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David’s POV 

The numbers on my dual monitors blurred together as I reviewed the quarterly projections for Morrison Media’s latest acquisition. Seventeen million viewers for our family-focused streaming platform in the first month alone—proof that faith-based content could compete with the secular giants. My father would have been proud, if he’d lived to see what his small-town ministry had become.

“Dad!” Grace’s voice echoed through the marble hallways of our Brentwood estate before she burst into my home office, backpack sliding off one shoulder. “You will not believe the day I had.”

I minimized the financial reports and turned my leather chair to face my daughter, forcing my mind to shift from boardroom to living room. Grace’s cheeks were flushed, her dark eyes sparkling with an excitement I hadn’t seen since before her mother left. Two years, and the wound still felt fresh every time I saw the remnants of that abandonment in my daughter’s careful smiles.

“Try me,” I said, gesturing to the chair across from my desk. “But fair warning—I just sat through a three-hour conference call with the legal team. My capacity for surprise is significantly diminished.”

Grace dropped into the chair with the dramatic flair only a sixteen-year-old could manage. “I made a new friend today. An actual adult friend who treats me like a person, not like ‘David Morrison’s daughter’ or ‘that poor girl whose mother abandoned her.’”

My jaw tightened at the mention of Catherine, but I kept my expression neutral. Grace needed stability, not a father who couldn’t control his emotions. “That’s wonderful, sweetheart. Who’s the friend?”

“Her name’s Scarlett. She works at Murphy’s Diner downtown.” Grace pulled out her phone, scrolling through what I assumed were photos. “I went there after school with Madison and Taylor, and Scarlett was our server. Dad, she’s so cool. She has these amazing tattoos—like, full sleeves—and she rides a motorcycle. A real one, not some expensive hobby bike.”

Every protective instinct I’d honed over sixteen years of fatherhood snapped to attention. Tattoos. Motorcycle. Working at a diner in a town where the median home price was three million dollars. Nothing about this added up to someone I wanted near my daughter.

“Sounds… interesting,” I managed, keeping my tone carefully neutral. Years of negotiating billion-dollar deals had taught me that premature reactions closed doors. “How did you end up talking to her?”

“Madison was being Madison—you know, complaining about her salad having the wrong dressing—and Scarlett just shut her down in the nicest way possible.” Grace’s laugh was genuine, unguarded. “She said something like, ‘Life’s too short to stress about ranch versus Caesar, kiddo. Save your energy for battles that matter.’ And then she winked at me like we were in on some secret joke.”

I forced a smile, but my mind was already cataloging red flags. A server comfortable enough to reprimand a customer—even a teenage one. Calling my daughter “kiddo” with apparent familiarity. The casual philosophy that could easily slide into more problematic advice.

“So after Madison and Taylor left,” Grace continued, oblivious to my growing concern, “I stayed. Scarlett was on break, and we just… talked. Really talked, Dad. She asked about school and what I wanted to do with my life, and when I said I didn’t know, she didn’t give me the whole ‘you have so much potential’ speech everyone gives me. She just said, ‘You’ve got time to figure it out. Anyone who tells you otherwise is selling something.’”

“Wise words,” I said, though I was mentally drafting a different assessment. A woman in her late twenties—Grace had mentioned she looked “maybe thirty”—working at a diner and dispensing life advice to impressionable teenagers. My daughter needed positive role models, not someone running from responsibility or ambition.

Grace pulled up a photo on her phone and handed it to me. “Look, isn’t she beautiful?”

I took the phone, preparing myself for whatever rebellious aesthetic had captured my daughter’s imagination. But the image that filled the screen stole the breath from my lungs.

The woman standing beside Grace in the diner’s parking lot was striking in a way that had nothing to do with conventional beauty standards. Her auburn hair was pulled into a messy bun, revealing intricate tattoos that crawled up her neck—delicate flowers mixed with what looked like geometric patterns. More ink decorated both arms in full sleeves, visible beneath a simple black t-shirt. Multiple piercings traced the curve of her ear, and a small silver ring adorned her nose.

