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      Could this be real? These letters forming this description right here?

      
        
        Mugen無限—where infinity meets intention.

      

        

      
        Mugen offers a transformative 17-course omakase that explores the intersection of nourishment and art. At our intimate 12-seat counter, guests witness the dance between chef and ingredient, time and temperature, tradition and innovation.

      

      

      Penelope Shaw devoured and re-devoured these words on the screen of her smartphone. Each time, they stayed the same. They didn’t disappear. They couldn’t be consumed apart, digested away, and forgotten. The words remained stubbornly substantial—an endless feast that refused to diminish, like a witch’s gingerbread house that rebuilt itself with every bite.

      Yup, this was real. She had not misread the invite email. She wasn’t hallucinating, she wasn’t dreaming. She wasn’t delirious from limerence either. In fact, perhaps, finally, at last, this was limerence no more. This also wasn’t unrequited love, a lonely fantasy, or hopeless yearning.

      This was Xander Draven finally asking her out on a date.

      Penelope put her phone down. She planted her hands firmly on the edge of her desk. Then, giddily, she launched herself backward in a motion that sent her and the chair wheeling across her studio space.

      Thankfully, said studio space was vast. By the time the chair reached the bookshelf on the other side, it lost momentum and hit her precious books with merely a gentle thud.

      Penelope cleared her throat, suddenly and playfully self-conscious. She brushed some strands of her hair aside. While at it, she also ensured that her loose ponytail was staying in place. Then, wide-eyed with hope, she looked out the large, clean windows, filled with the foliage of the roadside trees, still lush—as still-lush as Penelope’s love life was going to be, after all.

      The late summer air had begun carrying hints of autumn’s approach in the past week. The mornings had started feeling rather chilly instead of refreshing—much like how Penelope feared her chances at love were waning. But it turned out, just as summer still held court over the calendar, there was hope for blooming romance in the life of Penelope Shaw. At this moment, she could feel no chilliness in either body or mind. Why, the very possibility of feeling chilly had evaporated with this heart-stoppingly hot dinner invitation from Xander! No more in her life would she need to feel the bite of morning frost, shiver in the pre-dawn darkness, or wrap herself in layers against the approaching autumn winds.

      Her hands trembled. How silly of her! But they trembled in a good way. Only in a good way.

      To think that this email had been awaiting her daily inbox check since last night! At times like these (which, to be honest, couldn’t be called “times” in the plural because this had never happened before; it was a first), Penelope wondered if she should live her life more dangerously. She’d missed out on twelve hours of pure bliss because she’d seen this email only now instead of last night, as most people would’ve done while they scrolled through their phones until the second they decided it was finally time to shut their eyes.

      You see, Penelope had a ritual of cell phone fasting from one hour before bedtime until after her first illustration session of the next day, accompanied by her first cup of coffee. Usually, this setup worked splendidly. Ever since she’d adopted this practice, not only had her productivity increased, but also her self-concept had significantly improved. (A warrior who conquers her cravings! A hunter who honors her own boundaries, set by none other than herself! A dedicated creative soul!) But now, because of this practice, she’d missed out on Xander’s date invite for twelve long hours, forever lost…

      Oh, stop that! Don’t focus on regret at this moment of all moments!

      Yes, yes. This moment deserved nothing but pure celebration. Anyone who’s cried with an empty stomach through the witching hours of the night knows the meaning of a luxurious dinner invitation.

      Did Xander also have this particular crying experience? Unlikely. But surely, he knew this ordinary truth: you didn’t break bread with someone unless you liked them very, very much.

      Equally important was this context: Mugen was a place Penelope had mentioned wanting to visit, for ages. And look, Xander remembered!

      Chuckling, Penelope used a combination of hip wiggles and strategic toe-pushes to propel herself forward in stuttering scoots. Eventually, she reached her desk in the center of the studio space. Having celebrated the arrival of Xander’s invite, now was probably a good time to start the second session of the day.

      But ah. Satisfaction. Satiation. It felt as if she’d already finished the 17-course omakase. All her blood seemed to circulate around her stomach region, creating that nice, syrupy slowness in her brain.

      Instead of getting back to work, Penelope savored the sight of her familiar desk setup. Her loyal iPad Pro lay on the left side, surrounded by trusty reference sketches pinned to a corkboard. A 27-inch monitor on the right side displayed her latest work-in-progress: a cute baby dumpling filling itself with the usual dumpling ingredients such as pork, chives, and ginger.

      In other words, a character filling itself with its innards.

      Some called her style a bit horror-like, or even horrible. (“Penelope Shaw tortures children with her horrible illustrations of devouring and being devoured. She gets one star from me for that and won’t get my business again!”) Indeed, in Penelope’s stories, it was perfectly expected for a taco protagonist’s shell to develop a crack, splitting it open in a starburst pattern. Also normal? Vegetables sinking slowly into the soup broth’s depths as their colors bled into the liquid around them. Oh, and marshmallows expanding in the heat until they become unrecognizable clouds of sugar.

      But even on ordinary days, Penelope never doubted the value of her work. And today, more than ever, she loved what she did. Adoringly, she beheld the baby dumpling.

      There was no point in denying that hunger existed, and that it was terrible. Children who enjoyed her stories understood this reality more viscerally than their adult guardians. Those kids, scattered across the globe and united in their heartscapes through her stories, knew in their very being what it was like to wake up ravenous for one thing and fall asleep dreaming of eating up another thing. Sometimes, unfortunately, the hunger was as literal as it had been the case for Penelope; at other times, fortunately but nonetheless tragically, the children experienced a more figurative and therefore more elusive type of hunger.

      Either way, Penelope tried to tell those children through her work:

      You are being seen. You are being heard.

      She refused to diminish their pain. She refused to sanitize their experience—not too much, anyway.

      Penelope whirled her chair around to face the bookshelf that she’d hit earlier. A playful grid of cubes formed the custom-built masterpiece. Each compartment was a miniature gallery. One copy took center stage by facing outward with the front cover, while the others stood spine-out like stored canvases, neatly lined up. Each gallery had its theme, ranging from Paella Party to Pho Fun, from Gelato Games to Biryani Bonanza—a veritable mosaic of international cuisine, collectively dubbed “Little Chef Chronicles.”

