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      Humans can’t be turned into vampires. People think it’s possible because of questionable romance novels and TV shows with oversexed teens. But it’s all rubbish.

      “Can’t you get me anything higher than this? You don’t have any ranked vamps donating their blood? Third-gen, maybe?”

      Wait, I’m sorry—am I some kind of back-alley drug dealer? This is a hospital. Smiling, I use polite Japanese. “Most of our donors are human or of lower-level blood. From a medical standpoint, either will provide the proper nourishment for your unique nature.”

      My patient huffs dramatically as she sits back hard against the chair. Teenagers. I really don’t have time for this today. “Yukiko?”

      She whips her head back toward me, her gaze serious. “I don’t want to be ‘low level,’ Doctor Davies. I want more. How can I raise my rank? How can I be one of them instead of skating around the edges like this? Ugh. I hate it.”

      Short answer? She can’t. There’s no shifting up ranks with vampire blood. You are what you are when you’re born. At least half of my job is explaining this. Part doctor, part counselor—stating the obvious one patient at a time.

      In Japan, it’s been more the latter. Almost every day I’m dealing with some lower-level vampire with Little Mermaid Syndrome. Groupies, to varying degrees. They ask me, “How can I be part of their world?” or “How can I become a full-fledged vampire?”

      You can’t. Get over it and carry on.

      “Yukiko, you are a healthy young girl living in an age and culture where humans mixed with vampire blood can live comfortably. The stigma surrounding human-vampires has softened the past few decades. Instead of focusing on what you don’t have, maybe you should focus on what’s available to you? There’s a particularly large community of human-vampire individuals here in Japan. Have you tried connecting with some of them?”

      She scoffs. “Are you talking about support groups for loser low-levelers?”

      I shake my head. “No.” Although, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. I spin it in my politically correct, Oxford PhD way. “I’m talking about like-minded communities. Groups of individuals with shared interests and circumstances. Do you have friends who are similar to you in nature?”

      “Not really.” She lowers her head, contemplating. Her long dark hair falls forward. “I still keep my nature a secret. Nobody at school knows. I’m only here because my parents caught me feeding from the dog. Again.”

      “Neither of your parents feed?”

      “No.” Yukiko sighs. She plays with the edge of her pleated skirt. It’s way too short and she probably has the waist rolled over multiple times. I always wonder what came first—anime caricatures of high school girls or actual high school girls. Art imitating life and all that.

      “My mother is fully human,” she explains. “My father has the residual vampire genes, but he doesn’t feed. He resists the urge since he’s so far removed. I feel it, but I don’t want to ignore it! I want to embrace it. I want to be like Hisaki-chan and Haru-sama. Beautiful and unearthly. Mysterious.”

      Thankfully, she’s not looking at me, because I roll my eyes. I’m only vaguely familiar with “Hisaki-chan” because I’ve heard his name so many times from my teenaged patients’ mouths. Apparently, he’s some underground grunge–glam rock star. He’s also a first-gen vampire, which automatically makes him posh and gorgeous. I haven’t seen him, but I don’t need to.

      All ranked vampires are beautiful or rich. Usually both. They come in all shapes, colors and sizes, but those two factors remain consistent. It’s not very easy to cross paths with a high-ranked vampire. The second- and third-gens skirt the edges of human society a little more, but first-gens and purebreds primarily stick to their own. I don’t blame them, considering the fear, loathing and violence they faced when their existence was made known in the early 1800s.

      Things are absolutely different now. But meeting a ranked vampire today is like crossing paths with a celebrity. People are giddy and re-tell the story to anyone who will listen: “You won’t believe it—I was standing in the queue at the supermarket and a second-gen was right behind me. Buying cabbage! Astonishing.” You have a better chance of meeting one if you frequent a vampire-owned business. Those places are pretty sharp on picking out the groupies though, so access would be quickly (and rightfully) revoked.

      Some countries and cities are more populated with ranked vampires than others—depending on whether or not purebreds live there. The whole of Italy is a hot spot, along with Paris, Rio de Janeiro, Los Angeles, Hong Kong, New York, Auckland and recently Western Japan.

      My home, jolly old England, is a complete dead zone. It’s one of the few countries that have no purebreds at all, and nobody knows why. It’s an unsolved mystery in vampire culture. I studied vampire health and medicine in a place with hardly any vampires. My friend Cyrus said I was ridiculous—like a fireman living in a city of igloos.

      Moving to Japan has been an entirely different story. Fucking brilliant. The only downside is the weird anxiety I’ve had since arriving. I don’t understand why, but it grips me sometimes, especially if I’m around a high-leveler. Mentally and emotionally, I felt well prepared for this incredible opportunity. I’ve been wanting something like this since I was a teenager. But physically, I don’t know. Seems like my body is still adjusting?

      “I heard a rumor that Haru-sama and Nino-sama came to this hospital.” Yukiko blinks, her eyes wide. “Is it true? Did they sit in this chair? Oooh my God⁠—”

      “We never disclose information about who visits or doesn’t visit our hospital.” She’d have kittens if she knew that yes, Haruka has sat in that exact seat, and also that he and his mate will be here again tomorrow. Those two…

      There’s a row of pamphlets for different resources on the windowsill behind my desk. I grab one, but before I hand it to her, I take a pen from my desk and mark a star. “Look up this website in particular. There are a lot of communities listed here so you can talk to more teens and young adults with your similar circumstance. When I see you next week for your scheduled feeding, I hope to hear that you’ve at least reached out to one?”

      She takes the glossy pamphlet from my hand and stands, awkwardly tugging on her thick checked skirt. “Yeah… alright.”

      “And maybe take a break from social media and vampire fan sites?”

      Yukiko lifts her chin. “They’re not fan sites. Hisaki-chan and Harunino are my people.”

      She’s looking at me, so I can’t roll my eyes. But they are not her people. I’ve never met Hisaki-chan, but Haruka and Nino are in an entirely different league—an entirely different plane of existence. All ranked vampires are. Like kings and queens living behind a thick glass wall, unfettered by things like poverty and disease, racism, homophobia and the general hideousness that the mixing of human genetics often produces. Meanwhile, all of us humans are just standing here with our ugly faces pressed against the glass, breath steaming up the surface as we stare, wishing we could cross to the other side.

      It’s not possible.

      I stand up from my desk. “See you next week, Yukiko.” She bows in that hasty, flippant teenager way that reads more “Fuck you” than “Thank you, honorable and wise doctor who provides blood for me that is not from a dog.”

      Just as she walks out the door, an alarm sounds, and I realize it’s my mobile. “Shit…” I’m already running late. I wonder if he’s actually expecting dinner from me? I am not cooking.

