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**Editor: Eni Sas – A million thanks for it!**

Prologue 

THE SPOTLIGHT CAUGHT him first, a towering silhouette, red hair a flame against the dark stage. He straightened, a taut string of masculine grace in his tailored black suit. His long arm swept out, a swift, practiced motion, and in the space of a breath, he drew her in. Her fiery red skirt swirled, barely a whisper of fabric, just enough to flash the silver shimmer of sandals on perfectly arched feet.

She leaned into him, a breathtaking arc of a back, movements fluid, regal, a queen acknowledging her court. A wide, radiant smile, pure joy made visible, lit her lips. The final notes of the music faded, swallowed by a thunderous wave of applause that rose to meet them, a collective sigh of admiration.
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The car purred, a low rumble against the relentless drumming of rain on the windshield. Outside, the dark sky ripped open with jagged flashes, briefly etching the yellow lane markers onto the winding, pine-lined mountain road.

"Oh, wonderful! I'm so, so proud of you two!" The elderly woman, nestled in the passenger seat, gushed, her voice thick with unbridled delight. Her son and future daughter-in-law had just claimed their third dance competition win of the year.

"It's alright, Mom..." A soft sigh from the left rear seat, the man's arm instinctively wrapping around the young woman whose head now found purchase on his shoulder. He simply smiled, a silent contentment.

"Let her be! Let her be crazy..." she murmured, her voice a soft, intimate rumble against his chest as she snuggled deeper. "This is just the beginning of the good news..." She winked up at him, a playful glint in her eyes, a smile that promised secrets and pulled him in like a tide.

"True," he agreed, pressing a tender kiss to her forehead.

"Another half an hour until we're home," the elderly man announced from behind the wheel, his voice warm with satisfaction. He met their eyes in the rearview mirror, a proud glint there. "Is everything ready for next week? The big day's coming..."

"Indeed..." the young woman confirmed, a private joy blooming on her face. "My parents won't arrive until Friday."

"But they'll make it, right?" the woman in the passenger seat turned back, a slight anxious edge to her question.

Then, a blinding white flash tore through the joyful euphoria, a violent, instantaneous rupture of light. It was followed by a gargantuan, terrifyingly close crash that stole the breath from the air. The very world seemed to tremble and groan with the impact.

"Down!" the man roared, instinctively throwing his arm over the woman beside him. Metal screamed. Glass shattered. The world groaned and splintered around them.

The horn blared, a deafening, desperate lament piercing the forested silence as the car’s automatic emergency caller engaged. Two sharp beeps, then:

"My name is Hope! The system has detected an accident! I am immediately dispatching emergency services! Please indicate if you can hear me!..." A pause, filled only by the relentless blare of the horn. "Sir! My name is Hope! Do you hear me? Emergency services are en route! The system indicates there are three occupants. If anyone can hear me, please indicate!..." Moments stretched, no answer, only the mournful horn. "It’s enough if you move slightly, or make any sound at all..."

Nothing. The horn persisted, a macabre siren, while the rain continued its unfeeling descent, streaming past the speaker onto the blackened dashboard, carving paths that seemed to wash away everything, even the pain of those trapped within.
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"My name is Hope! I'm here! Patience! Emergency services will arrive in a few minutes. If anyone can hear me, please indicate..." The soft voice returned, now tinged with a deep, palpable concern that vibrated in every syllable. Silence again, broken only by the incessant horn. "Just move, move a finger! The system will detect it! Trust me!" the gentle, helpful female voice urged, its calm facade straining.

The horn continued its relentless, piercing shriek into the horror of the dark night. The sky thundered, a cosmic drumroll, so loud the shattered car shuddered. Then, against all odds, in the suffocating darkness, a small finger twitched on a bloody hand.

"Alright!" The voice instantly brightened, a spark of pure relief. "My name is Hope! Don't worry! I'm here! Just try to focus on my voice. You've been in an accident. Emergency services will be on the scene immediately. My job is to try and keep you awake. If you can't answer, that's okay. Just indicate that you hear me. Do you understand?" As the voice fell silent, the horn again deafeningly blasted into the darkness of the forest, and the little finger twitched once more, a fragile affirmation.

