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      Magnus Rebel always assumed he’d find his end in the belly of a fire, a greasy smear in the forest duff.

      Not drowning in an agonizing, frigid death.

      The floor lurched beneath Magnus’s feet, throwing him into one wall before ramming him into the other. He half stumbled, half fell into the bathroom and yanked the lid open a second before his lunch ripped out from his stomach.

      “Yeehaw!” His insane sister Astryde whooped from the wheelhouse as the Stormchaser slammed over another wave.

      “That was totally wicked!” Magnus’s son Oliver’s high-pitched voice shrieked.

      Magnus should get up from his knees and get Oliver somewhere safe. He scoffed, then moaned as another heave rushed out of him.

      Nowhere was safe on this floating death trap.

      “Hey, little brother, stop being such a pansy and take the meds on the counter.” Astryde yelled over the storm.

      “I’m not a pansy or little.” Magnus sat back on his heels. “Nothing could possibly help in this madness.”

      “I promise they work, but if you want to be a baby about it, continue suffering,” Astryde countered before saying something to Oliver that had both of them laughing.

      The loons.

      “I’m not a baby,” he mumbled as he snatched the blister packet and popped one open.

      “Be sure to take a drink before you let them dissolve.” Garett, Astryde’s other deckhand, extended a bottle of water to Magnus as he leaned against the doorjamb. “Makes the pill dissolve easier.”

      Magnus accepted the water with a grunt that might have been thanks. The medication tasted like chalk mixed with artificial mint, but he let it dissolve on his tongue as the boat pitched again.

      Five minutes later, the world stopped spinning so violently. The storm still bucked the ship, and the howling wind outside had grown more vicious. At least his internal organs seemed willing to stay where nature intended.

      He made his way to the wheelhouse, gripping every available surface as the Stormchaser rode the swells. The cramped space hummed with controlled energy.

      Astryde stood at the helm, hands steady on the wheel. She looked born there, which wasn’t far from the truth with how many summers she’d spent with their grandfather fishing. Oliver perched on a high stool beside her, secured with a safety harness, awed gaze glued to the salt-streaked window.

      “Look, Magnus!” Oliver pointed at a wave that had to be twenty feet high. “It’s like a mountain!”

      “A mountain that wants to kill us,” Magnus muttered, but Oliver’s excitement was infectious.

      The kid had no fear of the water, unlike Magnus, who’d spent his entire adult life battling a different element.

      Astryde glanced over her shoulder. “Better?”

      “I’m vertical.”

      “Good enough.” She nodded toward the deck. “Need you to check the deck and secure any gear that came loose during the storm. Can’t have lines whipping around.”

      It wasn’t a question. In Astryde’s world, everyone pulled their weight or got off her boat. The fact that Magnus was her brother bought him exactly zero slack. If anything, she expected more from family.

      “On it.” Magnus zipped his rain jacket to his chin and pulled up the hood.

      “Take the safety line,” she called after him. “And Magnus? Don’t die. I’d hate to explain that to Mom.”

      The deck was a different kind of hell. Ice-cold spray slashed across his face like tiny daggers. The non-slip surface might as well have been a skating rink for all the traction it provided. Magnus clipped his safety tether to the jackline and started forward, movements clumsy and uncertain.

      Though he could tie a clove hitch in his sleep and rig complex rope systems for wildfire operations, his hands fumbled with the wet lines. Everything was different here. The weight of water-logged rope, the constant motion, the way the wind tried to tear everything from his grip.

      He’d been one of the best sawyers in his hotshot crew, could fell a burning tree with pinpoint precision.

      Now he couldn’t even coil a stupid rope properly.

      A wave larger than the rest crashed over the port side. The wall of water slammed into Magnus, driving him to his knees. Saltwater filled his mouth and nose, choking him. For a terrifying moment, he couldn’t tell which way was up. The safety line went taut, the only thing keeping him from sliding across the deck.

      “Magnus!”