      Recently, a first-gen vampire named Junichi has been skulking around my office and insisting that we have dinner together. I met him by chance at Haruka and Nino’s estate when I did a house visit to check on Nino’s progress and drop off some books that his mate asked for. Even then, Junichi was eying me and blatantly flirting. It totally caught me off guard.

      I don’t know what the hell he’s playing at or what he wants—calling me “beautiful.” That’s a stretch. Only my mum has ever said that about me, and I’m pretty certain that she was losing her grip on reality at the time.

      Typically I get “weird” or “cute.” Sometimes, if I’m lucky, the backhanded double-word score: “weirdly cute.” One of my classmates in the medical program at Oxford said I was hot. That was nice. My friend Cyrus called me handsome once when he was rat-arsed. He denied it the next day and told me I look like something from that silly American Broadway show Cats—that I didn’t even need makeup and I could walk right onto the stage. Tosser.

      A quick fuck at my place and then I’ll send the first-gen on his way. Truthfully, this happens to me often. Vampires get curious about me, and I have no idea why. It’s only ever been low-levelers, though. Never a ranked one like this. Not that I’ve come across many, until recently. Until Japan.

      These high-bred vamps make my insides feel twisty and bizarre, as if my stomach is tying itself into knots. Especially this one I’m meeting tonight. He’s fit, though—leggy with jet-black eyes and dark curly hair. His skin is lovely and brown and reminds me of peanut butter. He speaks Japanese fluently, but he must be part something else?

      Cyrus is brown, too, but with red undertones (Junichi’s undertones are more golden). Cy’s family is originally from Delhi in India. He says pricks who don’t like people with brown skin are just jealous deep down. He and I disagree about a lot of things, but on that point, we are perfectly aligned.

      The routine goes like this: the lower vamps come around to sniff and poke at me. If I’m up for it, we have sex. Sometimes they bite me. Then they move on like I was a shiny red apple rotten on the inside, telling me I taste awful. I told myself I wouldn’t do this anymore after moving to Japan—that I wouldn’t let them bat me around like a ball of wool. But I always know what I’m getting myself into. And I do enjoy it sometimes.

      After packing up my desk, pushing the chair in and grabbing my rucksack, I check my watch. 6:05 p.m. Maybe I’ll pick something up from the grocer, then stop by the corner shop for lube and condoms as well. Vampires are fussy about condoms, but that’s where I draw a hard line. Your body might regenerate, but mine doesn’t.
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      It’s 6:50 p.m. by the time I’m showered and hastily pulling ready-made meals from a grocery bag. I run my hand through my damp hair, the waves there slick and heavy. My hair looks better wet, I think. Calmer. If I don’t keep it trimmed low, I look like a bloody lion.

      Or a character from Cats, apparently.

      My mobile buzzes against the counter. Walking over to it, I see Cy on the screen. Speak of the devil. I honestly cannot deal with him right now, so I let it ring through to voicemail.

      I’m nervous. That feeling like heartburn is settled in the center of my chest and my hands are shaky. I know Junichi won’t hurt me. Ranked vampires don’t actually do that. People who think so are either ignorant or watch too many films.

      The truth is, Yukiko is right. Ranked vamps are otherworldly. They’re much more emotionally sophisticated, cultured and genetically evolved than humans. And their eyes are always bright and focused. But at the same time blank. Curious? When Nino and Haruka are sitting across from me, their eyes are like an owl’s and they keep their heads perfectly still, barely even blinking. It’s both eerie and mesmerizing.

      Junichi has black eyes—like pools of inky liquid. He’s unreadable until he smiles with his full lips, and then his irises are playful and expressive. All three of them make my stomach feel weird. Sora, too. She’s my nurse assistant at the hospital—first-gen, like Junichi, which means she’s one generation removed from purebred status but still part of the elite group.

      The majority of my intimate experiences have been with lower-level vamps—vampires very far removed from their purebred lineage. So much so that they read more human than vampire. In England, they just gravitated toward me, I guess, like hipsters to a basement record shop or a pretentiously eclectic café. One of them was a proper hipster. Blonde dreadlocks, ripped jeans and earplugs. She was decent at kissing, but my flat always smelled like weed after she left. The second time we slept together she bit me, said I tasted like turpentine and left. Never saw her again… which is fine, really.

      The doorbell rings and I jump, startled. I take a deep breath—where the hell are my glasses? I find them on the counter near my phone and slide them on, then move toward the front door. Grabbing the handle, I pause and roll my shoulders. Why am I doing this? Knowing he can’t possibly want anything tangible or real with me…

      If I’m honest, maybe it’s just nice to be with someone, sometimes? I do well on my own, and I know how to take care of myself. I have for a very long time now. Admitting that I get lonely at times sounds pathetic, right? Nobody wants to acknowledge that, but there it is.

      I unlock and pull the door. It’s sunset. The weather is still warm although it’s late September. Junichi is standing there, all legs and backed by an orange-purple skyline. He grins, charming as ever. He’s holding… a bouquet of flowers. Bird-of-paradise?

      “Hello, Doctor Jae.”

      “God.”

      “No. Junichi, remember?”

      “Flowers?”

      “As a thank you for having dinner with me.” He blinks his onyx eyes. “I noticed the painting on the wall in your office. I thought you might like them?”

      My eyes scan his body, and he’s wearing a clean white summery shirt, but it’s fashionable with short sleeves and no collar. His trousers are dark and tapered at his ankles—perfectly tailored to his long legs. Bright yellow trainers. His facial hair is neatly trimmed and short, and he’s wearing an expensive-looking watch. Made of wood? Christ. Everything about him is luxurious but effortless. I don’t understand why he’s standing on my doorstep.

      “Doctor Jae?”

      I stand up straighter. Was my mouth hanging open? Stepping to the side, I hold the door. “You have consent to enter.”

      Junichi crosses through the doorframe. Or rather, he swaggers, holding the elegant bouquet at his side. “So formal,” he remarks, taking in my flat. He’s speaking English suddenly. “‘Come in’ is equally sufficient.”

      I hesitate, but then answer in English as well. I’m proud of my Japanese and I studied hard. First languages are always more comfortable though, aren’t they? Plus, this is my house. “Right. Well… it’s not like I do this every day.” Not with high-levelers, anyway. I haven’t let any vampires paw at me in the three and a half months I’ve been here. Cyrus would be proud.

      Only ranked vampires—purebreds, first-, second- and third-gens—need permission to enter a private residence. It’s ironic though, because most ranked vampires would not be bothered with entering a human’s home.