In the distance, the encouraging wail of an ambulance siren now rose, growing louder with each beat of the horn.

"Excellent! The paramedics will arrive in moments, hold on! The system indicates significant damage. You're likely trapped in the car. Can you breathe?" The horn sounded again, and the little finger moved once more. "That's good news...."

The siren swelled, then died, and with it, the horn.

"This is Steven Ronaldson! Leader of the ambulance team. We're taking over the scene!" a strong, authoritative male voice declared loudly, cutting through the silence.

"Understood!" the now visibly relieved female voice replied. "The left rear passenger has shown signs of life. Start with them! Hope exiting system!"
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She let out a heavy sigh, a sound laden with the weight of unseen horrors, leaned back, and pulled off her headphones. Her rare brown hair, usually a soft halo, was yanked into a tight ponytail, the elastic straining. Her round, plump face was flushed, crimson with a mix of adrenaline and raw emotion.

"Trouble?" The man beside her, his voice calm, turned to face her.

"I hate doing this..." she whispered, her small, cushioned hands coming up to swipe at the tears tracking down her cheeks. "I hate it..." Her gentle voice, the very one that had urged hope, cracked with an almost unbearable fragility.

"Why?" he asked, a hint of confusion in his expression.

"Can you even comprehend that we are, quite literally, the only voice these people hear amidst the horrors of an emergency, perhaps the very last voice they'll ever hear in their lives?!?" She spoke with a desperate intensity, her voice rising.

The man looked at her, taken aback, a puzzled frown creasing his brow. "And?"

"And?!" The woman gasped, appalled, her arm shooting out to point at the display with a trembling finger. "This car turned into a pancake!" she said, her voice dropping to a horrified whisper. "Four people were inside, and heaven knows what happened. Only one responded. Responded?!" She let out a ragged breath. "They moved barely a fraction, just enough for the system to detect!"

"Suny," the man turned fully to her, his gaze steady. "Don't take it so much to heart! This is just a job. This is what we do. Immediately connect with the passengers in case of an accident and assist the emergency team. Whether they hear us or not. We just have to let them know we've detected the trouble and reassure them help is on the way. That's all. Everyone here is Hope, and everyone is Henry. And they are clients. That's it."

"But..." Suny sighed, her eyes glistening, unshed tears blurring the image of the monitor. The 3D graphic of the expensive car, rendered starkly in the box, pulsed red, especially its crushed roof. The system indicated a depression of over 80 cm, the driver's side door flashing an angry yellow. She couldn't even begin to imagine the horror contained within.

"If you fret over every accident like this, you'd be better off quitting..."
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I.
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ONE YEAR LATER

THE YOUNG WOMAN SLIPPED through her apartment door, her eyes narrowed to tiny, exhausted slits against the faint light. Her baseball cap came off, then slowly, deliberately, she unbuttoned the KFC vest stretched taut across her chest and stomach, a uniform of her grueling reality. She strode quickly towards the bathroom, her movements stiff with fatigue.

Though it was only half past six in the morning, Sunshine (or Suny, as we've established from the prologue) needed a shower now. She turned on the pleasantly lukewarm water, stepping under the spray and letting it cascade over her for a long time, willing the flow to wash away not just the day's grime, but its woes. Today marked the end of her night shift, but the cloying scent of fried oil, stale french fries, and other greasy delicacies had seeped into her skin again, just as it did every single day. This job, this grind, was a necessary evil. She disliked it with a quiet, burning intensity, but the knowledge that she had to work, had to support herself and her brother, quelled any thought of quitting.

Emerging from the shower, wrapped in a plush robe with small, pink slippers cushioning her plump feet, she felt a fleeting sense of refreshment, the scent of lavender soap now replacing the fast food funk. She adjusted the towel on her head and met her gaze in the mirror. Her soft face, though still bearing the faint shadows of fatigue, softened further as she curved her narrow, yet full lips into a heart shape, coaxing a fragile smile. But even the smile couldn't fully erase the weariness etched around her eyes.

