
    
      Secret triplets (The billionaires second chance)

      A Secret Baby Second Chance Romance

      by Anthony James

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997354-22-2

Copyright ) 2026 by Anthony James. All rights reserved.

Published by Anthony James.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Prologue
The check in my hand was the only thing I had left of Caleb Vance. Five million dollars. I looked at the numbers written in black ink. The paper was crisp. It did not feel like a fortune. It felt like a weight. Silas Vance sat in the corner of the leather seat in the back of the car. He did not look at me. He looked at his gold watch.

"The driver will take you to your apartment," Silas said. His voice was steady. He did not sound angry. He sounded like a man closing a bank account. "You will pack your things. You will leave the city before the sun comes up. If you are still here tomorrow, the files on your father will be on the front page of the financial news. Caleb will lose his position. I will make sure of it."

I gripped the envelope. My knuckles were white. "He will hate me."

"That is the plan," Silas replied. "He needs a wife with a pedigree, not a scholarship student with a criminal for a father. You are a distraction. I am removing you."

I got out of the car. The evening air was warm. I walked into my apartment building. My legs felt heavy. I went to the kitchen and found the note paper I usually used for grocery lists. I sat down and picked up a pen. My hand was shaking. I had to write the lie that would save him. I had to make it hurt so he would never look for me.

I wrote the words quickly. I told him I never loved him. I told him his father made me a better offer. I told him I was leaving to find a life that didn't involve his family. I left the check on the table next to the note. I knew Silas was watching the building. I couldn't take the money, but I had to make Caleb believe I did. I packed one suitcase and walked out the back door.

Six weeks later, I sat on a thin table in a clinic three hundred miles away. The paper underneath me crinkled every time I moved. The doctor was a small woman with gray hair. She moved a cold plastic tool over my stomach. She looked at the monitor for a long time. I watched her face. My heart beat fast in my chest.

"Is something wrong?" I asked. My voice was small.

"No," she said. She turned the screen toward me. "Not wrong. Just unexpected. Do you see these three shapes?"

I leaned forward. I saw three small circles. They looked like tiny seeds. "What are they?"

"Those are heartbeats," the doctor said. "You are having triplets, Ms. Thorne."

I didn't breathe. I thought about the five million dollars I had left behind. I thought about the man who was now the CEO of a global empire. I was alone. I had no money. I had no family. And I was carrying three Vance heirs. I knew right then that I could never let Silas Vance find out. He would take them. He would turn them into people like him. I had to stay hidden.

Five years later, the sun was shining through the windows of the cottage. I lived in a small town on the coast. The air smelled like salt. I stood in the kitchen and watched my children. Leo was sitting at the wooden table. He was five years old, but he sat as still as an adult. He was looking at a chess board. He tapped his temple with his index finger while he thought about his next move. It was the exact same thing Caleb used to do when he was reading a contract.

Mia was on the floor. She was using red paint to cover a large piece of paper. She had paint on her face and in her hair. She was loud and bold. She didn't care about the mess. She had Caleb’s stubborn chin. When she didn't like her drawing, she crumpled it up and started over without a word. She never gave up.

Toby was by the back door. He was holding a small bird that had hit the glass earlier. He was whispering to it. He had dark gray eyes. They were the exact color of the sky before a storm. They were Caleb’s eyes. Toby was the one who always knew when I was sad. He would come over and hold my hand without saying anything.

My phone buzzed on the counter. It was a call from Sarah, my boss at the risk analysis firm where I worked remotely. I picked it up. "Hello?"

"Elena, I have big news," Sarah said. She sounded excited. "The acquisition went through. We are officially part of Vance Global now. The new owners are doing a full audit of all our active projects. They want the lead analysts at the main office in the city on Monday morning."

I felt the blood drain from my face. I gripped the edge of the counter. "Vance Global?"

"Yes. The CEO is coming down personally to oversee the transition. His name is Caleb Vance. He is a legend in the industry. This is a huge opportunity for you, Elena. You’re the best analyst we have."

I looked at Leo. He was still tapping his temple. I looked at Toby’s gray eyes. I had spent five years building a wall between my children and their father. I had changed my life to keep them safe from his world. Now, the wall was falling down. Caleb was coming. He was going to walk into my office and look at me. And if he saw my children, he would know the truth.

"Elena? Are you there?" Sarah asked.

"I'm here," I said. I looked at the door. I wanted to run. But I knew I couldn't run anymore. I had to face the man I had betrayed. I had to protect my children from the family they didn't know they had. "I'll be there on Monday."

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
I slid the folder across the dark wood table. It stopped an inch from the edge. My fingers did not shake. I had spent five years practicing the art of appearing unaffected. I had survived a pregnancy alone. I had survived three infants screaming in a tiny cottage while I worked late-night freelance shifts. I could survive a meeting.

