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      Nino sits at the kitchen table, his hands hovering over the surface as he takes a deep breath in, then out. The air around him is cool but laced with something more. Something invisible that hums and flows, both from within his body and all around. It tingles like sunlight and static against his skin.

      He’s focused, but a thought floats in the cavern of his mind like an echo, always present. Quiet but persistent.

      A baby. I’ll be a father…

      The true beginning of their surrogacy process is still months away and a start date doesn’t yet exist. They’ve spoken with Doctor Davies about their desire to grow their family, but the program itself has only just been approved. The groundwork is currently being laid.

      Even still, this idea… Nino is committed to it. He accepts it, but wrestles with the weight and emotional complexity he feels—like peeling back the layers of a thousand-pound onion.

      One thing at a time. Nino shakes his head, then flickers his amber eyes up to his mate sitting across from him. “Are you ready?” he asks.

      Haruka raises an eyebrow. “I believe that the more important question is, are you?”

      Nino narrows his gaze. “I can do this.”

      “I have faith in you.”

      Rolling his shoulders, he concentrates on the salt-shaker in front of him. The distinct heat of his energy seeps out, slinking toward the glass object and examining the details of its composition—the smooth, hard surface disrupted by hand-carved swirls and curves. His aura glows as it hovers over the metal top, then pours thickly into the plethora of tiny holes. He feels all of it. Not with his hands but with his mind and essence. With this unique extension of himself that is derived from the ancient energy of his race. Like magic. Inexplicable but real.

      Countless grains of salt fill the container, soft in their unity but individually… rough. Sharp? A cloud of microscopic snowflakes but made of broken glass. He can’t quite decide.

      Nino blows out another breath, then shifts everything up—the glass, hardness, metal and flecks—all of it. He raises his palms, and the salt-shaker smoothly levitates above the table. It rises higher, shiny in the steely, overcast sunlight filling the kitchen.

      When it’s stable at his eye level, Nino takes a chance and shifts his gaze to meet his mate’s rosy irises just past the object levitating in between them. “Alright… I think⁠—”

      Something stirs. The fluidity of his essence and its control over the object break, like two elements suddenly pushing against each other instead of sinuous—no longer in alliance. He blinks. The entire thing bursts, escaping from his mental grasp and shattering.

      Haruka reacts quickly and with precision. He raises his hands and the mess of Nino’s efforts floats fragmented in mid-air. Countless shards of glass and grains of salt hover in the light, shimmering like an elaborate art installation.

      Nino’s eyes burn out. He bends forward, dropping his forehead onto the table with a groan. “Fuck.”

      “Would you like feedback?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Why did you attempt to manipulate the salt within the shaker?”

      Dragging himself upright, Nino considers. “I wanted to be thorough and understand all the individual elements so that I had more control. I did this before, when I manipulated the tissue box, and it was fine.”

      Haruka smiles, the chaos of Nino’s failure still suspended in mid-air between them. His mate holds all of it in place, effortless as his hands rest folded atop the table’s surface. “My love, tissues are a vastly different material than grains of salt—the latter being much more complex and greater in quantity. With these instances, it is better to focus on and manipulate the outside as a whole. When the inside is intricate or overwhelming in nature, leave it be.”

      Nino’s attention diverts when Asao walks into the kitchen. The manservant assesses the situation, then pauses, frowning. “Are you serious?”

      “We’ll take care of it,” Nino assures him, rubbing the back of his neck.

      Slowly, Haruka releases the mess, but as it settles onto the table’s surface, the salt and finer shards of glass slip through the planks of the wood. Nino clenches his teeth as Asao groans behind them.

      “Why didn’t you just hover it over and into the trash?” Asao asks.

      Haruka scoots his chair out, examining the floor. “I… had not considered that.”

      Shaking his head, Asao stalks toward the refrigerator. “I hope this means we’re taking a step back in our training?” With the door open, he eyes Nino. “If you explode a person, I’m not covering it up.”

      Nino grins. “You would definitely help us cover it up.”

      Asao pauses, then disappears as he leans behind the open door to scavenge the fridge. “I would. But please don’t put me in that situation.”

      “Let’s try this again,” Haruka asserts. “But keep your attention and aura focused on the external matter, exclusively. You are capable of holding and lifting objects very well with surface control. Distinct manipulation is not necessary for now. What do you think?”

      “I think we shouldn’t be using anything glass,” Asao barks.

      “Jesus.” Nino scratches his head. “What if we go back to the tissue boxes, but I try to manipulate the tissue out of the container? That way, I can practice exerting more finite control.” The salt-shaker may have proved a little too advanced, too soon, but he’s ready for a new challenge in his training.

