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He was my first love. My greatest heartbreak. And now, he's the only man who can save our son.

Six years ago, I ran from the man I loved with a secret growing inside me.

I never told him the truth.

I never told him he was going to be a father.

I thought I'd left his dangerous world behind forever.

I was wrong.

When gunfire shatters the life I've built, the man who comes for me isn't the boy I once loved.

He's a powerful billionaire with a ruthless reputation and enough influence to make people disappear.

Now we're trapped together while enemies hunt us from the shadows.

Every touch reminds me of what we lost.

Every glance makes it harder to remember why I left.

And he still has no idea that the little boy he's willing to risk everything to protect...

is his son.

As danger closes in and old feelings ignite, one secret threatens to destroy us all.

Because some truths change everything.

And some loves never really die.
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The smell of turpentine and aged linseed oil usually quieted my mind. For the last few hours, it had been my only anchor. Beneath the buzzing fluorescent lights of the gallery’s basement workshop, I kept my hand steady, holding a fine-tipped marten-hair brush to apply microscopic strokes of titanium white to the damaged collar of an eighteenth-century portrait.

Patience, Emma, I told myself, keeping my breathing slow. Just a little more.

Every stroke was a tiny step toward securing another week of groceries, another month of rent, another toy for Noah. He was fast asleep upstairs in the gallery owner's private apartment. Margie had let me keep him there tonight because the restoration of the Sterling collection couldn't wait.

The clock on the concrete wall read 11:43 PM.

I dipped my brush into the solvent, watching the dark pigment dissolve into cloudy swirls. My shoulders ached and my eyes burned. But just as I reached to turn off the magnifying lamp, a heavy, metallic thud echoed from the alleyway directly outside my small, high-set window.

I froze.

The gallery sat in the heart of the historic district—frequented by wealthy art collectors during the day, but desolate at night. Usually, the only sounds were the distant rumble of city traffic or a stray cat knocking over a trash bin.

But this wasn't a cat.

The low vibration of a high-end engine purred in the narrow space outside. Tires crunched slowly over wet gravel. I stayed still, my chest tightening as the engine cut out, plunging the alley back into silence.

I stood up, my chair scraping softly. The sound felt deafening in the empty basement.

I walked over to the rectangular window set high into the wall, level with the pavement of the alley. Stepping onto a wooden crate of old frames, I slowly raised my eyes to look through the dusty glass.

The alley was slick with rain, reflecting the amber glow of a flickering streetlamp. A sleek, black sedan was parked crookedly across the asphalt. Two men stood near the hood, their expensive wool overcoats glistening with moisture.

Then, the rear door of the sedan opened.

A man stepped out. Even from this angle, his presence was stifling. He was older, his silver-streaked hair slicked back, wearing a tailored charcoal suit.

My breath caught. I recognized him from the newspaper clippings and television screens during the dark period of my life I tried so hard to bury.

Victor Kane.

He was a ruthless real estate mogul, a man whispered about in elite circles as someone you never crossed. What was he doing in the dark alley behind a quiet art gallery?

A fourth man was pushed forward by one of Kane's associates. This man was younger, disheveled, his white shirt stained with dirt. He fell to his knees on the wet asphalt, his hands clasped in a silent plea.

I wanted to look away, grab Noah, and run out the front door. But my muscles were locked.

Kane took a slow drag from a silver vape, exhaling a thick plume of vapor into the rain. He looked down at the kneeling man with chilling boredom.

The kneeling man was speaking rapidly, but the thick glass of my window muffled his words into a low murmur. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a flash drive, holding it up like a shield.

Kane didn't take it. He merely nodded to the man standing to his right.

What happened next took less than three seconds.

The associate pulled a suppressed pistol from beneath his coat. There was no loud bang, just a sharp, metallic pfft-pfft.

The kneeling man jerked backward. His eyes rolled up, and he collapsed sideways onto the wet gravel, his hand releasing the flash drive. It skittered across the wet pavement, stopping mere inches from the iron grate of my basement window.

The sight of his lifeless eyes made my blood run cold. I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth to stifle a scream. My foot shifted, and a loose screw on the wooden crate gave way with a sharp, dry crack.