      After closing the door, I move past him and toward the kitchen. He smells nice, like there’s a haze of something very good hovering around his body. Not cologne. Something lighter, cleaner and elemental from the earth. Cypress and spearmint. A hint of lavender?

      “Beer? Wine?” I ask, pulling the door to the fridge open.

      “Are you nervous? You seem tense.”

      “No,” I lie, raking my hand through my hair. It’s nearly dry. “Which do you prefer?”

      He moves closer to stand in the kitchen, then leans against the counter with his hip, flowers still at his side. “What are you having?” he asks.

      “Beer. Probably.”

      “Beer it is.”

      I grab two bottles from the fridge with one hand. When I lift my arm to hand him one, he raises the bouquet and smirks, like he wants us to trade. There’s an awkward pause of silence before I groan and take it from him with my free hand. He takes the beer, grinning.

      “Thanks,” I say, placing the flowers on the counter. I walk over to the round table off to the side. My kitchen space is small, but cozy enough for me and one other person. As a whole, my flat is very plain: beige walls, basic necessities and functional furniture. A tea kettle on the hob, a kitchen table, a gray sofa in the sitting area and a tall maple bookshelf pressed against the wall stuffed with all of my medical journals and research books. I don’t even have a television and I don’t care about decorating.

      At the kitchen table, I pull a chair out for myself. “I picked up some food from the shop… in case you actually wanted to eat.”

      Junichi walks forward to meet me. “My understanding is that we’re having dinner. It’s what I asked for last week when I returned your book.”

      I blow out a breath. “Right.” Sitting, I tell myself not to be irritated that he’s playing some kind of uppity vampire game with me—asking for dinner and bringing me expensive flowers. I don’t know what he’s doing, but I don’t need all this if he’s just going to shag me and leave.

      He sits across from me as I pop the plastic tops off our dinners. The food still feels fairly warm. I love supermarkets in Japan. They’re neat and clean, chock full of ready-made, delicious foods like breaded pork over rice, all manner of crispy croquettes, giant makizushi rolls and even okonomiyaki—not to mention a wide array of bentos with veg and grilled fish. It’s like they have some wonderful grandma in the back room, cooking up delicacies all day every day.

      That sounds terrible, actually. Elderly-slave labor. I sincerely hope that’s not the case.

      “You said your schedule is very busy at the hospital?” Junichi’s voice is cool and low in the silence, and his black eyes are focused on me.

      I avoid his gaze by shuffling things around on the table. “Yes. Things were slow the first month, but it’s getting quite hectic.”

      “You’ve been here for three months, right?”

      “Almost four.” I clap my hands over the food in gratitude as per the local custom before picking up my chopsticks. “Itadakmasu.”

      Junichi mimics the phrase and gesture, then picks up his chopsticks. “How do you like living here?”

      I shrug. “It’s nice. Clean. People are friendly and there’s loads of work.”

      “I’m assuming from your accent that you’re from England?”

      “Yes. Born in London—East End. But I moved with my family to the outskirts of Bristol when I was thirteen. More rural.”

      “Bristolian.” Junichi smiles. “South-west England is nice. I’ve traveled to Bath for work.” He maneuvers the chopsticks with his long fingers, grabbing a slice of salmon and bringing it to his mouth. I’m watching him and wondering what he does for work. He’s so tall. He could be a fashion model. Easily.

      I also want to ask him, “What are you?” Which is odd because I hate that question. I’ve been asked that question my entire life. It’s always awkward. I wish people would just wait and put the clues together on their own instead of being so focused on racial identity (my current hypocrisy aside).

      Literally, it’s the first question I’m asked sometimes, and I have to explain that my mother was a blonde Englishwoman and my father is South Korean: like I’m a dog at the Westminster Kennel Club offering my papers. Anyone with any subtle intuition and understanding of the world at large would realize my first name is Korean and my last name is not. It’s right there in the name. Half and half. Jae Davies.

      But Junichi Takayama… that’s all Japanese. Looking at him, though…

      “Have you had the opportunity to see any famous sites or cities?” Junichi asks thoughtfully. “Himeji Castle is popular. Kokoen is particularly charming in the fall.”

      “No.” Shaking my head, I stifle my curiosities. He’s only here to sleep with me, bite me and leave. There’s no need for this small talk.

      “What about other cities? Kyoto? Osaka or Tokyo?”

      “No.” I scoop up a chunk of rice with my chopsticks. “I’ve been too busy.”

      “That’s a shame. I know I’m biased, but there’s a lot to see and do here. If ever you have time in your schedule, I’m an excellent tour guide.”

      Seriously? I take the last bite of salmon and stare at him. I eat quickly. It comes with being a doctor. I do everything fast—read, eat, walk, sleep. Everything in my life is truncated so that I’m as efficient as possible. I thank the stress and anxiety of medical school for that.

      The wall clock reads seven thirty, so I should get to bed soon. I’ll probably shower again after we’re done so I won’t have to do it in the morning. We need to get this show on the road.

      He asks more questions while he eats, slowly. I sip my beer and answer him, waiting for him to take his last bite. When he finally does, I stand. His gaze follows me.

      “I know ranked vampires don’t carry STDs,” I say, “but I prefer condoms with whatever we end up doing. I have some. Hopefully that’s not a problem for you?”

      Junichi blinks his dark irises and breathes a clipped laugh through his nose. He sits back and folds his arms. “Excuse me?”

      I glance at the wall clock again. 7:52 p.m. “I have an early start tomorrow, so it’d be best if we did this now.”

      Junichi narrows his eyes, his arms still folded. “If we did this… as in?”

      “Fuck. I don’t mind if you bite me, but I’ve been told I don’t taste very good. So there’s that. Since you’re a high-leveler, I’ll probably taste even worse to you.”

      Lowering his head, Junichi frowns—silent and obviously thinking about something. I’m about to speak again, but he looks up and beats me to it. “Do you think I’m some kind of monster?”

      I draw back, shocked. “What? N-no⁠—”

      “I’ve only asked you to have dinner with me so that I could get to know you—as people often do in new encounters. I didn’t come here because I needed charity sex, or to force you into some rash circumstance. I came because I thought you were striking and intriguing.”

      He stands up, but something inside me is indignant as I take a step forward. “‘Get to know me’? Right. What else could a ranked vampire possibly want with a human other than to play with me for a bit like a toy? There’s no long term here. I’m doing you a fucking favor and cutting to the chase, mate. I don’t need flowers and this other bullshit.”

      The volume of my voice is increasing. I don’t mean to yell, but I’m irrationally caught up in the moment. He’s standing there looking eloquent and calm, like he’s completely innocent. Like sleeping together is the farthest thing from his mind, when I know it isn’t.

