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Chapter 1: The Interview
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The elevator doors slid open to a private foyer, and Isla's breath caught. It wasn't the polished marble or the single, stunning orchid that seized her attention, but the silence. A deep, expensive silence that seemed to swallow the distant hum of the city forty floors below.

She smoothed her hands over her best blouse—cream-colored, sensible, bought on sale three years ago—and approached the only door. It was a massive slab of dark walnut, unmarked save for a discreet keypad.

This was it. This opportunity was the last chance on a very short list.

She pressed the buzzer.

The man who opened the door wasn't just a man; he was a statement. Tall, broad-shouldered, encased in a suit that likely cost more than her car. His dark hair was swept back with ruthless precision. But it was his eyes that stalled her—a frigid, assessing gray, like a winter sky over steel.

"Ms. Reed." His voice was flat, devoid of welcome.
"Mr. Thorne. Thank you for seeing me."
A curt nod. He shuffled back, allowing her to enter, but the space he conceded felt less like an invitation and more like a security check.
The penthouse was a study in minimalist luxury. Vast windows framed a breathtaking panorama of the city skyline. Everything was shades of charcoal, cream, and pale wood. It was stunning and utterly lifeless. No toys on the floor. No bright colors. No signs of a child at all.

"Your agency forwarded your credentials," he said, not offering a seat. He stood before the windows, a silhouette against the light. "Five years of experience. References from the Lawson and Chen families."
"Yes, sir."
"The Lawsons mentioned you're... unusually resilient. The Chen boy has... significant energy."
Isla allowed a small smile. "Ben is a delight. He just needs to run for two hours before he can focus for twenty minutes. We worked out a system."
Thorne's gaze remained impassive. "My daughter, Chloe, is four. She is quiet. Observant. The last nanny found her... difficult to engage." He said the last word like it was a flaw in the nanny, not the child.
"May I meet her?" Isla asked the question braver than she felt.
His eyes narrowed, as if she'd asked to inspect the silverware. After a beat, he turned and led her down a hallway. He stopped before a closed door, opened it a crack, and spoke, his voice dropping to a tone that was still firm but marginally softer. "Chloe. Come out, please."

A small figure appeared in the doorway, clinging to the frame. She had her father's dark hair, a messy cascade of it, and huge brown eyes that took up half her face. She wore a perfectly pressed pinafore over a white blouse. She looked like a porcelain doll, carefully displayed.

"Chloe, this is Ms. Reed," Thorne said.
The little girl stared, silent.
Isla didn't approach. She slowly lowered herself to her heels, bringing herself to Chloe's eye level. "Hi, Chloe. I like your dinosaur." She pointed to the small, almost hidden stegosaurus stuffed toy tucked under the girl's arm.

Chloe's grip on the toy tightened. She didn't speak.
"You know," Isla said softly, "I heard a rumor that the best dinosaur snack is... peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. But only the brachiosaurus know where to find them."
A flicker in the brown eyes. A tiny, almost imperceptible tilt of the head.
"I bet you're a really good finder," Isla pressed, her voice a conspiratorial whisper. "Do you think we could find the kitchen? Maybe there's a clue there."
For a long moment, Chloe just looked at her. Then, with a slow, deliberate movement, she let go of the doorframe. She took one step forward. Then another. She stopped in front of Isla and, without a word, slipped her small hand into Isla's.

The touch was a shock. A tiny, warm, trusting weight.

Isla didn't look at Thorne. She stood up, careful not to dislodge the little hand in hers. "Lead the way, explorer."

She felt his gaze on her back like a physical pressure as she let Chloe pull her gently down the hall toward the kitchen. The little girl didn't speak, but her steps grew more confident.

In the vast, sterile kitchen, Isla let Chloe "discover" a jar of peanut butter in a low cabinet. "A clue!" she whispered dramatically.

Chloe's lips twitched. Not a smile, but the ghost of one.

Fifteen minutes later, they were sitting at the kitchen island, two slightly messy sandwiches on plates. Chloe was meticulously picking the crusts off hers, a faint, focused wrinkle on her brow. She hadn't spoken a word, but she'd nodded, pointed, and once made a soft humming sound.

Isla looked up to find Thorne leaning against the doorway, watching them. His arms were crossed, but the rigid line of his shoulders had softened by a fraction. The winter in his eyes had thawed, just enough to reveal a complex, troubled blue beneath.

"She hasn't... engaged like that since her mother passed," he said, the words quiet, stripped of their earlier frost.
"She's wonderful," Isla said, meaning it.
He studied her for a long moment, the silence stretching. Isla fought the urge to fidget under that penetrating look.
"The position is live-in," he stated. "You'd have the suite at the end of the east hall. Your duties are solely Chloe's: meals, activities, preschool coordination, and bedtime. I travel frequently for work. You would be in charge."
"I understand."
"It's a thirty-day trial basis. I'll have a contract drawn up. Strict boundaries are non-negotiable."
A contract. Of course. "I'd expect nothing less."
"Your salary." He named a figure that made Isla's stomach flip. It was triple her last job. This amount was more than enough to erase the last of her debt and allow her to finally breathe. "Paid weekly, direct deposit. Benefits after the trial period."
He pushed off from the doorway and walked to the island. He pulled a card
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