      He blinked the stinging salt from his eyes to find Oliver standing in the wheelhouse doorway, his small frame braced against the jamb. The boy wore a bright orange life vest that made him look like a traffic cone with legs.

      “Get back inside!” Magnus shouted, but Oliver was already picking his way across the deck with fearless balance.

      Magnus stood and braced himself to dive overboard if another wave hit and took Oliver with it, praying that God would hold the storm back until Oliver was safe.

      “You’re doing it wrong,” Oliver announced, with that tone of seriousness only seven-year-olds could muster.

      His small hands took the rope from Magnus’s numb fingers. “Astryde says you gotta work with the boat, not against it. See? Like this.”

      Oliver’s fingers flew, sure and quick, coiling the rope into figure-eights that wouldn’t tangle when deployed. Magnus watched, humbled and oddly proud, as his son demonstrated skills Magnus was still struggling to master after a month.

      “Who taught you that?” Magnus asked, though he knew the answer.

      “Aunt Astryde. And Garett. And Mrs. Bergman at the marina. And...” Oliver paused his litany to secure the rope with a perfect half hitch. “Everybody knows how to do boat stuff here.”

      Everybody except Magnus, apparently.

      But watching Oliver work, seeing the confidence in those small shoulders, that fierce love that still caught him off guard surged up. This kid, this incredible, resilient kid, was his. Not by blood, maybe, but by something stronger.

      By choice. By love. By a promise Magnus had made to himself the moment Annie had disappeared, leaving only a note and legal documents signing over guardianship.

      Annie.

      Even now, ten months later, thinking her name was like probing a sore tooth. Two months in Montana. That’s all they’d had. Two months of laughter and adventure and a connection Magnus had never experienced before or since.

      She’d wrecked him. Simple as that.

      Necessary, transformative, leaving everything changed in her wake.

      And then she’d vanished. No explanation beyond legal papers and a hastily scrawled note that still haunted him.

      Oliver is yours now. Keep him safe. Don’t look for me. If you take him to the authorities, you’ll put him in danger.

      Magnus had quietly tried anyway. Rafe Malone, Stryker Security computer guru extraordinaire, had studied the documents and legalities for hours, running every check he knew.

      “They’re solid, Mags. Too solid. These aren’t just good forgeries, if that’s what they are. They’re perfect. Birth certificate, guardianship transfer, everything. Whoever created these had serious resources.” Rafe’s impressed conclusion just raised more questions.

      That conversation had kept Magnus awake for weeks. Because if the documents were fake, it meant Oliver wasn’t legally his. If they were real, it meant Annie had access to resources—and reasons—that required falsifying a child’s entire identity.

      Either way, Magnus was harboring secrets he didn’t understand. And every time a stranger looked at Oliver too long, every time someone asked about his mother, Magnus felt the weight of that cryptic warning: Taking him to the authorities will put him in danger.

      The anger still simmered, a low burn in his chest. Not just at her abandonment, but at the crater she’d left in his life. At the questions that Oliver asked that Magnus couldn’t answer.

      At the fear that loving Oliver this much made Magnus vulnerable in ways he’d never been, not even when running into infernos.

      “Magnus?” Oliver tugged on his sleeve. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, buddy. Just thinking.”

      “You think a lot.” Oliver went back to coiling rope. “Mrs. Bergman says that means you got a big brain.”

      Magnus snorted. “Or a thick skull.”

      “Hey!” Astryde poked her head from the cabin. “Come pack your stuff. This storm isn’t letting up for a few days. We’re docking until the sea decides to stop trying to kill us.”

      “Okay!” The boy handed Magnus the secured rope and scrambled back toward the wheelhouse with his sea legs carrying him effortlessly across the pitching deck.

      The port materialized through the rain like something from a dream. The fishing town clung to the Alaskan coastline with stubborn determination. Mountains rose behind it, peaks lost in low-hanging clouds. The harbor bristled with masts and radio antennas, a forest of aluminum and fiberglass growing from the dark water.