      Junichi steps into me. He’s taller than me by at least six inches, so it’s annoying when I have to lift my gaze to keep watching him. His clean, lavender-cypress scent is wafting around me. When he grips my chin with his fingertips, the weird knot in my stomach jolts and practically sets on fire, making my eyes wide.

      I swallow hard because I’ve never felt anything like this before. The sensation is so warm—pulsing and rushing down to my groin. But I don’t want to acknowledge it. I’m supposed to be indignant right now, not erratically turned on.

      Junichi looks me in the face with his emotionless black eyes. It almost feels like he’s about to kiss me. If I’m honest… Shit. I suddenly want him to, and I want to lick my lips first.

      But I don’t. And he doesn’t kiss me. Instead, his mouth pulls into a cynical smirk. “I don’t need any favors from you, Doctor Davies. Not a damn thing.”
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      I overslept, so I’m running late to the hospital. Which I never do. I get that from my dad. Growing up, he was adamant about three things: being punctual, speaking Korean and teaching me to make his native food. Well, maybe he was a stickler about two things? Since the latter items are indisputably related.

      My schedule today is really busy, which is excellent. What’s not excellent is that after Junichi left last night, I couldn’t sleep. My body felt overheated. I was achy all over and my prick was insanely stiff. I’ve never had a sleepless night like that. Not even with Cyrus, and I spent years pining after that idiot.

      I tried having a wank, which definitely helped, but then I’d think about those dark eyes, beautiful lips and long legs… A few minutes later and I’d be writhing around in bed again. Pathetic. I acted like I was doing Junichi a favor. Turns out, he might have done me one if I hadn’t acted like a dickhead. What a mess. It’s like when I’m sitting in a seat on the Tube and a crowd rushes in and I don’t want anyone to sit next to me. But then when no one does, I’m offended that no one wants to sit next to me.

      Doesn’t matter, really. I probably won’t ever see him again.

      When I step off the lift, Sora is already at the nurses’ desk and watching me move toward her. Her eyes are deep brown and appear slightly less owl-like because she wears these bright, red-rimmed glasses.

      I step up to the counter, smiling sheepishly. “Good morning. I’m so sorry I’m late. I texted you?”

      She folds her arms and leans against the counter. “I got your message. It’s not like you to be late. Is everything okay?” There’s concern in her voice, which is nice. Honestly, I don’t have many people in my life who express concern for my well-being. I’ve been self-sufficient for a long time now. No choice, really.

      Sora had me over for dinner a couple of weeks ago. The thought of vampire children was always a little horrifying in my mind, but her twins were actually pretty cute. Funny. Like normal kids except they drink blood. Thank God I didn’t see them do it.

      “I didn’t sleep well,” I admit. “Are they already here?”

      “They are. I finished the blood draw and now they’re sitting in your office. I’ve already sent the bags downstairs to be shipped to Italy tonight. Separately, my kids are asking when you’re coming to dinner again. How about next weekend, Sunday night? Since tomorrow night is the hospital gala with the board of directors. Don’t forget.”

      Nodding, I turn to walk down the hall toward my office. I shouldn’t keep vampire royalty waiting. “I won’t—I already had my suit cleaned. And next Sunday sounds perfect. Thanks, Sora.” Being my only day off, I usually play shōgi at the local temple with the old men on Sunday afternoons. Dinner with Sora’s family is a worthy concession.

      “I expect pajeon,” she calls out. “Since you bragged about your father’s recipe.”

      “Right.” I smile. I’ll need to make a shopping list and remember that. I walk through the doorway to my office, and there they sit. Haruka Hirano and Nino Bianchi. Century-old purebred vampires just hanging out and waiting to see me. No big deal.

      I bow politely at the waist. “Good morning. I apologize sincerely for the delay.”

      “We’re not in a rush today, don’t worry,” Nino says, blinking his honey, owly eyes at me. His irises are so bright they practically glow. His mate’s eyes are the same way, except the color is maroon—like a glass of Merlot held up to the sun.

      “Sora says you’re never late. Is everything alright?” Nino asks.

      “Everything is fine, thank you.” I quickly hang up my rucksack, grab my lab coat from the rack and put it on as I shuffle over to sit at my desk. “How was the blood draw?”

      He’s holding Haruka’s hand, of course. He smiles, warm, golden and open. “Great. The doctor in Italy says my father is getting stronger every day. Between my brother’s blood and mine, he thinks we can relax a little and start sending blood every other month.”

      “That is excellent news!”

      “Yeah, we appreciate all your help.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” I bow again. It really is. Helping them with anything is incredible. Even having them sitting here—I’m probably one of very few doctors throughout history to have worked with purebred vampires. Doctors are just not something they typically need. Their bodies naturally regenerate and have self-corrective biological components. Even if Nino hadn’t come to see me a few months back, it might have been a much harder road, but he would have been fine eventually.

      “Haruka, are you well?” I ask because he’s been totally silent, and he’s not nearly as easy to read as his mate.

      He smiles politely and nods. “I am. Thank you, Doctor.”

      If Nino is like a bouncy, excitable and friendly dog, Haruka is a slinky, reclusive black cat. I have no idea how these two ended up together, but their adoration for each other is palpable. When Nino had been in the hospital a few months ago, Haruka never left his side. I’d walk in and he’d be running his fingers through Nino’s hair and holding his hand, or at the end of the bed massaging his feet and legs.

      They’re unashamed and open about their love, as if only the two of them reside in this world—in whatever world they’re part of. In vampire culture, they don’t have labels and strict parameters around romantic relationships and identity like we do as humans. Love literally is just love, and you are who you are.

      These two are so deeply enamored with each other, sometimes I think I should look away to give them privacy. I can’t even fathom having a bloke and being like that—perfectly comfortable and carefree. The world I live in doesn’t allow me to.

      “Sora said the two of you wanted to talk to me about something?”

      Nino’s bright eyes shift over to Haruka. He gives his mate’s palm a little squeeze as their entwined hands rest in Haruka’s lap. Haruka takes a breath. “We are interested in expanding our family in the future. As such, we were wondering if you knew anything about⁠—”

      “Surrogates.” I gasp, smiling. “How—Did someone tell you I want to do this? Wait, no… I haven’t told anyone here.”

      They’re both blinking at me like I’m insane. “Sorry. I… I’ve been thinking about this topic for a while. Considering the steady decline in the purebred vampire population.”

      Haruka nods. “Yes. It is a matter of concern within our culture. Although the recent discovery of the Socotra population has put the masses at ease, for now.”

