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Fading to Gray




ELENA




The world doesn’t end with a bang. It ends with a blur.




It ends with the hum of an air conditioner in a sterile, white room on the forty-second floor of a medical center that smells like antiseptic and bad coffee. It ends with a man in a white coat—Dr. Aris, a specialist with kind eyes and cold hands—clicking a pen.




Click. Click.




The sound echoes in the silence. It’s a rhythm. A countdown.




“Elena?”




I blink. I try to focus on his face, but the edges are soft. Fuzzed out. Like a camera lens that refuses to find its subject. I can see his tie—a hideous paisley pattern of navy and mustard—but his eyes are just dark smudges behind his wire-rimmed glasses.




“I’m listening,” I say. My voice sounds hollow. Foreign. Like it’s coming from someone else. Someone who isn’t currently watching her entire future dissolve into static.




Dr. Aris sighs. It’s a heavy sound. The sound of a man who has had this conversation too many times today. He pushes a folder across the mahogany desk toward me. I stare at it. I don’t open it. I don’t need to read the medical jargon to know what it says. I know what my body has been whispering to me for months.




The stumbling in the dark. The way the streetlights halo and fracture when I drive home at night. The tunnel vision that has been slowly, insidiously closing in, like a camera shutter shrinking the aperture.




“It’s aggressive,” he says gently. Too gently. I hate his pity. I want him to yell. I want him to be angry. “Retinitis Pigmentosa. But a rare, rapid-onset variation. The degeneration in your rods is… substantial.”




Substantial. What a polite word for catastrophic.




“How long?” I ask.




I grip the arms of the chair. The leather is cool and smooth under my sweating palms. I focus on that sensation. The tactile reality of the chair. If I let go, I think I might float away. I might shatter.




Dr. Aris hesitates. “It’s hard to predict with absolute certainty, Elena. Everyone progresses differently.”




“Don’t,” I snap. The anger flares hot and bright in my chest, burning through the numbness. “Don’t give me the soft answer. Don’t manage my expectations. Give me the timeline.”




He shifts in his seat. He takes off his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose. When he looks at me again, he doesn’t try to sugarcoat it.




“Six months,” he says. “Maybe less for functional sight. You’ll lose the peripheral vision first—you’re already losing it. Then the night vision. Then the color. Eventually, it will just be… shadows. Light and dark.”




Six months. One hundred and eighty days.




I am twenty-six years old. I have spent the last five years of my life enslaved to a career I thought was my legacy. I have spent eighteen hours a day, seven days a week, managing the life of a man who barely sees me as human. I have saved money. I have made plans. Someday, I told myself. Someday I’ll travel. Someday I’ll see the Northern Lights. Someday I’ll paint again.




Someday just died in this room.




“Is there a treatment?” I ask, even though I know the answer. I’ve done the late-night Googling. I’ve read the forums.




“There are trials,” he says, but his tone is flat. “Gene therapies. Retinal implants. But you aren’t a candidate for the current studies. Your progression is too fast.”




“So that’s it?” I stand up. My knees tremble, but I lock them. I force my spine straight. I am Elena Rostova. I am the Executive Assistant to Silas Vane. I do not crumble. I solve problems. I fix broken things. “I just… go blind?”




“We can help you prepare,” Dr. Aris says, standing up too. He reaches for a pamphlet stack. “Mobility training. Braille literacy. There are support groups—”




“I don’t want a support group,” I whisper. “I want my eyes.”




I grab my purse. I turn for the door. I misjudge the distance to the frame. My shoulder slams into the wood. Hard. Pain shoots down my arm, sharp and shocking.




Dr. Aris steps forward. “Elena—”




“I’m fine,” I gasp, clutching my shoulder. Tears prick at the corners of my eyes—not from the pain, but from the humiliation. The clumsiness. The betrayal of my own body. “I’m fine.”




I rip the door open and stumble out into the hallway.




The elevator ride down is a blur of nausea and metal. When the doors slide open to the lobby, the noise hits me like a physical blow. The chatter of people. The ring of phones. The clatter of heels on marble.




Usually, I filter this out. Usually, I am a machine. I have a schedule in my head that is synchronized to the second. I have three phones in my bag. I have the weight of a billion-dollar restaurant empire resting on my shoulders.




Today, I am just a girl who is afraid of the dark.




I push through the revolving doors and spill out onto the sidewalk. The city is loud. New York is screaming today. Taxis honking. sirens wailing. The grandeur of it usually energizes me. Today, it feels like a threat.




I walk. I don’t know where I’m going. I just need to move. I need to outrun the diagnosis.




I walk until my heels blister my feet. I walk until the towering skyscrapers give way to the open expanse of the Hudson River. I find a bench facing west.




The sun is setting.




