
Tatiana Orlov

Dead Men Don’t Burn - Age Gap Bratva Romance





  

  Copyright © 2026 by Tatiana Orlov


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  For everyone who has ever chosen to stay when every exit was intact. You know what that costs. This one is for you.






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        1. Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        8. Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        26. Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        27. Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        28. Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        29. Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        30. Chapter 30
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgments



To the fog-covered coastlines that keep secrets without being asked, you know who you are. 

- Tatiana Orlov
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The fog came in off the water every morning like it owned the place, and after three days of watching Calder’s Reach from a rented room above a bait shop, I’d stopped waiting for it to clear.

It didn’t clear. That was the point of a town like this. Visibility stayed low by design.

I’d been counting staff rotations since Tuesday. The Iron Hearth opened at five for prep and the last car didn’t leave the gravel lot until close to midnight. Four kitchen workers, two front-of-house, one man who arrived before anyone else and left after everyone had gone. The man never varied his schedule by more than four minutes. I’d timed it.

He drove a black truck, late model, Maine plates, no front bumper sticker, no parking permits dangling from the mirror. Nothing that said look at me. Nothing that said find me. The truck was as deliberate as everything else about him and I’d been watching long enough to understand that nothing Mikhail Volkov did was accidental.

I knew the name from a file I had no business seeing two years ago in a federal building in Baltimore, in a hallway I was walking too slowly through because I’d clocked the folder on a paralegal’s desk and I have never in my life been able to walk past information that wasn’t mine. Red notice. Interpol flagged. Status: presumed deceased following Volkov family massacre, Moscow, four years prior.

Presumed.

That word had sat in the back of my head ever since, a splinter I couldn’t reach. And then eight months ago, when I was deep in protected custody in a safe house outside Portland that had started feeling less safe by the week, I’d done what my handlers explicitly told me not to do. I’d gone looking.

It took me eleven days of careful work on a device they didn’t know about to find The Iron Hearth. The reservation waitlist. The reviews that mentioned the chef by first name only, Mikhail, in a way that suggested the regulars knew better than to push for more. The single photo on a local food blog, grainy and half-obscured, of a large man standing in a kitchen doorway with his back mostly to the camera.

I’d stared at that photo for a long time.

Then I’d started building my exit plan.

* * *

Thursday morning, nine forty-two. I crossed the main road of Calder’s Reach with a resume in my bag that was technically accurate in the way that counted and creatively adjusted in the ways that served me. My name on it was real. My last two jobs were real. The reference contact for the Portland restaurant was a woman named Greta who owed me a favor and knew how to sound authoritative on the phone. Everything else was architecture.

The Iron Hearth sat at the end of a gravel path off the coast road, separated from the town’s three other commercial buildings by a stand of white pine that muffled the sound of everything. Up close it was smaller than it photographed. Dark shingle exterior, deep green trim, a hand-painted sign above the door that was tasteful in a way that cost money. No neon. No sandwich board out front advertising the lunch special.

Twelve tables. I knew that from the blog review. Reservation only. The kind of restaurant that didn’t need to advertise because the people who wanted it already knew where it was.

I stood at the door for three seconds. Not because I was hesitating. Because I was running the opening line one more time and making sure my face matched it.

Then I pushed the door open and went in.

* * *

The dining room was dim and smelled like woodsmoke and something herbed I couldn’t name. The tables were dark wood, well-spaced, each set with the kind of quiet precision that meant someone checked them every day whether the restaurant was full or not. No tablecloths. No candles yet, too early in the day. The floor was stone, wide slate tiles that had probably been expensive, and my footsteps were the only sound until a woman appeared from a door at the back.

She was mid-thirties, dark hair pulled back, and she had the look of someone who managed the front-of-house and had been doing it long enough to assess people in the first four seconds.

She assessed me.

I let her.

“We’re not open for lunch,” she said. Not unkindly. Just factual.

“I know. I’m not here to eat.” I pulled the resume from my bag and held it out with enough confidence that taking it was the easier option. “I heard you’re short a prep position. I have kitchen experience and I’m available immediately.”

She didn’t take the resume right away. “Where’d you hear that?”

“Woman at the hardware store. She wasn’t gossiping, she just mentioned it.” I hadn’t heard it from anyone. I’d watched their Thursday prep run two days ago from the tree line at the edge of the property and counted bodies and clocked a gap that shouldn’t have been there. Someone was missing. But the hardware store detail was specific enough to be plausible and small towns ran on exactly this kind of secondhand information.

She took the resume.

“I’m Cora,” she said, reading it. “I manage front-of-house and hiring for support staff. Prep and kitchen hires go through the chef.”

“Understood.”

“He doesn’t do walk-ins.”

“I know that too,” I said. “I’m asking for an exception.”

Cora looked up from the paper. She had good eyes, the kind that had learned to read the difference between someone running a con and someone who was simply direct. I needed her to land on direct.