In the silent alley, it sounded like a gunshot.

Instantly, Victor Kane’s head snapped toward my window.

His cold eyes locked directly onto mine through the dirty glass. For a fraction of a second, the universe paused. Recognition flickered in his gaze. He didn't just see a witness—he recognized me.

"Check the window," Kane’s muffled voice commanded.

Panic flooded my veins.

I scrambled down from the crate, my boots hitting the concrete floor. I bolted toward the basement stairs, taking them two at a time. My only thought was Noah.

I burst through the door at the top of the stairs, entering the main gallery. The dark silhouettes of paintings and marble sculptures looked like towering ghosts in the shadows. I ran past them, my heart hammering against my ribs.

I reached the back stairs leading up to Margie’s apartment, flew up the steps, and pushed the door open.

"Noah," I whispered loudly, my voice shaking.

The apartment was quiet. Noah was tucked beneath a blue blanket on the small sofa, his thumb tucked into his mouth, his chest rising and falling in a peaceful rhythm.

"Noah, sweetie, wake up," I said, gently shaking his shoulder.

He blinked open his gray eyes—the exact shade that used to haunt my dreams every night. "Mommy? Is it time to go home?"

"Yes, baby. We have to go right now," I said, trying to keep my voice steady, though my hands shook as I zipped up his small red jacket. "We're going on an adventure, okay? But we have to be very quiet. Like ninjas."

Noah’s eyes widened, but he nodded. He wrapped his small arms tightly around my neck as I scooped him up.

I didn't dare use the elevator. I carried him down the back service stairs, my sneakers squeaking softly against the linoleum. When we reached the ground floor lobby, I peered through the glass double doors. The street out front was empty, washed in the pale light of the streetlamps.

I pushed the door open and stepped out into the cold night air.

Pulling Noah’s hood over his head, I began to walk. Running would draw attention if anyone was watching from the corner. My old car was parked three blocks away in a public lot. If I could just reach it, we could drive. We could disappear.

How did Kane recognize me? The question looped in my mind. It’s been years. I changed my name. I cut all ties.

We crossed the first intersection. The cold rain soaked through my thin canvas jacket, plastering my hair to my forehead. Noah whimpered softly against my shoulder, burying his face in my neck.

"Almost there, baby. Just a little further," I whispered, squeezing him tighter.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I stopped beneath the meager shelter of a bus stop awning. With freezing fingers, I pulled the phone out. The screen illuminated my pale face. It was a text message from a restricted number.

Nobody had this burner number. Nobody.

My thumb hovered over the screen. I tapped it open.

We found you.

I stared at the glowing letters, the reality of the nightmare crashing down. It wasn't just that I had witnessed a murder tonight. The past—the violent world of wealth, power, and deadly secrets I had fled—had finally caught up to me. And this time, I had a son to protect.
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The screen of my phone burned into my eyes, the three words flashing like a death sentence.

We found you.

The rain-soaked air felt too thick to breathe. I clutched Noah tighter against my chest, his small body warm against me, completely oblivious to the trap snapping shut. My heart battered a wild rhythm that matched the downpour on the plastic roof of the bus shelter.

They knew. The fragile, quiet life I had spent years building was collapsing into dust in a single night.

"Mommy?" Noah mumbled, his voice thick with sleep, his small hand gripping my wet jacket. "Why are we stopping? I'm cold."

"I know, baby. I'm sorry," I whispered, attempting to sound calm. "We’re almost at the car. Just keep your eyes closed and pretend we're on a spaceship, okay? We're about to blast off."

He let out a tired hum and buried his face deeper into my shoulder.

I stepped out from under the shelter, plunging back into the freezing rain. Every shadow between the streetlamps seemed to stretch into the silhouette of a man holding a silenced gun. I walked as fast as my legs could carry me, the weight of my son straining my lower back, my boots soaking through.

Two blocks. Then one.

When I finally turned the corner into the public parking lot, my breath was coming in ragged gasps. There, parked under a flickering yellow light, was my battered old sedan. Its paint was peeling, and the bumper was
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