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READER LETTER

Dear Reader,

 

This book’s origin story starts with a YouTube video.

I was scrolling late one night and came across a clip about a real nanny school in England—one where, alongside teaching the proper way to soothe a colicky baby and fold a fitted sheet, they train their students in basic self-defense and tactical evasive driving. Because the wealthy and high-profile families who hire these nannies don’t just need someone to read bedtime stories. They need someone who can get a child out of a dangerous situation.

I sat there staring at my screen, and the phrase Ninja Nanny popped into my head.

I filed it away.

For a long time, that’s where it stayed. The voices in my head—the ones who’ve always been my best company and my most demanding bosses—had gone very quiet. Years quiet. Anyone who writes will understand: that’s not an easy season. But I kept that little file, the way you tuck a seed envelope in a drawer even when you’re not sure you’ll ever plant a garden again.

Another tidbit that ended up in that file was from a coworker. Her son attends an exclusive New England prep school on a scholarship. That sparked another little…hmmmm…in my quiet head.

And then one day, Raya Baptiste started talking. Right behind her, Rafe Silva. And right behind them, three more men I’d come to know as the Broke to Billionaires Brotherhood—Dom, Harlan, and Kieran—each with a story of his own. 

The voices came back. With friends.

It’s good to be writing again.

I hope you enjoy The Billionaire’s Ninja Nanny. If you do, I’d love to hear from you—readers’ letters and emails genuinely make my day. You can find me at https://www.susangable.com or email me at Susan@susangable.com.

 

Happy reading, 

Susan Gable

 

P.S. Rafe is Book 1. Three more brothers are lined up and waiting their turn. Dom is up next.

 


DEDICATION

In loving memory of my dad. 

 

I told you, “Probably never.” I was wrong. Here’s the book, Dad. I think you’d love this one.

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

LEGACY SEATS WERE THE easiest to topple. The ones who inherited them didn’t know how to fight for them. Didn’t know hunger.

Rafael Silva knew hunger.

The mahogany boardroom table stretched twelve feet, and he sat at the head of it the way he sat at the head of everything. Like he’d earned it. Because he had. Sixteen executives flanked the length, half his own team, half from Baxter Industries, all carefully neutral faces and expensive suits. The acquisition had been three months in the making.

Rafe intended to close it today.

“The IP portfolio alone justifies our valuation,” he said, sliding a bound analysis across the table to Baxter’s lead counsel. “Your R&D division has been hemorrhaging talent for eighteen months. We both know the patents are worth more than the people left to execute them.”

Preston stiffened. Silver-haired, square-jawed, third-generation CEO who’d inherited the company the way he’d probably inherited his golf handicap. “That’s a rather cold assessment.”

“It’s accurate.” Rafe leaned back. “You can accept our offer and walk away with enough capital to retire comfortably, or you can spend the next six months watching your stock price erode while your board votes you out anyway.” He let that sit for a beat. “I’m offering you a dignified exit.”

Fourteen years old on a scholarship at Whitfield Academy, Rafe had learned things about old money that old money would never admit. The game was always dirty. They just dressed it in manners, legacy, gentleman’s agreements. Rafe’s only sin was refusing to pretend the rules were real.

Preston’s counsel leaned in, whispering. The numbers spoke for themselves.

“We’ll need to discuss this with our board,” Preston said finally, his voice tight.

“You have until Friday.” Rafe stood, buttoning his jacket. “After that, the offer drops by fifteen percent. Stalling is expensive, Preston. I’d advise against it.”

He didn’t wait for a response. His lead counsel could handle the remaining posturing…the face-saving language that would let Preston pretend he’d negotiated a meaningful arrangement.

Rafe had better uses for his time.

The boardroom occupied the southeast corner of Silva Group’s forty-third floor offices, all glass and steel, floor-to-ceiling windows framing downtown Denver. The view was calculated, like everything else. People believed rich men when they acted rich.

Con that never stopped working.

His phone vibrated. A text from Kieran Vitale, one of the few people Rafe still spoke to who’d known him before the money. Heard you’re about to make Preston Baxter cry. Try to leave him some dignity. Bad optics.

Rafe smiled. Kieran had always been the smooth one, the diplomat. Where Rafe bulldozed, Kieran charmed. Probably why Kieran’s tech empire had better PR and Rafe’s had better margins.

He typed back. Dignity is expensive. He should’ve spent less on his third mistress and more on retaining competent engineers.

The reply came immediately. Savage. Remind me not to piss you off. Drink later?

Can’t. Ellie has a recital thing.

Of course she does. Give the munchkin a hug from Uncle Kieran.

Rafe pocketed the phone, but the mention of Ellie loosened the tightness in his chest that the boardroom had lodged there. Seven years old, dark eyes too serious for her age, and a smile she deployed so sparingly that when it appeared, it could gut him.

His assistant intercepted him outside the boardroom. “Mr. Silva, Mr. Reese is waiting in your office. He said it’s urgent.”

Rafe’s stride didn’t break, but his pulse ticked up. Declan Reese didn’t use the word urgent lightly. Three decades in protection, twenty years of them Secret Service, Dec’s idea of a crisis operated on a different scale than most people’s.

“Thank you, Monica.”

His office featured more of the same…glass, steel, the Rockies filling the northwest windows like a painting no one could afford to commission. The difference was that in here, he didn’t have to act for anyone.

Dec stood near the window, hands clasped behind him in that federal-service, military-adjacent posture that decades probably couldn’t unlearn. Fifty-two, built like a man who still ran five miles every morning because he did, close-cropped hair more gray than brown now but his eyes just as sharp as the day Rafe had hired him.

His face read carefully blank.

Never a good sign. Blank meant he’d locked down his expression to keep from spooking Rafe before he’d delivered the news.

“Tell me,” Rafe said, closing the door.

“Package arrived at the main mailroom two hours ago.” Dec’s voice came across flat, professional. “Bypassed the standard screening protocols. Walked in with a courier service we’ve used before, legitimate tracking number, all the right paperwork.”

Rafe’s jaw tightened. “What was in it?”

Dec reached into his jacket and withdrew a manila envelope sealed in a clear evidence bag. He placed it on the desk with the care of a man handling a live grenade.

“A photograph.” Dec paused. “Taken this morning at 9:47 a.m. Inside Ellie’s classroom at Ashford Academy.”

The floor tilted.

Rafe’s hand shot out, gripping the edge of the desk hard enough that his knuckles blanched. “Is she—”

“She’s fine. I pulled her from school an hour ago. You were DND in the meeting, so I didn’t disturb you. I handled it. She’s at home with a four-man detail.” The slightest hesitation. “I told her she had an early dismissal for a dentist appointment.”

“Show me.”

“Here’s a copy. I need the original for the feds.” Dec slid a print of the photograph onto the desk, then reclaimed the original in the plastic, tucking it back inside his jacket.