      The visit to Mugen was going to be so very helpful to Penelope’s work. The only reason she hadn’t been there yet was that she hadn’t been able to. The place worked in such a way that only those who made reservations could get in, and said reservations had to be made at least three months in advance. However, simple early planning didn’t suffice to secure a seat; one had to wage virtual warfare against thousands of other hopefuls, all vying for the honor to drop $333 per person in the pursuit of culinary transcendence. The determination that must’ve gone into Xander winning two seats for the coveted 8 p.m. dinner slot on a Friday night instead of the similarly ridiculously competitive but slightly less popular 5 p.m. slot, Penelope didn’t dare imagine. Because, if she started imagining, she’d inevitably, perhaps foolishly, conclude that Xander might…

      Penelope cupped her face. Thank the fairies that no one was here to see her act like a love-struck schoolgirl, swooning over her first love letter! Oh, she was blushing so fiercely! This invite to Mugen really could mean that all this time, Penelope had been mistaken about her misery as the eternally pining heroine of an unwritten romance saga. Xander had simply been gentlemanly. And cautious. And patient. The reasons for his past inaction could be numerous and varied, and they didn’t matter. Not anymore. When a guy took you to the weekend 8 p.m. slot instead of the weekday 5 p.m. one, with the general consensus being that the weekend 8 p.m. slot was five times more difficult to get into, thereby justifying the rumors about the buying and selling of macros designed to beat the reservation system, it clearly indicated that he had romantic intentions for you, didn’t it?

      Penelope burst from her seat. This time, her beloved studio chair rolled off on its own and hit the bookshelf with a more cheerfully crisp thud. That was fine. Her books were made of sturdier stuff than paper and glue; they were vessels of dreams that couldn’t be consumed apart, couldn’t be digested away, and couldn’t be forgotten.

      Mugen was right. Some things in this world were infinite, and intentionally so.

      That said, Penelope Shaw only had a finite amount of time until Friday night. She needed a nice dress, pronto.
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      At 7:30 p.m. on Friday, Penelope arrived in the general area where Mugen was supposed to be. It was that time of the day when the sky took on that peculiar late-summer shade of violet-tinged azure and the street lamps started to sputter to life.

      The reason for saying “in the general area where Mugen was supposed to be” instead of simply “in front of Mugen” was that she wasn’t sure of the correctness of her location. Two minutes after her Uber driver had driven off, she still couldn’t find the door she was looking for. It was quite possible that she’d been dropped off two or three blocks to the south, west, east, or north of the actual Mugen.

      Of course, she’d known to expect this. There were pictures of Mugen on review websites, showing a converted, exposed red brick warehouse and a pitch-black original loading dock door from the 1920s. The problem was that said original door wasn’t original in a different sense of that word. In this neighborhood, dozens of exactly identical, pitch-black 1920s original loading dock doors were installed on dozens of other converted 1920s red brick warehouses. The door was only original in the historical sense, not in the sense that it was unique.

      This was so by design. Mugen. The word itself meant “infinity” in Japanese. The identical warehouses created an infinite regression effect, like a web of mirrors facing mirrors, where your destination could be anywhere and everywhere at once. This architectural recursion prepared diners for dishes that played with identical themes of endlessness by stripping away preconceptions of the known and unknown…

      …or so the reviews claimed, and Mugen’s own website description implied.

      Penelope wasn’t sure if she bought into that performative philosophizing one hundred percent. How would you ever strip anything away from preconceptions? Mugen hadn’t subtracted anything by withholding itself; it had added infinity! The very absence of proper signage and street numbers led to preconceptions; in which case, wasn’t it better to carefully select the elements for the world to be preconceived about?

      Most definitely, Mugen disagreed. Somehow, it had managed to make this whole neighborhood look exactly the same from every angle.

      Red bricks. Loading dock doors. Deserted streets.

      Then some more red bricks. Loading dock doors. Deserted streets.

      Without any human in sight.

      In the tales of olden times—the kind where children are baked into pies—this would be the moment when the heroine realizes she’s walked into the trap. The beautiful stranger offering apples is not what she seems; if you start to dance, you can’t stop until your feet leave bloody prints on marble floors.

      But this wasn’t one of those stories. Nothing here felt actually dangerous. The streets were clean. There was no graffiti, which was one of the reasons why everything looked the same here. None of the windows was broken. This was upscale isolation—a carefully maintained aura of mystique. Penelope stood in this historically rich yet curiously nondescript street wearing her brand-new designer dress; her shoulder-length hair was freshly styled in soft waves that had cost more than a week’s worth of groceries. Yet she didn’t feel the need to have her stiletto-weapons at the ready in case someone attacked her…

      Ah, finally! She thought she recognized the specific original loading dock door, the one that belonged to Mugen! But was it actually the door? Or did it only look like the door?

      She glanced at her phone to check if the reservation email contained any hints. Ah. There. See? It’s not possible to remove all preconceptions. To gather people to a place, one has to leave some breadcrumbs, such as some form of directions. At the bottom of the email was a small note. The visitor was to walk fifty paces from the corner of 5th Street, then look for the door with a subtle keypad painted in the same pitch-black color as the door. This keypad was supposed to catch the light just so between 7 p.m. and 8 p.m. in late summer.

      As Penelope counted her steps, the perceived silliness of the whole “preconception versus none” idea faded. She smiled. How inspiring, this treasure hunt! No matter what Mugen did or didn’t do, there was no way to remove the most crucial preconception for Penelope Shaw at this moment: that tonight was going to be a great night, because Xander Draven had asked her out to dinner.

      Finally, having concluded that she had identified the correct door for sure, she texted him.

      Just got here. I’ll be inside.

      She pressed her reservation confirmation number into the pitch-black keypad. With a whisper-quiet hydraulic hiss, the door retracted upward.