      “What tissue boxes?” Asao lifts his chin. “Who’s replenishing these⁠—”

      “Asao, it does not matter.” Haruka closes his eyes as he massages the bridge of his nose with his long fingers. “Please be more encouraging.”

      “I’ll be encouraging when I don’t need to replace four pillows, two coffee mugs, a sliding door and now a salt-shaker within a month.” Asao takes a long pull from the bottle of green tea he’s taken from the fridge. When he finishes, he looks at Nino. “I’ll be your biggest cheerleader then.”

      Nino folds his arms, grinning despite himself. “I’m getting better. The pillows and the door were three weeks ago.”

      “Rah rah.” Asao smirks, leaving the kitchen with his bottle.

      Haruka frowns. “Ignore him. You have made wonderful progress in a very short amount of time. I am proud of your efforts.”

      Beaming, Nino stands, then moves toward the pantry to retrieve the broom and dustpan. “Well, I have an amazing teacher, don’t I? Even though he can be a little strict… Can you grab a dishcloth and clear the tabletop first? Unless you want to expend the energy to clean all this up with your aura?”

      Haruka stands from the table as well, huffing. “I do not.”

      For almost two months, from the moment they returned from their vacation in Trentino, Nino has practiced controlling his energy with his mate on a rigorous schedule. Things have returned to normal since he was vanished and abducted in May, but Haruka has held Nino to his promise of taking their meditation exercises more seriously.

      But after the conversation they had at the cabin about growing their family, Nino sincerely wants to be stronger. Not just for himself.

      When Nino is standing beside his mate at the table, Haruka turns, lifting his hands and holding Nino’s face between his palms. “I am strict because I believe in your abilities. You are a phenomenal student.” He leans in, tilts his head and blesses Nino with a soft touch of their lips.

      Nino scrunches his nose. “Mm, I love it when my teacher rewards me with kisses.”

      “In this context my behavior would be seen as inappropriate conduct.”

      “It’ll be our secret.” Nino juts his chin forward, placing another kiss on Haruka’s mouth before pulling a chair out so that he can sweep the mess from under the table. “Jun texted me, by the way. He said he’ll be here tomorrow at noon to start dressing us for the party.”

      Not surprisingly, Haruka groans as he bends and takes hold of the dustpan. Nino laughs. “You agreed to this. Don’t try to back out of it now.”

      “Yes, I agreed. However, why can’t I know what my costume will be? I should have a say in this ridiculous situation.”

      “It’s not ridiculous.” Nino sweeps the salt debris onto the pan as Haruka holds it steady. “It’s unusual as far as aristocracy events go, but I think it’ll be really fun. And you don’t get a say because when Jun and I asked you what our costumes should be, you said vampires. Your vote was annulled.”

      Haruka stands with the dustpan, frowning. “I am punished for being pragmatic?”

      “Nobody wants pragmatism on Halloween, tesoro. We get to play and be someone else—like a fantasy.” Nino waits, bright-eyed and wanting his mate to understand. Haruka dumps the contents of the pan into the trash, his brows scrunched in concentration.

      “I don’t need to fantasize. Truly, you are my wildest dream. What more could I possibly desire? Why should I imagine anything else?”

      Nino’s cheeks warm as he shakes his head. “Haru, you’re thinking way too deeply about this. We’re just going to have fun, alright? Trust me?”

      “Of course,” Haruka says, handing him the emptied dustpan. “Just know that I am pleased as I am, with you and our life together.”

      “Alright, alright. Sheesh.” Nino chuckles, moving back toward the pantry.

      “Has Jun invited Doctor Davies to this event?” Haruka asks.

      “No. He said some friend of Jae’s from the UK unexpectedly showed up to his apartment yesterday. The situation sounds complicated.” With the broom returned to the pantry, Nino rejoins Haruka at the table and sits down beside him.

      “Indeed.” Haruka nods, folding his arms. “Jae’s awakening from a human and into a vampire is unprecedented, but the doctor is handling it all very well—likely due to the stability and assurance that Junichi’s presence offers. It is a positive sign.”

      “It is… And you really think Jae is purebred?”

      “I do.”

      “That’s wild. After Jun fed him that day, the whole situation turned around. His energy registered more strongly to me, too. Jae’s vampiric nature is undeniable now.”

      “Junichi has been conditioned to exceptionally clean purebred blood since he was an adolescent. I am surprised that he doesn’t suspect Jae’s true nature. He has been irrefutably enticed by the doctor from the moment he first laid eyes on him.”