But it was her eyes that arrested me. Even through a phone screen, they held a depth that spoke of experience—both beautiful and brutal. She wasn’t smiling broadly like Grace was. Instead, one corner of her mouth quirked upward in something between amusement and wariness, as if she was simultaneously enjoying the moment and preparing to defend it.

She looked nothing like the women in my social circle with their tennis bracelets and tasteful highlights. Nothing like Catherine, who’d dressed like she was perpetually attending a country club luncheon. This woman looked like she’d lived several lifetimes and emerged with stories she’d never tell politely over tea.

And she looked completely, utterly wrong for my carefully constructed world.

“She’s very…” I searched for a diplomatic word. “Distinctive.”

“Dad.” Grace’s tone carried the same exasperation she used when I asked if she’d done her homework. “You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The judging thing. The thing where you decide someone isn’t good enough for us based on how they look or what they do for a living.” She crossed her arms. “You taught me that faith means seeing people’s hearts, not their appearances. Or does that only apply when you’re filming your inspirational talk show?”

The accusation hit harder than I cared to admit. I built an empire on messages of grace, redemption, and seeing beyond surface judgments. My flagship show, “Living Light,” had millions of weekly viewers who tuned in to hear me interview people from all walks of life about overcoming adversity. I preached about not judging books by their covers while writing checks to organizations that helped the marginalized.

But this was different. This was my daughter.

“You’re right,” I conceded, handing back her phone. “I apologize. Tell me more about Scarlett. What did you talk about?”

Grace’s suspicious expression softened. “Everything. She asked about you, actually. When I told her what you do, she got really quiet. I think she might have been worried you’d disapprove of me hanging out with her.” Her eyes met mine with uncomfortable perception. “She was right to worry, wasn’t she?”

I ran a hand through my hair, dislodging the careful style my stylist had arranged this morning. At forty-two, I’d maintained most of my athletic build through disciplined gym sessions at five AM, but moments like this made me feel ancient.

“I just want to make sure you’re surrounding yourself with positive influences, Grace. After everything with your mother—”

“Don’t.” Grace’s voice went sharp. “Don’t use Mom leaving as an excuse to control who I’m friends with. Scarlett isn’t Mom. She actually listens when I talk. She sees me as Grace, not as your daughter or as some project to fix.”

The words landed like physical blows. Was that how Grace felt? Like everyone in her life—including me—saw her as something to manage rather than someone to know?

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. That’s not what I meant.” I moved around the desk, perching on its edge closer to her. “I know you’re not a project. You’re the most important person in my life. Which is exactly why I need to make sure the people you spend time with have your best interests at heart.”

“So you’re going to investigate her.” It wasn’t a question. Grace knew me too well.

I could have lied. Should have lied. But I’d promised her after Catherine left that I’d never be dishonest with her, no matter how uncomfortable the truth.

“Yes,” I admitted. “Not because I don’t trust you, but because I don’t know her. And until I do, I’m going to have questions.”

Grace stood, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. “Fine. Investigate. But Dad? Try actually talking to her instead of just running a background check or whatever it is you do. Scarlett’s not some business deal you can analyze with spreadsheets.”

She headed for the door, then paused at the threshold. “Also, I invited her to church on Sunday. I figured if you’re going to judge her anyway, you might as well do it somewhere that’s supposed to be about acceptance and grace.”

Before I could respond, she was gone, her footsteps echoing up the grand staircase to her room.

I returned to my desk, but the quarterly projections held no interest anymore. Instead, I pulled up Grace’s photo again, studying the woman who’d somehow earned my daughter’s loyalty in a single afternoon.

Scarlett. No last name mentioned, which meant Grace either didn’t know it or was protecting her privacy. The tattoos were professionally done—expensive work, not amateur scratcher ink. Her posture in the photo was relaxed but alert, weight slightly shifted to the balls of her feet. Old habit from some kind of training, maybe?