In the kitchen, she moved with practiced efficiency, preparing breakfast. Nothing grand, just a bowl of cereal and milk. It wasn't for her, though. This simple meal was for her eleven-year-old brother. She crossed to his room, pushing the door open softly.

"Tomy. Wake up!" Her voice was kind, gentle despite her exhaustion.

The boy, a disheveled lump buried in Star Wars bedsheets, grumbled a protest and burrowed deeper, turning to face the wall.

"I don't want to..." His voice was muffled, resentful.

"And who's going to school?" Suny countered, a playful lilt in her voice, a smile still hovering on her lips.

"Definitely not me!" He yanked the blanket higher, pressing his body against the cool wall as if to meld with it.

"Oh, you... little rascal!" Suny moved swiftly, pulling the blanket from his grasp with a decisive tug. "It's Friday, Tomy. You can make it!" she laughed, a genuine, warm sound. The boy finally looked at her, his dark eyes heavy-lidded with sleep, still clinging to the edges of dreams. "You were up all night again, weren't you?" Suny asked, her eyes narrowing playfully, yet a hint of concern underscored the question.

The only answer was a shy, sheepish smile on the boy's face, a silent confession that made everything clear to her.

"Oh, Tomy. You're a disaster!" she declared, playfully ruffling her brother's brown hair, a familiar, comforting gesture. She turned towards the door. "Get ready! Quick, quick!"
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2. Continuing the Scene

"THIS SIMPLY CAN'T GO on. She needs to work. True, shift work pays well, they get by, the two of them, but..." The unspoken thoughts hung heavy in the air, a familiar refrain in Suny's mind.

Suny watched her sleepy younger brother, who was now listlessly pushing cereal around his bowl. It had been five years since she took his small hand and led him away from their alcoholic mother, a lifetime condensed into half a decade. Five years. The passage of time felt like a cruel trick, blurring the sharp edges of that memory.

"How are your grades?" she asked softly, almost a whisper, as if the question itself might disrupt the fragile morning peace. Tomy's only response was to purse his lips tightly, a clear, unyielding sign.

That was his answer. What else had she expected? Lately, her own life had become such a chaotic blur that she hadn't had nearly enough time for him. Yet, everything had been so different when she worked at the auto company. But that, too, had become unbearable. The memories, the pain associated with it... she simply couldn't take it anymore.

She sighed heavily, the sound more a surrender than just a breath, and glanced at the kitchen clock.

"You should be leaving soon," she prompted gently.

"I'm going..." Tomy finally pushed himself from the table, his backpack already slung over one shoulder.

The school bus idled at the bend in front of their apartment building, just as the work bus would later, both heading downtown into the relentless churn of New York.

Suny offered a kind wave, a small gesture of affection. Tomy, in a classic pre-teen rebellion, stuck his tongue out at her. She responded by crossing her arms under her full breasts, a playful challenge in her stance.

"You're the end of the world, Thomas!" she muttered, a fond exasperation coloring her voice.
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Change is Needed! Immediately!

SHE HURRIED INTO THE room, her movements stiff with exhaustion. Despite eyelids heavy as lead, she still flipped open her laptop, the screen a stark glow in the dim apartment. She was hunting for a new job. Again. Still.

The bed creaked a small protest as she turned onto her side, propping herself on an elbow to reach the small machine. A loud breath escaped her, a mixture of fatigue and frustration.

"Let's see. Qualifications..." she mumbled, typing slowly with two fingers, a habit of weariness. "...nurse."

Yes, that was it. Her nursing degree, a relic of a past ambition, was her best bet. But there was one gaping problem with that: Sunshine Washington couldn't bear to watch the suffering of others, couldn't endure the sight of blood for long without her stomach churning. After two years of practice, she had given up, despite fighting with all her might to handle the emotional and physical demands of the job. After that, she'd found the auto company, under contract, but as it turned out, that wasn't suitable for her either, a place rife with ghosts she couldn't outrun. She'd moved on from there too. Now, her current job grated on her soul; she simply felt it wasn't right, a dead-end, grease-stained prison.

