mimicking it. Nino’s thoughts echo like a whisper in Haruka’s mind.

      It’s a sphere… Make a sphere…

      Haruka opens his burning eyes. Nino’s are still closed, his brow furrowed in stern concentration.

      And he’s naked—Stop. Sphere, Nino… God, he smells incredible—Shit. Sphere.

      Like a balloon popping, Haruka releases his innate hold on their combined energy. The bright red-orange light of it glimmers and fades. Nino opens his amber eyes, apology set in his expression.

      Before he can speak the words, Haruka closes the distance and kisses him. He slides his hand against Nino’s scalp, fingers threading and tangling into his thick hair. Haruka tilts his head, opening wider to coax Nino into letting him inside—to feel and taste him completely.

      Kissing Nino is all-consuming, the force of it like being swept up into an effervescent, fiery tornado. When Nino’s mouth is on his, it’s as if Haruka becomes airborne, soaring across a red sky of heat and passion and losing his breath. Losing sense of himself and his rational mind.

      He leans back, hands still laced in Nino’s hair as he drags him down toward the bed. He needs to feel the weight and heaviness of his body. Haruka unfolds his legs and gaps his thighs so Nino can rest in between. The moment Nino settles, their mouths connect in another burst of passion: tongues twisting and sliding, hungry and exploring. He kisses Haruka, ravenous, as if his sanity is at stake. As if the taste and feel of his mouth is Nino’s only solace in the face of total madness.

      After pulling the belt of Haruka’s robe loose, Nino lifts, then moves his hand between their bodies to open and push the material aside. He reaches down, lightly caressing his fingertips along the center of Haruka’s belly. He grazes his navel and Haruka sighs, writhing from the prospect of Nino’s hand moving lower.

      Nino raises his head from the kiss, his voice low. “I couldn’t concentrate… again.”

      “I heard,” Haruka breathes.

      “Maybe…” Nino dips to sprinkle kisses along Haruka’s jawline. “I can have tonight off? Because today is special.”

      Haruka slides his hands up Nino’s firm back, caressing the smooth contours of elegant definition and muscle. “Is it?” he asks.

      “I know we usually focus on centennial milestones in our culture, but… today is our one-year anniversary, tesoro.”

      Tracing his fingertips along the shallow concave of Nino’s spine, Haruka grins. “Has it already been a year?”

      “Mmhm. Asao kept your calendar clear for later tonight, right?”

      “I believe so.”

      “I’m making dinner for you,” Nino whispers, leaning down to rub their noses together. “The menu is a surprise—and I found the Merlot we had the night we first met. Remember? You walked into my bar and I forgot how to breathe when I saw you.”

      The butterflies in Haruka’s stomach float and dance as he raises his chin to connect with Nino’s full lips. He kisses him twice before resting back down against the bed. “I do. I love it when you cook for me.”

      “Look forward to it.” Nino beams, lifting on all fours. He looks at the nightstand just beside the bed. “Did you put the new bottle in my drawer or yours?”

      “Yours.”

      Nino leans past his head and Haruka admires the distinct lines of his torso, watching them move and stretch as he reaches to open the drawer. Nino’s body is exquisite, like a marble sculpture of a young Greek god but drenched in golden honey.

      Nino stops, frozen. “You—There’s… a ring box in here.”

      “Perhaps you should open it?”

      For a moment, Nino remains still, his eyes shifting between Haruka’s face and the open drawer. He leans forward again to grab the small black box, then crawls backward, resting against his shins. Haruka sits upright to face him.

      Nino focuses on the suede box, his shoulders rising and falling as he breathes. He’s trying to stay calm, but Haruka can feel the subdued joy radiating from within him. Nino flips the box open. The two handsome and polished bands that Haruka has chosen glisten in the dim light.

      “Do you like them?” Haruka asks.

      “I…” Nino takes a deep breath, running his fingers into the top of his hair. “I love them. Haru, I—When I mentioned this to you, you didn’t seem interested.”

      “I am interested in anything that pleases you,” Haruka says, taking the box from Nino’s hands. Wearing and exchanging rings this way is a human practice, something rarely done among bonded couples. Everything between vampires is organic—the biological pull and connection dominant over anything else, with no need for material frills or symbolism.

      But if this is what makes his mate happy, then so be it.

      He takes Nino’s band from its small holding space in the box. The black, shiny metal is cool to the touch and the intricate amber inlay mirrors his husband’s eyes. He grasps Nino’s left hand. “I realize that when we bonded a year ago, it was unexpected… My behavior at that time left much to be desired.”

      Carefully, he guides the ring onto Nino’s finger. A perfect fit. “I… I do not express these sentimentalities well. But please know that you revived me—from a place of bitterness and loneliness. You have always been pure in your kindness toward me. And I… Perhaps I can never express how grateful I am to you. How much I love you.”