“Wait here,” she said.

She went back through the door. I didn’t move. I stood in the middle of the dining room and kept my breathing even and looked at the room without appearing to study it. Force of habit. Two exits visible from where I stood, the front door I’d come through and what looked like a side door near the bar that probably opened onto the gravel path. The kitchen door Cora had gone through would be a third. The windows were original to the building and would take work to open quickly. If I needed to leave in a hurry, the front door was the play.

I noted this and filed it and kept my face pleasant.

Three minutes passed.

Then the kitchen door opened and Mikhail Volkov walked into the room.

* * *

In the photograph I’d found, he was obscured. In person he was not.

He was taller than I’d calculated from the truck height, which was my first recalibration. Broad through the shoulders in the way that came from physical work rather than a gym, the kind of build that was functional rather than displayed. His hair was dark threaded through with grey, cut short, and his face was the kind of face that had been weathered into its final form years ago and would not change further. He wore kitchen blacks and a dark apron and he was wiping his hands on a cloth he then set on the nearest table without looking at it.

He looked at me.

I had prepared for this moment with the same care I’d prepared for every high-stakes interaction of the past two years. I had a story, a posture, a tone, and three deflection routes if the first approach failed. I had run the variables. I was ready.

He looked at me and I felt all of that preparation hold, but only just, the way a seam holds under pressure you didn’t account for.

He had grey eyes. The file hadn’t mentioned that. Grey and very still, the kind of still that wasn’t vacancy but the opposite of it, a person paying more attention than they were showing. He crossed the dining room without hurry and stopped at a distance that was professional and somehow still too close and held out his hand for the resume.

I gave it to him.

He read it. He took longer than Cora had, which meant he was actually reading it rather than skimming for keywords. I watched his eyes move across the page without watching him watch me, which was a skill I’d developed out of necessity.

“Sloane Veira,” he said.

My name in his mouth had a slight texture to it, the faint residue of an accent he’d spent years flattening. Most people wouldn’t have caught it. I caught it because I’d been listening for it.

“That’s me.”

“You worked prep at Harlow’s in Portland.”

“Two years. Mostly cold station, some pastry work when they were short.”

“Why did you leave?”

“The owner sold. New management changed the kitchen culture.” This was true. I’d actually worked at Harlow’s for four months three years ago, long enough for Greta to speak to my work with genuine specificity if he called.

He turned the page. The second page was a brief skills summary I’d written to be accurate about the things I could actually do and vague about the timeline. He read it with the same unhurried attention.

“You have no reference for the eighteen months before Harlow’s.”

“I was doing seasonal work. Camps, pop-ups, a stint on a fishing boat out of Gloucester that fed its crew three times a day and I was the one doing it. None of those leave a paper trail.”

He looked up from the resume.

The silence lasted long enough that a different person would have filled it. I was good at silence. I’d had teachers.

“Why Calder’s Reach?” he said.

“I needed somewhere small. I’ve been in cities for a while and I needed the noise to stop.”

“This isn’t a healing retreat.”

“No,” I agreed. “It’s a kitchen. That’s what I want.”

He looked at me for another moment. I held his gaze at the correct level, engaged without challenge, and kept my shoulders relaxed, and felt the live wire hum at the base of my throat that had been humming since I walked through the door.

He knew something was off. I could see it in the quality of his attention. He wasn’t certain what, and I was counting on that uncertainty to buy me enough time to be useful before he figured it out. Useful people were harder to remove.

“Come through,” he said.

* * *

The kitchen was everything the dining room was not.

Hot, bright, industrial. The kind of cleanliness that was enforced rather than hoped for. Every surface had a designated purpose and nothing sat where it didn’t belong. The equipment was professional-grade and maintained with the focus of someone who understood that a dull knife was a liability before it was an inconvenience.

There were two prep cooks already working, both young, neither of whom looked up when we entered. This told me Mikhail’s kitchen ran on focus rather than social performance, and that suited me fine.

He pointed to a station at the far end of the prep line. A cutting board, a chef’s knife, a plastic bin of root vegetables.

“Brunoise those,” he said. “Two millimeter. I want to see your knife work.”

I washed my hands at the sink on the left, dried them, picked up the knife and tested the balance in my grip, and started.

Brunoise was fine work. Two millimeter cuts required consistency and patience and a steady hand that didn’t rush for the sake of looking fast. I’d learned it in an actual kitchen and I knew how to do it correctly. I also knew he was watching me, not just my hands, and I made sure my posture stayed easy and my pace stayed even.

He watched for approximately ninety seconds, then turned and went back to what he’d been doing before I arrived, working at the center prep station with his back to me.

No commentary. No instruction. No approval.

I kept cutting.

The kitchen sounds settled around me. The low exhaust fan. The knock of metal on prep surfaces. One of the other cooks humming something under his breath that stopped when Mikhail moved past him.