High-resolution. Ellie’s classroom from an angle near the back wall by the cubbies. A tight focus on a single desk in the second row, identifiable by the unicorn sticker on the index card taped to the side.

The chair was empty.

Timestamp 9:47 a.m.

Beneath the photo, a caption in clean serif font. She’s beautiful. It would be such a shame if something happened to her.

Rafe couldn’t breathe. That chair. That empty chair where his daughter sat every morning with her too-serious eyes and her braids coming undone and her backpack that weighed half as much as she did.

“Who?” The word came out raw.

“Working on it. Courier service has no record of who commissioned the delivery. Cash payment, no return address. I’ve got our cyber team pulling footage from every camera within a six-block radius, and I’ve contacted the FBI field office.”

“The school.” Rafe’s throat constricted. “How did someone get inside the school?”

“Security footage shows nothing unusual. No unauthorized entries, no one lingering near her classroom. Whoever took this knew the building layout and the camera blind spots.”

“Then they’ve been inside before.” Each implication worse than the last. “They know her schedule. They know where she sits.”

“Yes.”

Rafe looked up. Dec’s expression had shifted from blank to closer to sympathy, which somehow made it worse. The fact that he looked concerned…

“I want triple the detail,” Rafe said. “At the penthouse, at the school, in every vehicle—”

“Rafe.” Dec’s voice cut through the spiral. “She already has a four-man rotation and a bulletproof car. Adding more bodies won’t help if we don’t know what we’re protecting her from.”

“Then figure it out. Now.” His voice cracked. He kneaded the back of his neck. “That’s what I pay you for.”

“We will. But in the meantime, we need to consider alternative protocols.”

Rafe lowered his hand. “What kind of alternative?”

Dec pulled a manila folder from under his arm and set it on Rafe’s desk. Flipped it open. Inside, a professional headshot sat clipped to the front page, a woman with sharp features, chocolate-brown eyes that looked through the camera rather than at it, hair pulled back tight enough to mean business. Not someone you’d look at twice on the street. Which, Rafe suspected, was the point.

“Soraya Baptiste,” Dec said. “Thirty-one. Norford Institute graduate. Specialized in close protection.” He tapped the folder. “Full background is in here. Training records, fieldwork, psych evals. But here’s what you need to know. I worked with her seven years ago when she was on her second placement out of Norford, still greener than green. She was the best I’d ever seen at twenty-four.” He paused. “She’s better now. And she’s the person I want between your daughter and whoever sent that photograph.”

Rafe stared at the headshot. “You want to hire another security contractor?”

“No. I want to hire a nanny.”

The word hung in the air between them.

“A nanny,” Rafe repeated.

“Norford trains elite childcare professionals. Best in the world. But they also run a secondary program, very quiet, very exclusive, that produces specialists who blend childcare expertise with close protection. British model. Originally designed for royal families who needed someone who could guard the children without looking like they were guarding the children. That’s the program she came through.”

Rafe looked at the headshot again. “You want me to put a stranger in my home. Now?”

“Ellie is seven. She’s already noticed the security detail. She’s asking questions about why men with guns follow her to school. You’ve told me yourself she’s started having nightmares.”

Rafe’s chest tightened. Twice last week, Ellie had climbed into his bed, whispering about bad men trying to get her.

“If we increase her visible security, it will terrify her,” Dec continued. “But if we bring in someone who presents as domestic staff, a nanny, a tutor, then Ellie gets to feel like a normal kid while being safer than she is now.”

“You’re asking me to trust my daughter’s life to someone whose job is to pretend to be something she’s not.”

“I’m asking you to trust my judgment.” Dec met his eyes. “She won’t be pretending to care about Ellie’s well-being. That’s part of why she’s effective.”

Rafe’s phone buzzed. Kieran again. Seriously though, how’s Ellie? Haven’t seen her in weeks. Tell her Uncle Kieran misses beating her at Mario Kart.

He stared at the message. The casual assumption that Ellie would still be around next week to play video games.

The photograph on his desk that threatened otherwise.

“What’s the rest of her background?” Rafe asked.

“Grew up in New Orleans. Mother was a housekeeper in the Garden District, one of the old-money estates. Entered the foster system at fourteen after her mother died. Tested off the charts, got accepted to Norford at eighteen. Graduated top of her class in both childcare and tactical response.”

“Father?”

“Birth certificate says Unknown.”

Rafe processed it all. Foster system at fourteen. Unknown father. A kid who came from nothing and clawed her way into a world that wasn’t built for her.

He knew that story.

“Or she’s a flight risk,” he said, testing it. “Someone with that background doesn’t stick.”

“Her record says otherwise. Never abandoned a principal. Never broken a contract.”

“There’s always a first time.”

“Rafe.” Dec’s voice sharpened. “You can’t personally guard Ellie twenty-four hours a day. You don’t have the skills. And you have a company to run. Board meetings and acquisitions and a hundred obligations that keep you out of that penthouse. You need someone you can trust to be there.”

Silence. He looked at the photograph. At that empty chair.

“How soon can she start?” he asked.

“She’s in D.C. at the moment. Between assignments. I can have her here tomorrow.”

“No interview necessary. If you’re recommending her, that’s enough.”

“Rafe—”

“I need someone now, Dec. Not after three days of background checks you’ve already run. If you think she’s what Ellie needs, then hire her. Get her on a red-eye tonight.”

Dec’s expression shifted…surprise, then respect. “Understood. I’ll make the call.”

“What’s the cover story?”

“Your most recent nanny gave notice three weeks ago. That’s truth. And you’ve been searching for a replacement. Her Norford credentials are impeccable, references readily available. Read the file. To anyone looking, she’s exactly what she appears, an overqualified childcare professional taking a lucrative position with a single father who can afford the best.”

“And Ellie?”

“She’ll know Miss Baptiste as her new nanny. Part of Norford training is building genuine rapport with the children. She won’t be faking it.”

Rafe’s phone buzzed again. The school, probably wondering why he’d yanked Ellie without notice. He silenced it.

“Set it up. Send the jet if you need to.”

Dec nodded once, already pulling out his phone. He left without another word, the door closing behind him with the soft click of expensive hardware.

Rafe picked up the duplicate photograph and held it by the edges. He stared at that empty chair until the mountains outside his window darkened and the shadows slid across the city like a threat creeping closer.

He locked the photograph in his desk drawer. Picked up the folder on Soraya Baptiste. Then he grabbed his coat.

The Baxter acquisition could wait. Preston and his board could spend forty-eight hours sweating over terms Rafe had already decided.

Right now, the only thing that mattered was getting home before Ellie wondered why he was late for dinner.

 

* * *

 

The penthouse was eighteen minutes away, then a vertical climb to the thirty-fifth floor of a building that housed exactly six residences over offices, each one a fortress of bulletproof glass and biometric locks. Rafe had bought the entire top two floors when Ellie was born.