Suny scrolled through the job listings, her cursor gliding over a multitude of opportunities that blossomed on the platform before her. Many were for video chat—her tiny lips pursed in distaste. This was the pervasive trend, it seemed. There were so many curvy girls, just like her. The job required a talent for charming lonely, somewhat "hungry" men. And, of course, a little flashing here and there, in sexy lingerie. It wasn't truly her world, not by a long shot, yet the thought persisted: she could earn a lot, quickly. She considered it, the desperate lure of fast money. But what kind of example would that set for Tomy? The internal debate raged: morality versus survival. Yet, she wouldn't even have to leave the house, and the money would just flow in, a silent, effortless river. She glanced sleepily at her closet mirror, catching her reflection.

"Good heavens..." she sighed, the sound thick with resignation. "I'm as white as a freshly whitewashed wall." She leaned back, staring at the laptop, her gaze drifting over the endless scroll. "My God! This is awful!"

Her eyelids felt glued shut, heavy with the desire for sleep. She just scrolled, down, down... Then suddenly, her finger froze. Her eyes, though blurry with exhaustion, snapped open, catching on an advertisement.

WE ARE LOOKING FOR A RELIABLE, YOUNG, DYNAMIC LADY WITH SERIOUS NURSING EXPERIENCE FOR A SPECIFIED PERIOD TO CARE FOR AN ELDERLY PERSON.

MONTHLY SALARY, ACCOMMODATION, AND EXTRAS PROVIDED. MORE INFORMATION IN PERSON!

"Sounds good..." She rubbed her sleepy eyes, the rough friction a small comfort. Then, with a flicker of hope, she clicked the APPLY button.

She reread the advertisement, the words dancing before her. "—Looking for a reliable, young, dynamic lady to care for an elderly person..." A slow unease settled over her. "Thinking about it, it's a little suspicious..."

But even if she clicked the APPLY button again, she couldn't retract it. The digital deed was done.

"Great," she mumbled, flopping onto the pillow. Her eyes, already heavy, immediately closed, surrendering to sleep.
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3. The Call

AT 11:30, HER PHONE vibrated, a persistent hum beneath her pillow. She groped for it sleepily, a hand emerging from the covers. It was an unhealthy habit, always keeping it so close, but it meant Tomy wouldn't wake up to an alarm.

Unknown number. Her brow furrowed in a sleepy frown.

"Hello?" Her voice was a soft, hesitant question.

"Miss Sunshine Washington?" A strong, resonant male voice spoke from the other end, cutting through the morning stillness.

"Yes," Suny answered, the word itself snapping her fully awake. Her heart gave a sudden, surprised thump.

"My name is Edgar Lewis, Mr. Dark's physician. I'd like to meet you to discuss the details." His tone was clipped, professional, leaving no room for preamble.

"Uhm... I'm sorry?" Suny blinked, confusion clearing the last vestiges of sleep. "What kind of details?"

A beat of silence stretched, taut with unspoken expectation.

"Miss Washington, you applied for the advertisement, correct?" The voice, though calm, held an edge of impatience.

"Yes, but..." Suny started, a nervous energy bubbling up.

"Let me elaborate on a few things upfront then. The salary, three hundred dollars a day..."

"What?" Suny's brown eyes widened, snapping open so far they felt like they might pop. Her weekly salary, in one single day? The thought was staggering.

"Interested?" Lewis's voice was a flat query.

"It's not... some kind of porn thing, is it?" she asked hesitantly, the words a nervous whisper. The sheer amount of money felt almost too good to be true, triggering her deepest anxieties.

"Ha ha, no." A dry, mirthless chuckle. "The rest we need to discuss in person. Please come to 1 Pennsylvania Avenue in an hour. It's a villa. Just tell the doorman Lewis is waiting for you."

"Uhm..." Suny stammered, her mind racing.

"Then I'll expect you," the man stated, a finality in his tone. He hung up without a goodbye, in a purely businesslike manner that left Suny reeling.

"Are they going to kidnap me, sell my organs, or what?" Suny stared at the silent phone, her chest heaving as she let out a huge, bewildered sigh. "Great. Anyway, they're probably not even thinking of me." A familiar self-doubt began to creep in.
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4. The Interview

EDGAR LEWIS SQUINTED at his watch in the dim light of the study. The hour was almost up. And then—

Ding dong!