It’s a masterpiece. A riot of color. Burnt orange bleeding into bruised purple. Streaks of fiery gold tearing through the clouds. The water reflects it all, a shimmering, distorted mirror of the sky.




I sit down. I take a breath that rattles in my lungs. I stare at the sunset. I don’t just look at it. I devour it.




I try to memorize the exact shade of the pink near the horizon. Is it salmon? Coral? Rose quartz? I need to know. I need to catalog it. I need to file it away in the archives of my mind, deeper than any spreadsheet, safer than any contract.




Remember this, I tell myself. Remember how the light hits the water. Remember the contrast of the black silhouette of the Jersey skyline against the fire of the sun.




Because soon, this will just be a word. Sunset. A concept. A memory. A ghost.




I bring my hand up to my face. I cover one eye. The world narrows. I cover the other. Darkness.




Panic claws at my throat. A wild, animal thing. It screams at me to open my eyes, to make sure the light is still there. I lower my hand. The light is there. For now. But the edges are dark. A vignette of shadows creeping in.




Six months.




My phone buzzes against my thigh. Violent. Persistent. I ignore it. It buzzes again. And again. A relentless demand for attention.




I pull it out of my bag. The screen is bright, hurting my sensitive eyes. One name flashes on the display.




SILAS VANE.




My boss. The Chef. The Butcher. The man who owns my time, my energy, and my sanity.




I stare at the name. He doesn’t know. He thinks I’m at a dentist appointment. He thinks I’ll be back in an hour to manage the chaos of Obsidian’s dinner service. He thinks I’m his.




I slide my thumb across the screen to unlock it. There are five text messages.




[17:42] VANE: Where is the truffle supplier’s invoice? [17:45] VANE: The sous-chef is incompetent. If he burns the scallops again, I’m taking his hand. [17:52] VANE: Elena. [18:00] VANE: You’re late. [18:05] VANE: Answer me.




The texts are short. Sharp. Like the chop of a cleaver. I can hear his voice in my head. That low, gravelly baritone that terrifies grown men and makes women do stupid things. He doesn’t ask if I’m okay. He doesn’t ask how the appointment went. He just demands.




I look from the phone to the sunset. The sun is dipping below the horizon now. The gold is fading to gray. The purple is bruising into black.




I am dying. Well, the person I was is dying. The perfect assistant. The girl who climbs the corporate ladder. The girl who waits for someday.




I look back at the phone. [18:06] VANE: Pick up the phone, Elena. Or I’m coming to find you.




A shiver races down my spine. Not fear, exactly. Something else. Something electric. He would do it. He would tear the city apart to find me. Not because he cares, but because he hates losing control. And I am the remote control to his life.




I type a response. My fingers tremble over the glass.




ME: I’m coming.




I lie. I’m not coming back to be his assistant. I’m going back to quit.




I stand up. I take one last look at the river. The sun is gone. The city lights are flickering on, thousands of artificial stars fighting against the encroaching night. They look beautiful. They look blurry.




I wipe a single tear from my cheek. It feels cold. I turn my back on the river and head toward the subway. toward the dark heart of the city. Toward him.




I have six months left to see the world. And I am not going to spend a single second of it watching Silas Vane plate appetizers.




I am going to burn my life down. And I’m going to start with him. :::
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Character Profiles

The Hero: Silas “The Butcher” Vane


	Role: Billionaire Restaurateur & Celebrity Chef. Owner of Obsidian, the city’s most exclusive dining experience.

	Backstory: Formerly a “cleaner” for the Vane crime syndicate. He left the life to channel his violence into perfectionism in the kitchen. He is covered in tattoos, usually hidden by his pristine chef’s whites. He is known as a tyrant—cold, exacting, and terrifying.

	Motivation: He needs a “respectable” wife to close a deal that will finally sever his ties to the mob forever. He creates the fake relationship to save himself, but realizes he’s obsessed with her.

	Vibe: “The world fears my knife, but I would use it to carve out the heart of anyone who hurts her.”




The Heroine: Elena Rostova


	Role: Silas’s Executive Assistant. The only person who can manage his temper and run his empire.

	Backstory: She has spent five years being the “perfect robot” for her demanding boss, suppressing her own dreams. A diagnosis of aggressive retinal degeneration gives her a 6-month timeline before total darkness.

	Motivation: She wants to quit to see the Northern Lights, art museums, and sunsets while she still can. She hates Silas for trapping her, but finds herself relying on him as her world fades.

	Vibe: “I spent my life working for a monster, only to realize he’s the only one who can guide me through the dark.”




World-Building Details


	The Setting: Obsidian is a glass-walled restaurant atop a skyscraper, representing isolation and height. The kitchen is described like a battlefield—hot, sharp, dangerous.