She sat on the sofa when he walked in, reading a book that was probably above her grade level. Four members of Dec’s team held positions around the space, two near the elevator, one at the exterior windows, one in the hallway to her bedroom.

“Daddy.” She looked up, gave him a half smile.

“Hey, mija.” He crossed the room and pulled her into his arms, breathing in strawberry shampoo and the faint smell of playground dirt on her school uniform. “How was the dentist?”

She pulled back. Searched his face with a precision no seven-year-old should have. “We didn’t go to the dentist. Mr. Dec said we were, but then we just came home.”

Of course she’d seen through it.

“Really? Must have been a schedule mix-up.” The lie came smooth…years of practice. “We’ll reschedule.”

“Okay.” She didn’t believe him. She let it go anyway.

Seven-year-olds shouldn’t be that good at accepting non-answers.

“I have some news,” he said, settling her back on the sofa. “You know how Miss Zara gave notice? I found someone new. She’ll be here tomorrow.”

Ellie’s expression shuttered. “I don’t want a new nanny. Mrs. Alvarez can take care of me.”

“I know. But Miss Zara had family things and Mrs. Alvarez has—”

“They always have family things.” Her voice went small. “Or they get better jobs. Or they just leave.”

He crouched in front of her. Took her hands. “This one is different.”

“That’s what you said about Miss Zara. And Miss Jennifer before her.”

Hell. She wasn’t wrong.

“Her name is Miss Baptiste, and she comes from a very special school. She’s going to be good at this.”

“Is she nice?”

“I imagine so.”

“You haven’t met her?”

He hesitated. Ellie tilted her head, reading the pause the way she read everything. “Mr. Dec picked her,” he said. “And Mr. Dec is very careful about who he lets near you.”

That seemed to shift her concern to something she could process. “When is she coming?”

“Tomorrow.”

“What if I don’t like her?”

“Then we’ll figure something else out.” Another lie, but a necessary one. Soraya Baptiste was coming whether Ellie liked her or not, because the alternative was that empty chair.

Ellie studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay.” He kissed her forehead. “How about pizza for dinner?”

“With mushrooms?”

“With mushrooms.”

Her smile came back. Tentative but real. “Can I pick the movie?”

“As long as it’s not the one with the singing trolls.”

“You love the singing trolls.”

“I tolerate the singing trolls. For you.”

She laughed, and his chest loosened for the first time since Dec had put that photograph on his desk. He watched her run to the kitchen, braids bouncing, voice bright, already arguing with Chef Henri about extra cheese.

Rafe stood there a moment longer. Then he picked up the folder he’d carried in and opened it again to the headshot. Sharp features. Brown eyes that looked through the camera like it owed her.

Foster system at fourteen. Unknown father. Clawed her way into a world that wasn’t built for her.

Tomorrow morning, this woman would walk into his home, meet his daughter, and begin the most important job Rafe had ever hired anyone to do.

He closed the folder.

She’d better be everything Dec believed she was. Because Rafe was handing her the only thing he couldn’t afford to lose.





CHAPTER TWO

THEY WERE ALWAYS WRONG about what kept them safe.

Which meant job security for Raya Baptiste.

The penthouse elevator required three separate triggers before it would move: fingerprint, retinal, and a keycard Reese had handed her twenty minutes ago in his main office one floor down. Excessive, but not surprising. Men who built fortresses believed walls could stop fear from getting in.

The doors opened directly into the residence. No hallway, no buffer zone, which was the first tactical error she cataloged. If someone compromised the elevator, they were inside the sanctum.

Raya dropped her duffel just inside and stepped into a space that screamed wealth the way only the ultra-rich could manage, by making luxury look effortless. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped two sides of the living area, offering an unobstructed view of Denver’s skyline and the Rockies beyond. The furniture favored clean lines and neutral tones. Cream leather, pale wood, abstract art that probably cost more than most people’s houses. Morning light poured through those massive windows, rendering the space bright and cold and utterly exposed.

A death trap dressed in Architectural Digest polish.

Her eyes tracked the sightlines automatically. Three windows with direct exposure to the neighboring high-rise two blocks east. Another four facing the building across the street, close enough that she could make out the faint outline of office furniture through tinted glass. No curtains, no privacy screens, nothing to obscure the fishbowl effect of living in a glass box thirty-five stories above the city.

She counted exits next: the elevator she’d arrived through and a door leading to what was probably a service entrance or stairwell. Emergency protocol would be straightforward. Grab the principal, secure the stairwell, descend on foot if the elevator was compromised. Doable, but not ideal with a seven-year-old in tow.

“Miss Baptiste.”

Raya turned. A woman in her mid-fifties stood near the kitchen, or what passed for one in a home where cooking was probably outsourced. She wore the quiet armor of high-end domestic staff: expensive but unremarkable clothing, minimal jewelry, the invisibility Raya recognized from her mother’s wardrobe.

“I’m Mrs. Alvarez, the house manager. Mr. Reese said you’d be arriving this morning.” Professional smile, perfect posture. “I’ve prepared the guest suite for you. It’s down the hall, second door on the left.”

“Thank you.” Raya kept her own expression neutral, her tone polite but not warm. First rule of embedded protection, don’t make friends with the other staff. Friendly meant questions. Friends were liabilities in her line of work.

“Mr. Silva is on a conference call, but he asked that I show you around and introduce you to Miss Ellie.” Mrs. Alvarez gestured toward the hallway. “She’s in the library.”

Raya followed, still mapping. Marble floors. Beautiful, impractical, loud. Anyone approaching would announce themselves with footsteps unless they’d been trained to move on the balls of their feet. The hallway was lined with more art, each piece probably insured for six figures, each frame a potential weapon if things went sideways.

The library gave up square footage to the main living area but nothing in cost. Built-in shelves lined three walls, filled with leather-bound books that looked more decorative than read. A window seat overlooked the city, cushioned in dove-gray velvet. And curled in that window seat, half-hidden behind a hardcover book too large for her small hands, was Ellie Silva.

Raya’d had two other offers on the table when Reese called. She’d been ready to say no to a third. Then he’d said something no chief of security said on a recruiting call: This kid deserves the best. Not because of her father. Because of who she is. The best is you, Baptiste.

She’d almost written it off as a pitch. But Reese didn’t pitch. He meant it. And that was the thing that made her say yes.

Seven years old, he’d said. Dark hair pulled into two neat braids, a cashmere hoodie and leggings that had never seen the inside of a Target, and eyes the color of strong coffee that flicked up from the page with wary assessment.

“Miss Ellie,” Mrs. Alvarez said, her voice softening in a way that suggested genuine affection. “This is Miss Baptiste, your new nanny.”

