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      England in winter—darkness, bitter cold and rain. Haruka shivers from the frigid damp. Everything about this situation is miserable.

      Tiny droplets and long streams of water speckle the glass of the car window. Sitting in the back seat of the parked vehicle, the dark vampire shrugs deeper into his long wool trench coat. He closes his eyes. Stay calm, he thinks. Haruka hasn’t been outside his home to engage the vampire aristocracy in ten years. Put simply, he is a little stressed.

      His manservant’s voice cuts through the silence from the driver’s seat. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t like this.”

      Haruka doesn’t like it either, but what are his options? Ignore the formal request being made of him? Lose his feeding source and become an object of derision within the British vampire community? Or…

      Haruka peeks one eye open. “We could go home… pack up the house⁠—”

      “No. We’re not running away again.”

      “Then what would you have me do, Asao?”

      “I would have you find a new purebred source.” Asao turns to watch him from the driver’s seat, his salt-and-pepper hair briefly illuminated by the glow of headlights from a passing car. “You’ve been drinking first-gen blood and it doesn’t give you optimum nourishment. You’re not strong enough for this—to be exposed this way in a house full of vamps we’ve never met. I’m dreading this damn bonding ceremony next month for the same reason.”

      Haruka sighs, closing his eyes again. “As long as no one challenges me, I should be fine.” Finding a purebred source isn’t easy. It isn’t like quickly finding a pencil when you need to write something down. It’s more like searching for a rare gemstone across a vast cavern. Tanzanite or black opal.

      Haruka has tried to secure a new purebred source in the past, but it’s never worked out. Too many demands, too much required in exchange. This is his life now. His manservant needs to accept it.

      “If someone challenges you tonight, then what?” Asao asks. “You can’t keep the lure of your aura enclosed like this and fight someone off. Once your aura is exposed, every vampire in the house will be drawn to you… like a bunch of stupid frat boys to a keg. You need both defenses and offenses, Haruka, and feeding from a purebred will give you the strength⁠—”

      “I know this, but what will the purebred require of me in return?” Haruka scowls, his voice louder. “I have tried before—the price has always been too high. I will not form another bond. This discussion is pointless… What the hell is a ‘frat boy’?”

      Asao turns forward in the silence, shaking his head. Raindrops tap loudly against the vehicle. “This other purebred that we’ll meet in London tomorrow… Just let me ask if he’d be willing to send you bags of his blood⁠—”

      “No,” Haruka breathes. It is undignified to make such blatant requests, and it would only expose him in his vulnerable state—making him an easy target. “You are concerned for me. But I will manage. I’ve been fine for more than ten years now. Shall we go inside and get this over with?”

      Asao is still for a long moment, then hesitates at the door handle. “You are living a life significantly beneath your capabilities.” He steps outside. Shuts the door.

      Haruka rolls his eyes. How is this statement helpful right now? Besides—his life, his choices. Somewhat… when he isn’t being forced to do something because of his bloodline and ranking.

      The back door opens. A rush of damp, wintery air caresses Haruka’s face. Asao is holding a large black umbrella overhead as Haruka takes in the elegant brick structures surrounding them. The streetlights cast silver rays down the length of the road like spotlights on a dramatic stage. It’s quiet—only the peppery sound of rain on pavement.

      They ascend the steps to the Duke of Oxford’s residence. Traveling the long distance from their home in Devonshire, they’ll be spending the night here. Tomorrow, they’ll travel to London to confront the purebred. The only other pureblooded vampire living in England aside from Haruka.

      Civil wars and the Great Vanishing have wiped out every last purebred of British descent.

      The tall blue door to the apartment swings open. Yellow light pours over them, making Haruka wince at the sudden contrast of bright illumination against darkness.

      One manservant rushes out to relieve Asao of the large umbrella while a second stands at the door. He lifts his arm in a sweeping gesture. “Gracious master to the House of Hirano, welcome to Oxford. The duke and his family are in the banquet hall. Everyone is anxiously awaiting your arrival. This way, please, my lord.”

      Haruka discreetly sniffs the air as he walks past the formally dressed servants. Their scents are unembellished—the smell of dried earth. They’re vampiric in nature but very low level. The human blood within their ancestry supersedes the vampiric.