      Wow, Penelope thought. Look what other preconception I had. I thought the door was going to open inward or outward, not upward.

      And just like that, she crossed the threshold.
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      Penelope shivered a little. Hm. A little spooky.

      Things deceive. From the outside, they promise one reality; from the inside, they deliver another reality.

      So it was that a most peculiarly non-urban smell greeted her: the scent of hinoki wood and ozonic freshness. The air that carried the scent was neither warm nor cool, but unusually neutral.

      Gingerly, she looked around. Quiet. So quiet… with the exception of ambient music. Or non-music. She wasn’t sure if this could be called music when it was so melody-less. More like a carefully planned soundscape, it should be called—a threading of the air with something delicate and nearly transparent, like spider silk.

      Overall, this entry alcove was velvety dark, as in a spa setting. More specifically, as in a sauna within a spa. Indeed, upon continued looking around, Penelope noticed that the ceiling, floor, and walls were all made of wood. The sauna association intensified… although, unlike a sauna’s healthy glow, the wood here seemed to drink the light, as if it were thirsty.

      “Welcome to Mugen,” said a female voice.

      Like a startled rabbit, Penelope whirled around toward the connecting hallway. But she hoped she came across as a pleasantly startled rabbit. Truly, she felt amused and entertained, not terrified.

      The woman who’d greeted her wore an all-black uniform that could belong to the kitchen staff but also to the serving staff. That, Penelope guessed, was only appropriate for an omakase establishment, where the chefs served food directly to the customers. But this woman with her short black hair and porcelain mask skin seemed too young to be a chef. She reminded Penelope of her own short-lived college years—fresh out of compulsory education, straight into student loans, and swiftly breaking free when she realized that doing schoolwork prevented her from creating her own illustrations.

      Although, then again, this young lady had poise. She held both her hands in front of her, gazing politely and steadfastly at Penelope. Years of training in the culinary industry? Probably.

      Penelope had read plenty of manga depicting the Japanese gastroverse, enough to be familiar with the popular storyline of an apprentice marinating in knowledge at the master’s house which doubled as a restaurant. Was this woman doing something like that, an apprenticeship at Mugen? Or was Penelope being a bamboo mat orientalist in trying to figure out someone’s background based on comic books? She could imagine a review accusing her of that; apparently, everything was considered cultural appropriation these days.

      Well, let them call her whatever they want. Such people were merely new gatekeepers, no different from the old ones. At least she had enough metacognition to understand her own thought process—even the part where she thought this woman looked like an orca, black hair and pale face and all. There was something aggressive about her, despite the controlled demeanor.

      An orca, floating motionless on the surface, conserving energy before the hunt.

      An orca, remaining still while echolocating, gathering information.

      An orca, drowning great white sharks by holding them upside down.

      How strange, this association! Was it because Penelope was at a sushi place? But you didn’t eat orca, did you? Well, Japan did have a whaling tradition, but⁠—

      “Please follow me,” the young woman said.

      Penelope hurriedly did as told. There was no reason to feel so guilty, yet she felt as if she’d been caught while stealing a glimpse of something she wasn’t supposed to notice.

      Thankfully, the interior design of the restaurant distracted her. The velvety darkness of the hallway accompanied the two of them throughout. The light seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere, without ever flattening the visuals; there were always enough shadows and contrasting pockets of brightness. How marvelous. Penelope could imagine herself using a similar setting for her stories.

      “Please wait here.”

      With a bow, the young woman walked back the way they’d come. But Penelope wasn’t left alone.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi.”

      “Good evening.”

      A group of people was already waiting, sitting on a series of floating wooden platforms at slightly different heights. There were no chairs on the platforms. Some people had taken off their shoes and climbed directly onto the platforms to sit cross-legged.

      “Hello,” Penelope said, smiling warmly.

      She picked her own platform, too high to climb up and sit, but suitable for perching on it as you would on a high stool at a breakfast nook.

      Ten people had already arrived for their 8:00 p.m. reservation before Penelope. With her as the eleventh person and twelve seats at Mugen, the only person still missing was Xander.

      She glanced at her phone. It was 7:45 p.m. Wow. She’d thought she was early, yet all these people had arrived well before 7:30. Otherwise, she would’ve seen them outside the building.

      This uncanny promptness wasn’t really surprising. Mugen was notorious for not allowing latecomers and partial groups in. That was only fair. Just think of all those people who hired a developer to create a macro, and still failed to get a reservation. To prevail over them in battle and not show up? That was the ultimate discourtesy. Of course, it was also an offense against the restaurant. The no-show should have to face consequences of some kind to make it clear that they wasted limited resources for everyone.

      Good that Penelope wasn’t gonna go through the ordeal of rejection. She’d made it well before the deadline, although the hair appointment had taken slightly longer than expected.

      The miscalculation in time commitment had been inevitable. She didn’t usually go to a salon regularly. Mostly, she let her hair do whatever it wanted to do. She rarely left her studio anyway, which was in her loft, where she slept and ate. She barely saw anybody and had no problems with that arrangement; she loved her stories and the children who loved them. Only when Xander called for an impromptu coffee chat did she attempt to tame her usual frizz with whatever anti-frizz serum she could find in her bathroom cabinet. Even then, she deliberately played it cool by not using so much product that her hair looked unnaturally slick.

      But a place like Mugen warranted a little more investment than usual, which had become painfully obvious when her hairdresser discovered entire colonies of split ends living rent-free at the back of her head, which was why they needed to be trimmed in an emergency operation prior to the wavy styling, which was why it’d taken more time than Penelope’s initial calculation…

      She glanced at her phone again. Xander hadn’t texted her back. By now, the sky must be rapidly transforming from violet-tinged azure to deep blue. The street lamps, which had been collaborating with the lingering daylight while Penelope was outside, must have claimed solitary victory against the darkness. No doubt, Xander was outside, busily trying to identify the correct original-but-not-really-original door to Mugen.

      That was what Penelope thought until 7:50 p.m.

      That was what she still thought at 7:55 p.m.