The doorbell rang, a sharp, insistent chime that cut through the silence. The tall, graying man, impeccably dressed, stood up and walked with a stiff gait out of the darkened room towards the sound.

"Hopeless..." a voice, raspy and thin, called from the bed hidden deeper in the room. "You're doing something stupid... This won't work out either."

"Taylan. If you approach it like that, it certainly won't," the man replied firmly, his voice echoing with long-suffering patience. Ding dong! The doorbell rang again, more impatiently this time. "If possible, try to behave. Not everyone has the patience for you."

"Pff..." A stifled laugh, bitter and brief, answered him.

Edgar opened the heavy front door and immediately, his brows knitted together, forming a sharp V of surprise and mild disapproval.

Standing before him was a rather full-figured woman, dressed unceremoniously in a faded pink t-shirt, ripped denim jeans, and scuffed running shoes. She adjusted her glasses on her small, round, plump, yet surprisingly dolly-like face while her gaze swept over the huge, imposing house, her soft brown hair gently dancing in the summer breeze.

"Miss Washington?" he asked, a clear note of surprise in his voice, his expectations clearly unmet. The woman offered a slight, almost hesitant smile.

"Yes, that would be me," her pleasant voice responded, a touch of nervousness in its tone. Sunshine extended her hand to the man, who was dressed in dark suit pants and a crisp white shirt.

Elegant, he couldn't deny it. A well-groomed face, a neatly trimmed goatee, a subtle, woody scent that spoke of expense and refinement. His posture was ramrod straight, and there was perhaps a slightly aristocratic aura about him. Such a dignified presence was unusual in the bustling, democratic chaos of New York. He probably wasn't even American, Suny mused.

Fifties. A youthful fifties, Suny thought to herself, taking in his features.

Edgar merely shook her hand, his grip brief and cool.

"You have exquisite taste..." he commented, his voice devoid of warmth, as he motioned her into the vast, cavernous foyer.

"Thank you," Sunshine smiled, oblivious to the underlying sarcasm.

I didn't mean it as a compliment, the man thought to himself, a flicker of irritation crossing his face unseen.

"This house is enormous!" Sunshine gushed, her eyes wide with unfeigned awe. She was practically staring at the expensive, intricate wallpaper, her glasses now removed from her face, allowing her to take in the grandeur unfiltered. She looked around, her head slowly swiveling. A few family pictures adorned the walls. Yes. So aristocratic, she thought, a sense of quiet wonder.

In every picture, serious faces, elegant attire. With burgundy and purple backgrounds. A couple with two children. An older daughter and a smaller, thin boy. In another picture, they were older, a tableau of growing formality. Then, only an elderly woman sat in an expensive armchair in front of them, a matriarchal presence, while the others receded into the background. Finally, a large, prominent picture. The elderly woman, and in the background, now four of them. On the young man's right, a short woman, while on the blonde woman's left, a tall, red-haired man.

"Hmm... a big family..." Suny murmured, her voice soft, contemplative.

"Yes. It is, a big house, but now only a small family," Edgar said, his voice flat, devoid of emotion, as he headed towards one of the dark wooden doors. A brass plaque on it read: "Office."

"Please, come in!" He looked at Suny, his gaze inscrutable.

"Yes, sir!" Sunshine snapped out of her trance at his firm voice, her awe momentarily forgotten. She followed silently, her steps a little more hesitant on the polished floors.

Even the office had a stern, almost oppressive atmosphere. Sunshine, in her casual clothes, stood out starkly against the deep brown and black colors, a splash of vibrant pink in a monochromatic world.

Edgar stopped by the window, placing his hands behind his back, a posture of authority and control.

"You have a good resume..." he sighed, the sound carrying a note of weary dismissal. "At least there's that."

"I beg your pardon?" Sunshine asked, surprised, her pleasant demeanor faltering.