      The hallway is cool as he steps inside the residence and onto the polished marble floor. The walls are patterned with green Victorian-style wallpaper and the large chandelier above casts sparkling flecks of white light against every surface. The air is still. A smattering of voices echoes down the long hallway as Haruka breathes in the faint scent of salty meats and baked bread.

      One manservant glides behind him to take his coat. Haruka obediently shrugs out of the long garment. The second manservant is standing in a daze and staring at Haruka with blue irises the color of summer skies. Haruka furrows his brow—he knows this particular look very well. It’s the look of someone hungry for something that registers as primal… not in the stomach. Below the waist.

      The manservant holding Haruka’s coat walks around and discreetly smacks his colleague in the arm. The blue-eyed vampire blinks and smiles weakly, the trance broken. “My apologies, your grace, please follow me.” The manservant turns, hastily moving down the hallway as if trying to outrun his embarrassment.

      Well, we’re off to an inauspicious start. He hasn’t been in this house five minutes and already a manservant is stupefied by his stifled aura.

      Haruka exhales a breath, massaging the back of his neck with his palm as they walk down the narrow hallway. It’s going to be a long night.
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      Secretly, Haruka had hoped for a quiet evening between himself and the Duke of Oxford. What he receives is an extravagant feast with fifteen other dukes and duchesses seated within an elaborate ballroom.

      When he enters, everyone stands at attention—perfectly still. Their vivid eyes are watching him. They remind Haruka of statues as he walks toward the empty seat at the head of the table just beside the Duke of Oxford. Each vampire tilts their head down in reverence as he passes, like dominoes. Even from a vampire’s perspective, the scene is eerie. The blood-red, dramatic baroque décor of the room certainly doesn’t help. Interesting, he observes. They enjoyed the eighteenth century to the extent that they refuse to leave…

      After receiving a humble bow from the duke, Haruka nods politely and sits down. Everyone follows his lead and the duke proceeds with long-winded introductions for each of his guests. When a glass of red wine is placed in front of him, Haruka breathes a sigh of relief. Thank God. Merciful provision to aid him through the long evening ahead. He curls his fingers around the glass and brings it to his lips.

      With the introductions finished, the Duke of Oxford tilts his round head, blatantly sniffing. “My gracious lord, the scent of your aura is truly exquisite. Why do you keep it so strictly enclosed?” The first-generation vampire reminds Haruka of a marble bust he’d once seen in the British Museum of the Greek philosopher Antisthenes. Or perhaps a plump, short Zeus?

      Haruka takes another sip from his wine glass before answering the invasive, awkward question. He smiles kindly, setting his glass down. “My aura can be exceptionally distracting. It is with consideration for those around me that I restrain it.” Consideration for others. Protection for himself. Two birds, one stone.

      “Oh no.” The duke shakes his head, making the ringlets of his curly white beard sway like a curtain. “I can only just sense the nature of it, but it seems divine. I envy you pureblooded ones and your ability to radiate such alluring energy—born immaculately vampiric. Even with it stifled I can sense the unique composition of it. Your blood must be extraordinarily old. Have you ever needed to feed from a human?”

      “No.” Haruka brings his wine glass to his lips again. He’ll need a refill very soon. Perhaps his own bottle?

      He’s never fed from a human, and as far as his family record states, neither had his father, grandfather nor anyone in his extensive ancestry. His vampiric bloodline is extremely old—clean. His clan had been among the first to discover the intrinsic benefits of feeding from other vampires rather than humans.

      “My mother was the purebred in my parents’ coupling,” the duke explains, his British accent heavy. “Unfortunately, she fed from humans as a child. The act weakened our bloodline. I still experience difficulties as her offspring.”

      “The sun, my lord.” Amelia, the duke’s daughter, lifts her chin to address Haruka. She’s strategically seated just beside him. “Father has designated our realm as nocturnal because of his strict aversion to sunlight.” She has straight blonde hair and sharp, green-iridescent eyes set in a round face similar to her father’s. When Haruka focuses his senses on her and breathes in, she smells of peppermint.