The girl closed her book carefully, using a ribbon to mark her place with a precision that spoke of someone who’d been taught to take care of expensive things. She studied Raya, and Raya made herself stand still under the scrutiny.

Children were excellent lie detectors. They noticed expressions adults missed, tracked inconsistencies, tested boundaries to see who would hold and who would fold. Raya had learned that at Norford, in lectures taught by child psychologists who understood that protecting a principal meant earning their trust first.

“Hi,” Ellie said finally.

“Hi.” Raya didn’t smile too wide, didn’t crouch to the girl’s level like she was a toddler, didn’t use the sing-song voice adults defaulted to when they didn’t know how to talk to children. “What are you reading?”

Ellie held up the book, an illustrated copy of The Secret Garden. “It’s about a girl who finds a garden that everyone forgot about.”

“I know that one. Mary Lennox, right? She’s stubborn.”

The corner of Ellie’s mouth twitched. “Miss Zara said she was rude.”

“She was both.” Raya moved farther into the room, keeping her movements casual, non-threatening. “People can be more than one thing at once.”

“Are you going to stay?”

The question landed hard, direct and impossibly weighted for a seven-year-old. Raya saw Mrs. Alvarez stiffen slightly in her peripheral vision, but she kept her focus on Ellie.

“That’s the plan,” Raya said.

“That’s what they all say.” Ellie’s fingers worked the ribbon bookmark. “Then they have family things. Or better jobs. Or they just leave.”

Raya went still. She knew that voice. That careful flatness, the words delivered like facts instead of feelings because feeling them would be worse. She’d used that exact tone in her third foster kitchen while the caseworker explained that sometimes things just don’t work out.

“I don’t have family things,” she said, keeping her voice even. “And this is the job I want. So unless you decide you can’t stand me, I’ll be here.”

Ellie’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What if my dad decides he can’t stand you?”

“Then your dad and I will discuss it.” Raya met the girl’s gaze steadily. “But I’m pretty hard to get rid of once I commit to something.”

That earned her a real smile, small but genuine. “Okay.”

“I’ll leave you two to get acquainted,” Mrs. Alvarez said, already moving toward the door. “Miss Baptiste, if you need anything, just let me know.”

Raya nodded, and then it was just her and Ellie in the quiet library with its expensive books and its window-seat view of a city that looked small and manageable from thirty-five stories up.

It wasn’t.

“Do you want to see my room?” Ellie asked, uncurling from the window seat. The book went back on the shelf carefully, spine aligned with its neighbors.

“Sure.”

The girl led her back into the hallway, past what looked like a formal dining room that probably never got used, past a door that was closed but emitted the faint sound of a voice. Rafael Silva on a conference call, no doubt. Ellie didn’t pause, didn’t try to interrupt. She obviously knew that routine too. When Daddy’s door was closed, you didn’t exist to him.

Her bedroom waited at the end of the hall, exactly what Raya had expected. A designer’s interpretation of what a wealthy little girl’s room should look like. Pale pink walls, a canopy bed with gauzy curtains, shelves filled with toys that looked too perfect to have been played with. A window, another massive window, overlooking the mountains.

Another sightline vulnerability. She’d need blackout curtains in here too.

“Miss Baptiste?”

Raya turned. Ellie stood near her bed, watching with that too-old awareness.

“You can call me Raya,” Raya said. “Miss Baptiste sounds like a teacher.”

“Are you going to teach me things?”

“Probably. Is that okay?”

Ellie shrugged, a small lift of narrow shoulders. “What kind of things?”

How to recognize an exit. How to stay calm when adults are panicking. How to run if I tell you to run.

“Whatever you want to learn,” Raya said instead. “What are you interested in?”

“Reading. And science. Miss Jennifer said science was too hard for me, but I don’t think she was very good at it.”

“Science isn’t too hard for anyone who wants to learn it.” Raya sat on the edge of the bed, keeping her posture relaxed. “What kind of science?”

“Animals. And space. And how things work.” Ellie’s eyes brightened, the first real animation Raya had seen. “Like, why can birds fly but we can’t? And why does the moon look different every night?”

“Those are good questions.”

“Do you know the answers?”

“Some of them. The ones I don’t know, we can look up together.”

Ellie studied her for a long moment, and Raya let herself be studied. She knew what the girl saw—a stranger who was too young to be the grandmotherly type, too serious to be bubbly and fun, too contained for tea parties and dress-up games. Not like the other nannies, probably. Not like whatever Miss Zara or Miss Jennifer had been.

Good.

Raya had never been like other people. She’d learned early to use that.

“Okay,” Ellie said finally. “Do you want to see my bug collection?”

Footsteps on marble, faint but there. Hallway. Approaching. Raya didn’t turn. She let him come. Knew he lingered in the doorway.

“You have a bug collection? Wow.”

The smile that broke across the girl’s face was pure joy, unguarded and bright. “In the terrarium. Come look.”

She pulled Raya to the corner of the room where a glass terrarium sat on a low table, filled with carefully arranged plants and small containers. Inside, a praying mantis clung to a stick, its triangular head swiveling with alien precision.

“Her name is Martha,” Ellie said. “I found her outside three weeks ago. Mrs. Alvarez said I could keep her if I took care of her myself.”

Raya crouched beside the terrarium. “What does she eat?”

“Crickets. I have to buy them from the pet store, and sometimes they escape and Mrs. Alvarez gets mad.” Ellie’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “But Martha needs to eat, so I’m very careful now.”

“She’s beautiful.”

“Most people think bugs are gross.”

“Most people don’t look closely enough.” Raya watched the mantis adjust its position, its movements precise and predatory. A perfect little hunter, adapted for survival in a world much bigger and more dangerous than itself.

“Miss Baptiste?”

The voice came from the doorway. Deep, male, edged with authority that expected immediate obedience. Raya stood smoothly, turning to face Rafael Silva for the first time.

He was taller than she’d expected from Reese’s briefing, broader through the shoulders, filling the doorway with a physical presence that probably served him well in boardrooms. Dark suit, perfectly tailored, worn like armor. His face was all hard angles, and his eyes, the same strong coffee as Ellie’s, found his daughter first. Then he turned those eyes on Raya, and the father disappeared behind the CEO.

“Mr. Silva.” She kept her voice level, professional.

“We need to talk.” His eyes flicked to Ellie. “Mija, go find Mrs. Alvarez. She probably has your lunch ready.”

Ellie’s expression shuttered immediately, that earlier brightness vanishing behind a mask of careful neutrality. “Okay, Daddy.”

She slipped past her father without touching him, without looking back at Raya, disappearing into the hall with the silent resignation of a child used to being dismissed.

Raya’s jaw set, but she kept her face neutral.

Rafael Silva stepped into the room, and suddenly the expansive bedroom felt smaller. He moved like a man who owned every space he entered, who’d never had to ask permission for anything.

“Dec says you’re the best.” 

