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On the top floor of Cloud Mind’s Manhattan high-rise, the conference room was bathed in the golden glow of the setting sun. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panorama of the city skyline. The sleek space was filled with the hum of tension. At the head of the long table sat Oliver Taylor, his imposing frame leaning forward, elbows resting on the polished surface. His tailored navy suit clung to his broad shoulders and muscular build. His sharp jawline was set tight, and his piercing blue eyes scanned the room with an intensity that made even the most seasoned executives shift uncomfortably in their seats.

Oliver’s dark hair, perfectly styled with just a hint of tousle, framed a face that could have belonged on a billboard. But there was no charm in his expression today—only frustration. The first-quarter sales report lay open in front of him, its damning numbers glaring back like an accusation. His fingers drummed lightly on the table, the rhythmic tap-tap-tap echoing in the silence.

“Explain this to me,” Oliver said, his voice low. He didn’t raise it—he didn’t need to. The room was already hanging on his every word. “We’re not some scrappy startup clawing for scraps of market share. We’re Cloud Mind. And yet, our competitors are carving into our margins like we’re standing still. What. Happened?”

The silence stretched, heavy and suffocating. Eyes darted nervously, papers rustled, but no one dared speak first. Finally, Ruby Johnson, the VP of Sales, cleared her throat. “Oliver, we’ve been facing increased pressure from Quantum Edge. Their new cloud platform is undercutting our pricing, and clients are starting to—”

“Clients are jumping ship because we’re not giving them a reason to stay,” Oliver interrupted. He leaned back in his chair, his gaze sweeping the room. “I don’t want to hear about Quantum Edge. I want to hear what we’re doing about it. What’s our strategy? What’s the plan to not just hold onto our clients but to grow? Because right now, all I see is complacency—thick, lazy complacency.”

Ruby’s lips pressed into a thin line, her dark eyes flickering with a mix of defiance and unease. She opened her mouth to respond, but Aiden Reynolds, the head of Product Development, beat her to it. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and leaned forward. “We’ve been working on the next iteration of our AI suite. It’s groundbreaking. The algorithms are tighter, and the predictive models sharper. If we can fast-track the launch, we could—”

“Could?” Oliver’s eyebrow arched. “Could isn’t good enough, Aiden. I need certainty. I need results. What’s the timeline?”

Aiden hesitated, glancing at his notes. “Six months, minimum. We’re still in testing, and if we rush it, we risk—”

“Six months is too long,” Oliver said, cutting him off again. He stood abruptly, his height dominating the room as he began to pace behind his chair. “We don’t have six months. By then, Quantum Edge will have locked down half our client base. We need something now. Something that shows we’re not just keeping up—we’re leading.”

The room fell silent again, the weight of his words pressing down on everyone. Oliver stopped pacing and turned to face them. “Look, I know this isn’t easy. The IT landscape is brutal, and I’m not asking for miracles. I am asking for innovation. For urgency. For every single one of you to dig deep and find a way to turn this around. Because if we don’t, we’re not just failing the company—we’re failing ourselves.”

He paused, his gaze locking onto each person at the table. “I don’t accept failure. And neither should you. So, let’s hear it. Real solutions. Real ideas. Now.”

The room stirred, the executives exchanging uneasy glances before one by one, they began to speak. Oliver listened intently, his sharp mind already dissecting each suggestion, probing for weaknesses, pushing for more. But then, a faint vibration cut through the air. Oliver’s personal cell phone, tucked inside his suit jacket, rang with a soft, insistent tone. He froze mid-sentence, his hand instinctively reaching for the device. Only a handful of people had this number—his sister Violet, his closest friends. His chest tightened as he glanced at the screen. Unknown number.

“Excuse me,” Oliver said. He stood and strode out of the room. 

In the hallway, Oliver answered the call. “This is Oliver Taylor.”

“Mr. Taylor, this is John Lewis,” the voice on the other end said. “I’m a lawyer representing your sister, Violet Taylor.”

Oliver’s grip on the phone tightened. “What’s this about?”

“I’m sorry to inform you that Violet was killed in a car accident two days ago while working on a humanitarian project in Brazil.”

The words hit Oliver like a punch to the chest. He staggered back, his shoulder hitting the wall as his knees threatened to buckle. His vision blurred, the hallway spinning around him. “What?” he whispered. “No. That’s not possible. I just spoke to her last week.”

“I’m deeply sorry for your loss, Mr. Taylor,” Mr. Lewis continued. “Violet’s will names you as the legal guardian of her daughter, Mila.”

Oliver’s breath caught. “Mila? Violet never... she never told me about this. She never mentioned guardianship.” His mind reeled, grasping for memories—Violet’s bright voice over the phone, her stories of digging wells and building schools, but never a word about Mila’s guardianship, about this monumental responsibility.

“I understand this is a shock,” Mr. Lewis said. “Violet was very clear in her wishes. Mila will be returning to the U.S. tomorrow. I can provide you with the flight details.”