      “Although I am second-generation, I am able to withstand sunlight like you, your grace.” Amelia casually reaches up to brush her long hair behind her ear. “Because my father and mother have never fed from humans, it has helped to decontaminate our bloodline from human biology. I could… potentially walk beside you in the light.”

      Haruka narrows his eyes. Where exactly are we walking?

      “Your grace, will you partake of table food?” the duke asks just as the wait staff begins placing baskets of cottage loaves, small bread and crumpets throughout the table. “I understand you do not strictly require it, however some of my guests are of lower-ranking bloodlines.”

      “I will,” Haruka assures him. “I greatly enjoy the taste of human nourishment.”

      The duke beams. “Splendid. You are much unlike the purebreds of old. Your grace, may I humbly ask, what is your age?”

      “I am one hundred and one.”

      “So young…” the duke’s mate gushes. The Duchess of Oxfordshire is seated at the duke’s opposite side. She’s the spitting image of her daughter, but with delicate creases etched into her lean, angelic features. “Our Amelia has just reached eighty this year. Why are you unbonded, your grace? It is rare to cross paths with a purebred in this modern age, particularly one that is so beautiful and without a mate.”

      More flowery compliments, uncomfortable questions and talk of bonding. As beings who live for centuries, the conversational topics at their disposal run vast and compelling: arts and philosophy, the curious passage of time and subsequent shifts in modernity within their culture, the intricacies of colloquial language, Brexit, the weather.

      “I have not yet found a vampire that I am compatible with,” Haruka says, defaulting to his socially couth answer. Truthfully, he has no desire to bond. Stating this would create more commotion than he is willing to manage.

      “Please spend some time with our Amelia at the ceremony next month,” the duke says, reaching for a biscuit. “We also have an elder son that is currently traveling for business. I am certain that you will find one of them pleasing enough to consider forming a bond?”

      Everyone stares at Haruka expectantly, as if he’s a magician about to perform a trick. He clears his throat. “My apologies. The matter of the ceremony next month and speaking with the purebred in London take precedence. My mind is focused on the tasks set before me.”

      “Of course, your grace,” the duchess coos. “Do you have any explanation as to why this purebred would callously ignore the Duke of Devonshire’s formal request? Does he think himself better than us?”

      Haruka has no idea. As for himself, he absolutely does not want to participate in this archaic ceremony. But outright ignoring a formal request from a lower-ranked vampire is like committing social suicide—especially in a foreign realm. He is a guest within the British aristocracy. Purebred vampires are the dignity and peacekeepers of their race. Not instigators of societal turmoil.

      “I am uncertain,” Haruka demurs. “I will appeal to the purebred directly tomorrow.” Quietly, Haruka prays he’ll oblige. Misery loves company.

      The duke sits back, absently twirling a thick curl from his beard in his fingers. “The Duke of Devonshire told us that you held the position of Historian when you oversaw your realm in Japan. I’m certain that much detailed research is necessary for the ceremonial contract.”

      Haruka freezes—dread washing over him like a dark ocean wave rushing ashore. He’s been avoiding working on the ceremonial contract: the legal document outlining each bonding vampire’s family lineage and the conjoining of their assets. Truthfully, he’s ignored the entire ordeal, hoping it might be called off. He needs to start the contract as soon as he returns home. His appalling habit of procrastinating has officially gotten the better of him.

      The Duke of Oxfordshire smoothly leans forward, his voice low. “And how interesting that the duke’s son would choose a creature from Brazil to bond with. I mean, my word, of all places, considering the trouble there right now.”

      Nodding politely, Haruka remains silent, not wanting to encourage the duke’s prejudice. Although the environment of the Brazilian aristocracy is indeed in chaos, it seems unfair to cast sweeping generalizations upon its vampires.

      Haruka discreetly shifts his gaze sideways when he feels the gentle pressure of fingertips grazing his thigh underneath the table. Amelia is watching him with her iridescent eyes, smiling seductively. Her incisors slowly elongate into sharp white points.
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      By the time Haruka has taken a hot shower and collapses onto his back in bed, he’s exhausted. Throughout dinner, Amelia had focused all her affection and conversation in his direction.

      What are you looking for in a mate? You’re so very stunning. When do you think you’ll be ready to bond? Your eyes are lovely, but are they normally this color? What’s the aristocracy like in Japan? Do you have a physical source? Do you find me desirable? I find you incredibly desirable.