      But when the ten other guests for the 8:00 p.m. slot started glancing at her curiously and even whispered amongst themselves, she couldn’t help but blush.

      This couldn’t be. Xander couldn’t possibly have forgotten.

      At 8:00 p.m. sharp, the young lady in the black uniform reappeared at the far end of the hallway. Penelope was pale. She knew, because an elderly gentleman who’d come with his wife asked her, “Miss, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, thank you,” Penelope said.

      But she wasn’t fine! It wasn’t simply because she was going to miss dinner at Mugen. It was because Xander had forgotten. He’d utterly and totally forgotten about her. How insignificant did she have to be, for him to win a seat for Mugen’s Friday night 8:00 p.m. slot and still not make it?

      “Ma’am,” the young lady in the black uniform said, “is your party here?”

      “No,” Penelope heard herself utter as if she were having an out-of-body experience.

      “I am sorry to inform you that, in that case, we cannot allow you in.”

      “But…”

      But I’m here! Penelope wanted to say. Yet, did she really want to eat here now? Alone?

      The ten people who were here gazed at her with extreme pity.

      Look at that woman. That hair, it screams high-end salon. And that dress is obviously new. No doubt, she purchased it for this date tonight, which isn’t going to be a date anymore, because my, my, what a trivial footnote she must be, for a guy to simply forget all about her…

      “Hello?”

      All heads turned toward the end of the hallway. No one was there. But soon, someone emerged from the entry alcove.

      “Xander,” Penelope sighed, beaming.
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      Penelope couldn’t take her eyes off him. Call her vain, but she was an artist. She liked what pleased her eyes, and Xander Draven was definitely the pleasing kind of man. With his sharp jawline and those dark eyes that seemed to hold countless stories, Xander made heads turn wherever he went. His thick black hair, always perfectly styled to look carelessly tousled, framed features that belonged in a Renaissance painting—if Renaissance painters had known about creative executives with just enough stubble to look dangerous.

      Especially tonight, in his charcoal suit, he looked damn sexy. The suit itself was bespoke, high-end, absolutely top-quality, which was attractive on its own. (There was nothing more undeniably masculine than a man who knew how to present himself.) Then add to that some of the “wilder” elements: no tie, a single top button of the shirt undone, and the slight natural rumples…

      Oh, Penelope didn’t want her thoughts to go to dangerous territory tonight! She’d been told multiple times in her life that all her emotions showed through her eyes. In fact, some had told her so in quite insulting ways. (“You look too desperate, you might as well auction off your dignity right now.”) If she thought dizzyingly inappropriate thoughts about Xander, he would notice, most definitely. Then what was she going to do? Confess her love for him? Wouldn’t that be a bit creepy? They’d known each other for so long. What if she lost their friendship? What if she destroyed everything?!

      Ah, this quiet panic spiral wasn’t helpful. Moving on.

      All seats at Mugen were counter seats. Two crescent-moon counters, each seating six people, embraced the central preparation area where, presumably, the chefs were going to appear soon. Penelope and Xander sat in the middle of the crescent-moon counter directly under a massive abstract ink painting. While they were rushing into the dining room as the last two people—Xander having needed to stop by the restroom real quick—and were hurriedly sitting down, Penelope had noted that the ink painting seemed to shift and flow as if it were still wet, alive. Probably, this was a magical play of the lighting. Its uniformity created the illusion of movement in the painting while, in actuality, it was the observers who moved. What a fantastic experience, this careful orchestration of lighting and objects!

      Moreover, luckily, Penelope’s middle seat was perfect for distracting herself from Xander. She could let her eyes casually wander to the chefs, the guests sitting at the opposite crescent-moon counter, and the painting over on that side. Unlike the flowing abstract on her side, that painting over there featured precise geometric patterns that folded into themselves endlessly. Every angle devoured the next, creating a mesmerizing dance of black and white that never quite resolved itself.

      And ooh, now she noticed that the central preparation area was perfectly round. She understood. That area was the pupil, while the two crescent-moon-shaped counters were the top and bottom curves of the eye.

      Ha! Trust Mugen to craft such a poetic metaphor: the two paintings, one fluid and one geometric, represented the twin aspects of its philosophy. The flowing abstract spoke to intention, the conscious act of creation. Meanwhile, the geometric piece embodied infinity through its endless patterns. Together, they presided as paradoxical guardians over the eye-shaped seats, completing Mugen’s vision of watching and being watched infinitely…

      …or so Penelope thought. At this point, she was so happy, she could find meaning in anything. Xander had almost arrived too late, but he was here, wasn’t he? Technically, he’d arrived right on time. The clock had still said 8:00 p.m. when he made his appearance. His bathroom visit had taken him a couple of minutes, but caused no one any trouble, since the other guests were slowly being guided into the dining room and settling in.

      Therefore, all this was so delightful!

      However, what was quite challenging about this seating arrangement was that Penelope and Xander were sitting right next to each other. Of course they were. So, Xander’s right arm kept bumping into her left arm as he adjusted the position of his chopsticks or did anything at all, really, such as shifting to check his phone and reaching for his water glass. Steadfastly ignoring the accidental touches was extremely difficult for Penelope… Though, if she was completely honest with herself, this “unlucky” arrangement might just be the luckiest part of her evening.

      Just look at him. Sexiness coexisted with boyish charm. He was observing everything with that keen eye she so admired—the eye that had found her among a million other dreamers. How was she supposed to keep her thoughts chaste?

      Not that she was a prude, gosh, no. She’d had her fair share of wild younger years. But she and he were both successful business people. More importantly, having such a successful business relationship together, she couldn’t just destroy all that because she was hungry for more…

      Suddenly, a spotlight went on. It pointed directly at the pupil hugged by the crescent moons. The guests, who’d been holding murmured conversations that stayed politely camouflaged by the ambient non-music soundscape, sat up.

      Finally, food. But first, the chefs:

      One of the shoji sliding doors opened. Four people dressed in black uniforms emerged in a single file. At the head was the young woman from earlier—the orca, as strange as that association was. Short black hair. Baby-smooth, porcelain-mask skin.

