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The chips were a declaration of war. A pathetic, crunchy, delicious declaration, but a declaration, nonetheless. I ate them standing in the middle of his pristine kitchen, letting crumbs fall on the polished concrete floor. It felt good. Rebellious. Like drawing a mustache on a museum portrait.

The silence after the crinkling stopped was even heavier. I cleaned up my mess, my movements too loud in the cavernous space. I explored the rest of the cabin. The living room had a single, intimidatingly modern sofa facing the wall of windows. The bookshelves were filled with leather-bound classics and modern hardcovers, none of which looked like they’d ever been opened for fun. There was a record player with a collection of jazz that seemed designed to make you feel both sophisticated and deeply lonely.

My phone, a useless brick now, felt heavy in my pocket. I was officially offline. Unplugged. It was terrifying. My whole adult life had been a curated stream of notifications, a performance for an audience of followers and friends who were mostly strangers. Now the audience was gone, and the stage was just... this. Me. In the quiet.

I found the list of rules, laminated and stuck to the fridge with a magnet shaped like a typewriter.

RULES FOR RESIDENCY (NON-NEGOTIABLE)

	Quiet hours are from 9 PM to 7 AM. This means no audible activity outside your bedroom.

	Meals are at 7 AM, 1 PM, and 7 PM precisely. If you are late, you do not eat.

	Do not touch anything in my office. (The main-floor study.)

	Do not rearrange any furniture, books, or decorative items.

	Laundry is done on Wednesdays. Separate colors, cold wash, line dry only.

	The grocery list is finalized by 5 PM Friday for Saturday pickup.

	DO NOT ENTER THE DETACHED WRITING STUDIO. UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES.


It was signed simply, E.  Not “Eli” or “Mr. Blackwood.” Just E, like a villain in a Bond movie.

I was staring at the list, wondering if Rule 3 included dusting, when a door slammed somewhere in the house. Heavy footsteps approached the kitchen. Eli appeared in the doorway, his sweater sleeves pushed up to his elbows, revealing forearms corded with tension. He had a sheaf of papers in one hand, crumpled at the edges.

He looked at me, then at the rule sheet in my hand. “Problems?”

“Just committing them to memory,” I said, forcing a brightness I didn’t feel. “So, ‘no audible activity.’ Does that include snoring? Because I’ve been told I sound like a chainsaw wrestling a bear.”

His expression didn’t change. “I sleep in the west wing. You could host a rave, and I wouldn’t hear it. The rule is for my benefit during working hours. Which are all hours that I am awake.”

“Right. Of course.” I nodded. “And the studio. The... explodey place. Is there a specific type of explosion I should be aware of? Chemical? Emotional?”

For a second, I thought I saw the faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth. It was gone before I could be sure. “It’s where I work. My process is... fragile. Your presence in the main house is a necessary inconvenience. Your presence in my studio would be a terminal one.”

“Got it. Terminal. Like a disease.”

“Like a grenade in a china shop,” he said, his stormy eyes finally meeting mine. They held no warmth, but a strange, intense focus. “You seem like the type to knock things over just by breathing too heavily.”

The insult was so specific, so oddly observant, that it stole my breath. He’d pinpointed a secret insecurity I didn’t even know I had—the feeling that I was a bull in the world’s delicate china shop, all clumsy enthusiasm and broken things in my wake. My ex-husband’s voice echoed in my head: “You’re too much, Lena. You take up too much space.”

I squared my shoulders. “I’ll try to breathe lightly, then. Wouldn’t want to disrupt the fragile ecosystem of your... process.”

He held my gaze for a beat longer than was comfortable, a silent challenge. Then he looked down at the crumpled papers in his hand, his jaw tightening. “Dinner is in two hours. The chicken is in the fridge. Instructions are there.” He nodded to a notecard next to the rules. “Don’t overcook it. I despise dry chicken.”

He turned and walked away, his footsteps retreating down the hall. I was left alone again, my heart pounding stupidly in my chest. It was from anger, I told myself. Just anger.

The notecard had instructions so detailed they could have been a lab protocol.  Preheat oven to 375°F. Pat chicken breast dry. Season with salt, pepper, and 1.2 grams of dried thyme (scale in drawer). Roast on the middle rack for 22 minutes exactly. Rest for 5 minutes.
I followed them like a bomb disposal manual. Weighing the thyme felt absurd. Who measured herbs to the tenth of a gram? A sociopath, that’s who.
As the chicken roasted, filling the kitchen with a savory smell that was at odds with the sterile environment, I prepped the vegetables. Quinoa boiled on the stove. I felt like a robot, executing someone else’s programming. This was the “real” work my ex had said I was incapable of. Following instructions. Being useful. It was soul-crushingly boring.

At 6:59, I plated the food. It looked... fine. Bland, but fine. At 7:00 on the dot, Eli entered the dining area. He’d changed into a simple black t-shirt and dark jeans. It was unnerving how casual clothes on him still looked severe. He sat at the head of the small table, and I placed the plate in front of him.

He picked up his fork, cut a piece of chicken, and ate it. He chewed slowly, his eyes fixed on some point over my shoulder. The silence was agonizing.

“Well?” I finally blurted out, unable to take it. “Does it meet the rigorous standards of the Blackwood Culinary Institute?”

He swallowed. “It’s adequate.”

“Adequate,” I repeated flatly. “Wow. High praise.”

“Praise implies effort beyond expectation. You followed instructions. The result is therefore exactly as expected. Adequate.” He took another bite. “The quinoa needs less water next time. It’s mushy.”

I stared at my own plate, my appetite gone. Adequate. Mushy. I was sitting across from a man who used words like "scalpels," "precise," and "cold," designed to dissect. I wanted to throw my plate of “mushy,” “adequate” food at
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