      Haruka takes a deep breath, his heart in his throat. Speaking this way—candid and emotional—is difficult. He is unaccustomed to it, but wants to try being more open and straightforward like his mate. “Thank you for choosing me. For loving me,” he says, watching Nino and waiting.

      Swooning, Nino’s eyes shut as he falls against the mattress—dead weight. He rolls onto his back and presses his ringed palm to his face. Haruka leans over him. “Nino, why?”

      Pulling Nino’s wrist, Haruka drags his hand from his hairline. Nino’s wavy hair is a mess and his honeyed skin flush. Tears are silently gathered and running from the corners of his almond-shaped eyes.

      Haruka bends down, using his fingertips to wipe and dab the tears. “My love, why are you upset?”

      Nino’s chest rises and falls in a gasp. “I’m just… a little overwhelmed.”

      He nods, understanding. “This is my transgression. If I expressed these things to you more often, your reaction would not be so extreme.”

      “Haru, I—I love you more than I can even say. You always encourage me to be confident and you’re so patient. Thank you for trusting me with your heart… for giving yourself to me.”

      Haruka leans down, soft in kissing Nino’s lips as he holds his tear-stained face. “Will you put my ring on?” he asks. Nino nods against the mattress. Haruka grabs the box, opens it and gives the band to his mate. While Nino lies there, he holds Haruka’s palm above his face, then slides the ring onto the appropriate finger of his left hand.

      He reaches up and grips Haruka’s collar, pulling him into his body. He removes the tie from Haruka’s bun once more and the weight of his hair falls forward like a black wave. Nino runs his fingers into it, sweeping it away from Haruka’s face while bringing him down to meet his parted lips.

      Kissing Nino. His mate’s movement is so slow and intentional that Haruka’s chest tightens. When they break the kiss, their irises are alighted as they stare at each other in the warm darkness. Nino’s sunset gaze is soft but unwavering. “Will you please stretch me and come inside me?”

      Haruka bites his lip. He isn’t sure if he’ll ever be this straightforward, but if this is what will make his mate happy, then so be it.
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      Morning. Nino enters the kitchen and Haruka is already there, sitting at the table with Junichi. The doors to the courtyard are propped open, allowing the cool, sweet air and sunlight of spring to saturate the space.

      Moving toward the counter, Nino’s objective is clear. Coffee pot. He smiles in their direction. “Hey, Jun.”

      Tall and handsome with warm, almond butter–brown skin, the first-generation vampire lifts his marble-black irises, grinning. As Okayama’s local tailor and clothing designer, Junichi Takayama is suave. In Nino’s mind, he’s like a male peacock, except his feathers are all black. When the light hits him, the darkness of his plumage flashes like liquid iridescence.

      “Good morning, Nino.” Junichi nods, his English smooth and unimpeded by his native tongue, like Haruka’s. “Your husband and I are at an impasse. Maybe you can help us?”

      “What’s going on?” Nino pours his coffee. He once told Junichi that he can speak Japanese when visiting their home (not needing to adhere to their household habit of speaking in English), but the male had coolly refused, claiming it’s “more fun” this way.

      “This is for the Hamamoto-Iseki wedding in six months,” Junichi explains “We’re having difficulty deciding whether Haruka should wear a suit or traditional attire. Do you have a preference in his clothing?”

      Junichi raises his eyebrow, waiting while Haruka sits with his arms folded at the head of the table, his gaze focused on a letter in front of him.

      Nino leans against the counter with his elbows, cradling the warm coffee cup in his palms. “Well, he looks regal in a kimono… but modern and sexy in a suit. I like both. Maybe I prefer the kimono? Oh—you know what’s even better? A yukata. He’s always naked under those things. Just one layer.”

      Junichi laughs. Haruka shakes his head. Nino grins as he brings his coffee cup to his lips. Whenever Haruka wears traditional robes, Nino feels as if he’s bonded with one of those elegant lounging figures in an ukiyo-e wood-block painting—especially with his hair so long and dramatic like this.

      “That was a lot of information.” Junichi smirks. “A yukata is too casual for a wedding, but your preference is noted. Maybe I’ll make a couple new robes for him this month before I fly to Europe?”

      Feeling accomplished, Nino beams. “You’ll be traveling for three months, right?”

      “Yes sir. My clients abroad demand personalized deliveries.”

      “You’re amazing, Jun. Everything you make for Haruka always suits him perfectly. My favorite was that kimono you designed for his welcome celebration last year… Maybe I should try wearing one to the wedding?”

      “You could do that.” Junichi blinks, considering. “I’ll have to think about a design that complements you.”

      “Haru has so many, should I just try one of his?”

      “Absolutely not. You two are the same height but your shoulders are broader and rounder. Your physique is more defined from your exercise routine. There’s no way I’d let you walk around in a tight, ill-fitting kimono.”