      Still maintaining that polite and steadfast poise, the woman walked right into the central area between the counters. With great admiration, Penelope realized before a single word was uttered: this woman wasn’t just an apprentice.

      “Once more, welcome,” the woman said. “I am the chef-owner of Mugen, Aika Mori. These are my sous chefs.”

      She bowed. So did the three men behind her.

      The guests clapped politely. Penelope too. Xander glanced at his phone, which buzzed and lit up with a message, but joined them a few seconds before the clapping stopped.

      In the ensuing silence, Chef Mori’s clear voice informed the guests:

      “Tonight’s meal consists of seventeen courses, each representing a moment where infinity meets intention.” She paused, her eyes lingering on each guest as if she appreciated the look of ravenous appetite on their faces. “Infinity—in which everything is possible. Intention—one possibility out of such infinity, carefully selected for your enjoyment. Before we begin, I ask that you silence your phones completely.”

      Chef Mori paused again, allowing guests to comply. Penelope reached for her phone in her clutch bag. Xander pressed the on/off button on the side of his phone. Until the very last second before his screen went off, those beautiful eyes of his busily darted over the last few lines of the incoming text messages. He was eager to process the urgent queries from his team, no doubt. Even if he didn’t respond right now, his brain would probably map out a plan for this or that animator or writer during the entire omakase.

      Penelope didn’t mind at all. She wasn’t a woman who thought she must compete with the work life of her amant. Xander hated leaving messages unanswered, and his policy of ASAP responses was one of the elements that had earned him a reputation as a reliable partner. In fact, it was what had led Penelope to trust him initially.

      His eyes wandered away from the phone. He noticed her staring. He winked with a smile.

      She had to try to smile and only smile back, instead of tittering like a fool.

      Oh, Xander Draven. He of the beautiful eyes was the first to see Penelope Shaw in the ancient era when artists couldn’t run their own businesses without gatekeepers getting in the way. You wouldn’t believe what she used to endure, given that these days, she was an international entrepreneur with plenty of financial success and critical acclaim. These days, her books found their way into every child’s hands. The plushies for her characters sold like spicy tuna rolls on Half-Price Wednesday—that apex predator of lunchtime sustenance.

      For a reason incomprehensible to the adults, children between the ages of four and seven were especially in love with Sushi Sam, a kawaii nigiri-style salmon sushi with dreams of becoming a master chef. It was part of the “Little Chef Chronicles” series; a ball of white rice, smeared with wasabi sauce and topped with salmon. Yes, yes, totally adorable. It wore the fish portion like a hat. On the rice portion, it had cute little round eyes and a curve for a mouth. It even had rosy cheeks. On rice. Children loved this anthropomorphized character. That was why Penelope was so particularly interested in sushi, which was why she’d been mentioning Mugen to Xander for months, which was how he valiantly secured their seats for the 8:00 p.m. slot on a Friday night.

      But you already know the reservation part of the story. The part you don’t know yet is the one from fifteen years ago, when Penelope couldn’t do anything with her illustrations unless someone else deemed her worthy enough. Some folks these days complained about “competition” due to the market being “flooded” with other illustrators’ works, but it used to be that there could be no proper competition at all, because the gatekeepers artificially diminished the pool. They sucked the oxygen out of the pool of gasping and floundering creatives, so the creatives were forced to choose between selling their soul or not getting to express said soul at all.

      How did the gatekeepers accomplish this? By feeding the fish the illusion that they could drown in water. By lying to the fish that without the “help” of the gatekeepers, they wouldn’t survive.

      That whole system, Penelope still despised. She preferred the ocean over the pool. Yes, it was true that in the ocean, some creatures devoured others. Battles were fought for sustenance and survival. But those were honest fights, not artificial barriers erected by self-appointed judges.

      Nevertheless, the fact remained that without that olden-days foolish system, Xander and Penelope wouldn’t have met. Hence, parts of those memories remained as rosy as Sushi Sam’s cheeks. Xander had discovered her when he was a junior literary agent at Hawthorne & Pierce Publishers. She’d been a gasping and floundering illustration fair participant with a portfolio that no one else would look at. Those beautiful eyes of his had been the only set of eyes that had seen her work as unique: a bit horror-esque and perhaps even horrible, but sophisticated. Perfect for the international market that HPP was starting to covet.

      “Either sign her now, or watch her become the one that got away. Trust me, in five years, you’ll be telling your therapist about the brilliant artist you let slip through your fingers because you were too busy clutching your pearls about her unusual approach.”

      That was classic Xander, as Penelope would soon find out. He was the man in the refined packaging who employed blunt words when need be. In this way, he had singlehandedly convinced HPP to sign Penelope Shaw⁠—

      “We serve each course at its optimal temperature, timed precisely for the entire group,” Chef Mori said.

      And just like that, Penelope returned to the present era.

      “To maintain this harmony, we ask that you consume each course within five minutes of serving. Photography is welcome. But please, no flash.”

      A guest sitting at the opposite crescent-moon counter produced a DSLR camera from his bag. He’d come prepared for the smartphone blackout.

      Penelope, too, would’ve brought a photography device, had she been dining with anyone but Xander. Visual references of a beautiful omakase course would’ve tremendously helped her work. However, she didn’t want to make this dinner even more about work than it already was.

      Yes, their relationship had started in a professional context, but did it have to stay that way? She hoped not. What she did hope was that Xander would stop being so gentlemanly, cautious, and patient with her, just because she used to be an author at HPP. Neither he nor she was associated with that organization anymore.

      Oh, undeniably, they’d spent some electric nights in the HPP meeting rooms, working on her books together. Those nights were when she had really fallen in love with him; he always prioritized her vision and stood up for her against the not-very-appealing suits.

      When he left HPP to start his own boutique creative consultancy, Penelope was almost destroyed and felt so alone. Add to that, right around this time, a hitherto unforeseen, formidable trend began: the rise of independent publishing routes.

