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Prologue
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Gavin Steele used to believe that pain had a ceiling. That a man could only break so far before his body simply refused to feel any more of it. He had tested that theory in a dust colored valley on the other side of the world, on a stretcher with his own blood soaking through a tourniquet some kid medic tied too tight because his hands were shaking. He had tested it again the moment he woke up in a hospital in Germany and the first thing he asked for wasn't his mother, wasn't his captain, wasn't even his own legs.

It was her.

Lena.

And nobody had an answer for him, because she was three thousand miles away, in the town he grew up in, sleeping in a bed that used to be theirs, with a secret tucked so far down in her chest that she had convinced herself it was easier to carry alone than to hand to him and watch it break him before some other country's bullet got the chance.

That was five years ago.

Five years since the note. Five words on a torn page, left on a kitchen counter that still smelled like the coffee they'd shared that morning, before he drove to the base, before everything in his life turned into before and after.

I can't do this anymore.

No name signed under it. She hadn't needed to sign it. He would have known her handwriting blind, the way her I's never quite dotted, the slant of a girl who used to write him letters every single week he was gone, until the letters just stopped coming and so did she.

He told himself it was simple. She found someone easier to love. Someone who didn't flinch at fireworks or wake up swinging at three in the morning. Someone who could be in the same room as him without him doing the math on every exit.

Simple was a lie he told himself so often he almost believed it.

What he didn't know, what he couldn't have known, was that on the same night he was driving to base with that note crumpled in his fist, Lena Hart was sitting on the bathroom floor of the apartment they shared, staring at a piece of plastic with two pink lines on it, and a phone call from her mother's oncologist still ringing in her ears, and a decision she had no business making alone at twenty two years old.

She had looked at the man she loved more than her own heartbeat and she had thought about the look that came over his face every single time gunfire cracked on a television screen. She thought about the headlines. About boys from this very town who came home in flag draped boxes before they'd even turned twenty five. She thought about asking him to choose between his country and a family he didn't even know existed yet, and she thought about what would happen to that choice if he didn't come home at all.

So she made the choice for him. She told herself it was a gift. A door closed gently instead of slammed once he was already too far gone to come back from grief on top of grief.

She was wrong. She had always been wrong about that. But it would take five years, a dying bakery, a son with his father's exact stubborn jaw, and a homecoming neither of them saw coming, for either of them to find that out.

This isn't a story about a soldier who lost his girl.

This is a story about a man who came home, half rebuilt and twice as guarded, to a town that still smelled like her, and found out the wild card he never saw coming wasn't fate.

It was a five year old boy with his eyes, and the woman who never stopped loving him long enough to let him go.
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The town hadn't changed and that was the first thing that made Gavin Steele want to turn the truck around.

Same crooked stop sign on Miller Street, the one some teenager had been bending a little further every Halloween since before he enlisted. Same diner with the flickering neon, the O in HOT COFFEE dead now, the way it had been dying back when he used to bring Lena there at two in the morning because she swore pancakes tasted better after midnight. Same church bell that rang four minutes slow.

Five years gone and the whole place had just been sitting here, waiting, like it knew he'd come crawling back eventually.

He gripped the wheel until his knuckles went white and made himself breathe the way the VA therapist taught him. In through the nose for four counts. Hold for four. Out for six. His hands had a tremor that showed up sometimes, mostly in the cold, mostly when he let his mind wander somewhere it shouldn't, and right now his mind was wandering somewhere it absolutely should not, which was a kitchen counter and a torn piece of paper and five words that had been living rent free in his skull for half a decade.

I can't do this anymore.

He'd read those words so many times in field hospitals and barracks and one very bad week in a hole outside Kandahar that he could probably recite them in his sleep, if sleep ever stayed long enough to let him dream.

The lease on the old training facility downtown had been the whole reason he came back. Steele Tactical needed a second location, his business partner Marcus kept saying, and the numbers didn't lie, this town had a base twenty minutes out and ex-military men who wanted civilian work didn't grow on trees everywhere. Gavin told himself that was the only reason. He was thirty one years old and he still told himself lies a six year old could see through.