      Beautiful and isolating in equal measure.

      “Hey, little brother, make sure you don’t leave your junk spread around my baby,” Astryde said, strolling across the deck.

      Magnus shook his head. “You and your baby.”

      She leaned against the rail beside him. “You’re doing good, you know. With Oliver. You’re a great dad.”

      Magnus had been called a lot of things. Reckless, dedicated, crazy enough to run toward fires instead of away from them. But ‘dad’? That title still fit like borrowed gear. Functional but never quite right.

      “Sure,” he said. “Father of the year. Can’t even tie a proper bowline.”

      “You’ve been here four weeks,” Astryde said. “You’re both learning.”

      “He’s better at it than I am.” Magnus gestured toward the wheelhouse, where Oliver was probably still glued to the window. “Kid adapts to everything. New town, new life, new guardian who has no idea what he’s doing.”

      “He’s a good kid.”

      “He deserves better than—” Magnus cut himself off.

      Than what? Than a guy who might not even legally be his guardian? Than someone who was either breaking the law or caught in someone else’s criminal web?

      Astryde studied him for a long moment. “You know, you could let people help. Me, Garett, Mrs. Bergman—half this town would show up for that kid if you’d stop acting like you have to do it all alone.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “You are.” She said it without heat. “Same thing you did on the hotshot crew. Volunteer for the worst assignments, refuse to rotate out, act like needing backup is some kind of personal failure.”

      Magnus stared at the harbor. She wasn’t wrong, which was exactly why he didn’t want to have this conversation. Letting people in meant questions. Questions meant answers he didn’t have, about documents that were either perfect forgeries or something worse.

      “I’ve got it handled,” he said.

      Astryde snorted.

      “Anyways, gotta get us docked before Garett tries. That man can’t dock a boat for nothing.” Astryde pushed off the rail. “Be ready to get busy in twenty.”

      They tied up at the dock, the Stormchaser settling against the rubber bumpers with a gentle thump that belied the violence of the storm they’d just survived. The harbor was a sensory assault. Diesel fumes mixing with the sharp tang of fish, the screech of gulls competing with the rumble of generators, the organized chaos of boats being unloaded and prepped for the next run.

      “Magnus!” Oliver’s voice cut through his brooding. “Look what I drew!”

      The boy stood before him, water dripping from his rain gear, holding a piece of paper he’d somehow kept dry despite the storm. His face glowed with pride as he presented his treasure.

      Magnus took the drawing, expecting the usual subjects of Oliver’s art. Boats, fish, maybe one of the eagles that nested near Astryde’s cabin they were bunking in until he could find a place of their own. His breath caught.

      The drawing was a forest consumed by flames that Oliver had colored with every shade of orange and red in his crayon box. The trees were black silhouettes against the inferno, and in the center stood a lone figure holding what was clearly meant to be a Pulaski — the half-axe, half-hoe tool that was a wildland firefighter’s best friend. The figure was small but stood tall against the flames, unafraid.

      “That’s...” Magnus’s throat constricted. “That’s really good, buddy.”

      “It’s you,” Oliver said simply. “Aunt Astryde showed me pictures on her phone. You were fighting a big fire, and you looked...”

      The boy searched for words. “You looked brave, like you knew exactly what to do.”

      Magnus stared at the drawing. The version of himself Oliver had put on paper felt like a ghost of someone he used to know.

      “You know what? I love it. This might be my favorite drawing you’ve ever done.”

      Oliver beamed. Then his face did that thing it sometimes did, the brightness dimming into something quieter, and he looked up at Magnus with those eyes. Not Annie’s brown or Magnus’s green, but a clear, sharp blue that belonged entirely to Oliver.

      “Magnus?” The boy rarely called him anything but Magnus, despite Magnus’s awkward attempts to navigate the ‘dad’ conversation. “Do you think my mom is ever gonna come find us?”

      The question gutted him.

      If you take him to the authorities, you’ll put him in danger.