      Somehow, he graciously weaved through the barrage of questions. Before tonight, he’d worried that he might come across as socially awkward from years of isolating himself in the English countryside. Whether he’s inept or not, it doesn’t seem to matter. He is desirable and apparently this is sufficient. Physical prowess supersedes any deeper character failings. A pretty face will do.

      The look and feel of the guest chamber flow in rhythm with the rest of the house: moody lighting with baroque décor. Tapered candlesticks dripping with wax. Even his bed is an excessively large four-poster monstrosity that occupies most of the room’s square footage.

      Haruka turns onto his side, burrowing his body into the soft comforter. He’s finally alone, feeling somewhat at ease for the first time in hours. When there’s a soft knock at the door, his eyes flicker open. He rolls onto his back, concentrating. Stretching his mind and vampiric senses toward the door, he sniffs the air. It is definitely the ogling, blue-eyed manservant from earlier in the evening. He stares blankly at the low ceiling, exhaling a heavy sigh. “And so we begin.”

      He drags his body upright, eventually moving toward the door to crack it open. The servant blinks his large, baby-doll eyes as Haruka peers through the gap. He is much shorter than Haruka in stature, his vampiric bloodline weak. Essentially, he is a human clinging to the edges of modern vampire culture. A human-vampire. Low-leveler.

      The manservant’s hair is sandy-brown, cut short to complement his heart-shaped face. A splattering of light freckles graces his nose and cheeks, like careless flecks from a paintbrush. Although he seems fairly young, he is undeniably attractive and Haruka knows what he wants. The sultry, admiring look he gives with his cerulean gaze is unmistakable.

      “Your grace, is everything well within your chamber dwelling?”

      My chamber dwelling. The longer Haruka stays in this house, the more he feels he’s being swept back in time—or as if he’s part of some human-conceived, literary stereotype of his culture. He half expected an extravagant coffin in his guest room in lieu of an actual bed.

      “All is well,” Haruka assures him. “Thank you for your concern.”

      “Of course.” A warm smile slowly forms on the manservant’s thin lips. “Do you wish for me to come inside to review the apartment? It is my sincere desire for you to be pleased while you abide with us. I would do whatever is necessary to ensure you are satisfied, my beautiful and gracious lord.”

      God help me. Haruka politely returns his smile. “I appreciate the kind offer. But I would like to rest tonight.”

      “Are you certain? I am quite skilled⁠—”

      “I am.”

      “I understand. It is my great loss.” He bows his head, then looks up at Haruka from beneath long brown eyelashes before turning and walking away. When the door is closed, Haruka switches the lock for good measure.

      As soon as he’s back in bed with his eyes closed, there is another knock at the door.

      Haruka remains still this time, stretching his senses and inhaling once more. It is the second-generation female with the lovely brown skin tone. She’d been one of the silent twelve in attendance during dinner. They’d literally said nothing all evening—only laughed and smiled on cue like stiff actors in a community theater troupe.

      The door is locked, so Haruka decides to play possum. After a few minutes she gives up, her subtle essence fading away.

      When the third knock comes, Haruka is asleep. He lazily opens his eyes. Exhaustion is settled heavily in his mind as he yawns, but before he can discern who is outside his bedroom, there’s a loud click in the silence. He turns his head. The lock mechanism has shifted. He watches in confusion as the door creaks open.

      Yellow light from the hallway precedes Amelia as she steps into the room and swiftly closes the door behind her. She walks toward Haruka as he hastily sits upright in bed. He rubs his palm down his face in a weak attempt to shake his disoriented state. “What are you⁠—”

      She launches herself forward. She moves fast but Haruka is faster—quickly blinking and making his eyes burn bright as he wills the power of his nature from within his body. The sensation is a tight knot deep in his core, unraveling and rushing fiercely outward like a blazing river. As it moves, it grows and expands. Haruka intentionally sends the force of it toward Amelia and she gasps, suddenly frozen, wide-eyed under his subjugation.