I minimized the photo and opened a new browser window. One search of “Murphy’s Diner employees Brentwood” would probably turn up something. But Grace’s words echoed in my mind: Try actually talking to her instead of just running a background check.

My daughter was right. If I preached about seeing people’s hearts, I couldn’t start by viewing this woman as a potential threat to be researched and neutralized.

But I also couldn’t ignore the knot of unease in my gut that had been there since Grace said the word “tattoos.” Catherine had left because she couldn’t handle the responsibility of being a minister’s wife turned billionaire’s partner. She’d wanted the money without the meaning, the platform without the purpose. And she’d walked away from Grace without a backward glance.

I’d spent two years carefully rebuilding my daughter’s sense of security. Two years creating a stable environment where she knew she was valued, protected, loved. I’d vetted every teacher, every coach, every family we socialized with to ensure Grace was surrounded by people who would nurture, not damage, her already fragile trust.

And now a tattooed stranger on a motorcycle had waltzed into that careful construction and earned more genuine enthusiasm from my daughter in one afternoon than most people managed in months.

My phone buzzed with a text from my assistant, Rebecca: Board meeting rescheduled to 7 AM tomorrow. Also, your mother called. She says you’re avoiding her.

I smiled despite my troubled thoughts. My mother had an uncanny ability to detect avoidance from three states away. I made a mental note to call her tonight.

Another text came through, this one from Grace: Murphy’s Diner. Tomorrow after school. If you want to actually meet Scarlett instead of creeping on her from your office.

My sixteen-year-old daughter had just issued a challenge I couldn’t refuse without confirming every accusation she’d leveled at me.

I typed back: I’ll be there. 4 PM?

Her response was immediate: Perfect. And Dad? Try not to wear the suit that screams “I’m a billionaire judging your life choices.” Just be normal.

Normal. As if I’d been normal since the day my modest YouTube channel about faith and family exploded into viral fame, leading to the book deal, the talk show, the streaming platform, and the billions that came with accidentally becoming the Christian media world’s golden boy.

I glanced around my home office with its original Rembrandt sketch, its floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking manicured gardens, its custom-built shelving housing first editions of theological texts worth more than most people’s homes. Normal was a distant memory, if it had ever existed at all.

But for Grace, I’d try.

I returned to my quarterly reports, but my mind kept drifting to auburn hair, knowing eyes, and the question that had been nagging me since I saw that photo:

What was a woman who looked like she’d been through hell doing in my daughter’s life? And more importantly—was she running toward something, or away from it?

Tomorrow at Murphy’s Diner, I’d find out.

Even if the answer was something I didn’t want to hear.
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Scarlett’s POV 

The smell of burnt coffee and bacon grease had become my new normal. Six months ago, I was coordinating multi-agency drug busts and testifying against cartel leaders. Now I was refilling ketchup bottles and pretending to care whether someone wanted their eggs over-easy or scrambled.

“Scarlett, table four needs a refill,” Murphy called from behind the counter, his gruff voice carrying over the lunch rush din.

“On it,” I replied, grabbing the coffee pot with the orange rim—decaf for the elderly couple who came in every day at precisely 1 PM and sat in the same booth like it was assigned seating.

This was my life now. Predictable. Safe. Soul-crushingly boring.

Exactly what I’d asked for.

I wove through the diner with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d learned to assess rooms and navigate crowds long before I ever carried a server’s tray. Old habits died hard. Even now, I automatically cataloged exits, identified potential threats, and kept my back to walls whenever possible.

The diner was busy for a Wednesday afternoon—mostly stay-at-home parents grabbing late lunches after school drop-offs, a few business types working remotely from the corner booths, and the regular retirees who treated Murphy’s like their social club. Brentwood, California was exactly the kind of wealthy, insular community where a woman like me stuck out like a switchblade at a garden party.

Which was precisely why Agent Chen had chosen it.