      Haruka laughs. The deep, throaty sound of it surprises both Junichi and Nino as they shift their attention toward him. “My apologies.” He smiles. “The mental image of that scenario caught me off guard.”

      “Welcome to the conversation, tesoro.” Nino stands straight and walks to the end of the counter. He leans there with his hip. “What are you reading?”

      “A formal visitation request.” Haruka’s dark brows are drawn together as he takes a deep breath, his previous mirth evaporated.

      “From someone you dislike?” Junichi asks.

      “From someone I do not know and have never heard of.” Haruka lifts his bright burgundy gaze toward Nino. “May I please have a cup?”

      Nino nods and turns toward the cabinet to grab a mug. “What’s the request for?”

      “Introductions.” Haruka folds his arms. “The vampire is Lajos Almeida, which is undeniably synonymous with Ladislao Almeida of Rio de Janeiro. But I have never heard of this particular vampire within the clan’s family lineage.”

      Tense, Nino walks around the counter with his mate’s coffee. In light of both Gael and Ladislao disappearing last year, having anyone associated with the Almeida Clan so close to their home feels like a bad omen.

      “Why would someone from the Almeida Clan want to meet you?” Junichi asks. “I hate to say this, but things calmed down in Brazil after Ladislao vanished. It’s obvious that he was the root of the problem. Crazy male…”

      “You’ve met him?” Nino asks.

      “Yeah. Only once, but he leaves an impression.”

      “We have a connection,” Haruka says, accepting Nino’s offering. “We crossed paths with one of the Almeida Clan’s associates last year. There was an altercation regarding my family’s research, but then he escaped and I have not seen or heard anything since.”

      In a fog, Nino sits down at the table beside Haruka. The associate is Gael Silva, a large, domineering first-generation vampire they met in England more than a year ago. He’d attacked Haruka after learning about the Lore and Lust manuscript—an impressive compilation of accounts on forming vampiric bonds. The research is invaluable, giving shape to a topic shrouded in much mystery.

      Gael’s brutal response had convinced both Nino and Haruka that they should avoid revealing the manuscript’s existence. At least among strangers.

      With his fingertips, Nino slides the request within his line of sight, then reads the details. The appeal is for one month from now—the exact minimum amount of time considered proper when making formal requests of purebreds. Nino pushes the letter away so that it sits in the middle of the table, unsettled by the sense of foreboding emanating from it.

      Junichi picks up the paper to read it, his black irises scanning. He pulls the letter to his nose and inhales. “Smells strong—like sage. This Lajos is probably purebred?”

      Haruka blows out a breath. Concern is etched in his forehead. “So it would seem.”

      “I don’t like this.” Nino shakes his head. “How did he even find us? When we legally registered our bond, I made sure that all of our records were kept private. Nothing comes up if you search us online.”

      “Oh, the two of you registered your bond with the human government?” Junichi asks. “Most bonded couples don’t bother with that step.”

      Haruka brings his coffee cup to his lips. “My mate is of a meticulous nature—much more so than myself.”

      “It… just makes sense?” Nino grins, embarrassed. The decision is unconventional. But in Nino’s mind, if anything serious ever happened, it would be better for them to have legal responsibility for each other. No questions asked.

      He looks down at his left hand against the table and flexes his fingers. Another unconventional desire. He sighs, his heart light from the beautiful ring wrapped around his finger. It’s black zirconium, but the inlay is textured with amber stone. It’s perfect and looks like something found and cultivated from a dense rainforest… maybe from behind a waterfall.

      Remembering Haruka’s words and seductive actions last night gives Nino a rush of warm goosebumps. When Haruka lets loose, he reminds Nino of a panther—dark, seductive and devoted in his every movement. He’d given Nino what he’d asked for and much more.

      “When I met you at the welcome celebration last year, it was obvious that you were a vampire with a plan.” Junichi raises his eyebrow at Nino, teasing.

      Nino shakes his head. “No, I—I didn’t… not exactly⁠—”

      “The way Haruka took your hand without question and let you sweep him off into the woods spoke volumes.”

      “We did not go into the woods.” Haruka frowns.

      “Everyone went wild,” Junichi says. “Like, ‘Who is this stunning amber vampire that just walked in and stole our realm leader away?’”

      “They bonded on the first try⁠—”

      “Asao.”

      Haruka’s manservant walks into the room—salt-and-pepper and broad-shouldered with his head high. Despite Haruka’s furrowed brow, the older vampire grins as he takes hold of the coffee pot. “Jun, did he ever tell you he freaked out afterward? Tore up the house?”

      “Asao, none of that information is necessary right now,” Haruka admonishes.

      “It’s your anniversary.” Asao shrugs, unbothered. “It’s good to reflect. You’ve come a long way, hasn’t he, Nino?”