“Reese is right.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. Probably not used to women who didn’t defer. “You start right now. I need to understand how this is going to work.”

“It’s going to work the way it always works.” Raya crossed her arms, matching his energy with her own brand of immovable calm. “I integrate seamlessly into your household as Ellie’s nanny. To everyone outside your security team, I’m exactly what I appear to be, childcare. Tutor. Personal educator. My primary function is to assess, mitigate, and neutralize threats to your daughter. Everything else is secondary.”

“Including your own safety?”

“Especially my own safety.”

He studied her, and she let him. She’d been studied by diplomats, by generals, by a Saudi prince who’d told her she was too small to protect his daughter. The prince’s daughter was still alive. Raya had stopped both attempts on her life.

She could wait out one billionaire.

“I have rules,” he said.

“So do I.”

His jaw tightened. “This is my daughter. I make the decisions about her safety, her schedule, her—”

“No.” Raya’s voice stayed calm but carried an edge that stopped him. “You make decisions about your business, your acquisitions, your empire. I make decisions about Ellie’s safety. That’s why you just hired me. If you want someone who’ll nod and smile while you micromanage, hire a regular nanny and accept the risk. If you want your daughter alive, you let me do my job.”

He held her gaze. She held his right back. She’d had this conversation before, with powerful people who weren’t used to hearing the word no from anyone, let alone from someone they were paying.

They always came around. The ones who loved their children more than they loved control always came around.

“What do you need from me?” he said finally.

“First, call Ellie’s school. Have them send home her workbooks, whatever else we might need. Until the threat is neutralized, she’s doing school here, with me. Tell them whatever story you want. Schools like Ashford are used to families pulling kids for travel.”

He nodded. “Done. What else?”

“Information. Everything about the threat: what was sent, when, how. Detailed schematics of this penthouse, the building, any location Ellie goes regularly. Your schedule, your enemies, anyone who might have motivation to hurt you through her.” She paused. “And I need you to trust my judgment, even when it contradicts yours.”

“I don’t trust easily.”

“Neither do I.” Raya moved toward the window, positioning herself at a precise angle. “See that building two blocks east? Corner office, third from the top? At night, when your lights are on and theirs are off, they can see everything in here. You built a fortress, Mr. Silva. But you built it out of glass.”

She watched that land. His hands curled into fists at his sides.

“These windows need blackout curtains. Heavy fabric, ceiling-mounted, no gaps. Every room. I’ll send you a full list of modifications, some tactical, some cosmetic. All non-negotiable.”

“That’ll be fixed by tonight,” he said, his voice rough.

“Good.” Raya moved past him, back toward the door. Caught a glimpse of a small figure at the edge of the hallway making a beeline toward the kitchen. Raya’s gut tightened. She’d heard Silva’s approach on the marble from thirty feet away. His seven-year-old daughter had gotten within earshot of a tactical conversation and Raya hadn’t caught so much as a breath.

Like father, like daughter. The Silvas watched from doorways. Noted.

She hadn’t cleared the hall before that conversation. Sloppy. And some of the words she’d used weren’t meant for the child’s ears. 

Apparently there was some spunk to Ellie Silva. That could be good. Or very bad. “One more thing.”

He waited.

“When you’re done with your calls and your meetings, spend time with her. Not the thirty minutes before bed. Real time.” She kept it brief, professional. “A child who feels secure in her parent makes my job easier. A child who feels alone makes it harder.”

His expression hardened. “I didn’t hire you to parent me.”

“No, you hired me to keep her safe. I’m telling you what that requires.” She didn’t push further. He’d heard it. Whether he did anything with it was on him.

She left before he could respond, walking back down the marble hallway with its expensive art and its echo-prone floors. She found Ellie in the kitchen with Mrs. Alvarez, picking at a sandwich. Not eating. Picking. Pulling the crust into small pieces and arranging them on the plate.

“Raya!” Ellie’s face brightened. “Mrs. Alvarez made turkey. Do you want some?”

“Maybe later. I need to get settled in my room first.” She caught Mrs. Alvarez’s eye. “Would you mind showing me?”

The house manager led her to a suite at the opposite end of the hall from Ellie’s room. Too far. She’d fix that. The space was beautiful in the same sterile way as the rest of the penthouse, cream walls, elegant furniture, an attached bathroom with marble and chrome.

And another massive window.

“I’ll leave you to unpack,” Mrs. Alvarez said.

Raya waited until the door closed, then slipped out and retrieved her duffel from where she’d left it by the elevator. She didn’t unpack. Never did, in any placement. Her clothes stayed folded in the bag, her toiletries in their case, her go-bag within arm’s reach of wherever she slept.

Rule one of survival. Be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.

She moved to the window instead, pulling out her phone and photographing the sightlines, the angles, the vulnerabilities that Silva’s architects had built into his glass fortress without ever considering that transparency could be a weapon.

She pulled up her notes and started the threat assessment. Schematics first, then the security team’s protocols, then the school records Reese had included in the briefing packet. Standard procedure for any new placement.

But standard placements didn’t usually come with a praying mantis named Martha, a seven-year-old who read The Secret Garden and already knew that people were temporary, or a father who stood in his daughter’s pink bedroom looking like he’d trade his entire empire to undo whatever had brought Raya to his door.

Raya set down her phone and looked out at Denver sprawling beneath a brilliant blue sky.

She’d stopped two assassination attempts on a Saudi princess. She’d kept a Fortune 500 CEO alive through a hostile takeover that turned violent.

One rich man’s daughter in a glass penthouse.

She’d keep this one alive, too. Whatever it took.

 

 

* * *

 

The thing about praying mantises was that they were very good at staying still.

Martha had been completely still for eleven minutes now, which meant she was either hunting or thinking, and since there were no crickets in the terrarium right now, Ellie figured she was thinking.

“She stayed,” Ellie told her. “So far.”

Martha didn’t move.

“Raya.” She tried the first name out loud. Just that one word. Then the other one. “Baptiste.” She’d been going back and forth since lunch. Raya was easy, like a door opening. Baptiste was something else, heavier, harder, but solid. “She said to call her Raya. But Baptiste is a really good word.”

Martha cleaned her foreleg with tiny careful movements that meant she was listening.

“She looked at you,” Ellie said. “She didn’t do the face.”

The face was what most grown-ups did when they saw Martha for the first time. Their eyebrows went up and their mouth went a little bit open and they’d say oh in a voice that meant oh no. Mrs. Alvarez never did the face anymore, but she also never got close enough to really look. Raya had crouched down until her eyes were level with the glass, and she’d looked. Not the polite kind of looking grown-ups did when they were pretending. The real kind.

She’d asked what Martha ate.