	The “Mafia-Lite” Element: The restaurant is a neutral ground for underworld figures. While the story focuses on the kitchen and the romance, the threat of violence is always simmering in the background (money laundering, rival syndicates dining there).

	The Sensory Experience: Because Elena is going blind, the world-building shifts from visual to visceral. The smell of truffle oil, the heat of the stove, the rough texture of Silas’s scarred hands, and the taste of the dishes he creates specifically for her.
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SILAS




The kitchen of Obsidian does not smell like food. It smells like war.




It smells like ozone and seared flesh. It smells like the metallic tang of blood orange reduction and the sharp, sulfurous bite of open gas flames.




To anyone else, it is chaos. To me, it is a symphony. And I am the conductor holding the knife.




“Service!” I bark. The word is not a request. It is a gunshot.




“Yes, Chef!” The response is instantaneous. A chorus of twelve voices, synchronized, terrified.




I stand at the pass, the stainless steel border between the inferno of my kitchen and the darkened, velvet-lined hush of the dining room. My hands are flat on the metal. It is hot. Burning hot. I don’t flinch. I like the heat. It reminds me that I am alive. It reminds me that I am not back in the Gulag, freezing in the dark.




I look down at the plate in front of me. Pan-seared scallops with a cauliflower purée and truffle dust.




It looks perfect. The scallops are golden-brown, caramelized to a precise crisp. The purée is a silken wave. The plating is geometric, architectural. It looks like art.




I hate it.




I pick up a spoon. I taste the purée. Bland. It lacks… soul. It lacks the acidity to cut through the richness of the scallop. It is lazy.




I grab the plate. I hurl it into the trash bin beside the line. The ceramic shatters with a satisfying crash.




The kitchen goes dead silent. The clang of pots stops. The hiss of the grill seems to quiet down. Every eye is on me. Or rather, on the floor, avoiding me.




“Who fired this?” I ask. My voice is low. I don’t need to shout. Shouting is for amateurs. Shouting is for men who have lost control. I never lose control.




A young sous-chef, Miller, steps forward. He is twenty-two. He has a degree from Le Cordon Bleu and hands that shake when I look at him. “I did, Chef.”




I step around the pass. I walk into his station. I move like a predator. I know I do. I’ve cultivated it. The tattoos creeping up my neck, peeking out from the collar of my pristine white chef’s jacket, tell a story I never speak aloud. They say: I have done worse things than fire you.




“Taste it,” I say.




Miller blinks. “Chef?”




“Taste. The. Purée.”




He dips a spoon into his pot and tastes it. He swallows hard. “It’s… it’s good, Chef. Smooth.”




“It’s garbage,” I correct him. “It tastes like baby food. Where is the lemon zest? Where is the white pepper? You are feeding billionaires, Miller. You are feeding sharks. If you feed them weakness, they will eat you.”




I lean in close. I can smell his fear. It smells like sour sweat and cheap deodorant. “Get out of my kitchen.”




“Chef, please—”




“Pack your knives,” I say, turning my back on him. “You’re done.”




“But—”




I spin around, grabbing a boning knife from the magnetic strip on the wall. I slam it into the cutting board, an inch from his hand. The wood splinters. The blade vibrates with the force of the impact.




Miller flinches, stumbling back.




“Get. Out.”




He runs. He doesn’t even pack his knives. He just runs.




I pull the knife from the wood. I wipe the blade on a towel. “Marcus,” I call out to the junior line cook. “Take over the fish station. Don’t disappoint me.”




“Yes, Chef!”




I return to the pass. I check the ticket machine. It is spitting out orders like a ticker tape of doom. Table 4: Wagyu Ribeye. Table 9: Oysters Rockefeller. Table 1: The Petrov Party.




I pause. The Petrovs. Alexei Petrov is sitting at my best table, drinking my best vodka, likely discussing how to dismantle my territory. Obsidian is neutral ground, officially. But in our world, there is no such thing as neutral. There is only high ground and low ground.




I look at the clock on the wall. 18:45.




My blood runs cold. Not from the Petrovs. Not from the incompetent staff. From the time.




She is forty-five minutes late.




Elena never is late. Elena Rostova is a chronometer in a pencil skirt. She operates on a frequency of precision that rivals my own. If she says she will be back at 6:00 PM, she walks through the door at 5:59 PM.




I check my phone. I sent her five texts. She replied once. I’m coming.




That was thirty minutes ago.




Where is she? The dentist’s office is six blocks away. Even in rush hour traffic, she should be here.




I feel a tightening in my chest. A dark, possessive coil winding around my ribs. Is it the Petrovs? Did they touch her? If anyone touched her, I will burn this city to the ash. I will peel the skin from their bones slowly.




I stare at the swinging doors of the kitchen entrance. Come on, Elena.