Fifteen minutes in, I’d worked through a third of the bin and my pile was clean and consistent and I was starting to feel the shape of the room, the way it functioned, who deferred to whom, what the unspoken hierarchy was.

Mikhail ran his kitchen the way he’d presumably run other things. Not by volume. Not by visible authority. By a gravity that everything else oriented around. The two prep cooks didn’t watch him but they were aware of him the way you were aware of weather.

I filed this and kept cutting.

He came to inspect the pile without announcing he was going to. He appeared at my station, looked at the brunoise for a moment, picked up a single piece between two fingers and examined it, set it back down.

“Your grip is wrong,” he said.

I looked at my hand.

“You’re holding it like a home cook. Choke up on the blade.”

I adjusted. He watched me make two cuts and then moved away without confirming whether the adjustment was correct. I assumed from his return to his own work that it was acceptable.

One of the prep cooks, the one who’d been humming, glanced at me from his station. A quick look, almost sympathetic. I kept my expression neutral and my focus on the cutting board.

* * *

At eleven-fifteen he told me to stop.

I set down the knife and waited.

He was plating something, working with the particular economy of motion of a person who had stopped thinking about technique because technique had become instinct. I watched the work without appearing to watch it and waited for whatever came next.

“You’ll start Saturday,” he said. “Five a.m. Prep runs until noon, then you’ll have afternoons unless I need you for service setup. Pay is weekly, cash.” He named a number that was fair and didn’t invite negotiation. “You’ll need an address for paperwork.”

“I’m at the Holt building. Above the bait shop.”

He did look up then. Briefly. “That building has no heat after October.”

“I know. I’m working on it.”

Something crossed his face that wasn’t quite anything I could name and was gone before I could classify it. He went back to the plate.

“Saturday,” he said again. “Don’t be late.”

I picked up my bag from where I’d set it near the door. “I won’t be.”

“Veira.”

I stopped.

He still wasn’t looking at me. His attention was on the plate, on some detail of arrangement that apparently required adjustment.

“The brunoise was adequate,” he said. “Next time cut from the shoulder, not the wrist. You’ll lose speed otherwise.”

I didn’t thank him for the correction. I got the sense he would find it unnecessary.

“Understood,” I said, and left.

* * *

Outside, the fog had thinned to a haze and the coast road was empty in both directions. I walked back toward town with my hands in my jacket pockets and the gravel crunching under my boots and I did not let myself process anything until I was past the tree line and out of any possible sightline from the restaurant windows.

Then I stopped walking and stood on the shoulder of the road and took a breath that was longer than it needed to be.

I’d been inside. I’d been assessed. I’d been hired.

He hadn’t recognized me. Why would he. My name wasn’t in any file he’d have access to, my face had never appeared in any media coverage of the case, and the federal witness program had kept me so thoroughly papered-over that finding me had required a compromised marshal and six months of effort from people with serious resources. Mikhail Volkov was operating on a four-year-old intelligence landscape and I was a prep cook from Portland with a verifiable reference and adequate knife work.

I was in.

The relief of it should have been clean. It wasn’t.

I started walking again, hands still in my pockets, eyes on the road. The thing about relief was that it only stayed clean when the plan was straightforward. My plan had never been straightforward. My plan was to get close to a man who had survived things that killed everyone around him and convince him, before the people hunting me closed the distance, that protecting me was a better option than turning me out.

I had not accounted for the way he looked at my knife work.

Not with warmth. Not with approval. With the same level attention he probably gave everything that entered his kitchen, the same weighing of utility and risk, and the thing that had unsettled me wasn’t the scrutiny.

It was that I’d wanted to pass it.

That was new information about myself that I didn’t have time for. I filed it under deal with later and kept walking.

Three days of watching a dead man run a restaurant in coastal Maine. Three days of counting rotations and running probabilities and building and discarding approaches. I’d told myself the hard part was getting through the door.

I’d done harder things.

I thought about his voice saying adequate and the way he’d returned to the plate like I was already handled, already categorized, already understood.

I walked faster.

The hard part, I was beginning to understand, had not started yet.
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Saturday came in grey and cold, the kind of cold that had teeth in it, and I was outside The Iron Hearth at four fifty-three with a coffee I’d made in the bait shop’s communal kitchen and a jacket that was adequate for October in Maine if October in Maine decided to behave itself.

October in Maine had no such intentions.

I stood in the gravel lot and watched my breath and waited and did not knock on the door until exactly five, because arriving early was a form of eagerness and eagerness was information I wasn’t ready to give.

The lock turned before my knuckles made contact a second time. Mikhail opened the door, looked at me, and walked back into the kitchen without a word. I took that as an invitation and followed him in.

* * *

The kitchen at five in the morning was a different room than the kitchen at eleven.