      Nino scratches the back of his head. “Please… don’t include me in this conversation.” Haruka and Asao have a unique relationship. Asao is much older and third-generation, his purebred vampire origins twice removed. When Haruka was twelve, his parents died and Asao was named his guardian.

      The two vampires feel more like goading father and mortified son than manservant and master. In joining their household, Nino has learned to keep his mouth shut during their disagreements.

      “Happy anniversary.” Junichi smiles. “Wow. Bonded on the first try? That never happens. You two were meant to be. Like fate.”

      “I think so…” Nino shifts his eyes, meeting Haruka’s vintage wine–colored gaze. “But I’m always told that I’m a ‘romantic.’”

      Haruka reaches over and grasps Nino’s hand, bringing it up toward his mouth. “I am grateful that the stunning and romantic amber vampire is always so patient with his pragmatic mate.” He locks eyes with Nino as he presses his lips to his fingers. Nino’s stomach flips.

      “We need to leave in the next five minutes to get to the Fujihara Clan’s estate on time,” Asao says, just before taking a long sip of his coffee. Haruka does the same, then stands from the table.

      Nino looks up at him. “I’ll be back home around seven to start dinner.”

      Nodding, Haruka pushes the chair in and meets Nino at his side. He bends down and places two swift kisses on his mouth. “Good luck in Osaka today.”

      “Thank you.” Nino grins. “Good luck with the translation.”

      Haruka stands and lifts his chin toward Junichi. “Kimemashita. Suitsu ja nakute, kimono wo kimasu. Jaa, mata atode.”

      Junichi offers a firm nod, then winks at Nino. “Yappari kimono desu yo ne. Dewa boku ga tsukurasete itadakimasu. Are we still on for lunch this Saturday?”

      “We are,” Haruka confirms. He walks toward the door and Nino turns to watch him, long and elegant in his dark slacks. He wears a crisp, subtly patterned white shirt layered underneath a handsome gray sweater. The heavy weight of his lustrous hair is pulled back, neat and tidy. The quintessential Historian off to do research.

      “Have you met the Fujiharas?” Junichi asks when they’re alone in the kitchen. “They’re the family with twins.”

      “Yeah…” Nino says. He knows who they are because they’d unknowingly shown him something important. Something he’s been privately grappling with since the day he first met them and witnessed the way in which his mate interacted with their twins. Nino is still taken aback with how calm and doting Haruka had been. He knows his mate to be affectionate. But seeing him with children exposed Nino to a new, hidden layer of Haruka’s character.

      “I met them a couple months ago,” Nino says, keeping his revelation about his mate to himself. “They seem nice. They’re both first-gen, right?”

      “Yes, they’re great—and the kids are obsessed with Haruka. Such an interesting family. Sora’s purebred father was a victim of the Great Vanishing. She said he was pushing her on a swing at the park one afternoon and then poof, she looked back and he was gone. Maybe she was five at the time? She walked home alone, and when she got there, her mom was doubled over in pain from the sudden separation of her mate. She ended up dying about a week later.”

      Nino shudders at the mere mention of the Great Vanishing: the unexplained cultural event that happened nearly two centuries ago. Several purebreds across multiple communities and continents had slowly disappeared—like mist into thin air. No explanation. Not even now, so many years later. The entire purebred vampire population declined as a result.

      “I didn’t know about Sora’s parents. That sounds horrible.” Nino sighs.

      “Right?” Junichi agrees. “So Kosuke, Sora’s husband, can’t withstand direct sunlight very well. His first-gen father used to casually feed from humans in his youth—like for fun? Fucking nuts. His mother is purebred, but she wasn’t vanished. They’re living in Shimane, I think?”

      “Haru told me feeding from humans too much will destroy a vampire’s bloodline for a whole generation—maybe even longer. My family’s bloodline wasn’t clean until the mid-1800s. But I think Haru’s has been clean since… something crazy like 200 CE.”

      “Ancient blood.” Junichi shakes his head, the phrase weighted as it hangs between them. “Yayoi, Queen Himiko blood… I bet his ancestors were terrifying. They probably sucked other vampires dry when they fed. Anyway, Kosuke himself has never fed from humans, so the twins are fine. Sora works full-time as a nurse at my mother’s hospital in Himeji, since she can day walk. Kosuke stays home to take care of the kids. They might be better off finding a nocturnal society, but they’re pretty loyal to Haruka as a realm leader—and now you too, of course.”

      “We have a lot of interesting families in our realm,” Nino says thoughtfully. “Some are humble and normal. Others are ridiculous. Have you met that new clan that just moved here from Tokyo?”

      Junichi’s face falls flat. “Yeah.”

      “We went to their house to welcome them and it was crazy—marble statues, huge paintings and a dramatic staircase. It was like something out of a cheesy drama. The son is some kind of underground rock star?”