“Nobody will look for you there,” he’d said, reviewing my placement options in a sterile FBI office that felt like a lifetime ago. “It’s too obvious. Too exposed. A heavily tattooed former agent hiding in an upper-class Christian community? They’ll assume you’d pick somewhere you could blend in. This is the last place anyone would search.”

He’d been right so far. Six months without a hint of cartel activity. Six months of keeping my head down, my mouth shut, and my connections nonexistent.

Until yesterday, when a sixteen-year-old girl with her father’s eyes had looked at me like I was a person instead of a collection of bad decisions inked onto skin.

I refilled the elderly couple’s coffee—Mrs. Henderson liked hers with exactly two creams, Mr. Henderson took his black—and cleared plates from table seven. The rhythm of the work was meditative in its simplicity. No life-or-death decisions. No wondering if the intelligence I gathered would save lives or get good people killed. Just coffee, eggs, and small talk about weather that was always seventy-two and sunny.

The bell above the door chimed, and I glanced up automatically—another habit from my old life. Assess every entrance, identify every face.

Grace Morrison walked in with two other girls, and my carefully maintained emotional distance cracked just slightly.

“Scarlett!” Grace’s face lit up like I’d personally hung the moon. She waved enthusiastically while her friends—clearly from money, based on their designer backpacks and casual entitlement—looked me over with the kind of judgment I’d expected from everyone in this town.

“Hey, kiddo,” I said, surprised by the genuine warmth in my voice. I’d worked hard to keep every interaction surface-level, friendly but forgettable. Grace Morrison was threatening to become neither. “Your usual table?”

“Please!” Grace bounded toward the corner booth near the window, her friends trailing behind with considerably less enthusiasm.

I grabbed menus and followed, already bracing myself for whatever dynamic was about to unfold. Rich teenage girls could be cruel in ways that made cartel enforcers look straightforward by comparison.

“Scarlett, this is Madison and Taylor,” Grace announced, sliding into the booth. “Guys, this is the Scarlett I was telling you about.”

Madison—blonde, perfectly highlighted, probably spent more on her manicure than I made in a week—gave me a tight smile. “Hi. Can I get a Caesar salad? But with the dressing on the side. Actually, do you have any low-fat options for dressing? And are the croutons gluten-free?”

Before I could respond, Taylor jumped in. “I’ll have the same, but with grilled chicken. Is the chicken organic? Because I’m trying to eat clean.”

I kept my expression neutral, but inside I was calculating how quickly I could take this order and escape. These were exactly the kind of people Chen had warned me about—the ones who’d notice inconsistencies in my cover story, who’d ask too many questions, who’d eventually piece together that I didn’t belong.

“I’ll check on the chicken,” I said evenly. “Grace, what about you?”

“Cheeseburger and fries,” Grace said firmly. “With extra pickles. And a chocolate milkshake.”

Madison wrinkled her nose. “Grace, do you know how many calories—”

“Life’s too short to stress about ranch versus Caesar, kiddo,” I heard myself say, my eyes meeting Grace’s. “Save your energy for battles that matter.”

I winked at her—a gesture I hadn’t made in years, something from the person I used to be before witness protection stripped away everything familiar. Grace’s answering smile was so genuine it physically hurt.

“I’ll get these orders in,” I said quickly, retreating before I could further compromise my carefully maintained boundaries.

At the counter, I clipped the order ticket and leaned against the wall, watching the three girls through the pass-through window. Madison and Taylor were bent over their phones, already disengaged. But Grace was looking around the diner with interest, taking in the faded photographs of old Brentwood, the chipped Formica tables, the working-class regulars who couldn’t afford the trendy cafes that catered to the tech billionaires and entertainment moguls.

She looked out of place in the best possible way—privileged enough to have options, kind enough not to lord it over people who didn’t.

“You making friends?” Murphy appeared beside me, wiping his hands on his perpetually stained apron. He was seventy if he was a day, had run this diner for forty years, and asked exactly zero questions when I’d applied for the job with minimal references and a thick folder of carefully constructed lies.