      Annie’s words echoed in his mind, along with Rafe’s troubled assessment of those too-perfect documents. What kind of danger? From whom? And was Magnus protecting Oliver by keeping silent, or damning them both?

      “I don’t know, buddy,” Magnus said finally, because Oliver deserved honesty, even when it hurt. “I really don’t know.”

      Oliver was quiet for a moment. Then he stepped forward and pressed himself into Magnus’s chest, rain gear crinkling. Magnus wrapped his arms around him and held on.

      Over Oliver’s head, Magnus caught Astryde’s eye. She nodded once, mouth pressed tight, and turned back to the helm.
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      For eight years, Grace Carter had lived by one rule: be forgettable.

      But every morning in the mirror, she saw Magnus’s Annie staring back at her, the stupid, reckless girl who’d let herself be loved, and she wanted to break the glass.

      The bells above the bakery door chimed at 6:47 a.m., right on schedule, and Grace set her pleasant mask of a smile and rushed out of the kitchen to the bakery counter. Mr. Halverson shuffled in, boots still wet from checking his boat, bringing the smell of salt and diesel with him.

      “Morning, Amy.” His voice rasped from decades of Marlboros.

      Amy. She almost missed a beat. Before Amy, she’d been Annie. Before Annie, she’d been someone else. How many more names before she forgot the real one?

      “Morning.” She slid his black coffee across the counter: medium cup, no cream, no sugar. Same order for six months running. “Blueberry muffin’s still warm.”

      “You’re an angel.”

      Grace offered the bland smile she’d perfected. Not too bright, not too dim. Forgettable by design. She’d practiced it in the mirror until her cheeks ached, until every trace of the real her had been scrubbed clean.

      Mr. Halverson took his usual spot by the window. Within minutes, the morning rush would begin. Fishermen heading out, dock workers coming off night shift, the early risers of Port Serenity seeking caffeine and carbs before facing another day at the edge of the world.

      She moved through her routine mechanically. Wipe down the display case. Check the coffee levels. Arrange the pastries just so. Every motion calculated to project competent mediocrity. Not bad enough to be memorable, not good enough to draw attention.

      The woman she’d been before would have laughed at how hard she worked at being forgettable. That woman had been brilliant, bold, unafraid to stand out.

      That woman had gotten people killed.

      By mid-morning, Mrs. Thornton arrived, her weathered face creased with the permanent squint of someone who’d spent decades staring at sunlight on water.

      “Amy, honey, could I get four bear claws to go?”

      “Of course.” Grace bagged the pastries, adding napkins. “That’ll be eight-fifty.”

      “Keep the change.” Mrs. Thornton dropped a ten on the counter. “You look tired, dear. Everything all right?”

      The concern in her voice made Grace’s chest tighten. After eight years, she should be immune to casual kindness. Should be able to accept it without the twist of guilt that reminded her she was lying to everyone who showed her even basic human decency.

      “Just didn’t sleep well.” She shrugged. “You know how it is.”

      “This weather would keep anyone up.” Mrs. Thornton glanced out at the gray morning. “Another storm coming in tonight, they say. An even bigger one than yesterday’s.”

      Grace nodded, making appropriate sounds of interest while Mrs. Thornton filled the silence with weather predictions and gossip about whose boat needed repairs.

      By eleven-thirty, the morning rush had died to a trickle. She flipped the sign to “Back at 12:30” and slipped out the rear door.

      The walk to her cabin took eight minutes. She’d timed it. Knew every shortcut, every blind spot where security cameras couldn’t reach. The small one-bedroom structure sat at the edge of town, backed against the tree line. Close enough to be convenient, isolated enough that no one dropped by unannounced.

      Inside, the space looked like what it was supposed to be. The home of a quiet baker who kept to herself. Minimal furniture, neutral colors, nothing personal on the walls. The packed go-bag by the door could be explained as emergency supplies. Everyone in Alaska had one.

      But the bedroom told a different story.