Still clean, still ordered, but with a quality of concentration that felt almost private, the way a place feels when it hasn’t yet accepted the day’s intrusions. The overhead lights were on full, no concession to atmosphere, and the exhaust fan ran low in the background. Mikhail was already at the center station, working through what looked like a stock reduction with the focused efficiency of someone who had been at it for a while before I arrived.

On the prep line, there was a sheet of paper weighted down by a small prep bowl.

He didn’t look up. “Schedule’s there. Read it twice before you start.”

I set my coffee on the shelf by the door, where a row of personal items from the other staff already sat, two travel mugs and a set of keys and someone’s paperback left face-down. I picked up the schedule and read it.

It was thorough. Detailed in the way that communicated expectations rather than asking for them. Each prep task listed in order of priority with a time allocation beside it that assumed competence rather than explaining it. Cold station setup, vegetable prep broken down by dish, sauce work, two items marked with a small asterisk that I assumed meant precision-critical. At the bottom, in handwriting that was even and spare: mise en place complete before 10. No exceptions.

I read it twice, as instructed.

“Questions?” he said.

“No.”

He nodded once, still not looking up, and I went to my station and started.

* * *

The first two hours I kept my head down and worked.

This was not a performance of diligence. The work genuinely required it. His prep list was calibrated to the edge of what was achievable in the time allocated and I understood by the end of the first task that this was deliberate. He didn’t run a kitchen that allowed for coasting. You worked at the level the schedule demanded or you fell behind, and falling behind was visible to everyone.

The other prep cook arrived at six-thirty. The humming one from Thursday, whose name turned out to be Remy, twenty-something, French-Canadian by his accent, with the easy physicality of someone who’d grown up in commercial kitchens. He gave me a nod when he came in, nothing more, and went to his station without conversation.

Mikhail acknowledged his arrival with a single glance and returned to his work.

The kitchen operated in near silence for another hour. Not uncomfortable silence. The silence of people who understood that the work was the point and everything else was overhead.

I found the rhythm of it by seven-fifteen and something in my chest settled a degree. Kitchens I understood. Systems with clear rules and measurable outputs, where your value was demonstrated rather than argued for, where nobody cared about your history as long as your mise en place was clean. I had worked in enough of them, genuinely and as cover, to know how to disappear into the function of one.

The difference was that in those other kitchens, disappearing had been the goal.

Here I needed to disappear and be noticed, which was a harder calibration.

* * *

At eight, Cora came through to do the floor check, moving between the dining room and the kitchen with a clipboard and the brisk competence of someone who had learned to stay out of the chef’s way while still doing her job in his vicinity. She gave me a brief professional smile on her first pass.

“Settling in?” she said.

“Yes.”

She moved on. That was the extent of the welcome.

I didn’t need welcome. I needed time and proximity and the slow accumulation of being unremarkable, and a warm onboarding would have complicated that. I went back to the sauce work on my list and did not watch Mikhail from my peripheral vision.

I watched him from my peripheral vision.

He moved through the kitchen with an economy that I kept noticing against my will. No wasted steps. No rechecking of things already done. The sequence of his work had an internal logic that was probably invisible to someone who hadn’t spent three days trying to understand how his mind worked, but I had, and I could see the shape of it. He thought several steps ahead and structured his physical movement accordingly, so that turning from the stove brought him naturally to the next required surface, and the whole thing had a quality less like cooking and more like a proof being worked out, each step following from the last with the necessity of mathematics.

I found this more interesting than I should have and redirected my attention to the cutting board.

* * *

Nine forty-five. I was ahead of the schedule by approximately twelve minutes, which I’d done deliberately. Not so far ahead as to suggest I’d rushed, but enough to have a small buffer for the sauce reduction that needed babysitting at the end of the prep list.

Remy had fallen behind on his station and was working faster now, the quiet hum gone, his focus contracted to the immediate task. I noted the gap between his current position and the schedule requirements without commenting on it. Not my problem, not my kitchen, not my first week.

Mikhail noticed at nine-fifty.

He didn’t raise his voice. He walked to Remy’s station, looked at the board, said two sentences in a tone that was flat and entirely without anger, which somehow made it worse than anger would have been, and walked back to the center station.

Remy said, “Oui, chef,” and recalibrated.

I kept my eyes on my own work and felt the small uncomfortable recognition that this kitchen, for all its order and quality, ran on a particular kind of pressure. Not cruelty. Nothing like the worst kitchens I’d worked in, where raised voices and deliberate humiliation were the language of authority. This was different. This was the pressure of a standard that didn’t negotiate, enforced by a man who held himself to it first and considered that sufficient justification for holding everyone else to it as well.

I understood that kind of authority. I had less patience for it when it was used badly. Here, it didn’t feel badly used. It felt like the natural output of a person for whom precision was not a professional value but a survival mechanism that had outlasted its original context.

That observation was more insight than I needed about my employer on my first Saturday.

I noted it and kept working.