      “He’s a little shit,” Junichi says with a sneer. “He comes by my shop at least once a week to pester me—making me order Versace and Gucci, Dolce & Gabbana, then asking me to custom fit everything for him before he picks it up. Was I that arrogant and frivolous when I was his age? I couldn’t have been that bad…”

      Nino leans on the table with his elbows, smiling. “You know, Jun, you can swear like this and be yourself in front of Haru. I know he’s old blood and a little pretentious, but you don’t need to put on airs for him. He thinks of you as his friend.”

      Junichi raises his eyebrow in a smirk. “Me? Swear and gossip in front of my gracious, poised and diplomatic purebred realm leader? My father would turn over in his grave and climb out just to smack me.”

      Nino understands. He’s purebred himself, but he’d felt the same way when he was first getting to know Haruka. Over time though, his stoic façade cracked, revealing someone compassionate and patient.

      “You should give him a chance—he’ll surprise you.” Realizing something, Nino narrows his eyes. “Why do you swear and gossip in front of me?”

      “Because you swear and gossip in front of me. You broke the seal, my young friend.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “I know Haruka is a good male,” Junichi says. “He’s easy to work with and not as pompous as he could be, considering his ancient bloodline. Not a nightmare like my selfish, dramatic shrew of a source. Plus, Haruka is bonded with you. Even if I knew nothing else about him, that would give me all the validation I needed.”
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      The morning weather is warm and clear, the air fresh with the scent of damp earth and new life. Haruka looks up, examining the puffy white clouds drifting overhead as he waits on the front porch. When the door swings open, he diverts his attention forward and smiles.

      “Good morning, your grace,” Sora says, returning Haruka’s grin as she pulls the door open wider. She bows at her waist, making the giant, messy bun on top of her head shift forward. When she’s upright, she adjusts her red-framed glasses. “Thank you so much for coming.”

      “Please, just Haruka is fine, and it is my pleasure. My apologies for the delay. The past few weeks have been exceptionally busy.” Haruka steps into the cool foyer. The house smells of bitter green tea, clean tatami and something sweet.

      “I can imagine,” Sora says. “Since you’ve come back, everyone’s been so excited and we all need something from you. Not to mention the social events and⁠—”

      The sound of small, eager feet racing toward them grows louder, making both Sora and Haruka turn their attention toward the long hallway. Haruka takes a step back to plant his feet, bracing himself for the impact of tiny vampires.

      “Shion, Amon, stop⁠—”

      Haruka opens his arms just in time as the small girl pulls ahead of her brother, jumping at full speed into his embrace. He sweeps her up, while the boy crashes into his long legs, arms wrapped around Haruka’s knees.

      “You cheated, Shion.” The boy looks up from Haruka’s knees, a stern crease set in his adorable brow. “It’s not fair!”

      “Good morning, Haru-sama.” Shion smiles, ignoring her brother and settling herself in Haruka’s arms. “Me and Dad pressed mochi for you. We have tea, too. Will you have some?”

      “I helped too,” her twin brother asserts, indignant.

      Shion glances down at him in a pointed moment of silence, then focuses her rich brown gaze back on Haruka. Her face is indifferent. “Amon helped too.”

      “I’m so sorry about my wild kids,” Sora says, bending down to peel Amon’s determined six-year-old frame from Haruka’s legs.

      “There is no need to apologize. I would love to have mochi and tea. Thank you for the wonderful treat.” Indulgence. While Haruka doesn’t need to consume table food as a purebred, he enjoys it nonetheless. As a family of first-generation vampires, the human blood entwined within the Fujihara Clan’s lineage requires it. They need both food and blood to thrive as creatures born of vampiric biology.

      Shion squeaks and wraps her small arms tight around Haruka’s neck. He steps out of his shoes and onto the hardwood floor to follow Sora down the hallway. She drags her son by the hand as they walk toward the kitchen. The scene reminds Haruka of an owner pulling its obstinate, untrained puppy.

      “They’ve been going berserk for the past month over your visiting us.” Sora’s smile is strained as she wrestles with her little boy. “It’s all they talk about—they’ve been driving Kosuke and me crazy. ‘When’s Haru-sama coming? Is it today? Is it today? Why isn’t it today?’ Oh my God—we’ll never tell them anything in advance again. Everything’s a surprise from now on.”

      Haruka laughs as they turn the corner into the kitchen. The bright sunlight spills in through the open windows and the musky scent of green tea is strong. Kosuke, Sora’s mate, smiles in greeting from the counter, an apron wrapped around his narrow waist.

      “Good morning, your grace. Thank you so much for helping us with this project.”

      “Please, just Haruka. It’s my pleasure. I apologize for the delay in getting started.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We know how busy you’ve been…” Kosuke frowns at his daughter. “Shion, seriously?” He holds his palms flat, urging her to transfer into his arms, but she turns away. A distinct “No thank you.” Her shiny black ponytail bounces as she snakes her arms tighter around Haruka’s neck.