Edgar Lewis turned towards her. He looked at the stout woman for a long time, his gaze assessing, critical. This wasn't what he expected. When he wrote "dynamic"... well, he just pursed his lips, a silent judgment. For some reason, he'd always harbored this prejudice in his life: Overweight people are too lazy to lose weight. And if they're lazy, they're not dynamic. Which meant: slow reaction time – sluggish.

How much could she weigh? Ninety, a hundred kilos? At this height, that's far too much. Pale skin, flabby. No style at all. My God. Taylan will be shocked when he sees her. Trial and error... Her professional knowledge is what's needed.

"Time is a bit tight, Miss Washington," he stated, cutting through the silence.

"Just Suny!" the woman offered, a friendly smile.

"Suny," Edgar Lewis repeated, a flicker of reluctant acceptance in his voice. "As I said, we are quite generous if your work is performed perfectly."

Sunshine was surprised. Perfect work? The words hung in the air, a challenge and a promise.

"I see. And how old is the lady?" she asked, her smile returning, a hint of professional curiosity.

"Twenty-eight," Edgar answered coolly, his gaze unblinking. "—and male," he stated seriously, his voice dropping slightly for emphasis.

Sunshine froze at this answer; she had expected something else, perhaps a frail elderly woman. Her initial surprise morphed into a look of disapproval. The fact that it was a man was one thing, but that he was so young...

"How old?" she pressed, a tremor in her voice.

Edgar leaned against the desk, crossing his arms, a picture of weary resolve.

"Miss Washington..."

"Suny!" the woman interjected, her nervousness now palpable as she sank into the comfortable chair, though she looked anything but comfortable.

"Suny," Edgar nodded, a concession. "You have one single task. To convince Taylan Dark to finally undergo surgery." His voice, though still firm, now carried a weight of desperation that bordered on too serious. Sunshine looked at him, bewildered, the gravity of his words sinking in.

"A year ago, he suffered a terrible car accident. His condition has been steadily improving since then, but one problem follows another. What you need to prepare for now is that he moves with great difficulty. Which is not surprising, considering he's held together by several titanium rods. However, that's not the most alarming issue. We thought he only had a mild concussion, but it turns out to be much more serious. For some reason, fluid has been continuously accumulating behind his eyes recently. It's pressing on nerves, causing him terrible pain, in addition to the fact that he's risking blindness." A brief, heavy silence descended, filled only by Edgar's deep, weary sigh.

"And the only solution would be exploratory surgery," Suny said, her voice now completely serious, all traces of her earlier exhaustion gone. Her medical training asserted itself.

"Exactly!" Edgar nodded, a spark of hope entering his eyes. He clasped his hands together and leaned forward, his plea almost tangible. "Convince him!"

"How?" Suny asked, the single word laden with the enormity of the task.
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"I don't know that. But he won't listen to me..." Edgar sighed, a sound heavy with weariness and frustration. "I do know you have two weeks."

"Two weeks? Why only that much time?" Suny's voice was sharp with disbelief.

"Yes, you heard right, exactly that much, because that's when Dr. Tanaka Ishiswa comes to New York. Currently, the world's..."

"Best neurosurgeon! A brain specialist..." Sunshine exclaimed, interrupting the man's sentence, a spark of professional knowledge cutting through her earlier bewilderment.

Edgar was visibly taken aback, his brow lifting in surprise. "You are well-informed, young lady."

"Let's just say..." Sunshine murmured, a slight, knowing smile playing on her lips, and Edgar scratched his chin, a subtle gesture of assessment.

"Well, Suny. Are you interested? Should I continue, or are you leaving?" His question was unexpected, blunt, almost a challenge.

"Why would I leave?" Suny countered, a hint of defiance in her tone.

"Hm..." Edgar sucked in his mouth, a considering gesture. "Then I'll continue. Here's the situation." He reached for a hypodermic needle, impossibly long and thin, resting on the desk. At the sight of it, Sunshine swallowed hard, her throat constricting. "You can handle it, can't you?"

"Well, I..." she began, her voice faltering, but Edgar continued, his gaze steady and uncompromising.

"The fluid must be drained every other evening. I usually do it. I'll show you how, because I have a conference this weekend. Four days. That means it's inevitable that you'll have to perform this very delicate procedure. If you do it wrong, Taylan will die."