      Grace pulled aside the heavy dresser she’d modified with furniture sliders. Behind it, a section of drywall she’d cut and rehinged swung open. Not high-tech. Just careful craftsmanship with tools from the hardware store. Anyone searching would have to know exactly where to look.

      The hidden space was cramped, barely a closet. She’d set it up eight months ago when she’d arrived, knowing this was temporary. Just long enough to finish what she’d started.

      She settled into the folding chair, her only concession to comfort during the long hours spent here. Three monitors flickered to life. Military-grade encrypted hard drives hummed beside equipment that looked out of place in the rough-hewn hiding spot.

      The main monitor displayed a digital map that had taken her five years to build. Every node, every connection, every vulnerability in a network that most people didn’t know existed. She’d been picking it apart thread by thread, and she was close now. Days, maybe.

      Eight years of running. Eight years of building a weapon out of patience and code and a slow, steady anger that never went out.

      She was almost done.

      The timer on her phone buzzed. Noon.

      Grace minimized her work and opened a different application. One that looked like a simple video chat program but was a backdoor into the phone Oliver always carried. The phone she’d programmed with her own software before she’d left.

      The feed flickered to life.

      The image showed a backyard. Sun-dappled grass, the edge of a wooden fence. Oliver must have set the phone down while playing outside. She waited, heart hammering, for a glimpse of them.

      When they’d moved to Port Serenity, she’d worried she would have to find a new place to hide, but that port was just far enough away on the Aleutians that she could stay put a little longer. Plus, it made her feel connected to them, which was the sort of sentimental nonsense that could get people killed.

      “Okay, buddy, you throw from there.” Magnus’s voice, warm and patient, drifted through the speaker.

      “What am I aiming for?” Oliver asked.

      “The hole in the board. It’s called cornhole.”

      “That’s a weird name.”

      Magnus laughed. “Yeah, it is. Here, watch me.”

      Magnus came into view, demonstrating an underhand toss, his T-shirt stretching across the muscles in his shoulders. A beanbag sailed through the air, landing perfectly in the hole. He turned toward Oliver with a grin that made Grace’s chest ache.

      “Your turn.”

      Oliver appeared in frame, tongue poking out in concentration as he mimicked Magnus’s stance. His toss went wide, the beanbag sliding off the board.

      “Almost! Try again. Remember, it’s all in the easy swing.”

      They went back and forth, Oliver improving with each throw. When he finally got one in, he let out a whoop and launched himself at Magnus in a tackle-hug that sent them both tumbling onto the grass.

      “I did it! Did you see? I got it in!”

      “I saw.” Magnus’s voice was thick with pride. “You’re a natural.”

      They lay there on the grass, both of them laughing at nothing in particular. Just happy. Just a father and son enjoying a summer day.

      Grace pressed her fingers to her lips, holding back the sob that wanted to escape. This was what she’d given up. These small, perfect moments. The daily rhythm of a family she’d created and then abandoned.

      She imagined Magnus doing the silly voices at bedtime, the ones that made Oliver laugh so hard he couldn’t breathe. Then she stopped imagining, because that way lay madness.

      She’d stolen that from herself. From all of them.

      Her hand moved toward her phone—the real one, not the burner she used for surveillance. Magnus’s number was still there, buried in contacts under a fake name. She could call. Just to tell him she was sorry, that she thought about them every single day, that leaving them was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

      Her finger hovered over the screen.

      Then she caught the reflection of her monitors in the darkened phone glass. The map. The evidence. Everything she’d spent years building.

      She set the phone down.

      Not yet. Not until it was finished. Not until the man hunting her couldn’t hurt anyone ever again.

      She’d never planned to leave Oliver. Never planned to fall in love with Magnus either. But she had, and the longer she’d stayed, the more she’d understood what Oliver needed — stability, safety, a father who would always be there. Not a mother on the run, constantly looking over her shoulder.

      So, she’d done the unthinkable and left her son with the one person she trusted to keep him safe. A man so thoroughly disconnected from her world that no one would ever think to look there.