* * *

Ten-oh-two. I finished the last item on the prep list, checked the mise en place across my station, adjusted two things that were correct but could be marginally better, and stood back.

Mikhail appeared at my station two minutes later without being summoned.

He looked at the work the way he had on Thursday, with that same quality of assessment that had nothing performative in it, no theater of judgment, just a person reading information. He moved two small prep bowls, checked the sauce, looked at the cold station setup.

He said nothing.

He picked up the schedule from where I’d set it at the edge of the board, scanned it, put it back.

He still said nothing.

I waited.

He turned and went to the pass, where the service prep was beginning, and the moment closed behind him like water.

I stood at my station for a beat longer than necessary.

This was the thing I had not fully prepared for. I had prepared for scrutiny, for suspicion, for the careful management of a man whose instincts were finely calibrated and whose professional history involved identifying threats with speed and accuracy. I had prepared for hostility and for tests and for the possibility that he would refuse to hire me at all.

I had not prepared for indifference.

Not hostility. Not warmth. Not the careful neutrality of someone managing their reaction to me. Just the clean, impersonal attention of a person doing his job, and then the withdrawal of even that attention once the job was done.

I’d been assessed and found adequate and that was the end of it.

The thing was, I was used to being read. Not always correctly, not always by people whose reading mattered, but I was the kind of person that people formed opinions about quickly. My handlers had read me as a liability and an asset in approximately equal measure. The marshals had read me as a difficult witness. The prosecutor had read me as a necessary instrument. Greta read me as someone she liked despite her better judgment. People clocked me, one way or another, and the clocking told me where I stood.

Mikhail Volkov had looked at my knife work and my prep list and rendered a verdict about my professional utility and apparently found nothing beyond that worth his time.

I washed my hands at the sink and tried to identify what I was feeling about this and arrived at the conclusion that it was something in the neighborhood of unsettled, which was not useful, and also something that was possibly annoyance, which was even less useful.

I had wanted to be unremarkable. I had wanted to be invisible.

I had not wanted to be boring.

These were not the same thing and the distinction was not something I had time to sit with.

* * *

At ten-thirty Mikhail came back through the prep line with two printed sheets and set one on my station without breaking stride.

“Service schedule,” he said, to the room rather than to me specifically, and kept moving.

I picked it up. Saturdays ran a full dinner service, six to ten, with a standing reservation block from six to seven-thirty and open seating after if there were tables. My responsibilities during service were cold station and expediting the first courses, with support on dessert plating if the pace required it.

At the bottom of the sheet, below the service notes, there was a handwritten addition.

See me before you leave today.

I read it twice. It gave me no additional information on the second reading.

Remy drifted past my station, glanced at my sheet, glanced at me. “He adds notes like that when he wants to discuss your station setup,” he said. “Not a problem unless you made a problem.”

“I didn’t make a problem.”

“Then you’re fine.” He shrugged the way people shrug when they’re offering reassurance without endorsing the outcome. “He’s not big on feedback during prep. Does it all at the end of the first week.”

“First week,” I said. “So he’s keeping me past today.”

Remy considered this like I’d said something interesting. “He kept you past Thursday,” he said. “That was the audition.”

He moved back to his station.

I looked at the service schedule and thought about the word audition and what it meant that I had apparently passed one without being told I was taking it.

* * *

Service ran clean.

I had worked enough dinner services to know the difference between a kitchen that performed well under pressure and one that fell apart at the seams when the pace picked up, and The Iron Hearth was the former without visible effort, which meant the effort happened in the prep and the training and the specific intolerance for gaps in the mise en place.

My cold station held without issues. The first courses went out on time and came back with empty plates, which was the only metric that mattered at this stage. Mikhail ran the pass with a quietness that was somehow louder than shouting, a word here, a look there, a single instance where he sent a plate back to the garnish station and said again in a tone that closed the matter.

I watched how he managed the service the way I watched everything in rooms where information mattered. He never crowded the line. He trusted the prep until the prep gave him a reason not to. When a table sent back a dish with a complaint relayed by Cora, he listened to the full description of the complaint, said nothing for a moment, and then rebuilt the plate himself from scratch rather than correcting the original. He sent it out with nothing else, no explanation, no apology communicated through the front-of-house. Just the plate, remade to whatever standard he held in his head.

The table sent back a compliment through Cora at the end of the night.

He received this the same way he received everything, which was by moving on to the next thing.

By nine-forty-five the service was winding down and my station was in cleanup configuration and the particular exhaustion of a full service, the kind that lived in the forearms and the lower back, had settled in pleasantly. I was good at this. I had forgotten, in the months of safe houses and depositions and the grinding institutional tedium of being a protected asset, that I was good at this.

Remy was breaking down his station beside me, moving efficiently, and the kitchen had dropped its service tension and taken on the looser quality of a room returning to itself.

“Good first service,” Remy said, without looking up from his work.