Only now did Sunshine completely shudder, a tremor racking her entire body. Good heavens... The full, terrifying weight of the responsibility settled upon her.

Edgar's lips pursed, his eyes scrutinizing her reaction. "Are you scared? Your face certainly shows it."

"I'm horrified..." she whispered, the word barely audible.

"You? I've been doing this for almost half a year. It's not that difficult. You just need skillful, confident hands." His tone was dismissive of her fear.

"But..." Sunshine gestured at the menacing hypodermic needle, her voice still a shaken whisper, "—in his eye?"

"Why do you think I want him to have surgery now?" Edgar's voice was a low, cutting explanation.

"Oh, my God..." Sunshine sighed, burying her round face in her cushioned hands for a moment, the gesture a desperate plea for a moment's reprieve. A long, shuddering breath escaped her. "Whew..."

"So?" Edgar prompted, his patience wearing thin.
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"So?" Sunshine shuddered again, the thought of the needle near an eye sending another ripple of revulsion through her. No wonder she'd left the hospital; the raw reality of suffering had always been too much. And now this job. She'd envisioned a simple role: feeding, keeping clean, administering basic medication, maybe a few routine injections. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine this, this horrifying, intimate procedure!

A deep dread whispered inside her, urging her to run, to say no. But what kind of life could she build, could they build, living like this? She just had to convince him to have the surgery. And no matter how she looked at it, this two-week period alone would mean over $3000. It was only a short time, and then she'd find something else, something safer, something less soul-crushing.

"Uhm..." she stammered, still processing.

"You'll have to move in here," Edgar stated, cutting off her hesitation.

"That won't work! I have a younger brother." Suny's voice was sharp with protective instinct.

Edgar looked at her, a bewildered, almost annoyed expression crossing his aristocratic features. "He goes to school, and I have to take care of him too!" Suny insisted, pushing back against his assumption.

"Bring him here for now. Just make sure he doesn't disturb Taylan." Edgar's voice was devoid of compromise.

"Excuse me?" Sunshine exclaimed, utterly surprised by his casual suggestion.

"Miss... Suny," Edgar corrected himself, his tone hardening. "This isn't just some contractual job. Your task is to care for Taylan, and most importantly, to convince him to have the surgery!" The underlying message was clear: her personal life was secondary to his patient's needs.
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5. First Impressions

THAT EVENING, THE NEW life began.

"Who would have thought?" Tomy stared at the enormous house, his eyes wide, gleaming with an eleven-year-old's unadulterated awe. "Suny, this is rich, like a real fairytale mogul."

"Maybe... But wealth doesn't mean much if one..." Suny's voice trailed off, a shadow of the conversation with Edgar passing over her face. She looked at her brother, a serious plea in her eyes. "You'll behave, right?" Suny sighed, the weight of their new circumstances already pressing down.

Edgar was already opening the door. Beside him stood a short, somewhat withered, yet undeniably friendly woman with a crown of silver hair.

"Suny, this is Gina!" Edgar offered, a faint, almost imperceptible smile touching his lips.

"The housekeeper," the woman introduced herself, extending a small, warm hand in a friendly gesture.

"Pleased to meet you!" Suny smiled genuinely. "This is my brother, Tomy."

"Hello, young man," Gina beamed at the boy, her smile crinkling the corners of her eyes. Edgar, however, merely looked at him with a serious, assessing expression, then turned his back. "Right, to your room!"

"And dinner!" Gina chimed in, her voice bright.

"Regarding the scrubs, I'll need your clothing size," Edgar sighed, already opening one of the dark, imposing doors. "Here's your room."

Tomy rushed in immediately, drawn by the novelty, pulling out his phone the moment he crossed the threshold, his fingers already flying to a game.

"For heaven's sake, Tomy! Get off that phone!" Suny muttered softly to her brother, a familiar, exasperated refrain.

"Suny... your size?" Edgar repeated, his voice firm, pulling her attention back.

"Oh," Suny set down her small suitcase, a practical, well-worn thing. "45-50. But I have scrubs," she smiled, a flicker of pride in her self-sufficiency.