“Just doing my job,” I said.

“Uh-huh.” Murphy’s knowing look made it clear he didn’t believe me. “That’s the Morrison girl. Her dad owns half the media companies in America. Built some kind of Christian empire.”

Every instinct I’d developed over fifteen years in federal law enforcement screamed at me to abort. High-profile family meant visibility, media attention, scrutiny. Everything I was supposed to avoid.

“Good to know,” I said neutrally. “I’ll make sure to give them excellent service.”

Murphy chuckled. “You give everyone excellent service, Scarlett. It’s unnerving. Like you’re running surveillance on my customers instead of just serving them.”

My heart rate spiked, but I kept my expression relaxed. “Former military,” I said, falling back on my cover story. “Hard to turn off the situational awareness.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie. I’d done two tours with the Army before joining the FBI. The skills transferred beautifully to undercover work, and now to staying alive.

“Well, the Morrison girl seems to like you,” Murphy said. “Her friends, not so much. But that kid could use someone who treats her normal. Everyone in this town either worships her father or wants something from him. Can’t be easy growing up in that spotlight.”

I glanced back at Grace, who was now texting on her phone while Madison and Taylor took selfies. She looked lonely despite being surrounded by friends. I recognized that particular brand of isolation—the kind that came from being seen but not known.

“Order up!” the cook called, and I grabbed the plates, grateful for the distraction.

When I delivered their food, Madison immediately complained that her dressing wasn’t on the side but mixed in. I apologized and offered to remake it, but Grace cut in.

“Madison, it’s fine. Just eat around it.”

“But I specifically asked—”

“And Scarlett probably has ten other tables to worry about,” Grace said, her tone carrying an edge I hadn’t heard before. “We’re not the center of the universe.”

The silence that followed was awkward enough to cut with one of Murphy’s dull butter knives. Taylor suddenly became very interested in her organic chicken, and Madison’s face flushed with embarrassment or anger—possibly both.

I should have walked away. Should have let these privileged teenagers sort out their hierarchy without interference. But Grace had just defended me, and something in my chest—something I thought I’d successfully locked away—responded to that loyalty.

“Your salad’s perfect, Madison,” I said calmly. “But if it’s not what you wanted, I’m happy to fix it. No judgment either way. We all get to advocate for what we need.”

It was a careful line—validating without encouraging the entitlement, offering grace without being a doormat. FBI negotiation training repurposed for teenage drama.

Madison blinked, clearly not expecting that response. “No, it’s… it’s fine. Thank you.”

I nodded and moved to my next table, but I felt Grace’s eyes following me.

The lunch rush eventually died down, and I was wiping down the counter when Grace approached alone, her friends having left twenty minutes earlier.

“They’re not usually that bad,” she said, sliding onto a stool. “Well, Madison is, but Taylor’s okay when she’s not around Madison.”

“Friends are complicated,” I said, folding my cleaning rag. “Especially at your age.”

“At my age?” Grace raised an eyebrow. “You sound like my dad. How old are you, anyway? Twenty-five? Twenty-six?”

“Thirty-two,” I said, adding three years to my actual age out of habit. Chen had altered my DOB in my cover documents specifically to make online searches more difficult. “Old enough to remember when phone cameras were a novelty, not a lifestyle.”

Grace laughed. “Did you have, like, a flip phone?”

“I had a pager,” I deadpanned. “We communicated through a complex system of beeps.”

Her laugh was louder this time, unguarded. Murphy glanced over from his crossword puzzle, raising an eyebrow at me. I ignored him.

“Can I ask you something?” Grace said, her expression turning serious.

Every self-preservation instinct I possessed screamed no. “Sure.”

“Why do you work here? I mean, you’re clearly smart. And you’ve got all these tattoos that probably cost thousands of dollars. And when Madison was being difficult, you handled it like someone who’s used to dealing with actual problems, not just entitled teenagers arguing about salad dressing.”