“Thanks.”

“He’ll tell you what was wrong tomorrow.”

“Was something wrong?”

Remy smiled at his cutting board. “There’s always something. That’s how you know he’s paying attention.”

* * *

At ten-twenty-five, after the last table had cleared and the kitchen was in its end-of-night state, clean surfaces and covered prep and the low hum of the refrigeration units taking over the silence, Mikhail appeared at the pass and looked at me.

“Office,” he said.

I followed him through the door beside the walk-in, into a room that was small and orderly and smelled faintly of coffee and something like cedar. A desk with a computer, closed. A filing cabinet. One chair behind the desk, one beside it. A shelf above the desk with four books that I clocked by spine without being obvious about it, two culinary references and one Russian-language title and one that was turned face-in so the spine wasn’t visible.

He sat behind the desk and opened the top drawer and took out a manila envelope.

“Your paperwork,” he said. “Tax forms are straightforward. The NDA is standard, covers proprietary recipes and guest information. Read it before you sign.”

I took the envelope. “NDA for a restaurant.”

“For any business that operates on discretion.” He said it without defensiveness, as a simple fact about how things were done here. “Guests come here for privacy as much as food. I protect that.”

I thought about the kind of guests who required that kind of protection and said nothing and put the envelope in my bag.

He folded his hands on the desk. They were a cook’s hands, marked by the work, a scar across the left knuckle that was old and another on the right wrist that was older and a burn scar low on the right forearm that was neither of those things, that was the particular oval shape of a cigarette, deliberate and long-healed.

I looked at the desk instead.

“Your cold station was functional,” he said. “The brunoise on the amuse-bouche was inconsistent in size. Not enough to send back, enough to notice. We’ll address it in prep this week.”

“Understood.”

“Your pace on the first course pickup was two minutes behind the table rhythm in the first seating. You corrected by the second seating. Noted.”

“I was reading the flow. I’ll have it by next service.”

He looked at me. Not the assessment look from the kitchen, something slightly different, a look that had a question behind it that he hadn’t decided yet whether to ask.

“You’re not a drifter,” he said.

It was not a question. It was a statement delivered in the same flat register as everything else, as if it were kitchen feedback rather than something that should have made my pulse climb.

My pulse climbed.

“I move around,” I said.

“That’s not the same thing.” He opened the top drawer again and took out a sheet, my resume, and set it on the desk face-up. “You move around deliberately. There’s a difference in how people work when they’re running from something versus choosing to keep moving. You work like someone who knows exactly where she is at all times.”

The room was very quiet.

I ran the options in the space of two seconds. Deny, deflect, redirect, concede a partial truth to protect the larger one. I had done all of these before, in rooms with more at stake than this one, and I was good at all of them.

“I like knowing my exits,” I said. “Old habit.”

He held my gaze for a moment that was precisely long enough to communicate that he had heard what I said and also what I hadn’t said. Then he looked back down at the resume.

“Saturday rate applies to your hours today,” he said. “Cora will have your first payment next Friday.” He stood, which was the signal that the meeting was over. “Be here at five Monday. We do full prep for the week on Mondays.”

He was already turning back toward the kitchen.

I stood, picked up my bag.

“Volkov,” I said.

He stopped. A stillness that was different from his usual stillness, a degree of attention that hadn’t been there a moment before, but when he turned it was with the same measured pace and his face held the same controlled neutrality and if my saying his name had landed anywhere it wasn’t visible.

“Thank you for the work,” I said.

A beat. “Don’t thank me. Do the job.” He turned back to the kitchen. “Lock the front door on your way out. Cora left the key at the bar.”

And then he was gone, back through the kitchen door, back into his ordered space, and I stood in the small office for a moment longer than necessary and looked at the shelf above the desk and the book turned face-in and thought about a man who had arranged his entire existence around the principle of not being found.

I had found him.

He had looked at me and decided I was a prep cook who knew her exits and gone back to his work.

I picked up Cora’s key from the bar on my way through the dining room and let myself out into the cold Maine night and locked the door behind me and stood in the gravel lot with the fog coming back in off the water.

My first week. I had a schedule and a set of signed forms in an envelope in my bag and a correction about brunoise consistency that I would fix by Monday because I was not going to give him anything to find inconsistent.

I started walking back toward the coast road.

He hadn’t read me. Or he had read me and decided the reading wasn’t interesting enough to pursue. Both options were possible and I didn’t know which one was worse and I was not going to spend the walk home deciding.

I walked faster.

The fog swallowed the restaurant behind me and the gravel gave way to asphalt and the water was audible somewhere to my left, steady and indifferent, and I thought about his hands on the desk and the way he’d said you’re not a drifter and the total absence in his voice of anything that wanted a response.

He wasn’t going to make this easy.

I had known that. I had accounted for that.

I had not accounted for how much it would bother me.
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Monday came with rain.