Ellie rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

The rule was, nannies didn’t count. It wasn’t a mean rule. It was just true, the way math facts were. Nannies came because Daddy needed someone to be with her when he couldn’t be, which was most of the time, and then nannies went away when the situation changed or they cried in the hallway or sometimes Ellie didn’t totally understand why. The rule was that it didn’t matter. Counting on them was like counting on weather. Weather happened. Then different weather happened.

But…

Ellie turned her head toward the terrarium.

“She talked to Dad like that,” she said.

Martha sat very still.

“Like how I talk to Dad when he forgets something important.” She thought about it. “Except without being rude. She was still polite. But she still said it. She said she’s in charge of me.”

No one talked to Daddy the way Raya had before lunch.

Mrs. Alvarez only talked to him about the house. Food for the days Chef Henri didn’t come. Mr. Dec talked to him about security, which was a serious topic that needed a serious voice. The men in suits talked to him about money. The Uncles, Uncle Kieran, Uncle Dom, and Uncle Harlan, talked to him about all kinds of things, even Mario Kart sometimes. Ellie talked to him about whatever she needed to before the look on his face said he was somewhere else or his phone rang.

But Raya had looked at him like she was going to finish her sentence no matter what.

Ellie thought about that.

She also thought about the other thing.

The thing she wasn’t going to tell Martha yet because saying it out loud might make it more real, and it was already real enough just sitting inside her head where nobody could hear it.

Raya had talked about keeping Ellie safe. Not like the regular kind of safe, where you wore your seatbelt and didn’t run near the pool. A different kind. The kind where she’d used the word alive, and even though Ellie didn’t hear every single part of the conversation because she was being very quiet and also not supposed to be there, she’d heard that word.

Alive.

Like it was something you could stop being, if the wrong thing happened.

She already knew that. She knew it from the men with the serious faces who followed her to school, and from the dentist appointment that wasn’t, and from the way Daddy’s voice got tight and careful when she asked questions he didn’t want to answer. 

But hearing someone say it was different from feeling it.

Martha still hadn’t moved.

“It’s okay,” Ellie said, even though she wasn’t totally sure about that. “She said she’s going to keep me safe. That’s her job. And she seems like someone who’s good at her job.”

She looked at the stars on her ceiling, the ones she and Daddy had put up together, back when he was doing the project where he was home more. Fifty-two of them. She’d counted.

Ellie blinked hard and looked back at Martha.

“I’m not counting on her,” she told Martha carefully. “I’m just saying she’s different.”

Martha didn’t offer an opinion.

“You can’t tell either,” Ellie said. “You just met her too.”

Outside, the city hummed the way it always did. Inside, the penthouse was quiet, the afternoon kind of quiet, when the hallways felt too long and the rooms felt too big and the only sounds were careful footsteps and doors being opened and closed by people who weren’t her.

Ellie looked at Martha.

She was definitely not counting on Raya Baptiste. Not yet.

But it really was a good name.

 


CHAPTER THREE

SHE WASN’T WRONG.

A child who feels secure in her parent makes my job easier. A child who feels alone makes it harder.

Rafe stood in his daughter’s empty bedroom. Ellie was in the library, reading, the new “nanny” scant feet away… Raya Baptiste’s words sitting in his head. He wanted to dismiss them. Wanted to file them under unsolicited opinion, disregard the way he’d file a bad earnings estimate.

She hadn’t even made it personal. That was the worst part. She’d said it like Ellie’s loneliness was a vulnerability in the security plan, no different from the sightlines or the glass windows or the elevator with no buffer zone.

Except Ellie had smiled at this woman. He’d watched it happen from the doorway. Raya had said wow when Ellie mentioned her bug collection, and his daughter’s face had lit up like a switch had been thrown. Unguarded. Bright. Ellie smiled at him too, sometimes. Over pizza and singing trolls and the small safe rituals they’d built together. But those smiles were careful. Rationed. Like she was only willing to spend so much.

Raya had gotten the unrationed version on her first day.

That sat in his chest like broken glass.

He crossed to the terrarium. Martha the mantis swiveled her triangular head toward him, utterly still except for that single movement. A predator dressed in camouflage, waiting.

A child who feels alone makes it harder.

He clenched his jaw hard enough to ache.

Rafe pulled out his phone and scrolled past a dozen names representing billions in collective assets until he found the one he needed. Valentina Duquette. Interior designer, decorator of his penthouse, his headquarters, and, briefly and disastrously, his bed. Her bed. Not mine. He dialed before he could think too hard about that last part.

“Rafe.” She picked up on the second ring, warm with the easy confidence of a woman whose biggest crisis today was probably marble samples. “What can I do for you?”

“Blackout curtains. Every window in the penthouse. Floor to ceiling. Today.”

A pause. “Today as in…right now?”

“Today as in I need a team here within the hour. Samples, measurements, installation crew ready to work through the night.” He kept his voice level. The tone that made it clear this wasn’t a discussion. “Cost is irrelevant.”

“Rafe, it’s already—”

“Pay them triple. Charter a jet to fly materials in from New York if you have to. I don’t care. Today.”

Another pause. Longer. Valentina had worked with him long enough to know when pushing back was futile. “What’s going on?”

“Security upgrade.”

“The windows are bulletproof.”

“This isn’t about bullets.” He turned from the terrarium, from Martha’s patient stillness. “Can you do it, or do I need to find someone who can?”

“I’ll handle it. Give me ninety minutes to—”

“You have sixty.”

He ended the call and dialed Dec.

One ring. “Sir?”

“Raya wants full schematics of the penthouse, and every location Ellie goes regularly. Plus everything we have on the threat. Within the hour.”

“Already done. Sent her a secure file twenty minutes ago.”

Of course he had. Dec had probably anticipated the request before Raya had made it. The man was damn good at his job.

At least someone around here was.

“She flagged sightline vulnerabilities from the neighboring buildings,” Rafe said. “Someone with optics could’ve been watching us for weeks.”

“I know.” Dec’s voice went grim. “Met with her before I sent her up to you. She flagged it then, without even seeing it. I should’ve pushed you harder on the curtains.”

“You did push. I said they’d ruin the view.”

Silence.

He’d chosen aesthetics over his daughter’s safety. He didn’t need Dec to say it. The silence said it fine.

“We’re fixing it now,” Dec said. “That’s what matters.”

Sure it is.

“First impressions?”

Rafe moved to the window, the massive, exposed window that Raya had identified as a weapon pointed at his family.

“Ellie showed her the bug collection,” he said. “Told her about Martha. The crickets. All of it.” He paused. “I was in the doorway. She didn’t know I was watching.”

“And?”

“Ellie talked to her like she was a person. Not a nanny. Not another stranger she had to audition.” He kneaded the back of his neck. “She said wow about the bug collection and Ellie smiled like I haven’t seen her smile in months.”

Dec was quiet for a beat. “That’s good, Rafe.”

“She also told me I’m emotionally negligent and it’s making my daughter a target.”

“Also good.”