      “It’s okay,” Haruka says quietly. “I don’t mind.”

      Kosuke shakes his head in exasperation as he turns back toward the counter. Haruka watches him for a moment, considering. “Kosuke, does the bright light in here not bother you?”

      “Oh no, I’m okay as long as I don’t go outside or sit in direct sunlight. Thankfully my sensitivity isn’t as bad as some other vampires with my similar genetic background—not enough to make our household nocturnal. It’s too hard in this day and age, living that kind of lifestyle.”

      “Agreed, it would be difficult to maintain such an outdated existence.” Haruka moves to sit at the small kitchen table with Shion in his lap, taking the seat washed in direct sunlight. Sora joins him, still pulling an excitable Amon at her side.

      “Haru-sama?” Shion whispers, lifting her face and blinking brown eyes. “You smell really nice⁠—”

      “Shion, good grief.” Sora frowns behind her trendy glasses. “Like, who’s raising this child? Someone call her parents⁠—”

      “I think so too!” Amon chirps from across the table. “He smells good ’cause he’s a purebred.”

      “Can I sit with you while you read today?” Shion asks, batting her eyes. Amon bounces up in his mother’s lap.

      “I wanna read Latino too!” he says.

      “It’s Latin,” Sora says, rolling her eyes. “Haruka needs to concentrate. You two can’t be fighting and climbing all over him while he’s working.”

      Shion directs her attention to her brother. “We won’t, will we, Amon?”

      “We won’t—we promise.”

      “Depending on the complexity of the will and trust, it might be nice to have company at least some of the time?” Haruka strokes his chin, playful. “Certainly for the occasional tea break?”

      “Mom—he said sometimes!” Shion pleads, her bouncy ponytail slapping Haruka in the chin as she whips her head around.

      “For breaks, Mom!” Amon adds.

      Sora gives Haruka a hesitant look, but he nods to reassure her. “Alright…” Sora sighs. “But you have to behave and listen to Haruka when you’re in the study with him.”

      A chorus of small voices rings out in celebration. Kosuke carries a large tray of tea and pressed sticky rice to the table. The oval-shaped sweets are powdery pink and wrapped in green leaves—cherry blossom mochi to celebrate the spring.

      “Haru-sama, what’s your favorite color?” Shion asks.

      “Hm… I like amber.”

      “Me too,” Shion says.

      “Me too!” Amon echoes.

      Sora snorts. “Shion, you like green⁠—"

      “Nuh-uh, I changed.” Shion raises her chin. “I like amber now.”

      “What is amber?” Amon asks, puzzled. He bulldozes on. “Haru-sama, do you like to read manga?”

      “I’ve never read any,” Haruka says. “Perhaps I should? Which one do you like?”

      “What?” Amon bounces in Sora’s lap, his eyes wide. “You’ve never read manga? No way. Dad loves manga. When Mom is at the hospital, all he does is read manga⁠—”

      “Alright, that’s enough,” Kosuke interjects, reaching down to snatch Amon up from his mate’s lap. “You see what we deal with every day? Small creatures that never, ever, ever stop talking.”

      Haruka breathes a laugh as Shion leans forward in his lap, stretching and reaching for the mochi. He understands Sora and Kosuke’s exasperation. It is natural.

      For Haruka though, this environment is special. Whenever he visits the Fujihara family, his heart warms. But the edges are painted with a gentle melancholy. When he was still very young and on the cusp of forming his first bond, he had imagined his life to be something like this. At least he’d hoped.

      After a while, it became clear that he should give up. So he did. He buried the quiet desire deep down, never giving it another thought.

      Things haven’t turned out the way he’d imagined, but he is infinitely grateful. He has Nino. A second bond. A serendipitous meeting and miraculous circumstance that he never anticipated. He couldn’t ask for anything more. He wouldn’t.
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      By the time Haruka returns home, it is night. The house is silent. He walks into the kitchen and the white moonlight spills in from the glass courtyard doors and onto the sturdy oak table.

      As Haruka moves forward, he’s amazed at the decadent sight before him. Thick black candles occupy the center of the table, flickering and burning softly. Beside them, a tall glass vase filled with long-stemmed red roses in full bloom. The atmosphere glows with dark elegance and romance.

      Suddenly, Nino is behind him, snaking his arms around Haruka’s waist to embrace him and pull him into his chest. He plants a firm kiss just underneath Haruka’s ear. “Tesoro, bentornato a casa.”

      Darling, welcome home. Grinning, Haruka leans into the hug. “Grazie, amore mio. This looks exquisite.”

      “It reminds me of you.” Nino reaches up to pull his collar away from his neck. He lowers his head, placing a soft kiss at the top of Haruka’s spine. “Your aura and eyes haven’t glowed in that brilliant rose-red color since we bonded. I miss it.”