      “Denial,” Nino says. “He’s been so averse to ranked vampires that he’s only been dating humans. I mean, I dated a couple of them back in London, but Jun’s stance on that is pretty extreme.” Nino raises his eyebrow, curious. “Would you have considered dating a human? I mean, before we met.”

      “No.”

      “You could have thought about it. At least for a second?”

      “If you recall, I was intent on not dating any creatures prior to meeting you. After a decade of hiding myself away, I was forced to leave my home one time… and look what happened.” Haruka glances at him from the corners of his eyes, biting back a grin.

      An awkward pause hangs between them as they watch each other. That is, until Nino turns, then reaches out with a snap to grab hold of his mate’s waist beside him. The unexpected movement makes Haruka jolt and snicker.

      “What are you trying to say, exactly?” Nino wriggles his fingers in the concave of Haruka’s waist, making him squirm.

      “Did we date?” Haruka asks, his deep voice strained between gasps of breathy laughter. “Is that what we were doing?”

      “We had one, officially, at least. You drank a lot of wine and put your hands down my pants.”

      “Ah, my favorite pastime.”

      Nino shakes his head as Haruka lifts his arms. He leans in, wrapping them around Nino’s shoulders and bringing their foreheads together. His voice is quiet. The sweet coolness of his breath wafts against Nino’s lips.

      “If I had known that you were my destiny, I would have left the house much, much sooner.”

      “Oh yeah?” Nino closes his eyes, centering himself in the comfort of their entwined energies and closeness—the soft familiarity of his almond milk skin and the sumptuous aroma naturally emanating from his body. He inhales deep, then exhales the tension from his shoulders. “I thought you didn’t believe in fate?”

      Their noses brush, playful and sweet. Haruka slides one hand up and into Nino’s hair at the back of his head. “Perhaps I’ve changed my mind,” he whispers. “You in my life… The goodness of it is too significant. Miraculous. It cannot be attributed to something as imprecise and frivolous as chance.”

      Nino tilts, pressing their mouths together with an urgency that rushes from his heart and spreads all throughout his body. The sensation is hot and airy in his chest, as if he could float upward and into the sky like a balloon, never once returning to Earth.

      He shifts, kissing Haruka’s jawline and toward his ear. His voice is hoarse when it passes through his lips. “When you say things like that, it makes me want to bite you… like I need to devour you.”

      “Mm, perhaps that is my underlying objective? My devious motivation.”

      Nino nuzzles his face lower, sprinkling kisses down the elegant curve of his neck. He breathes the delicate scent of roses as his lips brush his skin. The fragrance of him isn’t quite like a bouquet. Not overbearing or concentrated. More like a whisper. A single petal that brushes against his senses like velvet and swirls inside him, making him want more.

      “Knowing you the way I do,” Nino says, “I’m surprised that you went a whole decade without having sex.”

      When Haruka laughs, it vibrates from his throat like a bassist gently plucking the thick strings. “Once trust and sincere affection were removed from the equation, the activity became largely unfulfilling.” Sensing Nino’s goal, Haruka lifts his chin, allowing him access to the stretch of his neck. “Until you, of course.”

      Nino drags his tongue up his skin, savoring him. He opens his mouth wide and bites down into his flesh. The delicious flavor rushes straight to Nino’s brain, making him dazed—bewildered, as if his head is swimming in a haze of blush-colored clouds.

      Soon, Haruka’s long fingers are fisting the back of his hair within their embrace, urging Nino to drink deeper and take from him. To pull and satisfy the ancient, powerful entity deep within his core.

      And so, he does. As Haruka arches and gasps in his arms, Nino pours all of his trust and affection into him. Confidently fulfilling him, because he knows that he was destined to do so.
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      Exhaling, Nino sets his phone face down on the vanity table. The weight of anxiety is settled in his gut, locking him in a state of discontent, as if he’s a criminal awaiting his sentencing.

      Guilty but remorseful. Repentant.

      He rolls his shoulders. There’s nothing else I can do. Just enjoy the night. Looking down, he examines the weighted golden cuffs wrapped around his wrists and notes the way they shine against his tan skin. “Where did you guys get these from?” he asks, glancing up at the vampire responsible for his elaborate wardrobe.

      “I have connections.” Aries shrugs in the mirror’s reflection. He’s behind Nino at the counter in their master bathroom, putting makeup into his bag. “I borrowed them exclusively for tonight. Conceptualizing this with Jun as a side project has been thrilling. I’m so pleased that I could be here for the execution—although, I admit, I’m still disappointed about your foregoing the sword and shield.”

