
Chapter 2

	And so we had the scene from the beginning.

	But I never imagined—

	no kidnapper had snatched her away.

	Instead, I'd become the kidnapper in everyone's eyes.

	A grave injustice. A grave injustice!

	More wronged than snow falling in June!

	I practically used hands and feet both, cramming two sentences into one to defend my innocence: "There's an old saying—everything comes down to evidence. Did you not check the security footage? She's the one who grabbed my leg! I was just being kind. And besides, if you're so worried about her, you shouldn't let a kid this small run off on her own."

	The kid, loyal to a fault, charged in front of me. "Daddy, you're not allowed to yell at the pretty auntie who cooks good food."

	Sebastian didn't bat an eye, calm and composed as he stated the facts: "Joy, get the situation straight. I'm yelling at you."

	I let out a breath of relief.

	"The nanny makes you a different meal every day, and you snuck out, putting your own safety at risk, all for a few bites of food?"

	Joy hung her head dejectedly, lips pursed, and started to cry.

	"I just don't like the nanny's cooking! She makes everything bland and tasteless under the banner of 'balanced nutrition'! I just like this auntie's cooking!"

	With that, Joy welled up with grief, swiped at her little tears, and bolted out the door.

	Her little braids swung back and forth with the motion, and even from the bouncing, scampering little back, you could tell she was truly heartbroken.

	The bodyguards at the door scrambled to crouch and block her.

	I felt a little bad and couldn't stop myself from speaking up: "Honestly, nutrition and taste can go together. She's just a little kid—there's no need to be so strict."

	Sebastian paused mid-turn.

	He looked sideways at me, his thin lips parting: "Thank you. And, I apologize for the abruptness today."

	Heh, heh, heh. I wouldn't dare, I wouldn't dare.

	An apology from the boss—that I really couldn't accept.

	


Chapter 3

	Because of yesterday's bizarre adventure, I barely slept all night.

	The next day I dragged my exhausted self to the office bright and early.

	The place was sparse, the elevator free of its usual crush.

	I savored the wide-open space, half-closing my eyes to yawn.

	The elevator went "ding," and even half-conscious with bleary eyes, I could recognize at a glance—

	it was Sebastian, walking in with his assistant.

	That sliver of drowsiness was obliterated without a trace.

	I jerked my head down, wishing I could drill a hole in the elevator floor and crawl in.

	My old neck let out a clear "crick" that echoed in the cramped space.

	The pressure radiating off him was too strong; even with my hair shielding most of my view, I could sense his appraising gaze fixed on me the whole time.

	I lifted a hand to cover my face, cringing, just praying Sebastian wouldn't recognize me.

	Thankfully, my floor was the next one down.

	The doors opened, and I greased the soles of my shoes, ready to flee.

	Just as one foot had crossed the threshold, Sebastian behind me spoke up out of nowhere.

	"Riley Nash."

	My spine snapped straight, and like a grade-schooler I quavered out, "Present!"

	Done for.

	So busy covering my face, I'd forgotten my badge was hanging brightly on my chest.

	Sebastian's indifferent voice carried a note that allowed no argument.

	"Come up. To my office."

	Even a summons from the King of the Underworld wouldn't be worse than this, would it?

	What did he mean by this?

	Was he blaming me for my big mouth yesterday and about to fire me?

	Repaying kindness with spite—or did he still suspect I'd brought Joy home with some ulterior motive?

	I went in like a martyr, putting on a righteous, dignified expression and declaring loudly: "Boss! Hear me out—I really am not a kidnapper!"

	


Chapter 4

	In the office, I stood stiff and deferential before his desk.

	Sebastian leaned back in his chair, toying with an expensive pen in his hand.

	He spoke idly: "Riley Nash, would you consider taking a side job?"

	My eyes flew wide open.

	In the quiet room, it was just Sebastian and me, eyes locked.

	What did he mean by that?

	I'd barely graduated, one month into the job—was I already running into workplace harassment?

	But with a face like the boss's, wasn't he the one not getting the short end?

	I couldn't help despising myself a little for how shaky my principles were.

	I couldn't let a face handsome enough to enrage gods and men blur the essence of the matter!

	At that thought, I pulled my coat tight around me and refused his request, full of righteousness.

	"Boss, I earn honest money. I sell my skills, not my body."

	Sebastian froze, then snorted out a laugh.

	There was a touch of contempt in it.

	"Your body? In your dreams."