      Haruka’s chest heaves as he holds her in place. He subdues her in totality, not even leaving her consciousness free to communicate with him. He hasn’t willed his nature outward like this in at least a decade, and now he’s done it sloppily—indiscriminately and without true focus or his usual finesse. The scent of his unique aura permeates the room like a cloudy haze of smoke from a fire, but crimson and supernatural. If he doesn’t absorb it within himself soon, it will stir the inhabitants of the house, drawing them in like a beacon.

      “Asao?” Haruka speaks into the still silence, his eyes fixed on the frozen form of Amelia in front of him. To his great relief, Asao soon opens the door. He closes it, then moves to stand behind Amelia.

      Once her arms are secured behind her back, the manservant lifts his chin. “I’m ready. You can release her.”

      Haruka inhales, mechanically absorbing the weight of his energy back within his body. He mentally stuffs it into a knotted hold deep inside himself. Amelia sucks in a breath as if she’d been underwater, her eyes bulging. She bucks and thrashes her voluptuous frame against Asao to free herself, but the solid manservant easily restricts her.

      “You—you have actual powers,” Amelia breathes, her voice ragged from the impact of subjugation. “I knew it. I could smell—and your blood. Incredible!”

      “Amelia.” Haruka uses the weight of his deep voice to calm her. Being lower ranked, she is more vulnerable to his words after direct exposure to his aura. “You cannot break into someone’s room. I am a guest in your home and it is extremely rude… I should not need to say these things.”

      “I—I apologize, your grace.” She sways in Asao’s grasp. She almost falls over, but he holds her steady. “I wanted to feed from you—to please you… to release… your… aura.” She sleeps. Asao rearranges her in his arms to properly support her. He looks down at her sagging frame and shakes his head.

      “First of all, I told you.”

      Haruka rolls his eyes.

      “Second,” Asao continues, “poor kid barges in here and she can’t even handle you. ‘Pull your aura.’ Yeah, right. Did you need to fully subjugate her?”

      Haruka takes a deep breath and scratches the back of his head. “No… However, she startled me and I’m out of practice. You came quickly—were you listening?”

      “Yeah. I heard you when she first came into the room. They have my bedroom so damn far away that it took me a while to walk over here. This place is creepy.”

      Haruka yawns. It has been a day. “I am grateful for your unique ability.”

      “You’re not grateful for it when you’re trying to sneak wine from the kitchen in the middle of the night.” Asao smirks.

      Haruka breathes a laugh. “True.”

      “What the hell should I do with her?”

      There is a knock on the bedroom door. Haruka smirks. Ask and you shall receive. He focuses and sniffs. “Perhaps the young manservant on the other side of the door can help?”

      Sitting down hard on the bed, he watches as Asao grapples with a peacefully sleeping Amelia. The freckled manservant timidly peeks his head into the room. He’s dumbfounded as Asao speaks, staring past him to uncomfortably gawk at Haruka on the bed. Soon, Asao awkwardly hands Amelia over to him and shuts the door.

      “You’ve had quite a few admirers this evening.” Asao grins, walking toward the bed as Haruka settles back down. He pulls the sheets up to make himself comfortable while his manservant sits along the side. “It’s a good thing she was second-gen,” Asao continues. “What if she’d been higher ranked?”

      Haruka closes his eyes, mumbling against the sheets. “What if you help me pack up the house?”

      “Haruka. How long are we going to do this? Ignoring your true responsibilities and stifling your nature? You’ve avoided talking about this for years now… This whole mess started with Yuna. Your bond⁠—”

      “Asao, please.” Haruka turns to look at him, imploring. He’s exhausted from rapidly pushing his aura outward, annoyed about the upcoming bonding ceremony and frustrated that he has irresponsibly procrastinated over the start of a major cultural document. The last thing he wants to do is have a heart-to-heart about the ghosts of his unfortunate past.

      “My apologies, your grace,” Asao says stiffly. “Do you want me to stay here with you while you sleep?”

      Haruka shifts his head against the pillow, his body and mind rapidly shutting down for the night. He has overexerted himself. “You don’t have to.”

      “Need I remind you that the vampires of the Oxford realm are nocturnal?”

      Perfectly still, Haruka opens his eyes. Blinking. Considering.

      “That being said,” Asao goes on, “everyone will be awake while you are sleeping.”