He parked outside the building that used to be a hardware store and was now apparently an empty shell with his name about to go on the lease, and he sat there for a long moment just looking at his own reflection in the dusty window. Three years out of the Rangers and his body still hadn't gotten the memo that the war was over. Hair regulation short out of habit, not orders. Shoulders that never quite unclenched. A scar that ran from his collarbone up the side of his neck, the one the docs in Germany had been so proud of, the one Lena used to trace with her fingertip while he fell asleep, back when his body was a place she wanted to be instead of a museum of what almost killed him.

He got out, locked the truck, and decided he needed coffee before he could deal with paperwork. There was a bakery two doors down that hadn't existed five years ago, a cheerful blue awning with white letters spelling out SWEET HART BAKERY, and something about the name tugged at a memory he couldn't quite place, the way a song does before you remember the words.

The bell over the door chimed when he walked in and the smell hit him first. Cinnamon. Butter. Something with vanilla baking in the back. It smelled like a kitchen he used to know, and for one disorienting second his chest went tight in a way that had nothing to do with combat at all.

Then he saw the kid.

A boy, maybe four or five, sitting on a stool behind the front counter with a coloring book and a fistful of crayons, his tongue poking out the corner of his mouth in concentration. Dark hair that stuck up at the crown no matter what, the exact same way Gavin's own hair had stuck up in every childhood photo his mother ever took. A square little jaw set with a stubbornness that looked deeply, uncomfortably familiar.

And eyes, when the boy glanced up at the sound of the bell, that were so precisely the gray green of Gavin's own that the air went straight out of his lungs like he'd taken a hit to the chest plate.

"Be right with you," a voice called from the back, a voice he hadn't heard in five years and would have known underwater, in the dark, with his ears ringing from an IED, "Liam, baby, can you watch the register for two seconds while I pull the croissants?"

Liam.

Gavin stood frozen in the doorway of a bakery that smelled like home, looking at a little boy with his own eyes and his own stubborn jaw, doing math he didn't want to do, math that landed on a number that made his knees feel unsteady for the first time since a surgeon told him he might not walk again.

Five years.

The kid looked about four, maybe four and a half.

She walked out from the back wiping her hands on an apron, hair pulled up messy the way she always wore it when she baked, flour dusted along one cheekbone, and the moment her eyes found him standing in her doorway, every drop of color drained out of her face like someone had pulled a plug.

"Gavin," Lena said, and her voice came out as barely more than breath.

He didn't answer. He couldn't. He was looking at the boy, then at her, then back at the boy, and something in his expression must have told her exactly what he was calculating, because she stepped in front of the counter fast, one hand coming up like she could physically block the truth from reaching him.

"Mama, who's that?" Liam asked, swinging his legs on the stool, blissfully unaware that he had just detonated something neither adult in the room would survive untouched.

Lena's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

Gavin found his voice from somewhere in the wreckage of his own chest.

"How old is he," he said. It wasn't a question. It came out flat and low, the voice he used to use giving orders in places he didn't let himself think about anymore.

"Gavin, please, just let me explain."

"How old, Lena."

She closed her eyes for one second, like she was bracing for impact, like she'd known this moment was coming for five years and had never once figured out how to survive it.

"He turned five in March," she whispered.

The bell over the door chimed again as a customer walked in behind him, oblivious, cheerful, asking about cinnamon rolls, and Gavin Steele stood perfectly still in the middle of the wreckage of his own life and did not feel the floor beneath his boots at all.
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Lena Hart had survived a lot of things in five years. A mother who died eight months after the diagnosis that started all of this. A pregnancy she carried alone in an apartment with thin walls and thinner savings. A bakery that nearly folded twice before it found its feet. Sleepless nights that stretched into sleepless years.

None of it had prepared her for the sight of Gavin Steele standing in her doorway, looking at their son like the ground had opened up beneath him.

"Mama?" Liam tugged her sleeve, sensing the air had changed even if he didn't understand why. "Is everything okay?"

"Everything's fine, sweetheart." The lie came out steadier than she felt. "Why don't you go color in the back for a few minutes. I need to talk to this customer."

Customer. As if Gavin Steele had ever in his life been just a customer to her. As if the man standing six feet away, jaw locked tight enough to crack walnuts, hadn't once been the entire architecture of her future.

Liam slid off the stool with the reluctant drag of a kid who knew something interesting was happening and didn't want to miss it, but five years of practice meant he obeyed, padding toward the back room with one last curious glance over his shoulder at the stranger with his own eyes.

The second the door swung shut behind him, Gavin's composure went with it.

"Five years old," he said, voice rough like gravel dragged over
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