"The risk assessment for the maritime acquisition is on page twelve," I said. My voice was level. I didn't look at my boss, Arthur, who sat to my left. I kept my focus on the empty chair at the head of the table.

The Glass Tower lived up to its name. The walls were floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. Everything was transparent. Everything was exposed. It was a lie, of course. The Vance family had more secrets than the city had lights.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I knew the rhythm. Three short pulses. A text message from the nanny. Toby probably wanted to know if the seagulls at the beach were still there. Or Mia had decided to paint the hallway with her breakfast. I squeezed my thigh through my skirt to ignore the urge to check it.

"Vance is late," Arthur whispered. He adjusted his glasses. "He’s never late. Something must be wrong with the numbers."

"Nothing is wrong with the numbers," I replied. "I checked them four times."

I was the best analyst at Stratton. That was why I was here. I had tried to delegate this. I had suggested three other people for the Vance Global account. Arthur had laughed. He told me it was the opportunity of a lifetime. He didn't know it was the death sentence of the life I had built.

The heavy double doors at the end of the boardroom swung open. The sound of leather soles on marble preceded him. It was a rhythmic, heavy sound.

Caleb Vance entered the room. He didn't look at the people sitting at the table. He was looking at a set of papers in his hand. He wore a black suit that looked as if it had been carved onto his frame. His jaw was a hard line. His hair was shorter than it had been five years ago, cropped close at the sides.

Three assistants followed him. They moved like a school of fish behind a shark. Caleb reached the head of the table and threw his papers down.

"The maritime deal is stalled," Caleb said. His voice was deeper than I remembered. It was a physical weight in the room. "The dockworkers in Singapore are demanding a three percent increase in the safety budget. I want to know who missed that in the initial audit."

He pulled his chair out. The metal scraped against the floor. He sat and finally looked at the people across from him.

I kept my spine straight. I didn't breathe. I watched his eyes. They were the color of a winter sky. They moved over Arthur, then stopped on me.

Caleb’s expression didn't change. He didn't gasp. He didn't widen his eyes. But the hand he had placed on the table stayed perfectly still. His knuckles were white.

"This is Elena Thorne," Arthur said, gesturing toward me. He was oblivious to the vacuum of air that had just been sucked out of the room. "She’s our lead analyst on this project. Elena has been handling the risk profiles for all the Vance acquisitions this quarter."

Caleb stared at me. He didn't acknowledge Arthur. He didn't say a word. The silence lasted five seconds. Then ten. The other analysts shifted in their seats.

"Miss Thorne," Caleb said. He said my name like it was a word in a language he hated.

"Mr. Vance," I replied.

I looked at him. I saw the man who had promised to marry me in a small chapel in the mountains. I saw the man who had held me while I cried over my mother's medical bills. I also saw the man who had believed a letter that said I was a liar and a thief.

He reached for the folder I had pushed across the table earlier. He opened it slowly. His eyes didn't leave mine as he flipped the pages. He wasn't reading. He was measuring me.

"The safety budget increase was noted on page forty-four of the preliminary report," I said. I didn't wait for him to ask. "It was flagged as a high-probability event due to the expiration of the union contract in June. We recommended a reserve fund of ten million to cover the gap."

Caleb looked down at the page. He found the number. He tapped his index finger against the paper. It was a slow, deliberate movement.

"Ten million isn't enough," he said.

"It’s more than enough if you negotiate the insurance premiums for the fleet simultaneously," I countered. "The savings there would offset the labor costs within eight months."

Caleb closed the folder. The sound was like a gunshot. He leaned forward. He was so close I could see the faint scar near his eyebrow from a childhood accident. I could see the anger in the way his pupils narrowed.

"You seem to have an answer for everything," Caleb said.

"That is what you pay my firm for," I said.

Arthur cleared his throat. He looked between us, finally sensing the friction. "Elena has a very thorough approach. She’s been a godsend for our high-stakes clients."

"I'm sure she has," Caleb said. He stood up abruptly. The meeting hadn't even reached its tenth minute. "Leave the reports. I'll review them tonight. Arthur, stay. The rest of you, out."

I didn't hesitate. I grabbed my tablet and stood. I wanted to run. I wanted to get to my car and drive until the city was a memory. I wanted to grab Leo, Mia, and Toby and hide them in a place where the name Vance was never spoken.

I walked toward the door. I didn't look back. I was three feet from the exit when his voice stopped me.

"Not you, Elena."

I stopped. My hand was inches from the door handle. I turned around. Caleb was standing by the window. He wasn't looking at the view. He was looking at me. Arthur looked confused, but he didn't argue. He sat back down.

"Close the door," Caleb ordered.

I did as he said. The click of the latch sounded final. The room was soundproof. The glass walls meant everyone could see us, but no one could hear us. It was exactly how the Vances liked to operate.