      Haruka turns to meet his manservant’s eyes. There is a distinct moment of pause before Asao grins and points. “I’ll sleep on that couch in the corner.”

      “If you think it is best,” Haruka says, closing his eyes with a grin. “I will not argue with you.”
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      Using his innate powers takes a heavy toll on Haruka, so he sleeps late into the next day. By the time he wakes up, gets dressed and wanders into the dining room in search of table food, it is late afternoon.

      Practically everyone in the duke’s estate is asleep due to the nocturnal mandate. The house is eerily quiet. Full of sleeping, old-fashioned vampires, Haruka ponders. Like a crypt. Only a skeleton crew of attendants oblige Haruka and his manservant with a late lunch before his departure.

      When they’re done, Asao stands from the table with a look of conviction set in his square jaw. “Let’s get the hell out of here before these weirdoes wake up.” Haruka agrees wholeheartedly. Soon after, they quietly leave the Duke of Oxford’s home.

      They reach London at sunset. Haruka stares blankly out the window as they drive, watching the orange-and-pink gradient of the early evening sky.

      “Is your awareness of this purebred growing stronger as we get closer?” Asao asks from the driver’s seat. “I hope this address is right.”

      “Mm. The duke says that his business is located in Camden Lock. That information corresponds with my innate sense of him.”

      “He owns a bar, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Asao sighs. “Alright. We’ll have to walk when we get near that area. I don’t think I can drive down the market streets.”

      Haruka rubs his palm down his face. Walking in a public area filled with a myriad of humans on a frigid winter night. God help me.
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      It’s dark when they finally arrive at Camden Lock. They navigate the narrow cobblestoned streets and alleyways, eventually standing in front of a bar with an illuminated sign. It shines brightly in white, like a second moon against the deep indigo sky. It reads Scotch & Amaretto in relaxed cursive script.

      Haruka reaches out to pull the bar door open, but pauses at the sound of his manservant’s voice. “Now… what if this purebred is some kind of crazy pervert and attacks you?”

      Standing straight, Haruka genuinely considers the possibility. He can handle a lower-ranked vampire in his weakened state. Another purebred, or even a particularly strong first-generation would be much more challenging. “Most purebreds have exceptional control over their natures, and my primal aura is enclosed. I doubt he would wish to create havoc within his place of business.”

      “True.” Asao nods. “I’m suddenly reminded of that one very pushy purebred we met in Montreal. Remember that? What year was that, eighty-three?”

      Haruka remembers. He wishes he didn’t. He’s met more than his share of pushy, selfish and entitled vampires. “Why are you reminding me of that right now?”

      “It’s better to be prepared.”

      Again. Not helping. Haruka tugs the heavy wooden door open (a little harder than necessary).

      When he steps inside, he’s immediately tense. The luscious smell of the purebred consumes him. The aroma is clean, woodsy and with a hint of something spiced—mahogany but somehow intermingled with cinnamon. The lighting is low, and in combination with the smell, the intimate space feels perfectly warm and inviting.

      He glances around, taking in the refined details of the bar. Several tall oak tables with high stools are thoughtfully placed throughout the main floor. Jewel-toned, orb-shaped candle holders sit in the center of each table, creating soft flickers of light throughout the room. The stone walls are adorned with burning lanterns and sconces, giving the overall impression of a romantic, very trendy Renaissance castle basement… if such a juxtaposition can exist.

      Even with all these wonderful elements for the eyes to behold, the farthest wall from the entrance is clearly the focal point of the room.

      A full bar glows softly in the darkness. The wall is filled with multi-colored bottles of alcohol, interspersed once more with bright candle holders and other curious, antique-looking artifacts. Haruka likens the wall to an apothecary’s pantry filled with exotic potions and mysterious elixirs.

      The bar hosts a comfortable crowd of people for a weekday night. Naturally, they have all stopped and are now staring at him. Haruka sighs. To hell with a discreet entrance.

      He scans the length of the bar. Empty. The purebred is nowhere in sight but Haruka can feel his energy. He is definitely here.

      “He smells nice,” Asao says brightly, standing behind Haruka. “I’ll stay by the door?”

      “Fine.”