	"I mean—after work, would you come be my family's nanny? Joy loves your cooking. She can't stop thinking about it."

	This time it was my turn to snort.

	I was, after all, a college graduate, excellent grades, a decent family, planning to carve out a career and make something of myself someday.

	A nanny?

	Wouldn't that be a terrible waste?

	Wealth could not corrupt me.

	But the refusal got swallowed back down as Sebastian slowly held up five fingers.

	He said calmly, "Fifty thousand a month."

	I gave an obsequious smile. "Boss, I can start tomorrow… no—I can start tonight."

	Who's greedy for fifty thousand? Obviously it's that kindred spirits are hard to find and I just love cooking for Joy.

	


Chapter 5

	Out of professionalism, even for a side gig, I got in touch with the family's previous nanny to learn about Joy's habits.

	The nanny had originally worked at the Sloane ancestral home and had now been transferred back there; she was deeply attached to the family.

	She told me everything about Joy.

	From when Joy had last wet the bed, to who Joy liked and disliked.

	She even mentioned Joy's mother.

	On the phone, the old nanny spoke earnestly: "That child, Joy—she lost her mother before she had any memory of her, so she's starved for a mother's love. You seem young; give her some extra patience and care. Aside from being a bit picky about food, she's been raised very well."

	I couldn't help feeling a little wistful.

	No wonder I'd never heard any talk in the office gossip chats about the boss having a partner.

	So it was a true love lost too soon.

	Doing the math, when Joy was born, the boss would have been only twenty-three.

	Half a kid himself, yet he'd raised such a small girl all this way. That couldn't have been easy.

	At that thought, my maternal instincts overflowed, and I felt more tenderness toward Joy.

	It's just raising one little girl, right? High pay, great benefits, and women understand women best—I refused to believe I couldn't pull it off!

	Joy was over the moon, and that very night she powered through two whole bowls of rice to show her approval of me.

	My internship hadn't even ended, my real job was still up in the air, but the side gig was locked in.

	To do right by that fifty thousand and take better care of Joy's three meals a day, I not only added the boss on the messaging app and got a key to his house—I moved in.

	What's more—

	the boss assigned me a private car.

	Since his license plate and car emblem were far too eye-catching, to keep a lowly little intern from becoming the subject of gossip, every time I had to bundle myself up tight and, after everyone had left, sneak around to the street across from the company to get in.

	The driver, Mr. Dale, was a kind, patient man.

	After work, I went as usual to wait on the street across the way.

	But…

	the moment I stepped out the door, I saw the car the boss had assigned me.

	


Chapter 8

	These past few days, Joy and I had been raising a bird that had fallen, injured.

	When we first found it, it was at death's door, and only after several days of devoted care did it improve.

	But sometimes, accidents happen with no warning.

	At dinnertime, the bird that had still been eating and drinking heartily suddenly drooped its head.

	By bedtime, when we went to check, its little body had gone stiff.

	Joy was heartbroken, her eyes instantly brimming with tears.

	"Auntie Riley, why did it leave us even though we were so good to it?"

	Whether to spin a beautiful fairy tale or tell her the cruel reality—I wrestled with it in my mind.

	Looking at Joy's utterly devastated face, I struggled even more inside.

	She was five.

	Old enough to recognize, touch, feel, and understand the world.

	This world was never a perfect fairy tale; she had the right to know reality.

	I crouched down and explained in as calm a tone as I could: "Joy, birth, age, sickness, and death—so many things can't be changed no matter how hard we try. It got sick. We couldn't keep it here."

	Joy's tears fell in big drops, wetting the back of my hand.

	Maybe she didn't yet understand what death meant; she only knew her beloved bird had left her.

	She choked out, "Will it ever come back?"

	I stroked her head tenderly. "No. Never again."

	"But maybe you'll still see it. In another form. Like the evening breeze that feels nice, a flower that lifts your mood, a butterfly that happens to land on your fingertip, or warm sunshine—maybe those are all it, keeping you company in another form."

	She had to understand the meaning of death sometime.

	This was the gentlest explanation I could think of.

	Joy looked at me with her big, watery eyes.

	Maybe she understood.

	Because she asked, "Then what about Mommy? Is Mommy like it too?"

	"Yes."

	The little girl finally smiled.

	She leaned her small body against my shoulder, her voice content: "So Mommy's been by my side all along…"

	Her voice grew faint.

	Soon her breathing was even.

	She'd fallen asleep.
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