Rafe dragged his hand through his hair. “You think I need parenting advice from a thirty-one-year-old nanny?”

“I think you need someone in that penthouse who’ll tell you what you don’t want to hear.” Dec’s tone was careful, measured. “And I think Miss Baptiste is uniquely qualified to identify vulnerabilities the rest of us miss.”

“She challenged me. In my own home.”

“That’s why we hired her.”

Rafe let that sit.

Dec had known exactly what he was doing when he’d recommended Raya Baptiste. He’d found someone who wouldn’t be cowed by Rafe’s money or his authority, who’d push back when pushing was necessary.

Someone Rafe couldn’t control.

Terrific.

“I don’t like her,” Rafe said.

“You don’t have to.” An echo of Raya’s own words. “You just have to let her do her job.”

After the call, Rafe stood at the window. By tonight the glass would be covered. Routine disrupted. Predictability shattered. The fortress he’d built out of views and bulletproof glass would finally start becoming what it should have been from the beginning.

He didn’t like Raya Baptiste. He didn’t like what she’d said to him, the way she’d said it, or the fact that she was right.

But his daughter was alive, and smiling, and showing a stranger her praying mantis. And if keeping it that way meant tolerating a woman who looked at him like he was a problem she’d been hired to manage, then that’s what he’d do.

Whatever it took.

 

* * *

 

Voices drifted from the kitchen, Ellie’s bright chatter and a lower, calmer voice responding. Raya.

Rafe stopped outside the kitchen entrance, positioning himself where he could observe without being seen. An old habit from his scholarship days at Whitfield Academy, when listening to the trust-fund kids talk had taught him more about navigating their world than any textbook.

Ellie sat at the island, her half-eaten afternoon snack, homemade oatmeal cookies, forgotten while she explained something with animated hand gestures. Raya leaned against the counter opposite her, arms crossed, posture relaxed in a way that somehow didn’t look casual at all. Her eyes tracked everything: Ellie’s movements, the sightlines through the adjacent living room, Mrs. Alvarez near the stove.

“—and then the mantis catches the cricket so fast you can’t even see it,” Ellie was saying. “Miss Zara said it was gross, but I think it’s amazing. They’re like tiny dinosaurs.”

“They’re actually related to cockroaches,” Raya said. “Same order. But you’re right, they are amazing. Perfect predators. They can see in three dimensions, which most insects can’t.”

Ellie’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Really. That’s why their heads are shaped like triangles. Gives them depth perception so they can judge distance when they strike.”

“Do you know a lot about bugs?”

“Some. Mostly the ones that bite.” The corner of Raya’s mouth curved, barely. “But mantises are interesting because they hunt by sight instead of smell. They’re patient. They wait for exactly the right moment.”

Ellie leaned forward, utterly engaged in a way he rarely saw outside of her interactions with books. When was the last time he’d talked to her like that? When had he last asked about Martha, or her reading, or anything beyond the standard how was school that he barely waited to hear the answer to?

His throat tightened.

He stepped into the kitchen. “Ellie.”

His daughter’s smile dimmed. Not gone, but muted. Guarded. “Hi, Daddy.”

That. Right there. That dimming. She might as well have kicked him. More than anything else, it proved Baptiste’s point.

“Did you finish today’s schoolwork?”

“Not yet. Raya was telling me about mantises.”

“She can tell you more after your work’s done.” He tried to soften it, make it sound less like a directive and more like…what? He didn’t know how to do this without sounding like he was chairing a meeting. “Just because it’s a work-from-home day doesn’t mean—”

“I know.” Ellie slid off her stool, taking her plate to the sink with the careful precision she applied to everything. She paused beside Raya. “Will you help me with my math later? If you’re not busy?”

“I won’t be busy.” Raya’s voice gentled in a way Rafe hadn’t heard before. “And I’m really good at math. Come find me when you’re ready.”

Ellie nodded and disappeared down the hall, leaving Rafe in the kitchen with Raya and Mrs. Alvarez, who was studiously focused on chopping vegetables.

Raya straightened from the counter. She crossed to the archway Ellie had just exited through, looked down the hall, then returned to the kitchen. “The schematics show a secondary entrance through the service elevator. I need the access codes recoded. New passwords, biometric update. Anyone with old codes gets locked out until I’ve vetted them.”

“That includes my household staff?”

“That includes everyone who isn’t me, you, or Reese.” She pulled out her phone, scrolling. “Your head of maintenance, the chef who comes twice a week, the cleaning service. They all have access. Any one of them could be compromised.”

“They’ve all been background-checked.”

“Background checks tell you about the past. They don’t tell you who got bought yesterday.” She met his eyes with that calm certainty that made him want to argue purely on principle. “You said this morning you don’t trust anyone. Start acting like it.”

Mrs. Alvarez cleared her throat softly. “I can have the codes reset within the hour, Mr. Silva.”

Mrs. Alvarez had been with him since before Ellie was born. She’d held his toddler daughter in the hospital when Tessa died.

Then he turned to Raya. Who was right.

Again. Apparently she made a habit of it.

“Do it,” he said. “Miss Baptiste will provide the new protocols.”

Mrs. Alvarez nodded and left the kitchen. Rafe turned back to find Raya already typing on her phone, her attention elsewhere.

Dismissed. In his own kitchen.

“The curtain crew will be here in forty-five minutes,” he said. “They’ll need access to every room.”

“I need names, photos, and backgrounds before they arrive. Anyone who shows up who’s not on my list doesn’t get past the lobby.” She didn’t look up. “How long will installation take?”

“Through the night if necessary.”

“Good. Ellie’s room first, so she gets to bed on time, then yours, then common areas.” She pocketed the phone. “She’ll have questions about the windows. What do you want to tell her?”

The question caught him off-guard. He’d expected her to make that call unilaterally, the way she’d made every other decision since walking into his home.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“She’s smart. She’s already clocked that something’s off—pulled from school, new nanny, work-from-home day, now construction crews.” Raya’s voice went matter-of-fact. “We can give her a cover story about redecorating. She won’t buy it, but she’ll pretend to. Or we tell her an age-appropriate version of the truth.”

“Which is?”

“That her safety matters, and sometimes that means making changes. No details about the threat. But enough truth that she feels included instead of managed.”

“I don’t want her scared.”

“She’s already scared. She just doesn’t know what she’s scared of yet.” Raya paused. “That’s worse.”

The words hung there, weighted with what sounded like experience. Rafe studied her. The severe line of her jaw, the neutral expression that didn’t waver. He waited for something to crack. Nothing did. Her face gave him exactly what she wanted it to give him, and not a fraction more.

“Is that what happened to you?” he asked. “Not knowing?”

Her expression didn’t change. That was the tell. Where there should’ve been a reaction, a flinch, a flicker, there was only stillness. Absolute and practiced.