      “Right,” I confirm. News of the Socotra purebreds has been covered in all the major human media outlets lately. It’s incredible to know that there are more purebreds in the world than we originally thought, but still. This discovery is a temporary fix for a bigger, deeper issue.

      “I… I was thinking that if we had a reliable surrogate program in place—perhaps a database of willing donors and carriers? It would help with the population issue. It’s extremely difficult and time-consuming for same-sex vampire couples to find appropriate matches on their own. If we had a database available, it would be much easier. We have these kinds of programs more and more in human culture. They’re very successful.”

      “Is there currently such a program in place for vampires anywhere?” Haruka asks.

      “No. Not that I know of. It’s just my idea for now. I lack resources… contacts and funding. I’ve thought about putting a proposal together, but I haven’t even been here six months.” It’s a lot to ask for—a new database for keeping detailed records of vampire biology. Ranked-vampire records. Which creates added layers of privacy and cultural implications. No ranked vampire would willingly hand over their biological information to some weird human doctor.

      If it were a purebred running this kind of database, though? If it were Haruka and Nino? Absolutely they would. There’d be no question about a ranked vampire’s willingness to participate.

      “Maybe we could help?” Nino asks, then looks at his mate. “You’ve been in the house so much lately, Haru.”

      Nino said the latter part in English. This is another funny thing. Whenever they speak directly to each other, they always use English. Otherwise, everything is Japanese. Do they think I can’t speak English?

      “My love, this program doesn’t exist,” Haruka reasons. “I cannot help with something that has not been established. There needs to be a written proposal submitted to the hospital board. That is the first step.”

      Nino turns to me again, switching back to Japanese. “If you write the proposal and get it approved, maybe we could help you? It would be hard for you to get other vampires to comply. They would do it for us, though.”

      I nod, excitement bubbling in my chest. I’ve been thinking about this for years. It would be brilliant, and I could learn more about vampire biology and become even better at my craft. How long would it take me to write this up? Where would I even start? Who would I present it to? The department head? Board members? CEO⁠—

      “Now that I am paying attention…” Haruka is speaking in English, his deep, velvety voice smooth and calm. “There is something unquestionably vampiric about his nature.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Nino agrees. He narrows his eyes. “But why? You’re human, right?”

      They’re both staring at me with their owly eyes. I’m staring back at them, utterly confused. Do they know I speak English or not? Am I supposed to respond? Of course I’m human.

      There’s a knock at the door. Sora pokes her head inside. “Your next appointment just arrived. She’s in the waiting room.”

      “Yes, thanks, Sora.” Dammit. I wish I could talk to them about this more and flesh out the details. “I’m going to start working on the proposal, but there will be some details that I… It won’t be easy to organize and work out on my own. I’m not sure how long it will take me.”

      Nino smiles. “Haru can help.” Haruka’s shocked eyes widen and shift over toward his mate as he continues. “He’s not busy these days, so it’ll be a good project. I’ll help too, where I can. But he’s the Historian. Historians in our culture have tons of connections and information at their disposal.”

      I look at Haruka, feeling apprehensive about the mood I’m suddenly picking up on. “That would be great, but… is that okay with you, Haruka?”

      He nods, his composure recovered. “It’s perfectly fine. I am willing to help. If you have questions, make an appointment with Asao as you’ve done in the past.” Nino lifts his and Haruka’s clasped hands from his lap and closes his eyes. He presses his lips to the back of his mate’s knuckles. The moment is so tender and sweet that I’m wondering if I should look away.

      “Doctor Davies?” Nino says.

      “Y-yes?”

      Nino is talking to me, but he’s staring at his mate. Haruka is looking off and away, as if he doesn’t want to acknowledge whatever is about to happen. “I know you need to go, but… with the Socotra purebreds being discovered and The Great Vanishing solved, we’ve received a lot of attention lately. And… we have been very reluctant to leave the house for the past couple weeks. I was wondering if you had any recommendations? Ways to cope with this loss of privacy? What we’re doing now, I don’t think it’s healthy for us.”

      I can’t read Haruka’s blank expression, but clearly this is about him. His and Nino’s faces have been plastered everywhere the past couple weeks. I’ve even seen people wearing pop-art T-shirts with Haruka’s face on them. Knowing Haruka the little bit that I do, I’m sure this situation is a nightmare for him.

      “Hm… Try leaving the house for something you really like.”

      Nino nods. “Okay, for example…?”

      “For example, if you really like playing tennis. At least leave the house once a week to do that. If there’s an ice cream shop you love, go there a couple of times a month? Try to think of something you truly enjoy, so that the reward outweighs the risk. Plus, you have a direct objective to focus on. That could be a good starting point?”

      Nino looks directly at his husband and speaks in English, his voice low. “I think that sounds good. Can we please try, tesoro? Mm?” He lifts his hand again, but this time he flips Haruka’s palm up, sprinkling kisses on the inside.

      I look away this time, and take a deep breath because they’re making my gut all shifty and weird again. I have an urge to clear my throat, but who am I to interrupt century-old bonded and internationally celebrated purebreds making out in my office?

      Gay vampires. Bloody hell.
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      Dios mío, ahí viene la misma vaina. My mother always used to say that whenever she heard my father shouting through the halls of the house—arrogantly posturing his purebred aura, flaring it outward and generally being a dick. Here we go with the same shit.

      It’s exactly how I’m feeling right now.

      “Haruka’s hair is growing out again.”

      I briefly glance up from my sewing machine to look at the pompous little vampire sitting on my couch. He’s perched there with his legs crossed. His long white-blonde ponytail is slicked back tightly against his head. He’s holding a cup of hot tea. The way the steam swirls up from the surface only adds to the ridiculous drama of his overall demeanor.

      Hisaki lifts his chin. “We had him over to the house for brunch last month. Mother was pestering him about rehabbing the Socotra vampires and what he thinks happened to the British purebreds. That’s all everyone in the aristocracy talks about lately. Why does it matter what happened to them? They’ve been gone for decades. So boring.”

      He takes a breath and sips his tea before continuing. “Anyway, I do appreciate Haruka’s shorter hairstyle, but I think I prefer his hair long. I loved the way it emphasized his refined, elegant features. It reminded me of a black, flowing river—quietly reflecting the stars as it streams through rocky passageways in the darkest of night… I should write that down.”

      I sit up straight and stare at him—this dramatic little twerp waxing poetic on my couch. He takes another sip of his tea.

      “Haruka is married,” I say. “Bonded. For life.”

      Hisaki shrugs, unbothered. He shifts his blue eyes toward me. Last week they were green. They’re contacts. “Haven’t you heard? Bonds can be broken.”