Not the dramatic coastal kind that made for good metaphors, just a flat, steady drizzle that turned the gravel lot to grey paste and came in sideways off the water and found the gap between your collar and your neck no matter how you adjusted your jacket. I walked the two blocks from the bait shop to The Iron Hearth at four fifty-seven and arrived with wet hair and dry hands because I’d had the sense to keep them in my pockets.

Mikhail’s truck was already in the lot. It was always already in the lot. I was beginning to think he slept here, or didn’t sleep at all, or had simply decided that the distinction between his working hours and his non-working hours wasn’t worth maintaining.

The door was unlocked. I went in.

* * *

Monday prep was different from Saturday prep the way a rehearsal is different from a performance, not easier, harder, because the work was foundational and foundational work had no audience to catch your errors before they mattered. What we built today would carry through to Friday. A mistake made in Monday’s stock would live in Tuesday’s sauce and Wednesday’s braise and show up on a plate at six-thirty on a Wednesday evening in front of someone who had paid enough for dinner that they would know, even if they couldn’t name, that something was slightly wrong.

Mikhail explained none of this. It was simply the operating logic of the kitchen, visible if you knew how to look and irrelevant if you didn’t.

I knew how to look.

He’d left a new prep list at my station, longer than Saturday’s, structured in two columns, morning and afternoon, with the afternoon column carrying more complexity than anything I’d done yet. Stocks, two of them, a fish and a veal, both requiring specific timing and the kind of attention that couldn’t be given to two things at once without a system. Below the stocks, a series of component preparations for the week’s menu, some of them labeled with abbreviated names I didn’t recognize yet and would have to infer from context.

Remy came in at six-fifteen this time, earlier than Saturday, and there was a third prep cook I hadn’t met, a woman named Petra, compact and quick, who arrived at six-thirty and went directly to the pastry station without looking at anyone.

“She doesn’t talk before nine,” Remy told me, quietly, as he passed my station. “Not unfriendly. Just how she is.”

I appreciated the information and filed it and went back to the stocks.

* * *

The fish stock was straightforward. Clean bones, cold water, the aromatics in the right order, heat low enough that the stock stayed clear rather than going cloudy from a boil that was too aggressive. I had made fish stock before, in real kitchens and once in a motel room with a portable burner and a desperation meal that had required more creativity than skill. I knew the process.

What I didn’t know was Mikhail’s process, which turned out to be a distinct and specific thing.

He came to my station at seven forty-five, while the stock was at its first simmer, and looked at the pot.

He looked at it for long enough that I stopped pretending to be busy with the prep list and looked at him looking at it.

“Your skimming interval,” he said.

“Every eight minutes.”

“Every five.” He didn’t look at me. He was still looking at the pot. “The impurities come up faster at the start. If you skim at eight you’re cooking them back into the stock. Five minutes for the first forty, then you can extend.”

I looked at the stock. It was, now that he’d said it, slightly less clear than it should have been at this stage.

“I’ll start a new batch,” I said.

“No. You’ll finish this one and it will be adequate for the staff meal. You’ll start the second batch correctly.” He turned from the station. “Note the interval.”

He walked back to the center prep table.

I noted the interval.

I stood at my station for a moment after he left and looked at the stock that was going to be adequate for the staff meal and felt something move through me that I recognized after a second as embarrassment, which was an emotion I had not had a significant encounter with in some time. In the world I’d been living in for the past two years, embarrassment was a luxury. You couldn’t afford to care about being wrong when being wrong could get you killed. You assessed the error, you corrected, you moved on. The emotional overhead was waste.

Here it was apparently still alive and well and it was specifically attached to the idea of Mikhail Volkov looking at my stock and finding it wanting.

I started the second batch.

Five-minute intervals. I set a timer on my phone, volume low, and skimmed on schedule, and the second stock came up clear and stayed clear and I felt the satisfaction of a corrected error with a disproportionate intensity that I chose not to examine.

* * *

By nine o’clock the kitchen had found its Monday rhythm, which was slower and more deliberate than Saturday’s service rhythm, a working pace rather than a performance pace. Remy and Petra moved through their stations with the ease of people who knew this kitchen’s logic well enough to operate inside it without thinking about the operating. Mikhail cycled through the room, checking, adjusting, occasionally working at the center station on something that seemed to be personal rather than scheduled, a sauce or a preparation that wasn’t on anyone’s list.

I watched these cycles and learned the intervals between them.

He checked the cold station at nine-fifteen. The stocks at nine-forty. The pastry station at ten, briefly, a look and a single word to Petra that I couldn’t hear. The prep line as a whole at ten-thirty. These weren’t formal inspections. He moved like someone who was simply aware of everything in his space simultaneously and the check-ins were just the visible surface of an attention that never fully withdrew.

This was useful information. It meant there was no gap in the rotation large enough to use, which meant my initial plan of using prep hours to do quiet reconnaissance of the office and the back of the building would need to be revised.