Oliver’s mind raced. His sister—his vibrant, fearless sister—was gone. And now, he was responsible for a child he barely knew. “I’ll... I’ll pick Mila up at the airport,” he managed to say.

“I’ll email you the details,” Mr. Lewis said. “Again, my deepest condolences.”

The call ended, and Oliver stood there, the phone still pressed to his ear. His chest felt like it was caving in, the weight of the news crushing him. 

“Oliver?” A soft voice broke through his haze. Evelyn, his secretary, stood a few feet away, her brow furrowed with concern. “Are you okay? You look...”

He lowered the phone, his face pale, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. “My sister Violet’s dead,” he said, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. “She’s gone.”

Evelyn’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, Oliver... I’m so sorry.” She stepped closer, reaching out to touch his arm, but he flinched and pulled away.

“I need a moment,” he said. “Just... a moment.”

“Of course,” Evelyn whispered. 

Oliver turned and walked down the hallway, his steps unsteady. He pushed open the door to his office and closed it behind him. He leaned against the door for support. His breath came in shallow gasps, and he slid down to the floor. For the first time in years, Oliver Taylor let himself fall apart.

Tears streamed down his face. Memories of Violet flooded his mind—her laughter, her stubbornness, and her unwavering kindness. He clenched his fists, his nails digging into his palms as he tried to steady himself. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, revealing Oliver’s penthouse in all its minimalist glory. The living room stretched out like a gallery, its walls a pristine white, interrupted only by an abstract painting in shades of black and gray. The floor was polished hardwood and the furniture—a low-slung leather sofa, a glass coffee table, and a pair of angular armchairs—looked more like art installations than pieces meant for comfort. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a breathtaking view of the city skyline, but the room felt more like a museum than a home. 

Mila clutched her stuffed bunny tightly, her small hand dwarfed by Oliver’s as he led her inside. Her eyes darted around the room and she frowned. “It’s... big.” 

“It’s home now, Mila. You’ll get used to it.”

Before he could say more, the sound of heels clicking against the hardwood floor echoed through the space. Penelope appeared, her blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, her crisp white blouse and tailored black pants immaculate. She smiled. “Welcome home, Mr. Taylor. And this must be Mila,” she said, crouching slightly to meet the girl’s gaze. “I’m Penelope. I’ll be helping take care of you.”

Mila took a step back, pressing herself against Oliver’s leg. She didn’t say anything, but her grip on her bunny tightened.

Oliver cleared his throat. “Penelope keeps the place running smoothly. She’ll help make sure you’re comfortable.”

Mila’s eyes narrowed as she looked up at Penelope. “I don’t like your shoes,” she announced bluntly.

Penelope blinked, glancing down at her designer pumps. “Oh. Well, they’re very practical for keeping the penthouse clean.”

Mila didn’t look convinced. She turned to Oliver. “I want Mommy.”

Oliver’s stomach dropped. He knelt down, his hands resting on her small shoulders. “Mila, remember what I told you at the airport? Mommy... Mommy’s gone to heaven. She’s not coming back. You’re going to live with me now. I’ll take care of you.”

Mila’s face crumpled. “No! I want Mommy! I don’t like it here! It’s too white!” Her voice rose, echoing off the hard surfaces of the penthouse. She stomped her foot, her little sneakers squeaking against the floor. “I want to go home!”

Oliver stood, running a hand through his hair. He glanced at Penelope, who looked equally out of her depth. “Mila, please,” he said. “This is your home now. We’ll make it nice for you. Penelope can help—”

“I don’t like her!” Mila shouted, pointing at Penelope. “And I don’t like this room! It’s ugly!”

Penelope’s smile faltered. “Perhaps I should show her to her room.” 

Oliver nodded. “Good idea. Mila, why don’t you go with Penelope? She’ll show you your room, and we can... we can decorate it however you like.”

Mila crossed her arms, her face red. “No! I don’t want to!”

Penelope hesitated, then reached for Mila’s hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s see your room.”

Mila yanked her hand away. “Don’t call me sweetheart! You’re not my mommy!”

The words hung in the air like a thunderclap. Oliver watched as Mila’s meltdown escalated, her cries growing louder, her small body trembling with anger and grief. She dropped to the floor, kicking her legs and pounding her fists against the cold hardwood.

Penelope took a step back. “Mr. Taylor, perhaps I should... clean the kitchen while you handle this?” Her eyes darted toward the kitchen, a silent plea for escape.

Oliver barely heard her. He stared at Mila, his heart pounding. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He’d pictured himself as the steady uncle, the one who could fix anything with a phone call or a signature. But now, faced with a sobbing child, he realized how utterly unprepared he was.

“Mila,” he said softly, crouching down beside her. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

His mind raced, grasping for solutions—should he pick her up? Let her cry it out? Call someone, anyone, who might know what to do?—but nothing felt right.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
R

|

ON

|

LL

il






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