I need her. I hate that I need her. I hired her five years ago because she was efficient. She was a ghost. She spoke three languages, typed 100 words a minute, and didn’t flinch when I threw a sauté pan across the room. But somewhere in the last five years, she became… essential. She is the only one who knows where the bodies are buried—metaphorically, and in one unfortunate case, literally. She manages the books. She manages the staff. She manages me.




When the darkness rises, when the “Butcher” threatens to take over the “Chef,” Elena is the anchor. Her voice, cool and steady, pulls me back.




The doors swing open.




My heart gives a violent kick against my ribs. It’s her.




She walks in. She looks… wrecked.




Her usually immaculate bun is slightly askew, a few strands of dark hair escaping to frame her face. Her face is pale. Paler than usual. Her lipstick is gone, likely chewed off. And her eyes. Her eyes are wide. Dark. Unfocused.




She is clutching her bag like it’s a shield. She scans the kitchen, her gaze sweeping over the stations. She doesn’t lock onto me immediately. That’s odd. usually, she finds me instantly. Like a magnet.




“You’re late,” I say.




My voice cuts through the noise of the kitchen. She flinches. Visibly. She turns toward the pass. She walks toward me, navigating the narrow space between the prep tables and the hot line.




“I know,” she says. Her voice is tight. “Traffic was a nightmare. A gridlock on 5th.”




She is lying. I know her tells. When she lies, she touches her necklace—a small silver circle I gave her for Christmas three years ago. She reaches up and touches the metal.




“How was the dentist?” I ask, crossing my arms. I watch her closely. I am looking for a bruise. A scratch. A sign that someone hurt her.




“Fine,” she says quickly. “Just a cleaning. Boring.”




Another lie. Why is she lying?




She reaches the pass. She puts her bag down on the counter. She doesn’t look me in the eye. She looks at my hands. “The Petrovs are here,” she says, changing the subject. “I saw the security feed. Table 1.”




“I know,” I say. “They ordered the Caviar Service. Fifty thousand dollars of fish eggs to wash down their threats.”




She nods. She opens her bag and pulls out her tablet. “I need to check the inventory for tomorrow. And the reservation list for the weekend is overbooked. I need to move the Senator to the private room.”




She is deflecting. She is manic. She moves to the computer terminal beside the pass. It’s a touch screen system we use for expediting.




“Elena,” I say. “Look at me.”




She freezes. She turns her head. Her eyes meet mine. For a second, I feel it. The pull. The gravity. Her eyes are a deep, soulful brown. Intelligent. Sharp. But today, they look… glassy. Dilated.




“Did they give you drugs?” I ask. “Novocaine?”




“No,” she says. “I told you. Just a cleaning.”




She turns back to the screen. She reaches for a stylus pen sitting in a cup holder next to the monitor. Or she tries to.




Her hand moves out. She misjudges the distance. Her fingers brush the cup, but instead of grabbing the pen, her hand sweeps past it. Her knuckles hit a tray of wine glasses that the sommelier left on the counter for the tasting menu.




Crash.




Three crystal stems—Riedel, hand-blown, $200 a piece—topple over. They hit the floor. The sound is like a bomb going off in the tense kitchen. Glass explodes. Shards skitter across the pristine tile.




Elena gasps. She jumps back, pressing herself against the computer terminal. “I… I didn’t…”




The kitchen stops again. Marcus, the new fish guy, looks over, terrified. Usually, this is where I explode. I have fired people for breaking plates. I have screamed until my throat bled over wasted product.




But I don’t scream. I stare at her hand. She missed the cup by three inches. She looked right at it, reached for it, and missed.




I step around the pass. I walk toward her. My boots crunch on the broken glass. I don’t care.




“Elena?”




She is trembling. She is staring at the floor, at the shattered crystal. Her face is a mask of horror. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I’m so sorry, Silas. I’ll clean it up. I’ll…”




She drops to her knees. “Don’t,” I say.




She ignores me. She reaches for a large shard of glass. “Stop!” I command.




I grab her wrist. Her skin is ice cold. Her pulse is hammering under my fingertips like a trapped bird. I pull her up. I pull her hard. She stumbles into my chest. I catch her. My arm goes around her waist, pulling her flush against me.




She smells like the city—exhaust and rain. But underneath that, she smells like her. Vanilla. Jasmine. And fear. So much fear.




“I’m clumsy,” she says, her voice shaking. “I’m just tired. I’m sorry.”




I look down at her. She is refusing to meet my gaze. She is staring at my chef’s coat, at the top button. “You aren’t clumsy,” I say quietly. “In five years, you haven’t dropped a paperclip. What is wrong with you?”




“Nothing,” she insists. She tries to pull away. I tighten my grip. “Silas, let me go. Everyone is watching.”




“Let them watch,” I snarl. “Let them see who you belong to.”




The words slip out before I can check them. Who you belong to. I feel her stiffen.