      “Delusional.” I shake my head, bending to tinker with the damn tension disk on my sewing machine. It keeps sticking. “Get off my couch. Go home.”

      “Rude.” Hisaki flips his head so that his ponytail whips like a show horse’s. “Why do you get to freely visit Haruka’s estate whenever you want? I always have to make a formal appointment with that old guard dog of a manservant, and if my request isn’t deemed tangible, I’m denied. How do you achieve this? Tell me your secret.”

      I play with the dial, adjust the thread and sit up straight, then gently press the foot of the sewing machine. The material I’m hemming slowly passes under the needle. “Well, let’s see. I respect his bond. I’m not trying to get in his fucking pants⁠—”

      “I am not interested in a sexual relationship with Haruka. My intentions toward him are altruistic. He is beautiful and glorious, and I only want what’s best for his grace. He deserves someone who understands his magnificence—who can support him as the leader and king that he is. And that is me. Not the Italian⁠—”

      “Nino is half-Japanese.”

      “Whatever. Haruka hardly ever leaves his home lately to attend aristocratic events. It deeply concerns me. I simply wish to be by his side.”

      I sewed these buttons on this shirt yesterday, but today I’m rethinking the choice. Maybe instead of black, brown would look more modern? Wooden toggles might be interesting⁠—

      “TAKAYAMA JUNICHI.”

      I jump and lift my foot from the pedal, moving my fingers just in time from being snagged by the needle. My patience is officially shot. “You little asshole⁠—”

      “Don’t ignore me. I hate it when you do that⁠—”

      “Don’t you ever yell at me like that.” I point hard, staring. “Hisaki, I do not have time for your self-absorbed bullshit today. I need to finish this by five o’clock and I have a gala tonight. Leave. Now.”

      He tilts his head. “Really? What kind of gala? For the aristocracy? Why wasn’t I invited⁠—”

      “Estoy cansada de decirte⁠—”

      “Fine, I’m leaving. I hate it when you speak Spanish. You know I don’t understand what you’re saying.” He stands with his teacup and shuffles his pale, narrow ass toward the door.

      He’s a young vampire—only twenty-three years old. There are thousands of teenaged humans and vampires who adore this brat. His music hasn’t hit it big on an international scale yet, but he’s a star in his own right nationally. I listened to his album because he kept pestering me. It’s not bad, but definitely not my thing.

      As his elder, I should be nicer to him.

      I cannot. He annoys the shit out of me. He’s everything that’s wrong with ranked vampires. Self-important, snooty and prejudiced. He’s barely been alive two decades and already exudes the arrogance of a vampire five times his age.

      I tap my foot on the sewing machine again. From the corner of my eye, I notice that Hisaki is still hovering in the doorway. He lifts his chin and clears his throat. “When… when will the jacket I ordered be here?”

      I sigh, focusing on the material underneath my hands. “Two weeks.” I almost add, “Don’t come back until then.” But he wouldn’t listen. He comes to my studio every week on Sunday, rain or shine, whether he’s ordered something or not. I have no idea why. I’m just lucky, I guess.

      “Alright,” he says. “I’ll see you next Sunday.” He washes out the teacup in the small kitchen off the hallway, and soon the door to the main entrance chimes to let me know he’s left.

      I sigh, pressing my foot down and threading the material under the needle again. “Pretentious little twerp.”
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      Without Hisaki there to distract and demand my attention, I finish my client’s shirt early and he’s able to pick it up sooner than scheduled. This is nice because now I have time to stop by the bar and sit with my favorite old vampire before going home and getting dressed for the hospital gala.

      Asao is Haruka and Nino’s manservant, but he’s a third-gen vamp. It’s unusual for a ranked vampire to be a servant, but that’s what I love about their entire household. Everything about them is refreshingly unusual. Relaxed.

      I lock up my shop and walk down the cobblestoned road of the historical quarter. It’s a pretty, breezy afternoon and the willow trees are fluttering in the wind. I love this sleepy little town. I grew up in Hiroshima, but this place feels more like home to me.

      It’s only a five-minute walk before I’m stepping into the bar. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight outside. I hear a chorus of greetings.

      “Hey, Jun!”

      “Welcome back, Junichi.”

      I lift my chin in acknowledgment and smile. The bar is vampire owned. Our aristocracy in Western Japan is pretty tightly knit—but growing. Our realm leaders have gained a lot of attention the past couple months, so now, every vampire and their mother wants to live here.

      Asao is waving me down, and I’m surprised to see Nino sitting beside him. No Haruka. Figures. Getting him out of the house the past few weeks has been like trying to coax a cat out of a tree. Usually I can tempt him with a good restaurant recommendation, but lately even that’s not working.

      I weave my way through the bar—through the noise of happy chitchat and laughter, glasses and plates clinking, enka music playing low in the background. The air is warm with the scent of grilled veggies and meat, and it makes my mouth water.

      “Hey, Jun.” Nino smiles warmly as I sit beside him in the booth. Asao is across from us. “We’re celebrating.”

      “What, pray tell?” I ask, grabbing the half-empty pitcher of beer and a glass.

      Asao grins. He’s more than a hundred years older than me, but he’s still square and handsome with salt-and-pepper features. He’s obviously had a good life. “Haruka went out today. On his own,” he says, grabbing his beer.

      “Really? How the hell did you manage that?”

      “We had an appointment with Doctor Davies yesterday to talk about surrogacy options,” Nino says. “While we were there, I asked him about things we could do to cope with all this new attention. He and I talked about it more last night, and he agreed to try. We found a fairly safe activity to get him started.”

      I lift my beer in a toast. “This is excellent news.” They lift theirs as well, and we tap glasses. After Nino takes a sip, he sighs.

      “I don’t want people to think he’s a snob, you know? If he keeps hiding and ignoring everyone, the tide could turn. They pulled a new group of vampires out of Socotra. The detective is pressuring us to take on more refugees, and she keeps blabbing to the news about our involvement. Haruka hates all this attention.”

      Haruka could easily be a pompous jerk given his ancient family roots, looks and upper-crust breeding. I wouldn’t even blame him if he were. It’s almost expected. The quality of his nature makes him a beacon for other ranked vampires, and his bloodline is clean and very old, which means he probably tastes like heaven. I can’t imagine what life was like for him being unbonded. He told me he hid himself in England for a decade, and I immediately understood why.

      “Speaking of Doctor Davies…” Asao is smirking at me. I frown, rolling my eyes and pulling my beer to my lips because I know what’s coming. “How was your date?” he asks.

      I take a long sip before setting the glass back down on the table. “Shit.”

      “Really?” Nino raises his brows. “Why? Doctor Davies seems nice.”