      That trend in and of itself was absolutely fantastic. But also, it was absolutely frustrating. Penelope felt extra-old admitting this, but she did come from an era when even people like her thought they couldn’t do anything without a publisher’s help. Printing your own books used to be almost impossible. Even if you managed to print them, there used to be no such thing as the internet, where masses of bright and enterprising people actively searched for stories that were just right for them and the children around them, instead of gulping down whatever the self-proclaimed ivory tower tastemakers threw at them.

      After the advent of the internet and with the rise of independent publishing that accompanied it, the ancient HPP contract that Penelope had gotten herself into felt limiting. HPP claimed all merchandise rights, had a broad non-compete clause, and also took the rights to all derivative works on top of extremely low royalty rates. Penelope didn’t know what to do…

      …until Xander came to her rescue.

      “Look, this is straight-up predatory garbage,” Xander declared during one of their many coffee chats that year. “I had no idea about the details of this contract. A few years ago, there was nothing you or I could do about it. But now isn’t a few years ago.”

      He could be ruthless, when it came to protecting the arts, which was why he connected her with an aggressive entertainment lawyer who found multiple contract breaches by HPP: They’d failed to meet minimum marketing requirements. They’d failed to provide proper accounting statements. Also crucially, they’d failed to register certain trademark protections, creating loopholes.

      The resulting negotiations freed Penelope to start her own company, which now controlled all merchandise rights, partnered directly with manufacturers, and ran numerous successful social media channels featuring her characters.

      The world was a bright, beautiful thing.

      And so was Xander Draven. He took no fee for helping her, adding to her feelings for him. For a while, thoughts of him had been the only reason she could sleep at night. That was how traumatizing the experience of the negotiations had been. It had felt like reliving her childhood years…

      Point being that Xander and Penelope were perfect for each other. They had similar tastes in everything. And dare she say, just as Xander was pleasing to the eyes, she was quite the pleaser, too, if she wanted to be. This little black dress she was wearing tonight? It was the perfect mix of classiness and a little bit of danger.

      What had Chef Mori said? Infinity and intention. By hugging curves while maintaining mystique, the dress presented all kinds of possibilities, which all converged into one best-case scenario. You know. A full-spectrum collaborative enthusiasm. A mutually assured satisfaction treaty. Maximally optimized partnership parameters.

      “We begin with a single crystal of Himalayan pink salt atop freshly caught bluefin otoro,” Chef Mori announced.

      The guests murmured in surprise at the bold choice.

      The omakase began.
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      There was a time when Penelope’s taste buds had been so underdeveloped, she didn’t know the difference between canned tuna and fresh ahi. Furthermore, being able to internally declare a preference for bluefin over yellowtail was a luxury she’d earned through years of careful cultivation.

      Now, Penelope was so far from that past self, and proudly so.

      “The salt will dissolve on your tongue, creating an ephemeral moment of endlessness,” said Chef Mori, regarding the first course, and indeed it was so. Oh, it was very much so.

      The fatty tuna melted on Penelope’s tongue instantly, leaving behind a mineral luminescence that made her mouth water for more. All around her, the other guests seemed to be experiencing the same thing.

      Oooh.

      Aaah.

      Marvelous.

      Exquisite.

      The man with the DSLR camera discreetly took a picture of his dining companion’s delighted expression. Then he took a picture of the bluefin otoro on the plate in front of him. The lighting was ideal. A few seconds before the chefs placed the plates in front of each guest, individual overhead lamps had been turned on. Each plate got its very own tiny spotlight, as if it were the star of its own show.

      No, not “as if.” It was the star. And thanks to the DSLR camera guy, Penelope was always going to have plenty of time to admire the seventeen stars of this omakase show from a different angle than hers. On the man’s untouched plate, she watched the salt crystal catch the tiny spotlight. Now, he carefully maneuvered his chopsticks to bring the bluefin otoro into his own mouth… And there you go.

      Oooh. Aaah.

      The people on that side of the crescent-moon counter laughed politely. So did the people on this side of the crescent-moon counter.

      Isn’t a shared meal a wonderful thing? In the beginning, they were twelve separate diners, politely avoiding eye contact so they wouldn’t come across as creeps. But already, the invisible walls between them were dissolving.

      Penelope Shaw, you’ve come far. From hungry nights to a feast with your crush and polite strangers—you’ve come so far.

      And clearly, Chef Mori’s bold choice had paid off. Typically, an omakase course would start with something lighter and leaner. Otoro was often reserved for later in the course, when the palate was ready for its richness. But not so in Chef Mori’s world. She’d turned the traditional formula upside down and thereby done something peculiar to time and expectation. The conventional journey upward, building to a peak, had been subverted by starting at that very peak.

      What a delicious vertigo!

      This was far better than Penelope had expected. Elated beyond reason, she turned toward Xander to her left.

      The smile vanished from her face. Xander was methodically dissecting the otoro with his chopsticks into tiny squares—completely missing the point of letting it melt on the tongue.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “Oh, sorry, Penny, I just…” Xander turned his face from the plate to her face.

      Penelope almost jerked back, their lips were so close to each other. But despite the sexually charged electric current that flowed between them, there was something so disarmingly childlike about Xander’s expression, she found him impossibly more endearing. She barely noticed that he’d called her Penny, yet again—her only grievance against him. Penelope always thought of herself as Penelope, never Penny. But it seemed that, because Xander preferred Xander to Alexander, he always called her Penny.

      Or perhaps his use of “Penny” revealed a desire for intimacy and closeness that overrode his attention to her stated preferences. As far as Penelope knew, she was the only one with whom he used a nickname; that was how comfortable he felt with her. Besides, the fact that he shortened both their names suggested a consistency in how he approached relationships and identity. It wasn’t as if he only used the short form for her.

      Maybe this was his awkward way of flirting! You know, the kind of flirting based on a playful stubbornness.

      Now Xander said, “Raw fish. I’m not used to it.”

      “What?” Penelope said, not sharply, but incredulously. “If you don’t like sushi, then why…”

      “I’ve heard so much about this place, so I figured…”

      “Oh, Xander.”