I should have deflected. Given her the standard cover story about needing a fresh start, downsizing my life, finding simplicity. Instead, I found myself telling her a version of the truth.

“I used to have a different kind of job,” I said carefully. “High pressure, high stakes. The kind where you’re always on, always performing, always one mistake away from disaster. It broke something in me. So I walked away and found this.” I gestured around the diner. “Nobody’s life depends on whether I refill their coffee fast enough. Nobody dies if I mess up an order. It’s simple. Safe.”

Grace studied me with unsettling perception. “But you’re bored.”

“Terribly,” I admitted before I could stop myself.

“Then why stay?”

Because cartel assassins are creative when they want revenge. Because I testified against men who traffic in violence and suffering. Because the alternative to boredom is being found, and being found means dying in a way that would make the evening news.

“Because sometimes safe and boring is exactly what you need,” I said instead.

Grace nodded slowly, and I had the uncomfortable feeling she understood more than I’d intended to reveal.

“My dad’s going to want to meet you,” she said. “He’s super protective since my mom left. He’ll probably show up here and try to, like, interview you or something. Maybe run a background check.”

My blood went cold, but I kept my expression mildly amused. “That sounds intense.”

“He’s not a bad person,” Grace said quickly. “He just… he builds walls. Around me, around himself. I think he’s afraid if he lets the wrong people in, we’ll get hurt again.”

I understood that instinct better than she could possibly know.

“Well, if your dad wants to check me out, I’m an open book,” I lied smoothly. “Former military, honorable discharge, needed a change of pace. Nothing scandalous.”

Grace grinned. “I’ll tell him you said that. Fair warning though—he’s kind of intense. Billionaire CEO energy mixed with minister vibes. It’s a weird combination.”

Billionaire. CEO. Minister. Each word was another nail in the coffin of my anonymity.

“Sounds intimidating,” I managed.

“He can be. But he’s also the guy who still reads me bedtime stories even though I’m sixteen, and who cried during ‘Inside Out 2.’ So, you know, multifaceted.”

Despite everything, I smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind when he shows up to interrogate me.”

Grace slid off the stool, pulling out her phone. “Can I get your number? I promise I won’t be weird about it. I just… I don’t have a lot of people I can talk to who don’t have some agenda related to my dad.”

Every alarm bell in my head was clanging. Chen’s voice echoed in my memory: No close relationships. No digital footprint. No connections that can be traced.

“Sure,” I heard myself say, rattling off the number to the burner phone Chen had provided.

Grace typed it in and sent me a text—a simple smiley face emoji. “Now you have mine too.”

As she headed for the door, she turned back. “By the way, my dad’s name is David Morrison. If you want to Google him before he shows up. Just so you’re not totally ambushed.”

The door chimed, and she was gone.

I pulled out my phone—one text from an unknown number containing a smiley face, and seventeen unread messages from Agent Chen reminding me about check-in protocols and threat assessments.

David Morrison. I didn’t need to Google him. Even isolated as I’d been during my placement, I’d seen his face on magazine covers in grocery stores, heard his name mentioned in the breakroom when people discussed their favorite podcasts and inspirational content.

He was famous. Wealthy. Influential. Everything I was supposed to avoid.

And I’d just agreed to exchange phone numbers with his daughter.

I typed out a quick text to Chen: Potential complication. Need to talk.

His response came within seconds: Call me. Now.

I glanced at Murphy, who waved me toward the back. “Take your break. You’ve earned it.”

In the alley behind the diner, surrounded by dumpsters and the lingering smell of grease, I called my handler.

“Tell me you didn’t do what I think you did,” Chen said by way of greeting.

“I made friends with a sixteen-year-old girl,” I said flatly. “Arrest me.”

“Scarlett, we talked about this. No connections. No relationships. Nothing that makes you memorable.”

“I served her a cheeseburger, Chen. I didn’t adopt her.”