“We’re not talking about me,” she said. “We’re talking about Ellie.”

“You’re living in my home. Taking care of my daughter. I think I’m entitled to—”

“You’re entitled to my professional expertise and my physical presence between your daughter and any threat that comes for her.” She turned to face him directly, and this close he caught lighter flecks in those chocolate-brown eyes that he had no business noticing and no intention of thinking about later. “Everything else is need-to-know. And you don’t.”

Absolute dismissal. No heat, no anger. Just a boundary drawn in concrete.

It should’ve triggered every instinct he had. The same drive that made him push when board members limited his access, when competitors froze him out, when anyone suggested there were things he wasn’t allowed to know.

Instead, he found himself…curious.

Raya Baptiste was a locked room. And Rafe had spent his entire adult life opening doors that weren’t supposed to be his.

Down, boy. She works for you.

“Fine. But I want daily briefings. Every evening, after Ellie’s asleep. Everything you’ve observed, every threat assessed, every change to our routine.”

“Good.” She checked her phone. “Crew’s thirty-two minutes out. I need to review backgrounds. If you’ll excuse me.”

She left before he could respond. Moving through his penthouse with the efficiency of someone who’d memorized the floor plan on her first read. Which, knowing what he’d learned about Raya Baptiste in the last three hours, she probably had.

Rafe stood in his kitchen, the home he’d designed to his exact specifications, and felt like a guest in someone else’s space.

Three hours. She’s been here three hours.

His phone buzzed as he settled into his study. Text from lead counsel about the Baxter acquisition. Preston’s board meeting pushed to Monday. They’re stalling.

Two days ago, the Baxter deal had been the only thing on his mind. Months of work, tens of millions in potential revenue, a strategic play that would corner an entire market segment.

Now, background noise.

Let them stall, he typed back. We’ll adjust the offer downward accordingly.

Another buzz. Kieran. How’d the recital thing go? No pics?

Right. He’d told Kieran that Ellie had a recital yesterday. A lie to excuse himself from drinks. Kieran was one of three people on the planet Rafe called a genuine friend. Hell, he was more than that. A brother. Someone whose wealth matched his own and therefore wanted nothing from him except company. Someone who’d come up with him.

But even Kieran didn’t know about the photograph. The threat. The stranger now living in Rafe’s home because his money and his power and his bulletproof glass weren’t enough.

Phone battery died, he sent back. No pics.

Bummer. Bet she looked adorable.

Rafe pocketed the phone without responding. Passed long minutes pretending to find normalcy in work documents.

On his secondary monitor, Raya met the curtain installation crew in the lobby. Checking IDs against her phone, directing them with an authority that had nothing to do with volume. The polished nannies he’d hired before had impeccable credentials and pleasant manners. Agency graduates who’d lasted months before finding less demanding positions. Good at their jobs, every one of them.

Interchangeable. Forgettable.

The woman on his security monitor was neither. She moved through the lobby the way he moved through boardrooms, like she’d run the calculations before she walked in and already knew how it ended.

He forced his attention to the threat briefing Dec had compiled. The photograph had been delivered via courier at 2:47 p.m. Tracking number traced to a shipping account created with a prepaid card purchased in Denver three weeks prior. No footage of the drop-off. They’d used a blind spot in the depot’s security cameras.

Professional. Not amateur.

The photo itself had come from a high-end camera with a professional lens. No fingerprints, no trace evidence. Timestamp 9:47 a.m., which matched when Ellie’s class would have been at music. Her desk empty because she’d been two floors away singing or playing a triangle.

Whoever took the photo had known her schedule well enough to know she wouldn’t be there.

They weren’t just watching. They were learning.

The FBI had opened a file. Started working through anyone with a grudge against Rafe or Silva Group. The list was long enough to make his stomach turn.

Turns out building an empire made enemies. Who knew?

But this felt different. Not corporate. Darker. More personal.

Someone who wanted to hurt him by hurting Ellie.

He sat with that, hands clenched on the desk until his knuckles went white.

Early afternoon bled into early evening. The crew arrived in the penthouse. Raya’s voice in the hallway directed them with quiet authority. The muffled sounds of drills and hardware being mounted punctuated the afternoon. He worked through it, or tried to. Emails. Contracts. The ordinary machinery of a life that didn’t feel ordinary anymore.

A knock. Raya, appearing as quietly as she’d moved through his monitors.

“Crew’s done with Ellie’s room. Your office is next.” She glanced at the massive window behind his desk. “You’ll need to relocate to the library while they work.”

“Fine.”

She turned to go, then paused. “She asked if you’re eating dinner with her tonight.”

The words landed, and Raya knew it. She’d delivered them flat, professional, a simple relay of information. But the question underneath wasn’t are you eating dinner? It was are you showing up?

“I told her I would,” he said.

“Good.” A beat. “The crew won’t be in the kitchen. You’ll have privacy.”

She left. The door clicked shut. Quiet, controlled, nothing wasted.

Rafe stared at the security feeds for a long moment. Then he closed the threat briefing, pushed back from his desk, and walked down the hall to his daughter’s room.

Ellie sat at her desk, bent over a math worksheet, tongue caught between her teeth in concentration. Heavy charcoal curtains framed the glass, elegant enough to pass for a design choice.

She looked up. “Daddy? Did you need something?”

Yes. I need you to stay seven forever. I need to know how to do this. I need to be the father you deserve instead of the one you got.

“No,” he said. “Just checking in. How’s the math?”

“Fractions. They’re okay.” She tilted her head. “Decimals are easier.”

Ellie’s class at Ashford ran individualized plans, each kid moving at their own pace. Harlan had helped him pick the school. Don’t let them hold her back, he’d said, with the quiet intensity of a man who knew firsthand what happened when a smart kid got bored in the wrong classroom. Ellie wasn’t Harlan-level brilliant, nobody was, but she was working a full grade ahead in math and showed no signs of slowing down.

He crossed the room and sat on the edge of her bed, careful not to disturb the precisely arranged stuffed animals. “Fractions are more precise sometimes. In business, we use them for ownership stakes. If I own one-third of a company, that’s different than if I own point-three-three.”

“Why?”

“Because point-three-three is only thirty-three percent. But one-third is thirty-three-point-three repeating. The difference matters when you’re dealing with millions of dollars.”

Ellie considered this, her face serious. “So fractions are better for important things?”

“Sometimes.”

She turned back to her worksheet. Pizza slices, the universal language of elementary math. Rafe watched her work. This small person who carried half his DNA and all his capacity for love.

“Ellie. We’re going to have people working in the penthouse tonight. Installing new curtains in the rest of the rooms.”

She glanced at the charcoal drapes already hanging in her windows. “Like those?”

“Like those. I think we need more privacy. The windows are beautiful, but they mean anyone in the buildings nearby can see inside.”

“Oh.” She processed this with the
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