      Haruka walks forward, ignoring the blatant stares as he skillfully moves his tall body between the tables to follow the narrow path to the bar. As he approaches the counter, a male ducks out from behind a heavy velvet curtain covering a doorframe on the opposite side of the bar. Their eyes meet. Haruka stops dead. The purebred pauses as well—rigid as he stares.

      The knot of Haruka’s enclosed aura pulses in his core. It’s subtle, but it independently shifts as if to untie itself from the forced hold. His nature has never done this before. It’s bizarre. Surprised, he almost takes a step back and away from the vampire gawking at him.

      With his pulse racing, he inhales a deep breath to gather himself and walks forward again. His action sets the creature behind the bar into motion, and he too cautiously shifts closer to the counter between them. Before Haruka can introduce himself, the purebred speaks.

      “Hi… It’s Haruka, right? Haruka Hirano?”

      Haruka pauses again, blinking. “How… Why do you know my name?”

      “I think every vampire in the UK knows who you are. You’re pretty famous. I had no idea you were this young though.” He shifts his golden-amber eyes to the side, then runs his fingers into his thick hair—coppery-brown in color and styled in a modern trim with wavy length in the top. His honeyed skin practically glows under the soft lighting of the bar.

      He flickers his eyes back toward Haruka, sulking. “Am I in some kind of trouble? Is that why you’re here?”

      Haruka softens his expression, oddly wanting to put him at ease. “Not in trouble. May I sit?”

      “Of course, please. Would you like a drink?”

      “Merlot, please,” Haruka says, making himself comfortable atop the closest bar stool.

      “No problem.” He turns away, then briskly turns back toward Haruka. For the first time, he offers a timid smile. “I’m Nino, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      Nino runs his fingers through his hair again, hesitating before making himself busy behind the bar. He pulls a bottle from the illuminated shelf, then glasses and a handled corkscrew from underneath the bar. His movement is fluid now, like a fish swimming underwater.

      “Nino, what is your full name?”

      Nino abruptly pauses, his vivid eyes wide. “Excuse me?”

      “Your full name,” Haruka repeats. “It is proper in new introductions like this.”

      Nino works the cork, then twists and smoothly pulls it from the wine bottle. “It’s sorry—I mean, I’m sorry, for not…” He takes a deep breath. “My name is Nino Bianchi.”

      “And what is your age?” Haruka asks.

      “One hundred and twelve.” Nino focuses, pouring the burgundy liquid and generously filling both glasses. Haruka keeps his expression even, but he is surprised. Nino’s manner presents as fairly juvenile, like that of a vampire well below a century. Not only is he over a century, he’s older than Haruka by eleven years.

      Nino carefully lifts the wine glass and places it in front of Haruka. “So… what’s your age? May I ask?”

      “Of course.” Haruka gently wraps his fingers around the glass. “I am one hundred and one.”

      Nino’s haunting eyes brighten, his smile open and genuine. “We’re pretty close. I’ve never met another purebred near my age before. Where I’m from they’re all old or scary.”

      “Where are you from?” Haruka lifts his glass, taking a sip.

      “Milan, Italy. My father’s clan still has firm control over the city, but everyone in my mother’s clan was killed during the First World War—starting at the Qingdao conflict.”

      Haruka considers, scanning his memory like the pages of an old reference book in the expansive library of his mind. Qingdao had primarily been a conflict between Japan, Germany and the UK over a German port in China. To his knowledge, the Italian military had not been involved. “I am sorry for your loss… In what way was your mother’s clan entangled in the siege?”

      “They were major players in the Japanese navy. My grandfather was the commanding officer on the Kawachi.”

      Haruka blinks, processing the information. Nino finishes a long sip of his wine and smiles timidly. “You’re thinking I don’t look half-Japanese.”

      “No.” Haruka stares into space. “I was having difficulty remembering when the Kawachi sank. Was it 1918?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I’m surprised you would know such an arbitrary fact right off the top of your head.”

      “It is essentially my job to know many arbitrary facts.”

      Nino leans with his elbows against the counter slightly off-center from Haruka. He makes himself comfortable and gently twists his wine glass with his fingers at the stem. “Historian?” he asks.

      “Correct.”

      “I knew it.” Nino beams in his open, genuine way once more. “My family specializes in roles related to business and social affairs, so I’ve never met a proper vampire Historian before… I always imagined them as these cultured, intelligent people. Looks like I was right.”