“Her father is David Morrison.” Chen’s voice was tight with frustration. “Do you understand what that means? Media attention, security teams, the kind of scrutiny that can unravel a cover identity in forty-eight hours. The cartel has resources. If they connect you to Morrison’s daughter—”

“They won’t,” I cut in. “I’m a waitress at a diner. She’s a lonely kid who needs someone to talk to. That’s it.”

“That’s never it with you, James.” Chen sighed, and I could picture him rubbing his temples in the way he did when agents ignored his advice. “You’re supposed to be invisible. Morrison’s daughter is the opposite of invisible.”

“What do you want me to do? Quit my job? Move again? I’ve been clean for six months, Chen. No red flags, no threats, nothing.”

“Six months is nothing. These people are patient. They’ll wait years if they have to.”

I closed my eyes, leaning against the brick wall. He was right. I knew he was right. The Salazar cartel didn’t forget. They’d killed witnesses who’d been in protection for five years, ten years. Time meant nothing to them—only revenge.

“I’ll be careful,” I said finally. “I’ll keep it professional. The kid just wants someone to talk to about normal things. I can do that without compromising security.”

“Can you?” Chen asked. “Because your track record suggests otherwise. You form attachments, Scarlett. It’s what made you a great agent and what makes you a terrible protected witness.”

“I won’t let it become a problem.”

“Famous last words.” He paused. “Morrison’s going to check you out. His kind always does. Your cover will hold for a basic search, but if he goes deeper—hires private investigators, calls in favors with law enforcement contacts—things could get complicated.”

“Then make sure the cover holds,” I said. “That’s your job, isn’t it?”

“My job is keeping you alive. Yours is making that possible by following the rules.” His tone softened slightly. “I know this is hard, Scarlett. I know isolation goes against every instinct you have. But the alternative—”

“Is death. I know. You’ve mentioned it.” I pushed off the wall, suddenly exhausted. “I need to get back to work.”

“Check in Friday. Earlier if anything feels off.”

He hung up, and I stood in the alley for another minute, watching cars pass on the street beyond. Expensive cars driven by expensive people living expensive lives that had nothing to do with drug cartels, federal witnesses, or the kind of violence I’d spent fifteen years trying to stop.

Grace Morrison was right—I was bored. But boredom meant breathing. Meant waking up each morning without checking for car bombs or tracking devices. Meant existing instead of merely surviving.

I’d stay boring. Keep my head down. Serve coffee and mind my business.

Even if a sixteen-year-old girl with her father’s eyes had seen past my armor in a single afternoon.

Even if her billionaire father was about to show up and potentially unravel everything I’d sacrificed to stay alive.

I’d handle it. I’d handled worse.

I walked back into the diner, tied my apron tighter, and returned to my tables.

Safe. Boring. Alive.

For now, that would have to be enough.
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David’s POV 

Murphy’s Diner looked exactly like what it was—a relic from a different era, stubbornly surviving in a neighborhood that had long since priced out everything authentic. The faded red vinyl booths, the chipped linoleum floors, the handwritten specials board that probably hadn’t changed since 1987—all of it felt like a deliberate act of defiance against the Tesla-driving, cold-pressed-juice-drinking clientele that now surrounded it.

I sat in my Range Rover for a full minute, gathering my thoughts. Through the plate glass window, I could see her moving between tables with an efficiency that bordered on military precision. Scarlett. Even her name sounded like trouble.

Grace’s text from this morning had been characteristically direct: Remember—normal dad, not billionaire inquisitor. Be nice.

I’d promised to try. But watching this stranger laugh with an elderly couple at table six, her tattooed arms visible as she refilled their coffee, every protective instinct I possessed was on high alert.

I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror. No tie. Just dark jeans and a navy henley that Rebecca had assured me made me look “approachable yet authoritative.” I’d forgone the watch that cost more than most people’s cars and left my wedding ring at home—I’d stopped wearing it six months after Catherine left, though the tan line had taken another year to fade.

Normal dad, I reminded myself. Just a father concerned about his daughter.

The bell above the door chimed as I
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