I take a breath. I dial back the monster. Just a fraction. “You are shaking,” I say. “You are pale. You are breaking my crystal. You are lying to me about the dentist.”




I use my free hand to tilt her chin up. I force her to look at me. “Tell me the truth, Elena. Did someone hurt you?”




“No,” she whispers. Her eyes are swimming with tears.




“Then what?”




She closes her eyes. A tear escapes, tracking through the pale foundation on her cheek. “I just… I have a headache,” she lies. “A migraine. The lights… they’re too bright.”




A migraine. It explains the clumsiness. The dilated pupils. The aversion to the harsh fluorescent glare of the kitchen. It’s a plausible lie. But it’s still a lie.




I don’t believe her. But I can see she is on the edge of breaking. And as much as I want to crack her open and see what’s inside, I can’t do it here. Not in front of the staff. Not with the Petrovs twenty feet away.




“Go to my office,” I say.




She blinks. “What?”




“Go to my office. Sit on the couch. Turn off the lights. Close your eyes.”




“But the inventory—”




“Forget the inventory,” I say roughly. “If you try to count bottles right now, you’ll probably break the wine cellar next.”




It’s a cruel joke, but it works. She flinches. “Go,” I say. “I will handle service. We will talk later.”




She nods. She pulls away from me. She steps carefully over the broken glass. I watch her feet. She moves tentatively, testing the ground before she puts her weight down. Like she isn’t sure where the floor is.




She disappears into the back corridor toward my office.




I stand there for a moment, watching the empty space where she was. Something is wrong. Something catastrophic.




I look down at the broken glass. It glitters under the heat lamps. It looks like diamonds. It looks like ruin.




“Chef?” Marcus asks tentatively. “Should I… should I sweep this up?”




I look at him. “Yes,” I say. “Sweep it up. And Marcus?”




“Yes, Chef?”




“If you tell anyone you saw her cry,” I say, my voice dropping to a whisper that carries more weight than a scream, “I will deep fry your tongue.”




He pales. “I didn’t see anything, Chef.”




“Good.”




I turn back to the pass. I slam my hand on the metal. “Order in!” I yell. “Two Wagyu! One Risotto! Move!”




The kitchen explodes back into motion. The noise returns. The heat returns. But the cold knot in my chest remains.




I cook. I sear the steaks. I baste them with butter and thyme. I plate the risotto with the precision of a surgeon. But my mind is in the back office.




I am thinking about the way she looked at the cup. She looked through it.




I am thinking about the way she walked. Hesitant.




And I am thinking about the Petrovs. If they found out she is my weakness…




I look out into the dining room. Through the pass, I can see Table 1. Alexei Petrov is laughing. He is a massive man, wearing a suit that costs more than my line cooks make in a year. He catches my eye. He raises his vodka glass in a mock toast.




I don’t smile. I don’t nod. I grip the handle of my knife until my knuckles turn white.




Enjoy your meal, Alexei, I think. Because if you are the reason she is shaking… it will be your last.




I finish the service. It is a blur of motion and heat. I am on autopilot. My body knows the rhythm—plate, wipe, garnish, sell. Plate, wipe, garnish, sell. But my soul is prowling.




At 10:00 PM, the last main course goes out. The kitchen begins the slow process of breaking down. Scrubbing surfaces. Wrapping prep. I leave them to it.




I wipe my hands on my apron. I walk down the corridor to my office. The door is closed. I open it slowly.




The room is pitch black. She has turned off every light. The only illumination comes from the city skyline outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. The Empire State Building is a beacon of white light in the distance.




Elena is sitting on the leather sofa. Her knees are pulled up to her chest. Her shoes are off. Her head is resting on her knees. She looks small. She looks breakable.




I close the door behind me. I lock it. I walk over to her. I don’t turn on the lights. I sit down on the coffee table in front of her. Our knees brush.




“Elena,” I say.




She lifts her head. In the shadows, I can’t see her eyes clearly. Just the glint of moisture. “Is service over?” she asks. Her voice is thick. She has been crying.




“Yes.”




I reach out. I take her hand. It is still cold. I run my thumb over her knuckles. Over the delicate bones. I think about the glass shattering. I think about the way she missed the cup.




“I want the truth,” I say. “And don’t tell me it’s a migraine. I know you. You power through migraines with caffeine and spite. You don’t break things.”




She is silent for a long time. The city hums outside the glass. “I’m quitting,” she says.




The words hang in the air. They are heavier than the silence. They are heavier than the knife in my pocket.




“What?” I ask. I think I misheard her.




“I’m quitting,” she repeats. Stronger this time. “I typed the letter today. I was going to give it to you before… before the glass.”




Rage. It hits me like a rogue wave. Hot, blinding rage. She is leaving? Now? When the wolves are at the door? When I am finally close to getting out?