Caleb walked toward me. He didn't stop until he was within my personal space. I could smell the soap he used. It was the same one from five years ago. It shouldn't have been the same. Everything else had changed.

"Five million dollars," he said. His voice was low. "That was the price. Right?"

I didn't blink. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"You left a note. You took the money. You disappeared." He stepped closer. He was a head taller than me. He used his height to pin me against the door without touching me. "Why are you here, Elena? Is the money gone? Did you spend it all?"

I felt a surge of heat in my chest. I thought about the account. The five million dollars sat in a bank in Zurich. I had never touched a cent. I had lived in a one-bedroom apartment. I had bought second-hand strollers. I had worked three jobs at once to pay for Leo’s specialized tutoring and Toby’s allergy medicine.

"I'm here to do my job," I said. "Vance Global is just another client."

Caleb laughed. It was a dry, humorless sound. "You’re a risk analyst now. That’s a joke. You were the biggest risk I ever took. And I lost."

"You didn't lose anything you didn't throw away, Caleb."

He gripped the door handle next to my head. "I didn't throw you away. You sold me. I want to know why you're back in my city. I want to know why you’re working for a firm that is now a subsidiary of my company."

I looked at him. I saw the pain he was trying to hide behind his rage. For a second, I wanted to tell him. I wanted to tell him about the day I found out there were three of them. I wanted to tell him about how his father had threatened to ruin him.

Then I remembered Silas Vance. I remembered the look on his face when he told me that a scholarship girl would never be the mother of a Vance heir. If Caleb knew about the children, Silas would know. And Silas would take them.

"I didn't know you bought Stratton," I lied. "If I had, I would have quit."

Caleb’s eyes searched my face. He looked like he wanted to believe me and call me a liar at the same time. His gaze dropped to my throat, then back to my eyes.

"You’re lying," he said. "You always were good at that."

"If we're done with the personal history, I have other clients to attend to," I said.

I pushed past him. I didn't care if it was rude. I didn't care if he fired the firm. I needed to get out of that building. I needed to see my children.

I walked out of the boardroom and toward the elevators. My heart was thudding against my ribs. I reached the lobby and burst through the revolving doors. The humid air hit me. I walked to the parking garage and sat in my car.

I pulled out my phone. I opened my photos. There was a picture from this morning. Leo was wearing his little glasses, staring at a chessboard. Mia was covered in blue paint. Toby was holding a stuffed rabbit.

They had his eyes. Every single one of them had those winter-sky eyes.

I started the car and backed out of the space. I didn't see the black SUV pull out of the executive spot three rows behind me. I didn't see Caleb Vance standing at his office window on the fiftieth floor, watching my car disappear into the traffic.

I just drove. I had to get home. I had to keep the secret for one more day. But as I glanced in the rearview mirror, I saw the reflection of a woman who was running out of places to hide.
2. Five Million Reasons to Hate
I gripped the steering wheel with both hands, my fingers locked around the leather. The black SUV remained exactly three car lengths behind me. It had followed me through the financial district, past the outskirts of the city, and now onto the coastal highway. I didn't want to believe it was Caleb. Caleb Vance didn't follow people; he commanded them to appear before him. But his father, Silas, was a different story.

I took a sharp right into a crowded supermarket parking lot. I didn't need groceries, but I needed to know if I was being hunted. I wove through the rows of cars and pulled into a spot near the back exit. I waited. My heart beat against my ribs, a fast, steady rhythm that I couldn't slow down. Two minutes passed. The black SUV didn't enter the lot. It stayed on the main road, disappearing into the flow of traffic heading toward the coast.

Maybe I was being paranoid. Five years of hiding turned every shadow into a threat. I sat in the silence of my car for ten minutes, watching the pedestrians push their carts. I thought about Caleb’s face in the boardroom. He looked the same, yet entirely different. The boy I had loved was gone, replaced by a man who seemed made of sharp edges and expensive fabric. He hated me. I could see it in the way he looked at me—like I was a debt he intended to collect.

I put the car in gear and drove the remaining twenty minutes to the cottage. I took the back roads, checking the mirror every thirty seconds. When I finally pulled into the gravel driveway of the small house I called The Haven, I didn't get out immediately. I looked at the weathered blue door and the overgrown hydrangeas. This was the only place in the world where I felt safe, and Caleb Vance was currently dismantling the walls I had built around it.

I stepped out of the car and walked toward the house. Before I could reach the porch, the door flew open. Mia was the first one out. She was covered in what looked like yellow acrylic paint, her dark hair a tangled mess around her face. She didn't run; she sprinted, throwing herself at my knees with enough force to knock me back a step.

"Mommy! Leo cheated!" she yelled, her voice high and full of genuine outrage. "He moved the horsey wrong!"