"50?" Edgar's lips pursed again, a silent judgment. "I can order new clothes for you from that," he murmured, the dismissive tone back in his voice. "Now, come with me! I'll introduce you to Taylan."

"Oh, of course, of course!" Suny started, a nervous energy propelling her forward, and Edgar's lips curved into a half-smile, a hint of something unreadable. What kind of walk is that? he wondered internally, observing her slightly awkward, hurried gait.

"You need to know something else about Taylan..." Edgar walked ahead of Suny, his voice low and serious. "He's stubborn."

"Oh," Suny chuckled slightly, a small, nervous sound.

"And he's frightening right now. But since you have nursing experience, I assume you won't be scared by the sight..." Edgar said, stopping at a dark, imposing door. He took hold of the handle, his gaze locking with Suny's. The woman watched him seriously, her playful demeanor gone, replaced by a quiet resolve. "Are you ready?"

"Yes," Suny said calmly, though a faint flutter in her stomach betrayed her nervousness.

The door opened silently, a heavy, deliberate swing, and Edgar stepped into the darkness, flipping on a small, weak lamp. "Be very careful about this. No light stronger than this lamp's glow can enter the room. Taylan!" he called to the man in the bed, his voice resonating in the gloom.

A pale, thin figure slowly sat up, emerging from the shadows. His hair was slightly greasy, wildly unruly, and he squinted towards the door with faintly bulging, bloodshot eyes. "I'd like to introduce Miss Sunshine Washington. She will be looking after you." Edgar gestured towards the surprised, plump woman, a stark contrast to the figure in the bed.

Suny just stood there for a moment, her breath catching. Silence. She hadn't expected this. A hollow-eyed zombie stared back at her from the bed, his bony, long face, with its overly pale, almost translucent skin, reminding her more of a bearded skull. Was he mottled? Were those small, dark marks freckles? And the red, inflamed eyes, set in deep, dark purple circles beneath them...

But worse than all this was the smell. Not a stench, not the rot of decay, but something far more insidious. It was the scent she always encountered in the hospital around patients who were dying, a specific, chilling odor she'd come to recognize. She called it the smell of death to herself, because she never spoke it aloud; it sounded ridiculous, superstitious. But it was true. She felt it, a primal chill. And accompanying it was a profound, cold dryness, as if the very air was desiccated, the body slowly surrendering to death's inevitable embrace.

"Mr. Dark. Just call me Suny!" Suny approached the man, moving through the strange, dim room, her hand extended. The man's hand moved slowly, as if against an invisible current. But the touch of his cold, dry hand made Suny's entire body shiver, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end.

"How much do you weigh?" The hoarse voice rasped, rough as sandpaper. A sneering, mocking smile already formed on his dry, chapped lips.

Suny smiled back, undeterred. This kind of attitude, this casual cruelty, already rolled off her. She'd dealt with worse in the ER.

"Well, thank you for asking. It's been a very long time since I weighed myself. I'll have to check; perhaps without a hair tie, earrings, and slippers, the scale will be more accurate. If I find out, I'll answer you, if you're still interested, Mr. Dark," Suny replied, her smile not wavering, a touch of playful defiance in her voice.

And Taylan Dark just looked at her, genuinely surprised, the sneer frozen on his face.

"Taylan!" he said softly, a quiet correction.

"I see," Suny smiled, acknowledging his preference.

"Taylan needs his medication in the morning and evening," Edgar interjected, stepping forward. "The blood thinner only in the evening." He reached into a drawer, pulling out pre-prepared, labeled medications.

"This is... Iritis?" Suny asked, turning to Edgar, her professional curiosity piqued.

"And Dacryoadenitis..." Edgar sighed, a new layer of weariness in his voice. "And it's not going away..." He looked at Suny, his gaze heavy with unspoken desperation. "Besides that, the therapy for his movement is still ongoing." He then unbuttoned a few buttons and pulled aside the collar of Taylan's pajama shirt, revealing a bony, equally mottled, shockingly white shoulder. "But what's important now are his eyes."

The nearly ten-centimeter-long scar on his collarbone emerged, a
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