      She didn’t know what else to say. Who had told him so much about this place? Penelope herself. So, this man, without any prior experience in the area of raw fish, had made a reservation and come here, with her, entirely for her. So, who cared if he called her Penny or Penelope? Clearly, in his mind, she was simply she. Now, wasn’t that romantic!

      When Penelope recovered from her moment of swooning, she noticed that a few guests were glancing at them. She smiled back to signal, Everything is fine.

      “Do you want to try it?” she asked Xander.

      “…Not really. I guess I just enjoy watching someone who knows exactly what they’re doing.” His eyes darted to her chopsticks.

      “Let me,” Penelope said.

      He nodded. She expertly used her chopsticks to collect the dissected pieces in one sweep. She let them glide into her mouth.

      Oh. Well. Definitely not as divine as the intact piece. The dissection had destroyed the texture of the fish. But hey, if this continued, she’d be getting double portions all night. What poetic justice after her particular childhood agonies! The universe had a funny way of settling its debts.

      Within seconds of her clearing Xander’s plate, the chefs removed all empty plates in front of all guests. They didn’t seem to have noticed that Penelope had eaten Xander’s portion, or they were too polite to let it show.

      And promptly, new and full plates took the place of old ones.

      “This is our signature oyster with yuzu kosho and a drop of liquid-nitrogen-frozen sake,” Chef Mori said. “When the sake melts, it will release trapped bubbles of citrus.”

      “Pardon the interruption,” Xander said, politely raising his hand halfway. “But since we’re on the topic of sake, would it be possible to order a full pour? Traditional sake, preferably heated?”

      Some of the other guests nodded in good-humored agreement, though a few of the less amiable people rolled their eyes.

      Huh. Well. Can’t please everybody. Actually, probably, nobody managed to please those particular eye-rollers if they couldn’t even handle a person wanting something to drink at a restaurant.

      “Sir,” Chef Mori said calmly, “the first sake pairing begins with our fourth course. Each timing is intentional. It will be worth the wait.”

      “Ah, I see,” Xander said. “Thank you for explaining. I look forward to experiencing your vision for the meal.”

      That was that. No harm in politely asking. Xander gazed down at his second plate.

      “Will you take this one, too, Penny?” he whispered.

      Penelope nodded discreetly. But before getting to his portion, she picked up her own shell. No chopsticks, in this case. She simply let the oyster slide into her mouth…

      Marvelous! How this perfectly contrasted the otoro! The briny burst of the oyster, followed by the effervescent pop of the melting sake sphere, and the gentle heat of yuzu kosho… the ideal counterpoint to the rich otoro from before!

      Penelope’s heart ached that Xander couldn’t let himself experience this explosion of flavors. Oh, Xander. So cautious outside the professional sphere, as always.

      She gestured at him for his plate. He pushed it carefully toward her so as not to make any noise that might disturb the other guests. While she savored her second oyster, he leaned toward her to whisper:

      “Penny, did you know that, traditionally, sake was always served warm, because historical brewing methods produced rather rough spirits? Kan-zake, they called it. The heat masked imperfections. But modern daiginjo and ginjo grades, those should actually be served chilled.”

      Penelope chewed and nodded. She couldn’t verbally respond before she swallowed, although she wanted to express her surprise at his sake knowledge. See, this must have been why he asked Chef Mori earlier if he could get some sake. He had a genuine interest in Japanese culinary traditions. He was learning and engaging. How impressive!

      “But I prefer the hot sakes. There’s something almost carnal about how sake was traditionally served hot, the heat making it surrender its imperfections…”

      His voice trailed off as he watched the interaction between light and plate. Oh, those dreamy eyes of his! And had he just used the words “carnal” and “surrender”? Penelope felt hot in regions that were best left unmentioned at the dinner table.

      “And did you know ‘ginjo’ literally means ‘special brew’? The rice has to be polished down to at least 60% of its original size. Some brewers go even further, because the more you polish away, the purer the essence becomes. Strip everything down to its most vulnerable core, to reach that exquisite thing underneath, that thing that makes you thirsty…”

      Xander paused to watch Penelope finish his oyster. She swallowed. He smiled at her, that boyish, charming smile of his, yet again. She smiled back, hoping that she hadn’t turned as pink as that gentleman’s pocket square over there.

      “How do you know so much about sake?” she asked.

      “Oh, about that…”

      A shadow approached them—one of the chefs. The chef politely nodded as he took away their empty plates. Penelope and Xander nodded back with smiles.

      Then the third course was ready.

      “Time itself becomes an ingredient in this dish,” Chef Mori said, presenting a glass dome filled with aromatic smoke. “A sixty-day-aged chu-toro, layered with applewood smoke trapped at precisely thirty-seven degrees Celsius.”

      Swiftly, she put the plate in front of Penelope.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Xander said, as Chef Mori produced another plate for him.

      When the other chefs were done placing the plates in front of the other guests, all the chefs removed all the glass domes.

      Everyone breathed in. Oooh. Aaah.

      The smoke coiled in elegant rings that briefly danced under the tiny spotlights, then dissolved into the dimness above.

      Penelope dove in. The thing about omakase was that each bite was meant to be just that—a single, singular bite. Rather than satisfying her hunger, each exquisite morsel sharpened it. If this once-hungry child hadn’t grown up to be a successful illustrator who filled books with images of abundant feasts and endless picnics, she couldn’t have enjoyed this omakase. If she didn’t know that her hunger would be satiated, she would’ve found this experience cruel.

      Ah, how the aging had transformed the tuna into something deeper, more complex! Xander rested his head on his hand, smiling, amused and happy to see her so satisfied.

      “I hope the next course is something other than raw fish,” Penelope whispered, moving on to Xander’s piece of chu-toro.

      “Oh, it’s okay,” Xander said. “You probably get a lot more out of the dining experience than me. For me, it’s enough that I’m here.” He looked around at the ink paintings, the half-moon counters, and the spotlights. “Someone special recommended it highly.”