      The video shifted as Oliver picked up the phone.

      “Let’s take a selfie!” Oliver held the phone at arm’s length, capturing both their faces.

      Magnus’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled. Oliver beamed, his two front permanent teeth bigger than the rest.

      She closed the video feed, though it felt like cutting off her own oxygen. She shoved the grief down where it couldn’t reach her and turned back to the screens.

      Red, flashing alerts flooded her screens, all three monitors and her phone.

      Her automated security sweep, scanning every four hours for any digital footprint that might compromise her location, screamed at her. Day after day, that scan had come back clean.

      She stared incredulously at a photo on Instagram posted ninety-three minutes ago by someone named TravelBunny2020.

      “Hidden gems in Alaska! This little bakery in Unalaska has the BEST coffee! #AlaskaAdventure #OffTheBeatenPath #Unalaska”

      The image showed the interior of the bakery. And there, in the background, partially visible but unmistakably her, Grace stood behind the counter, handing bear claws to Mrs. Thornton.

      Eight years of hiding are gone because some tourist couldn’t eat a bear claw without posting about it.
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      Getting off an Aleutian island required a plane or a boat, and neither was in a hurry.

      Grace handed a customer a coffee, smiling like nothing was wrong, knowing that with the ferry not due for three days and back-to-back storms keeping planes and boats out of commission, her world had shrunk to the size of a cage.

      Twenty-six hours since the Instagram photo, and she was still standing behind a counter, selling muffins like her life wasn’t about to end.

      Conservatively, Lars’s systems swept every six hours, but getting to Unalaska took planning. Flight schedules. Weather windows. The logistics of reaching a remote Alaskan town weren’t simple. If they’d found the photo immediately, the earliest they could arrive would be...today.

      Every calculation led to the same conclusion. If they were coming, they’d be here soon. Her only hope was the Alaskan weather continuing to throw a tantrum.

      “Amy, dear, you feeling all right?” Mrs. Thornton peered at her with concern. “You’ve been wiping that same spot for five minutes.”

      Grace forced her hand to stop. “Sorry. Just thinking about the storm last night.”

      “Oh, it was a big one.” Mr. Patterson leaned against the counter. “Good thing the supply plane came on Tuesday. Won’t see another one until next Thursday now.”

      Thursday. Five days away.

      Unless the weather cleared and she could talk a local pilot or captain into taking her away, the ferry in three days was her only option. So that meant staying visible, maintaining her cover, pretending everything was normal while her nerves frayed like old rope.

      The bell above the door jingled.

      She looked up, preparing her brittle smile for another customer.

      The smile died on her lips.

      Magnus Rebel stood in the doorway, rain dripping from his jacket. For a moment, neither of them moved. The bakery, the town, the entire world condensed to the space between them.

      She saw the exact second recognition hit. His eyes widened, disbelief cascading across his face. His jaw clenched. His hands fisted at his sides. The air between them crackled with unanswered questions, grief, and fury compressed into a single, devastating look.

      “Annie?” The name came out rough, uncertain.

      Testing.

      Every cell in her body screamed run.

      So she did.

      The tray in her hands hit the floor. Pastries scattered like startled birds. She was already moving, her body carrying her toward the back door. Behind her, Magnus shouted something. She didn’t stop to parse the words.

      The alley behind the bakery was narrow, cluttered with dumpsters and delivery pallets. She knew every obstacle, had mapped escape routes her first week here. Left at the loading dock. Right at the blue house. Through the gap in the fence that looked too small for an adult but wasn’t.

      Magnus’s footsteps pounded behind her. Closer than they should be. He’d spent years running through wilderness with sixty pounds of gear. Chasing one small woman through town streets was nothing.

      Don’t let Oliver see. Don’t make him a target.

      The thought drove her forward, faster than fear of Magnus catching her ever could. She cut through the hardware store’s back lot, vaulted a low fence, and landed hard on the other side. Her ankle twinged but held. Magnus cleared the fence like it wasn’t there.