      Haruka turns in his grasp, embracing Nino’s shoulders. “I don’t,” he says. “I much prefer my nature entwined with yours.” He leans in to kiss Nino, indulging in the rich, cinnamon-infused taste of him.

      When Haruka bonded with Yuna the first time, his inherent nature hadn’t changed so drastically. In this new bond with Nino, everything is different: their open communication and overall dynamic. The passion and love he feels is more consuming—almost feral. Submitting to the allure of it… Haruka still hesitates, but he’s growing accustomed to it.

      Nino lifts his head, amber eyes shining. “Have a seat and I’ll pour you a glass.” Obedient, Haruka moves toward the table as Nino speaks from behind the counter. “I have another surprise for you, but it’s not quite ready yet. I need more time.”

      “When can I anticipate this surprise?”

      “Mm… maybe next month?” Nino chuckles. “I bit off a little more than I can chew. How’s the translation project so far?”

      “Challenging. Excellent.” He makes himself comfortable at the table and glances out the window. The cherry blossom trees in the courtyard flutter in shadowy pink hues, swaying against the nighttime breeze. “I read many things in Latin for pleasure, but my comprehension of legal terminology is rusty. I will need my lexicon and dictionary next time I visit.”

      “How are the Fujiharas?” Nino asks, setting a generous glass of Merlot before him.

      “Wonderful.” Haruka picks up his glass and takes a sip before continuing. “Their nest is always warm and welcoming.”

      “I think… we have that too,” Nino says from the counter, arranging the plates.

      “Of course we do.” Haruka watches him, confused. “It was not a point of comparison.”

      Nino walks around the counter, two dinner plates in his hands. “You really like the twins, right? What are their names?”

      “Shion is the girl and Amon is the boy. Yes, they are delightful. What do we have?” He looks down at the artfully plated food. It smells of fresh herbs—warm, buttery and rich.

      “First course is pan-seared scallops with salsa verde. We’ll have three courses altogether.”

      Haruka’s mouth is already watering as he picks up his fork. “Il secondo?”

      “Second course is breaded filetti di cernia with sesame seeds and roasted vegetables. We have a little molten chocolate chili cake for dessert.”

      God help me. How did he end up with this creature? This handsome, wholesome vampire that nourishes him and indulges him. That loves him and helps him. Haruka has faced much hardship and tragedy—the loss of his parents as a child, an unprecedented broken bond. With the appearance of Nino, it feels as if life has offered sincere recompense in one incredible, sweeping gesture.

      “You have outdone yourself,” Haruka says. “This is divine. When you give consulting advice to your clients in Kansai, do you also suggest recipes?”

      “Sometimes, but… I try not to stick my nose into their menu too much, especially if it’s food I’m not familiar with. If I see a need because it’s impacting their financials, I do give some general advice.”

      “Such as?” Haruka asks, taking another bite of seared and buttery scallop. It flakes and practically melts in his mouth.

      “I tell them to keep their menu small. Large menus with too much variety can be a business killer. For one, it’s expensive to keep so many ingredients in stock. Two, it impacts quality.”

      Haruka nods. “They freeze things to extend the shelf life.”

      “Exactly, and I don’t like that,” says Nino. “My philosophy is, make your food fresh and make it well. A smaller menu will help set them up for success. Most family-owned restaurants in Japan are good about that. I haven’t run into anything too crazy, which is why I avoid taking on major chains as clients.”

      “Yes, with a larger business, I imagine it would be strenuous to make changes across various locations. Frozen foods are also inevitable for distribution.” Haruka takes his final bite of scallop, excited for the next course. He looks over at Nino, and his mate is staring into a half-eaten plate.

      “My love, why are you not eating?” Haruka asks.

      Something is distracting him. Unless they’re both receptive to it, they cannot explicitly read each other’s minds. As a general rule, they have decided it is better to give each other privacy.

      Nino takes a deep breath before flickering his radiant eyes up at him. “I… I’ve had something on my mind the past few weeks. It feels like a topic we should have talked about by now, but I just never really…”

      “Nino, what is it?” Haruka asks, his chest tight from the sudden shift in the atmosphere.

      “You… and Yuna. You were bonded with her for ten years, right?”

      “Yes,” says Haruka, his voice patient but his body tense. The last thing he ever wants to discuss is his previous mate. Especially on the night of their very young anniversary.

      Nino rakes his hand through his hair, a clear indicator of his stress. “Why—why didn’t the two of you have children? Being together so long, it seems like you would have.”

      Sighing, Haruka sits back against the chair, his appetite ruined.
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      My timing is shit. Nino’s heart is racing. He’s been wondering about this for months, the topic nagging and clinging to the edges of his consciousness. He’s always stifled the urge, knowing how much Haruka dislikes talking about his first mate.

      Yet here it is. Awkward and spilling out over their anniversary dinner.