“No,” I say.




“It’s not a request, Silas. It’s a notice. Two weeks. I’ll train a replacement. I’ll organize the files. But I’m done.”




I stand up. I pace away from her, toward the window. I need distance. If I stay close to her, I might shake her. “Why?” I demand. “Is it the money? I’ll double it. Is it the hours? I’ll hire a second assistant to handle the grunt work.”




“It’s not the money,” she says.




“Then what? Is it me?” I turn back to her. My silhouette must be terrifying against the window, backlit by the city. “Am I too hard on you? Do you want me to be nicer? I can be nicer. I can stop throwing plates.”




She lets out a short, wet laugh. “You can’t stop throwing plates, Silas. It’s who you are.”




“Then why?” I roar. The control slips. The “Butcher” steps out. “Why are you leaving me?”




She stands up too. She sways slightly, then steadies herself. “Because I need to live,” she says. “I need to see the world. I need to do things for me, not for the restaurant. Not for you.”




“You want to go on a vacation?” I scoff. “Fine. Take a month off. Go to Bali. Go to Paris. Send me the bill. But you come back.”




“I can’t come back,” she whispers.




“Why?”




She hesitates. The silence stretches, thin and taut as a wire. “Because I don’t have time,” she says finally.




“You’re twenty-six,” I say. “You have all the time in the world.”




She shakes her head. “No, Silas. I don’t.”




She steps toward me. She steps into the beam of light coming from the window. For the first time, I see her clearly. I see the dilation of her pupils. It’s extreme. Her irises are swallowed by the black. And she isn’t looking at my face. She is looking slightly to the left of my ear.




The realization hits me. It’s a physical blow to the gut. The clumsiness. The missing the cup. The stumbling. The “migraine.”




I step forward. I raise my hand. I move it slowly toward her face. She doesn’t flinch. I wave my hand in her peripheral vision. On her left side. Nothing. She doesn’t react until my hand is directly in front of her nose.




She gasps and pulls back. “What are you doing?”




I freeze. My heart stops. “Elena,” I say. My voice is unrecognizable. It is broken glass. “How much can you see?”




She goes still. The air leaves the room.




“Silas…”




“Tell me,” I command. “Right now. How much can you see?”




She starts to cry. A silent, devastating weep. “The center,” she whispers. “I can see the center. But the edges… the edges are gone. It’s like looking through a tunnel. And it’s getting smaller.”




I stare at her. My perfect, efficient, indispensable Elena. She is going blind.




The rage vanishes. It is replaced by something else. Something colder. Something deeper. Terror.




And then, clarity. Absolute, crystalline clarity.




She thinks she is quitting. She thinks she is going to leave me to stumble through the dark alone. She thinks I will let her walk out that door and be eaten by a world that she can no longer see.




She is wrong.




I walk back to her. I take her face in my hands. She tries to pull away, but I hold her fast. I force her to look at me, even if she can only see a piece of me.




“You aren’t quitting,” I say.




“Silas, please—”




“You aren’t quitting,” I repeat. “And you aren’t leaving.”




“I have to,” she sobs. “I have six months. That’s what the doctor said. Six months until it’s dark. I want to see the Northern Lights. I want to see the ocean. I can’t stay here checking invoices!”




“I know,” I say.




I run my thumb over her tear-streaked cheek. The plan forms in my head instantly. It is ruthless. It is selfish. It is perfect.




The Petrovs want me to marry. They want a sign of stability. A weakness they think they can exploit. Elena needs to see the world. She needs money. She needs protection.




“I will give you the Northern Lights,” I say softly.




She stops crying. She sniffs. “What?”




“I will give you the ocean,” I say. “I will give you the museums. The sunsets. The mountains. I will give you everything on your list. I will fund it. I will take you there myself.”




She stares at me. “Why would you do that?”




“Because,” I say. I lean down. My forehead rests against hers. “I have a deal for you.”




“A deal?”




“You give me a year,” I say. “You marry me. You wear my ring. You play the part of the devoted wife to keep the wolves away from my door.”




She stiffens. “You’re insane.”




“I am a businessman,” I correct her. “And you are in trouble. You are going blind, Elena. Who will take care of you? Who will protect you? You have no family. You have no savings—I know what you pay for your sister’s rehab.”




She flinches. That was a low blow. I don’t care. I will use every weapon I have to keep her.




“Marry me,” I say. “For one year. In exchange, I will dedicate the next six months to your bucket list. We will travel. We will see everything. And when the lights go out… I will be there.”




“And after the year?” she whispers.




“After the year, you walk away with five million dollars and the best medical care money can buy.”




It is a lie. I will never let her walk away. But she doesn’t need to know that yet.




“Why me?” she asks. “You could have any model. Any heiress.”