      I nod, diplomatic. “Yes, the doctor is very nice to his patients, which is excellent for the hospital. I have no complaints.”

      Outside of the hospital, he’s a prejudiced jackass. A beautiful jackass that smells delicious. Well, fuck him and his good smells. Since when is it a crime to have dinner with someone you find attractive? What’s so terrible about wanting to eventually make love? Now I can’t ever have sex with him, because if I do, I’ll just prove him right.

      “He definitely has something funny going on,” Nino says. “Both Haru and I took inventory yesterday. He’s human, but… I don’t know.”

      Asao lifts his chin toward me. “You should bite him. See what he tastes like so we’ll know for sure.”

      I roll my shoulders. “Nope. That’s not happening.” As a ranked vampire, feeding from humans isn’t fun. They taste like dirt, and if you do it too much, it can permanently ruin your bloodline. A few years ago, in the throes of passion, I fed from one of my human lovers in Paris. An exquisite young opera singer whose family had originally immigrated to France from Kenya. Lisette Noelle Moreau. I couldn’t go out into the sun at all afterward because my skin burned. I had to cancel two days’ worth of appointments and sit around her loft like a fucking squatter. Not worth it.

      “Haru says it feels like there’s a wall inside Doctor Jae,” Nino says. “Like something is blocked. But he doesn’t register as a low-level vamp either. It’s confusing.”

      “Well, he’ll need to find someone else to deal with his blockage.” I raise my eyebrow and lean forward to drive the point home. “Because it ain’t me.”

      Asao sits back and folds his arms. He’s examining me in that paternal way that makes me uncharacteristically self-conscious. “The doctor didn’t fall at Casanova’s feet, so you’re upset?”

      “No,” I say, then realize it makes me sound like I’m pouting. “It just wasn’t a good match.”

      “Why?” Asao pushes. “You chased him for three weeks. What happened?”

      “Technically, two weeks, since he said yes on the third week. And I didn’t ‘chase’ him. I was returning his books… slowly.”

      Nino snorts at this, which doesn’t help my case. I ignore him. “Anyway, he made it perfectly clear that he’s not interested in me or what I have to offer.” I open my palms in a curt gesture, like I’m a prosecutor and I’ve laid out all the obvious evidence. Or like I’m a magician. Voilà.

      Asao laughs and shakes his head. “Casanova is a control freak. If someone isn’t following the perfect little script he’s laid out for them, he cancels the entire production.”

      “Wow.” Nino blinks, lifting his beer to his mouth. I shake my head, dismissive.

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is, Jun.” Asao grins. “You dumped a new client last week because he was getting too rigid in his custom order. You do it all the time! You’re just lucky that you’re wealthy and good-looking enough to get away with it. And that’s really why you don’t ever want to bond—because you can’t control that kind of situation. Because you can’t trust and be vulnerable with anyone.”

      “Shit! Relax, old man.” I hold my palms up against the full-frontal assault. “I came here for a damn beer—not to be psychoanalyzed. God.” I roll my shoulders again. Nino is laughing.

      Asao smirks. “I just call it like I see it.”

      “Keep ‘it’ to yourself.”

      “You don’t want to bond? I didn’t know that,” Nino says. His innocent amber eyes are blinking at me like he couldn’t possibly understand. Of course he can’t. He’s mated with the love of his life, and their bond triggered on the first try. That shit is unheard of—like playing golf for the first time and getting a hole in one on the first swing. The stars practically aligned for them. But they’re the exception, not the norm.

      “I don’t want to bond, but I’m not opposed to a healthy long-term relationship. I’ve had quite a few with some lovely humans over the years… Dammit.” I pick up my glass and tip my head back to finish the golden liquid.

      Asao’s face is smug. “That’s why he only has relationships with humans, Nino. Can’t bond with humans. And being a ranked vamp, you always have the upper hand, too. You’re always the one in control.”

      I grimace. “You’re really on one today.”

      He wiggles his eyebrows at me.

      Asao is wrong. It isn’t about me controlling people. I just don’t want to be controlled and forever beholden to anyone.

      This is my worst nightmare: I’ll look up and be in a situation with someone who outranks me. Who is controlling and manipulating every aspect of my life. That I’ll be miserable and stuck like that until one of us dies—which is exactly what happened to my mother.
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      Why does holding a person’s hand feel more intimate than sex? What does that say about us as complex, physiological beings? I’ve had sex with quite a few people and vampires over the years, but I cannot remember the last time I held hands with someone (and what does that say about me?).

      Right now, this is all I can think about as I walk into the flashy banquet hall. There are crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling and illuminated ice sculptures. Waiters with silver trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. It’s impressive. Equally impressive is Lucy in her fitted black dress. She’s standing at my side as my date for the gala tonight.

      Lucy is a dietician and works a few floors down from me at the hospital. Human. Not vampiric at all. I was speaking to a lost hospital patient in Korean one day and she happened to be walking by. I had the language he needed but not the actual sense of knowledge to tell him where to go, so she stepped in. She grew up in America—Korean-American. We’ve been dating (mostly having sex?) off and on. Dating is hard for doctors. Sometimes it’s easiest to get straight to the point.

      We’ve been casually sleeping together, but it feels very weird to try and hold her hand. I won’t, even though it’s literally the dominant thought in my mind right now. Lucy often tells me that I’m, quote, “cute but kind of sexy.” I don’t quite understand how that works, but I like her so I’ll take it.

      “Hey.” Lucy gently bumps my shoulder with her own. We’re the same height tonight because she’s wearing heels. “Your vampire friends are coming.”

      I look up, and Sora and Kosuke are walking toward me. They’re cute and cleanly put together, like a couple in a model home advert. Sora’s hair is down tonight, which is nice. Usually, she has it tied back or in a massive bun.

      “Hi, Jae.” Sora smiles. Kosuke, her mate, offers a friendly nod. “It’s Lucy, right?” Sora asks.

      “Yes… Tell me your name again? I’m so sorry.” Lucy’s smile is awkward. Privately, I know she has weird feelings about vampires. She doesn’t understand how or why I work with them every day. She told me she’d be terrified that one would haul off and bite her. I told her they don’t typically do stuff like that—that most ranked vamps probably think she’d taste disgusting. I also told her not to believe everything she sees on the Internet or in films.

      We all engage in the typical banal small talk until an announcement is made. The formal presentation is about to begin. The lead CFO who helped this hospital reach its current success is retiring, and a new chap is being ushered in. Normally, I wouldn’t care. I’m here on a grant and my position is only guaranteed for a year, depending on growth and need since this area has seen a major influx in vampires recently. I’m kind of a test program for the hospital to see if my services are valuable, which is why I’m apprehensive about pitching a major, potentially expensive long-term project.