      Nino was only introduced to Aries Moralis earlier this afternoon, but already, he likes him. His face is lean, youthful but in a mature way—the visage of someone well traveled and astutely aware of the world at large. This distinction is heightened by the premature gray streaks in his thick dark brown hair.

      “Carrying a sword and shield all night would have been a pain in the ass.” Nino sets his shoulders back, taking in the heavy, ornate breastplate and tawny leather kilt, the elegant golden leaves strategically placed at his shoulders to fasten his waist-length cape—vibrant red and regal. When he shifts, the light catches the subtle bronzing of his exposed shoulders and arms. “Even without the sword and shield, you and Jun went all the way. I thought I’d just have some foil wrapped around my wrists and a toga. But this is like real armor.”

      Aries pauses, his pale blue eyes flickering up at Nino in the mirror’s reflection. “Foil? My God, man. I’m sorry, but—have you ever met Junichi Takayama? Do you know him personally?”

      Nino laughs, flitting a strand of his impeccably coiffed waves away from his forehead. Aries has littered Nino’s mane with golden flecks as well. “Right. That was a severe miscalculation on my part. Thank you so much for doing this. I’m impressed.”

      Aries bows. “It’s an honor. When Jun asked for my help, I jumped at the chance. I’m always grateful for an opportunity to travel. Plus, the timing lined up. Starting tomorrow, I’m in Shanghai for the next month and working on a production there.”

      Nino turns to face Aries. “I’ve heard that the Athens aristocracy is…”

      “Archaic?” Aries offers, his eyebrow raised. “Oppressive? A functioning mausoleum of vampire politics and ideologies?”

      “Well… I was looking for something a little softer.” Grecian vampires come from very old families with ancient blood, like Haruka’s. But unlike Nino’s mate, they consider themselves to be royalty and are notoriously rigid about social etiquette and ranking.

      Aries waves a hand. “No need. I take no offense. In fact, I always feel as if our aristocracy is teetering on the edge of some proverbial cliff—the rigid norms that we all adhere to are mere centimeters from an inevitable and much-needed collapse. My clan is based in Mykonos, but all of the royals in our aristocracy take themselves very seriously.”

      “It sounds suffocating.”

      “It is. Being here is refreshing—the fact that you and Haruka are dressing up like this, and that you allow me to call you both by your first names, is foreign to me. The royals—rather, the purebreds—at home would never allow that, or entertain this kind of event.”

      Nino turns, scanning his appearance in the full-length mirror once more. “We definitely don’t take ourselves too seriously—we’d never call ourselves ‘royals.’ Yikes.”

      “Yes, ‘yikes’ is an apt response. Sums it up perfectly.”

      “It’s too bad. Living life that way and enforcing such strict, outdated rules, they can’t be enjoying themselves.”

      “I do believe that’s the point?” Aries grins, but then his smile drops, eyes narrowing. He walks over to stand behind Nino, adjusting the back of his belt. “This isn’t fastened quite right.”

      “Do you interact with the purebreds in your aristocracy?” Nino asks, standing still and lifting his arms slightly. “Seems like you would, given your success in the theater industry.”

      Satisfied, Aries stands straight, his height level with Nino’s. “I haven’t, because they typically keep themselves separate from us lower-ranked vermin—well, unless we prove especially useful in some way. Unfortunately for me, I’ve been summoned.”

      “Why? Who summoned you?”

      “The purebreds of Athens. There’s a wedding next fall and they want me to design for the youngest son and his mate to be. A popular magazine has written a pretentious article about me, and it’s caught their attention. Weddings and proper formalwear aren’t really my thing, but Jun is going to help me. We’re trading favors.”

      “I hope it turns out well,” Nino says.

      “You and me both. I’ve grown quite fond of my head. I’d like to keep it on my neck, if possible.”

      “What—” A knock at the door makes Nino pause. “Yes?” When it opens, Junichi pokes his head through the crack.

      “Gentlemen, he is finished. Are we done in here?”

      “We are,” Aries confirms.

      Nino grins, his heart racing. “Shit, I’m excited. Is he mad?”

      “There’s a lot of eye-rolling happening,” Junichi says. “But I don’t care because he looks fucking phenomenal. And speaking of fucking phenomenal, you.”

      Nino moves toward the door. “Thanks. I can’t wait to see Haru.”

      “Come, come.” Junichi leads them down the short hall and toward the formal dressing room, which houses a small stage, a three-paneled mirror and a closet
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