      Penelope’s heart fluttered.

      The chefs retrieved the third plates.

      “Now, a story of transformation,” Chef Mori said, regarding the fourth plates covered by copper cloches. “Local freshwater eel, prepared through seven stages of cooking, each representing a phase of the moon.”

      “Cooked fish!” Penelope whispered, delighted.

      Xander nodded happily. “Transformation.” He repeated softly. “Some people have that effect on others, don’t they? They make you hunger for things you never knew you wanted.”

      He made direct eye contact with Penelope. She thought her heart would stop beating. So, like a little girl, she looked away. But that looking away wasn’t unpleasant. Not at all. It made her feel alive.

      Chef Mori continued, lifting a graceful bottle. “To accompany this journey, we present Kubota Manjyu, a Junmai Daiginjo that mirrors the eel’s transformation. Like our dish, this sake reveals itself in stages. Please drink slowly, savoring each sip.”

      The sake service flowed like choreography: the chefs moving from guest to guest in perfect synchronization, each pouring the liquid into handblown glasses. The cascade effect released the sake’s perfume gradually.

      “Please. Enjoy,” Chef Mori said.

      The guests removed the cloches themselves this time. This small act, followed by steam rising in spiral patterns, gave Penelope a sense of strange empowerment. Throughout the evening, the boundary between chef and diner had been clear—almost ceremonial in its rigidity. But this small act of unveiling her own dish blurred that line, making her feel like both audience and performer in Chef Mori’s culinary theater.

      Smiling, she turned to Xander. He was bravely chewing the cooked eel… but grimaced. He knocked back the sake in one go despite Chef Mori’s earlier explanation about savoring each sip.

      “Urgh,” he whispered. “I’m not much of a fish person, cooked or uncooked, I guess.”

      Chef Mori paused mid-gesture of preparations for the fifth course. One of the sous chefs’ knives went still against the cutting board. The DSLR guy slowly lowered his camera, exchanging a slightly worried look with his dining companion, then glancing at the chefs.

      In the intimacy of this omakase setting, Xander’s innocent whisper had sounded a bit too loud.

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized immediately, being the gentleman he was.

      “That’s all right,” Chef Mori said. “Each person’s palate is like a labyrinth. It includes all possibilities, even the possibility of not enjoying something. But one always finds exactly what one is searching for. The intention you bring to trying new experiences matters more than loving every bite.”

      The guests nodded in agreement, relieved that a potentially awkward moment had been maneuvered past so gracefully.

      Xander nodded politely. He lowered his voice further and whispered to Penelope, “I do want to try this new thing. It’s just that… maybe I’m too unrefined.”

      “Oh, Xander, why would you say that?” No one could be more refined than you. Or so gentlemanly. So cautious. So patient. Also, knowledgeable, prepared, and brave!

      However, Xander didn’t seem to feel much solace from Penelope’s supportive look. He stared into his empty sake glass with an intensity that seemed disproportionate to the situation.

      Then, a ringtone.

      A ringtone from Xander’s phone that should’ve been turned off.

      A young woman in an elegant black dress pressed her lips together, her eyes darting to her husband. They shook their heads almost imperceptibly, as Xander fumbled for his phone and the ringtone continued obnoxiously.

      “Sir, please turn off your phone,” Chef Mori said calmly.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really very sorry,” Xander said.

      Penelope smiled awkwardly at the other guests, some of whom were less judgmental than the young woman in the black dress. Things like this could happen to even the most cautious people. You think you turned off your phone, but due to whatever technical difficulty, the thing didn’t turn off properly. Or it turned itself back on. Who knows.

      The ringtone kept blaring through the otherwise quiet dining room.

      Xander said, “It’s just that… she never calls me or texts me first. But I guess she finally saw my text where I said I was eating here tonight. She’s the one who recommended this place and told me all those things about sake that I just told you, you see?”

      Wait, what? She? Who?

      The ringtone abruptly stopped. Was it because Xander had turned his phone off?

      No. Not at all. Xander was holding still to stare at the screen. The caller had apparently sent a text after hanging up on their own.

      No, on her own.

      “Xander?” Penelope said. She hated how unsure she sounded.

      “I’m sorry, Penny,” he said, looking directly at her, that sexy-but-boyishly-charming face distorted into genuine regret mixed with… hope. “It’s just that I’m really curious about her log.”

      “What log?” Penelope whispered.

      Xander leaned in and whispered, “Her little log of sexual encounters.”

      “What?” Penelope hissed, much louder than she’d intended to.

      “I’m sorry, I know it’s a bit vulgar. It’s a log of people she’s ‘grown familiar with,’ they say.”

      “Who, she?”

      Xander glanced around. Everyone was staring at them, except for one remarkably stubborn sous chef, intent on cutting various fish parts. Nevertheless, Xander continued whispering into Penelope’s ear. Either he thought she deserved a proper explanation right here right now, or he couldn’t resist talking about her. With a pang, Penelope thought the latter was more likely, because the next words Xander uttered were:

      “There’s this magnificent woman, Helena Devereux. Even her name is glorious, isn’t it? Like Saint Helena, who discovered the True Cross, or like Helen of Troy! Anyway, I admire her. She is such a connoisseur of the beautiful. She knows so much about Byzantine iconography, the symbolism of Dutch vanitas paintings, and the erotic undertones in Pre-Raphaelite compositions. Also, sake and omakase, of course. And her log—I heard that’s where she enters all her mention-worthy sexual encounters. And once she does, you become part of her… Oh, Penny, I know it sounds ridiculous, but it’s like, being part of that log changes people’s whole personalities! I heard it’s like becoming part of a network. The energy at her gatherings, the life force, it’s electric! That’s why I’m wondering if maybe these rumors about the log aren’t entirely unfounded. The things she does with and for her people, wow, I’d be willing to sleep with her, just to learn⁠—”

      Penelope pulled back from Xander.

      “What?” Xander asked. Then he sighed. “I know it sounds like a superficial reason to sleep with someone. But if I could do
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