      I’ve been getting more and more patients though, and this surrogate proposal could launch the hospital into an innovative space pertaining to vampires. Not many hospitals uniquely cater to vampires’ needs (because their bodies are complex and self-sufficient), but we could become an authority on something very important and topical to an old, powerful race of creatures. So I’m paying attention tonight, wondering who I’ll need to present my idea to once I have it fleshed out.

      We all decide to sit at the same table. It’s round with a thick white tablecloth and a full, Western-style dinner setting: porcelain plates and butter dishes, crystal glasses and cutlery all gleaming in the dim purplish lighting. The centerpieces are stunning white orchids. Lucy is sitting on my left and Sora on my right. The latter leans into me.

      “I didn’t know you were dating Lucy?”

      I shrug. “It’s fairly new.” Are we dating? We picked up food from the corner shop once on our way back to my place from the hospital. Maybe this is our first proper date?

      “Hm. I thought you might like Junichi. He certainly seemed interested in you.”

      My stomach clenches from the mere mention of his name. Christ. I scratch the back of my head because I’m not sure how to respond.

      I consider myself bisexual. It took me a long time and lots of heartache to get to this place, but I know that label suits me. Being gay, queer or trans is not openly accepted or celebrated in mainstream Japanese culture. Sora is a vampire and doesn’t care about all that… but still. I’m changing the subject.

      “Who is this onstage now?” I whisper. A youngish bloke in a typical “salary man” black suit and tie is at the glass podium. He’s giving a long-winded introduction for someone. The hospital’s CEO? He didn’t say a name.

      “He’s one of the board members,” Sora says, adjusting her glasses and matching my whisper.

      “If I wanted to write a proposal for a new hospital program, who would I need to present that to?”

      Sora’s brown eyes widen. “Are you thinking of doing something vampire related?”

      “Yes. And maybe Haruka Hirano will help me? It’s still in the early stages. He told me I need to get the proposal written and approved first.”

      “That’s wonderful, Jae. Your best bet is to talk to Junichi.”

      My stomach clenches again and I frown. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because he’s Haruka’s best friend, and he owns and personally finances our hospital.”

      “What?”

      “Shh.” Lucy turns and scolds me, but my head is spinning and I’m focused on Sora.

      “He what?” I say more softly.

      “He’s the CEO, Jae. The ‘Dean of the Hospital,’ although he doesn’t like being called by either title. You didn’t know? He signs your paychecks.”

      “I don—I don’t get paychecks. Everything is direct deposited.”

      “Your employment contract then?”

      “Kawaguchi-san signed that!”

      Sora shrugs. “Well, nonetheless. I thought you knew?”

      “No.”

      “Shh!”

      Sora scrunches her face and leans past me. “Sorry, Lucy.”

      I shake my head, trying to rattle the information into place so I can process it. Junichi owns the hospital. He’s the CEO… The owner of the hospital where I work asked me to have dinner with him for three weeks, came to my flat, brought me expensive flowers, and I told him I had condoms. I gave him a lukewarm, ready-made meal and said I was doing him a favor.

      I press my fingers into my forehead and close my eyes from the massive headache forming there. “Bloody hell⁠—”

      “Jae. Jebal, joyongheehae. Mooseun il itnee?” Lucy is whisper-shouting at me in Korean when I just want to crawl underneath the table, curl into a ball and die.

      “See?” Sora taps my shoulder as she whispers, “Look. He’s there.”

      I don’t want to look. Because if I look, then it must be true. Everyone is clapping politely as I lift my head.

      He’s there, bowing to the young salary-suit man and stepping up to the glass podium. He’s smiling, his black eyes glistening, and his warm, peanut butter skin looks radiant underneath the bright lights. He’s clean-shaven now and wearing a beautifully tailored plum-colored suit with a deep, rich and satiny tie. On anyone else, a suit that color might look ridiculous. On me, it totally would.

      On Junichi Takayama, it looks like an absolute dream.
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      An hour later, I still feel like I want to die. But now, maybe I’ll throw up first. Clean myself out and do the mortician a favor. Junichi is walking around the room and greeting each table while dinner is being served. The closer he gets to my table, the more knotted and twisted my stomach is getting.

      Sora and Lucy are politely chatting over me, both leaning forward. I’m leaning back and not touching my plate. I’m so embarrassed it’s painful. Why do I care about my behavior now? When I thought he was just some arbitrary vampire, I wasn’t quite as bothered. Now that I know he’s my boss and the sole proprietor of a massive charitable institution, I’m gutted.

      And I need to submit a proposal to him. I told Haruka and Nino I would… I want to help them and other couples like them. But I’ve really screwed this up, haven’t I?

      Junichi is standing at the table next to ours, smiling and being charming. I can hear everyone swooning and laughing, praising him. I stand from my seat to excuse myself. I can’t face him right now. Not here. Maybe later I’ll send an email or something and apologize? Shit. That’s cowardly. Am I apologizing because I’m genuinely sorry? Because he’s my boss? Or because I need something from him?

      D? All of the above?

      A waiter directs me toward the bathroom and I’m grateful when no one else is inside. I tuck myself in a stall, lock the door and press my back into it. I close my eyes, just breathing and trying to get this shifty, knotty sensation in my body to subside. It’s so uncomfortable.

      It started when I first moved to Japan and began working with Sora. It was a low hum then, like background noise inside me.

      Meeting Haruka and Nino made it worse. The hum shifted to a light pulsing, but I could still ignore it. Still manage it. With Junichi… It’s the worst it’s ever been. Like pounding and twisting at the base of my spine and in my stomach. Ever since the night he came to my place it’s flared up at the mere mention of his name. I feel like a teenager with butterflies over a crush, except the butterflies are on fire and fighting each other. I even had a colleague give me a check-up to see if there was something medically wrong, but nothing out of the ordinary turned up.

      I’m breathing now, but it isn’t getting any better. In fact, it’s getting worse—things have escalated and the fiery butterflies now have tiny knives. I hear the door to the men’s room swing open as I shift my spine to the left against the stall door, needing some kind of relief. Footfalls echo against the marble, moving toward the center of the bathroom, but then stop. Shifting my spine to the right, I breathe in deep, and that’s when I smell it. Cypress and lavender.

      “Doctor Davies.”

      My eyes widen. My heart is beating out of control from the stress. I swallow, turn and unlock the stall door. Slowly, I open it and peer out. Junichi is standing with his arms folded, leaning against the counter. His black eyes are staring directly at me, but I can’t read him at all.
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