      Haruka’s knotted aura independently shifts again, a distinct warmth gently bubbling up his spine. He discreetly stretches his lower back and sucks in a breath. What the hell is this?

      “How many languages do you speak?” Nino asks. “You’re a polyglot, aren’t you?”

      Distracted and tense from this abnormality of his aura suddenly having a mind of its own, Haruka picks up his glass. “What evidence do you have that warrants this assumption?”

      “Am I wrong?”

      Haruka pulls his glass to his lips, shifting his eyes sideways. “No…”

      Nino laughs, the sound warm and bright and accentuating the energy rolling off of his delicately sculpted body. There is an undeniable wholesomeness—perhaps goodness—in his vampiric aura as he comfortably lets it rest outward. He is like a creature derived from the sun.

      Haruka drains his glass. He can’t remember the last time he had a conversation with another high-level vampire that wasn’t centered around his physical appearance or bonding. It is a pleasant surprise, but he needs to cut to the chase. “Nino, have you been receiving the invitations to the confirmation ceremony next month?”

      Standing up from the bar, the amber vampire straightens his spine. His posture stiff. “I knew I was in some kind of trouble.”

      “It is not trouble,” Haruka assures him. “However, your presence has been formally requested, so it is proper for you to respond and attend. The requesting family wants us to officiate the ceremony… the admittedly archaic and invasive ceremony. Nonetheless, will you attend?”

      Nino visibly exhales while shifting his eyes away. “Listen… to be honest with you, I don’t know anything about officiating a bonding ceremony. I would rather not be part of it, if possible.”

      “How can you not know anything about it? You are a one-hundred-and-twelve-year-old purebred vampire⁠—”

      “I know how old I am, and what I am,” Nino says, watching Haruka. “But I’m not—It’s not something I want to do.”

      Haruka pauses, dumbfounded. They are purebreds. Part of their station in life is doing things they don’t want to do. It is simply how their culture works—especially at the behest of lower-ranked vampires. The strong help the weak, the haves support the have nots.

      Unless you run away. No one can ask you to do something if you aren’t there to do it. Haruka has discovered a loophole. However, in light of his manservant’s apparent defiance, Haruka can no longer use his loophole. He needs Nino to participate. Simply “not wanting to” isn’t an acceptable excuse.

      Keeping his voice calm, he makes an appeal to Nino. “If times were different and there were more purebreds within this country, perhaps you could dismiss your responsibility. There are only three of us in the UK, and the purebred in Edinburgh has other obligations. If you feel insecure about your knowledge…” Haruka hesitates, wondering if he is truly so desperate to have another purebred in attendance that he would open his home to a complete stranger.

      Yes. Yes, he is.

      “I have a library at my estate in Devonshire, off the coast in Sidmouth,” Haruka explains. “In my collection, there is a book that specifically details the process of bonding. If you wish, you can spend a few days researching with me as I prepare for the ceremony, then we can travel there together?”

      Nino pauses a beat, giving Haruka a false sense of hope before he ultimately shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Haruka. It’s… I can’t. But I appreciate the kind offer. I’m really sorry.”

      Indignant, Haruka stands from the bar and pulls his wallet from his coat pocket. He takes a breath to squash his incredulity. This is the modern age—the twenty-first century. If this purebred desires to live his life as an outcast of the aristocracy, who is Haruka to persuade him otherwise? To each their own.

      Haruka will handle the ceremony alone, somehow. He manages every disappointing thing life throws at him.

      He removes a twenty-pound note from his wallet and places it on the counter. “Understood. I won’t trouble you any further—” Nino reaches out, his hand firmly resting over Haruka’s fingers. The physical contact abruptly shifts Haruka’s knotted aura again and he inhales sharply. Startled, he snatches his hand away from Nino’s grasp.

      Nino is completely still. His shoulders drop when he exhales a breath. He closes his eyes as he runs his fingers into the top of his thick hair. “You—you don’t need to pay… The wine is on me.”

      Haruka takes a step back, smoothly sliding his hands and wallet into his coat pockets. He straightens his spine. “I insist. Good luck with your future business endeavors.”
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