I leaned down and picked her up, ignoring the wet paint that immediately transferred to my silk blouse. "It’s called a knight, Mia. And Leo doesn't cheat. He just knows the rules better than you do."

"He’s a cheater!" she insisted, pouting. She had Caleb’s mouth—the same full lower lip that thinned when she was angry. It was a daily reminder of the man I had left behind.

I walked inside. The cottage smelled like cinnamon and old books. Mrs. Gable, the neighbor who helped me with the children, was in the kitchen. She gave me a sympathetic look as she wiped a counter. "It’s been a long afternoon, Elena. Leo has been at that chessboard for three hours. Toby is in the garden with the neighbor’s cat."

I set Mia down and walked into the small living room. Leo was sitting cross-legged on the floor, his brow furrowed in deep concentration. He didn't look up when I entered. He reached out and tapped his right temple with two fingers—a habit he had since he was three. It was the exact gesture Caleb used when he was analyzing a merger. Seeing it now made my stomach flip.

"How’s the game, Leo?" I asked, keeping my voice steady.

"The Sicilian Defense is harder than the book said," he replied. His voice was too mature for a five-year-old. He looked at me then, and the impact of those gray eyes hit me like a physical weight. They were stormy, intelligent, and entirely too observant. "You’re late, Mom. And you have paint on your shirt."

"I had a long meeting," I said. I sat on the edge of the sofa, watching him move a pawn. "Where’s Toby?"

As if on cue, the screen door at the back of the house creaked. Toby walked in, carrying a large, orange tabby cat that looked entirely too heavy for him. Toby was the smallest of the three, with a softness in his expression that the others lacked. He had Caleb’s eyes, but they were filled with a gentle curiosity instead of a cold assessment.

"Barnaby was cold," Toby whispered, his voice small. He walked over and sat next to my feet, the cat purring loudly in his arms. "He needed a hug."

I reached down and stroked Toby’s hair. This was why I did it. This was why I took the insults and the threats from Silas Vance. This was why I walked away from a life of luxury and a man I loved. If Caleb knew about them, Silas would know. And Silas Vance didn't see children; he saw assets. He would take them from me, polish them into little corporate soldiers, and strip away everything that made them who they were.

I stayed with them until bedtime, reading stories and settling the inevitable arguments between Leo and Mia. Once they were finally asleep, I went to my small desk in the corner of my bedroom. I opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a locked metal box. Inside was a single bank statement from an account I hadn't checked in years.

Five million dollars. It was all there. I had never touched a single cent of it. Silas had wired it to me the day I left the city, a payment for my disappearance. To Caleb, it was proof that I was a gold-digger. To me, it was a reminder of my failure. I had let a man buy my silence because I was too afraid of what he would do to Caleb if I stayed.

My phone buzzed on the desk. It was an email from my boss at Stratton & Associates. The subject line read: Mandatory On-Site Integration - Vance Global.

I opened the email with trembling fingers. As part of the acquisition, all risk analysts are required to work from the Vance Global headquarters for the next thirty days. Your presence is requested in the executive wing tomorrow at 8:00 AM. Failure to comply will result in immediate termination of your contract and a breach of the non-compete clause.

Caleb was forcing me back into his space. He knew I couldn't afford to lose this job. Between the specialized tutoring Leo required and Toby’s medical bills from his asthma, my savings were thin. He was using my career as a leash.

I closed my laptop and walked to the window. The moon was bright, casting long shadows across the yard. A car sat at the end of the dirt road, its lights off. I couldn't see the make or model, but it didn't move. It just sat there, a dark shape against the trees.

I grabbed my phone and dialed the only person I trusted. "Sarah, I need a favor. I need you to come over tomorrow morning before the kids wake up. I have to go into the city, and I think someone is watching the house."

"Elena, what's going on?" Sarah’s voice was thick with sleep. "Is it him?"

"He bought the firm, Sarah. He’s everywhere."

I hung up and stood in the dark. I looked at the photo on my nightstand—the only one I kept of Caleb and me from our university days. We were laughing, his arm around my shoulders, looking like two people who had no idea how the world worked. I picked it up and tucked it into the back of the drawer, underneath the bank statement.

I couldn't be that girl anymore. I had three children to protect, and their father was currently hunting me. I went to the closet and pulled out the sharpest, most professional suit I owned. If Caleb wanted a war, I would give him one. But I wouldn't let him see the fear that was currently making it hard to breathe.

I lay in bed, but sleep didn't come. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Caleb’s gray eyes. I saw Leo’s hand tapping his temple. The secrets were starting to bleed through the cracks, and I was running out of ways to patch them.

At 3:00 AM, the car at the end of the road finally turned on its lights and drove away. I didn't feel relieved. I knew it wasn't gone for good. It was just reporting back to its master.

I got up and walked into the triplets' room. They were piled together on the large bed I had bought so they wouldn't feel lonely. Mia’s
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