I revised it and kept working.

* * *

At ten fifty-five I made the mistake.

It was a small mistake. In most kitchens it would have been invisible. I was breaking down a series of shallots for the week’s sauce work, thin-sliced, consistent, working at a pace I’d found comfortable over the morning, and I was also tracking the veal stock and watching my skimming timer and listening to the rhythm of the kitchen and parsing what I was learning about the room, and I split my attention one degree too far.

The cut went wrong. Not badly, not a knife safety issue, just a slice that was thicker than the rest, a visible inconsistency in the pile, the kind of thing that would survive in most kitchens and would not survive here.

I knew it the moment I made it. I didn’t stop working. I kept the knife moving and thought about whether to cull the inconsistent piece from the pile before anyone saw it, which would be the practical solution, and I was reaching that decision when Mikhail spoke from the center station.

He hadn’t looked at me.

He was working with his back to my station and his attention apparently on the reduction in front of him.

“Your pile,” he said.

Nothing else. Two words, addressed to the room, and if Remy or Petra heard them they gave no sign of it.

I stopped.

“Cull the inconsistent cuts,” he said, still not turning around. “Use them for the staff stock. Start the remainder of the pile again.”

I culled the cuts. I started again.

He didn’t look at me once during any of this.

That was the part that stayed with me for the rest of the morning, not the correction itself, not even the fact that he’d caught it from across the room with his back turned, but the complete absence of spectacle around it. No pointed look. No pause in his own work that would have drawn Remy’s or Petra’s attention to the exchange. He had noted the error and addressed it with the same flat efficiency he applied to everything, and then he moved on, and the moment was closed.

I worked through the rest of the shallot prep with my full attention on the knife and the board and nothing else, and the pile that resulted was even and clean and I set it in its container with more care than was strictly necessary and labeled it and moved it to the correct shelf in the reach-in.

Pride was a liability in kitchens. I knew this. I had always known this, in the abstract, in the professional sense that every cook learned early when a senior chef told them their food was wrong and they had to decide between defending it and improving it.

Knowing it in the abstract and feeling it in the body were different things.

My pride was scraped and the scraping had been done without any apparent interest in the effect it would have, which somehow made it worse.

I went back to the prep list and found the next task and started.

* * *

Noon. The morning prep was done and Petra had moved into what seemed to be a standing afternoon routine of component work for the coming week’s desserts, quiet and self-contained at her station. Remy was on break, outside in the drizzle with a coffee and his phone. The kitchen had a middle-of-day quality to it, not the intensity of the morning or the controlled pressure of service, a seam between states.

Mikhail came to the prep line and looked at the day’s work. The stocks, the prepped components, the labeled containers in the reach-in. He moved through the inventory with the systematic attention of someone taking stock of what he had and what he needed and I was aware of when his pass reached the items from my station without being able to identify how I was aware, some register below conscious attention.

He opened the reach-in, scanned the shelves, closed it.

He looked at the shallots last. He didn’t pick one up or test the consistency the way he had with the brunoise on Saturday. He simply looked.

He said nothing.

He moved to the next item.

I was at the sink, cleaning down my station, and I kept my hands moving and my face in order and filed the non-response next to the correction from the morning and let myself understand what the filing meant.

He corrected errors once. He didn’t return to them. Once addressed, the error became the baseline, and the new baseline was the only thing that interested him. There was no grading on a curve, no credit for recovery, no acknowledgment that recovery had happened. You made the error, it was corrected, you performed at the corrected level from that point forward. That was the complete transaction.

This was a system I could respect. It was also a system that offered me very little.

What I needed was for Mikhail Volkov to think about me. To find me interesting enough to consider beyond the immediate professional question. To look at me and see something that warranted attention beyond my knife skills and my station consistency.

A man who corrected errors without looking at you and then moved on was a man who had very deliberately structured his attention to exclude the personal.

I had known this. I had read it in the architecture of his life, the faked death, the monastery kitchen, the twelve tables and the NDA and the gravel road at the edge of a town built for disappearing. He had arranged everything around him to prevent the specific kind of attention that I needed from him.

The question was which angle would find the gap in the arrangement.

I dried my hands and folded the cloth and set it precisely at the edge of the sink and looked at the prep line.

* * *

The afternoon was component work and I was mostly alone in the kitchen with Petra, who moved through her pastry preparations with a focused grace that was pleasant to work alongside and required nothing from me. The rain had shifted, heavier now, and the kitchen’s warmth was the specific comfort of being inside a working space when the weather outside was doing something hostile.

At two-fifteen Mikhail came back through.

He’d been in the office for the past hour, the door not quite closed, and I’d been aware of it the way you were aware of any potential variable in a room you were monitoring. He moved through the kitchen with the air of someone transitioning between tasks and stopped at the center station and began a preparation I hadn’t seen him do before
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