      She sprinted down the hill toward the water, feet slipping on wet pavement. The harbor spread before her, gray and choppy, boats bobbing like toys in a bathtub. She veered left toward the commercial docks, where the crab boats created a forest of masts and rigging.

      Almost there. Almost.

      A hand caught her arm, spun her around. She twisted, tried to break free, but Magnus had her backed against a wall of stacked crab pots before she could blink. His hands braced on either side of her, blocking escape.

      They were both breathing hard. This close, she could see his longer hair curling on his neck, the bushiness of his beard he’d kept trimmed tight in Montana, and new lines around his eyes, a hardness that hadn’t been there before. She’d done that, added weight to a good man’s shoulders.

      “Don’t.” His voice came out ragged between gasps for air. “Don’t run.”

      She pressed back against the crab pots, metal edges digging into her spine. “Magnus, please.”

      “Ten months.” He sucked in a breath. “Ten. Months.”

      “I can explain.”

      “Can you?” The words were sharp, furious. “He cried. Every night. For weeks.”

      Grace’s stomach dropped.

      “Asked what he did wrong.” Another harsh breath. “What made you leave?”

      “Magnus—”

      “I told him you loved him.” His voice cracked. “Was that even true? Was any of it real?”

      She opened her mouth, but he barreled on before she could get a word out.

      “Or was I just—” He stopped, chest heaving. “Convenient? A babysitter?”

      “No.” The word ripped from her throat. “No, it wasn’t like that.”

      “Then what?” He leaned closer, eyes wild. “What was it like?”

      Her lungs locked up, and her brain went blank. His anger was everywhere—in his voice, his hands, the set of his jaw. She couldn’t get out from under it. She’d imagined this moment a thousand times, but nothing had prepared her for the raw devastation in his eyes.

      “Mom?”

      The small voice cut through everything.

      Grace’s head snapped toward the sound. Forty feet up the dock, at street level, Oliver stood on the sidewalk, the harbor master beside him. Oliver’s face lit up.

      “Mom!” He started forward, then stopped, smile faltering.

      The harbor master’s hand landed on his shoulder, holding him in place.

      Grace’s legs nearly gave out. Oliver. Here. Now. This wasn’t supposed to happen. He wasn’t supposed to see her, wasn’t supposed to⁠—

      Movement behind Oliver caught her eye.

      A black van pulled up to the curb. The passenger window rolled down.

      Lars Eriksson smiled at her from inside. His gaze moved from her to Oliver, then back to her. His smile widened.

      He’d put two and two together.

      He knew.
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      Oliver’s scream sliced through the argument, sharp and terrified.

      Magnus’s head whipped toward the sound, his tirade against Annie dying in his throat. A man in tactical gear had Oliver, one thick arm wrapped around the boy’s middle, lifting him off his feet like he weighed nothing. Oliver’s sneakers kicked at empty air as the man dragged him toward a black van idling at the curb.

      Magnus was running before he knew he’d moved. A sound tore out of him — not a word, just raw noise. Oliver’s small body twisted and struggled against the man’s grip, his Transformers jacket bunching up around his shoulders.

      Get to his son.

      The harbor master was down near the van, not moving. Magnus registered him and dismissed him in the same stride.

      Magnus’s boots hammered against the dock planks, then hit pavement with a jarring shock that shot up his legs. Twenty feet. The distance stretched like miles. His lungs burned, pulling in salt-tinged air that tasted of diesel and fear.

      Oliver’s eyes found his through the chaos, wide with terror, tears streaming down his face. One small hand reached out, fingers splayed.

      “Dad!”

      The word detonated in Magnus’s chest. Not Magnus. Dad.

      For the first time in ten months, and Oliver chose now.

      Magnus’s legs pumped harder.

      A second man stepped from the passenger seat. Slim, unhurried, wearing a suit under an open overcoat like he’d just come from a business
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