“I don’t want a model,” I say. “I want you. You know the business. You know the secrets. And…” I pause. “I trust you.”




It is the most honest thing I have ever said.




“So,” I say, pulling back slightly to look into her fading eyes. “What do you say, Elena? Do we have a deal?”




She looks at me. She looks at the darkness outside the window. She looks at the fear in her own heart.




And then, she nods. “Okay,” she whispers. “Okay.”




I smile. It is not a nice smile. It is the smile of the Butcher who just cornered his prey.




“Good,” I say. I lean in and kiss her forehead. “Welcome to the family, Mrs. Vane.” :::
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SILAS


The kitchen of Obsidian does not smell like food. It smells like war.


It smells like ozone and seared flesh. It smells like the metallic tang of blood orange reduction and the sharp, sulfurous bite of open gas flames.


To anyone else, it is chaos. To me, it is a symphony. And I am the conductor holding the knife.


“Service!” I bark. The word is not a request. It is a gunshot.


“Yes, Chef!” The response is instantaneous. A chorus of twelve voices, synchronized, terrified.


I stand at the pass, the stainless steel border between the inferno of my kitchen and the darkened, velvet-lined hush of the dining room. My hands are flat on the metal. It is hot. Burning hot. I don’t flinch. I like the heat. It reminds me that I am alive. It reminds me that I am not back in the Gulag, freezing in the dark.


I look down at the plate in front of me. Pan-seared scallops with a cauliflower purée and truffle dust.


It looks perfect. The scallops are golden-brown, caramelized to a precise crisp. The purée is a silken wave. The plating is geometric, architectural. It looks like art.


I hate it.


I pick up a spoon. I taste the purée. Bland. It lacks… soul. It lacks the acidity to cut through the richness of the scallop. It is lazy.


I grab the plate. I hurl it into the trash bin beside the line. The ceramic shatters with a satisfying crash.


The kitchen goes dead silent. The clang of pots stops. The hiss of the grill seems to quiet down. Every eye is on me. Or rather, on the floor, avoiding me.


“Who fired this?” I ask. My voice is low. I don’t need to shout. Shouting is for amateurs. Shouting is for men who have lost control. I never lose control.


A young sous-chef, Miller, steps forward. He is twenty-two. He has a degree from Le Cordon Bleu and hands that shake when I look at him. “I did, Chef.”


I step around the pass. I walk into his station. I move like a predator. I know I do. I’ve cultivated it. The tattoos creeping up my neck, peeking out from the collar of my pristine white chef’s jacket, tell a story I never speak aloud. They say: I have done worse things than fire you.


“Taste it,” I say.


Miller blinks. “Chef?”


“Taste. The. Purée.”


He dips a spoon into his pot and tastes it. He swallows hard. “It’s… it’s good, Chef. Smooth.”


“It’s garbage,” I correct him. “It tastes like baby food. Where is the lemon zest? Where is the white pepper? You are feeding billionaires, Miller. You are feeding sharks. If you feed them weakness, they will eat you.”


I lean in close. I can smell his fear. It smells like sour sweat and cheap deodorant. “Get out of my kitchen.”


“Chef, please—”


“Pack your knives,” I say, turning my back on him. “You’re done.”


“But—”


I spin around, grabbing a boning knife from the magnetic strip on the wall. I slam it into the cutting board, an inch from his hand. The wood splinters. The blade vibrates with the force of the impact.


Miller flinches, stumbling back.


“Get. Out.”


He runs. He doesn’t even pack his knives. He just runs.


I pull the knife from the wood. I wipe the blade on a towel. “Marcus,” I call out to the junior line cook. “Take over the fish station. Don’t disappoint me.”


“Yes, Chef!”


I return to the pass. I check the ticket machine. It is spitting out orders like a ticker tape of doom. Table 4: Wagyu Ribeye. Table 9: Oysters Rockefeller. Table 1: The Petrov Party.


I pause. The Petrovs. Alexei Petrov is sitting at my best table, drinking my best vodka, likely discussing how to dismantle my territory. Obsidian is neutral ground, officially. But in our world, there is no such thing as neutral. There is only high ground and low ground.


I look at the clock on the wall. 18:45.


My blood runs cold. Not from the Petrovs. Not from the incompetent staff. From the time.


She is forty-five minutes late.


Elena never is late. Elena Rostova is a chronometer in a pencil skirt. She operates on a frequency of precision that rivals my own. If she says she will be back at 6:00 PM, she walks through the door at 5:59 PM.


I check my phone. I sent her five texts. She replied once. I’m coming.


That was thirty minutes ago.


Where is she? The dentist’s office is six blocks away. Even in rush hour traffic, she should be here.


I feel a tightening in my chest. A dark, possessive coil winding around my ribs. Is it the Petrovs? Did they touch her? If anyone touched her, I will burn this city to the ash. I will peel the skin from their bones slowly.