      “Yuna did not want children,” Haruka says, his eyes unblinking. Nothing more.

      “So… that’s it?” Nino asks. “End of story? The two of you never tried…”

      Haruka takes a visible breath, his gaze shifting toward the patio doors of the courtyard. “We did. She became pregnant once, but eventually lost the child. We did not try again.”

      Dammit. Nino feels like he’s been punched in the chest. His throat is tight. “I—I’m so sorry…”

      Haruka nods. “It is not something I like to think about.”

      In Nino’s mind, the next natural question is whether or not Haruka still wants children. Does he want a big family? Should they seek assistance to try to have kids themselves someday? But Nino can’t answer these questions himself. He doesn’t know what he wants, only having recently contemplated the topic.

      He still feels like an adolescent in some ways. He can’t imagine being responsible for the lives of young vampires—teaching and guiding them between their ancient culture and the complexities of modern society. He’s still figuring it out for himself.

      Picking up his wine glass, Haruka brings it to his lips, then tilts his head back to drain its contents. When he’s finished, he pushes up from the table. Panicked, Nino stands, blocking his path.

      Haruka frowns. “What are you doing?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I am getting more wine.”

      They’re frozen in silence. Just as Haruka moves around him, Nino acts on impulse. He steps into him and crouches down. In a swift motion, he chops his arm at the back of Haruka’s knees, making them buckle so that he can sweep him up and cradle the bulk of him against his body.

      Haruka’s eyes widen from the surprise attack. He squirms. “N—Nino, put me down.”

      “I shall carry his grace to the counter⁠—”

      “Stop.”

      Laughing, Nino places his flustered mate back on his feet. “His lordship doth protest—it amazes me that we’re the same height but you’re not heavy to me at all.”

      “Please do not do that.”

      “Why?” Nino frowns. “You let me pick you up when we’re having sex?”

      “That—that is different.”

      “How so?”

      “There is context,” Haruka says, avoiding Nino’s gaze as he tries to move past him. Nino steps into him again, scrunching his nose.

      “So I can only pick you up if I’m sliding my cock⁠—”

      Gasping with wide burgundy eyes, Haruka reaches up and pinches Nino’s mouth shut with his fingers. Nino breathes a muffled laugh. Haruka laughs as well, bringing his free hand up to cover his flushed face.

      Nino grabs his wrist, pulling Haruka’s fingers away. “Seriously, Haru? Nobody else is here but us—even Asao and his supersonic hearing are gone for the night. Why do you get embarrassed like this whenever I try to talk about our sex life? We talk about everything else.”

      “Because discussing it is redundant.” Haruka breathes out, running his palm over the top of his smooth black head. “I am there. I know what we do.”

      Stepping even closer into him, Nino squares his hips and presses Haruka’s backside into the table. He rests his hands against Haruka’s waist, then leans in and kisses the sexy little mole just off the center of his nose. “The lord of the manor just isn’t accustomed to someone talking dirty to him. It could be fun… You can tell me what you like?”

      Haruka shakes his head, grinning. “You know what I like based on my reaction… and I do not know those words in English.”

      “Lies. You can say them in Japanese?”

      He pauses, his eyes shifting to the side. “Those words don’t exist in Japanese.”

      They both laugh. “Stubborn,” Nino chides. “Alright, I give up for now. I’ll ignore the fact that you know about fifteen other languages, and that those words definitely exist in Japanese.”

      Haruka leans into his mouth and Nino drops his jaw, letting their tongues touch and slide, tasting each other like two lovers reacquainting themselves. Haruka’s mouth is always a few degrees cooler than his own and with a hint of fresh roses. The sensation reminds Nino of spring—a rainy day when the air is crisp and sweet. How can a kiss create such vivid imagery in his mind? The feeling like being swathed in a dreamlike haze—an entirely new setting where he’s sheltered and deeply loved. He’s never experienced anything like this until Haruka.

      The kiss is fierce. When Nino tilts his head, Haruka pushes back, meeting his intensity. Just before breaking the affection, Haruka grips Nino’s hair in a fist and pulls his head to the side. He leans down, lips brushing along the concave of his neck. Nino tightens his arms around his waist and Haruka bites down into the left side of his neck and pulls.

      Nino groans, exhaling from the familiar heat rushing down his belly and settling in his groin. Haruka never feeds from the opposite side, careful to avoid the permanent scars at the curve of Nino’s shoulder. The wounds are old but forever tender from abuse Nino experienced as a child.

      Haruka sucks hard at Nino’s flesh, his sharp fangs sinking further into his neck. Nino closes his eyes from the sheer euphoria of the intimacy. Haruka always pours the most elegant thoughts into him whenever he feeds. It feels like poetry: love and passion flowing in profound verse and expression.

      He sucks harder and Nino’s eyes flash open. Burning. His
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