I stare at the swinging doors of the kitchen entrance. Come on, Elena.


I need her. I hate that I need her. I hired her five years ago because she was efficient. She was a ghost. She spoke three languages, typed 100 words a minute, and didn’t flinch when I threw a sauté pan across the room. But somewhere in the last five years, she became… essential. She is the only one who knows where the bodies are buried—metaphorically, and in one unfortunate case, literally. She manages the books. She manages the staff. She manages me.


When the darkness rises, when the “Butcher” threatens to take over the “Chef,” Elena is the anchor. Her voice, cool and steady, pulls me back.


The doors swing open.


My heart gives a violent kick against my ribs. It’s her.


She walks in. She looks… wrecked.


Her usually immaculate bun is slightly askew, a few strands of dark hair escaping to frame her face. Her face is pale. Paler than usual. Her lipstick is gone, likely chewed off. And her eyes. Her eyes are wide. Dark. Unfocused.


She is clutching her bag like it’s a shield. She scans the kitchen, her gaze sweeping over the stations. She doesn’t lock onto me immediately. That’s odd. usually, she finds me instantly. Like a magnet.


“You’re late,” I say.


My voice cuts through the noise of the kitchen. She flinches. Visibly. She turns toward the pass. She walks toward me, navigating the narrow space between the prep tables and the hot line.


“I know,” she says. Her voice is tight. “Traffic was a nightmare. A gridlock on 5th.”


She is lying. I know her tells. When she lies, she touches her necklace—a small silver circle I gave her for Christmas three years ago. She reaches up and touches the metal.


“How was the dentist?” I ask, crossing my arms. I watch her closely. I am looking for a bruise. A scratch. A sign that someone hurt her.


“Fine,” she says quickly. “Just a cleaning. Boring.”


Another lie. Why is she lying?


She reaches the pass. She puts her bag down on the counter. She doesn’t look me in the eye. She looks at my hands. “The Petrovs are here,” she says, changing the subject. “I saw the security feed. Table 1.”


“I know,” I say. “They ordered the Caviar Service. Fifty thousand dollars of fish eggs to wash down their threats.”


She nods. She opens her bag and pulls out her tablet. “I need to check the inventory for tomorrow. And the reservation list for the weekend is overbooked. I need to move the Senator to the private room.”


She is deflecting. She is manic. She moves to the computer terminal beside the pass. It’s a touch screen system we use for expediting.


“Elena,” I say. “Look at me.”


She freezes. She turns her head. Her eyes meet mine. For a second, I feel it. The pull. The gravity. Her eyes are a deep, soulful brown. Intelligent. Sharp. But today, they look… glassy. Dilated.


“Did they give you drugs?” I ask. “Novocaine?”


“No,” she says. “I told you. Just a cleaning.”


She turns back to the screen. She reaches for a stylus pen sitting in a cup holder next to the monitor. Or she tries to.


Her hand moves out. She misjudges the distance. Her fingers brush the cup, but instead of grabbing the pen, her hand sweeps past it. Her knuckles hit a tray of wine glasses that the sommelier left on the counter for the tasting menu.


Crash.


Three crystal stems—Riedel, hand-blown, $200 a piece—topple over. They hit the floor. The sound is like a bomb going off in the tense kitchen. Glass explodes. Shards skitter across the pristine tile.


Elena gasps. She jumps back, pressing herself against the computer terminal. “I… I didn’t…”


The kitchen stops again. Marcus, the new fish guy, looks over, terrified. Usually, this is where I explode. I have fired people for breaking plates. I have screamed until my throat bled over wasted product.


But I don’t scream. I stare at her hand. She missed the cup by three inches. She looked right at it, reached for it, and missed.


I step around the pass. I walk toward her. My boots crunch on the broken glass. I don’t care.


“Elena?”


She is trembling. She is staring at the floor, at the shattered crystal. Her face is a mask of horror. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I’m so sorry, Silas. I’ll clean it up. I’ll…”


She drops to her knees. “Don’t,” I say.


She ignores me. She reaches for a large shard of glass. “Stop!” I command.


I grab her wrist. Her skin is ice cold. Her pulse is hammering under my fingertips like a trapped bird. I pull her up. I pull her hard. She stumbles into my chest. I catch her. My arm goes around her waist, pulling her flush against me.


She smells like the city—exhaust and rain. But underneath that, she smells like her. Vanilla. Jasmine. And fear. So much fear.


“I’m clumsy,” she says, her voice shaking. “I’m just tired. I’m sorry.”


I look down at her. She is refusing to meet my gaze. She is staring at my chef’s coat, at the top button. “You aren’t clumsy,” I say quietly. “In five years, you haven’t dropped a paperclip. What is wrong
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