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Can a love buried by time ever be revived?

Six years ago, Kelsey Warren made what felt like the only choice she had—breaking off her engagement to the man she loved, Dr. Derrick Langston. At the time, it seemed like the right decision, but regret has become a constant companion in the years since. She’s buried herself in work, pushing the memories of Derrick to the back of her mind, convincing herself that love, especially the kind they had, was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Now, at her best friend’s wedding, Kelsey is forced to confront the one person she’s spent years avoiding. Derrick isn’t just a guest at the wedding—he’s the best man. And worse, she’ll be walking down the aisle beside him.

As soon as Derrick locks eyes with Kelsey, all the old feelings come rushing back—feelings he thought had faded with time. But the years apart have left scars. She is no longer the woman who dumped him, and he’s not the man who longed for her. She’s a mother of two little girls, and he’s a successful doctor. Although life has changed them, the spark between them is undeniable, so is the pain of their shared past. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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San Diego, California

Broken glass crunched under Derrick Langston’s cowboy boots as he cautiously navigated the debris-strewn alley, approaching the cracked window of the abandoned building. His fingers tightened around the strap of the 35mm camera slung over his shoulder, his breath held as if even the slightest noise might betray him. Angry voices echoed through the shattered glass, carrying from inside the darkened building. Derrick pressed himself flat against the cold, red brick wall, silently praying he could complete his mission today without being discovered.

His heart pounded so hard, the rapid thudding amplified in his ears, while adrenaline surged through his veins like a live wire. Slowly, he lifted his head to peer through the broken, grimy window. Inside, shadows flickered across the walls, but soon his focus sharpened on three men standing around a small table, oblivious to his presence.

Derrick exhaled softly, wondering—not for the first time—why he had gotten himself into this mess. An orthopedic surgeon by profession, he had always been drawn to photography as a creative outlet. But this time, he might have let that passion pull him too far into dangerous territory.

Derrick hadn’t planned on getting involved in anything shady today. His only goal was to snap a few photos of the dilapidated building for a contest the Sun Post was hosting. The winner would not only see their work featured in the paper but also have a write-up on the story behind the image. For Derrick, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to promote both his budding photography hobby and his new orthopedic practice.

But things took a strange turn this morning. As he was lining up shots of the rundown structure, he noticed three men entering the building—men who clearly didn’t belong in a place like this, especially not in their sharp, expensive three-piece suits. Derrick’s instincts kicked in, telling him something wasn’t right. Instead of walking away, he decided to stick around, quietly observing. If anything suspicious went down, he wanted to be ready to inform the police.

Carefully edging closer to the cracked window, Derrick pulled out a small voice recorder from his jacket pocket and pressed the red button. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but he intended to be prepared.

Inside, the burly man in the gray business suit slapped a three-by-five photo onto the table. His voice was a low growl, filled with intent. “Congressman James McCoy must not be reelected.”

The other two men leaned in, scrutinizing the photo. Derrick’s pulse quickened as he watched from the shadows. Whatever this meeting was, it wasn’t just business. It was something far more dangerous.

“If McCoy gets reelected, our business here will end.” The burly guy shook his head. “San Diego has been prosperous for us, and the boss doesn’t like being told where to live.”

A thin man with beady eyes straightened and crossed his arms over his chest. “Who should be elected then?”

“Roberts. He has the police in the palm of his hand. Jack can control him.” Derrick noticed what appeared to be a snake tattoo on the burly man, as he stretched his neck to scratch behind his ear.

The short and squatty third man nodded. “What does the boss want us to do? We have tried everything to get McCoy to stop running for Congress. The man is invincible. He doesn’t cower.”

Burly reached into his suit jacket and withdrew a shiny silver Glock. Derrick inhaled sharply as his heartbeat hammered faster. He’d been wise to trust his gut feeling. But now, things had gotten very serious... and dangerous.

“The boss wants us to dispose of him any way we can,” the beefy man explained. The other two nodded. “With no trails.”

Derrick gnashed his teeth, his pulse quickening. The election was just six weeks away. If what he overheard was any indication, Congressman McCoy was in serious danger—and if Derrick didn’t act, things could spiral out of control. But what proof did he have? A few words? Nothing solid enough to go to the authorities.

He dropped his gaze to the camera slung around his neck. There was only one option. He would have to take the risk and capture whatever he could to expose the plot—and potentially save a man’s life.

Moving with deliberate caution, Derrick lifted the camera, his fingers trembling slightly as he flicked off the flash. Slowly, he pointed the lens through the grimy window, careful not to make any noise. He steadied his breath, knowing this could be the one shot that made all the difference. The one that might stop a conspiracy in its tracks.

Click, click. Seconds ticked by slowly, but the men didn’t turn in his direction. 

Good sign.

Derrick snapped a few more quick shots, his heart pounding in rhythm with each shutter click. A brief sense of relief washed over him—he was getting what he needed. But as he exhaled, his finger brushed against the camera, and before he could stop it, the flash activated.

A sudden burst of light streaked through the darkened warehouse like lightning piercing a stormy sky. In that split second, the entire room was illuminated.

Derrick’s stomach dropped. All three men froze, their heads whipping toward the window, eyes locking onto him with predatory intensity.

The beefy man pointed to the window. “Get him!”

Grumbling under his breath, Derrick snatched up his camera bag and bolted. As he sprinted down the alley, his boots thudded against the pavement. Reaching the sidewalk along Midway Drive, he turned left and kept running, his breath coming in ragged bursts.

But when he spotted his red Ferrari wedged tightly between two cars, his heart sank. There was no way he could make a clean getaway without drawing attention—assuming the men weren’t already on his tail.

He searched for an out. A few cars ahead, a woman had just emerged from one of the dress shops, a garment bag draped over her arm. She stopped beside a mint-green Taurus and opened the back door.

Perfect. A plan formed in his mind in an instant. He’d just found his ride.

* * * *
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KELSEY WARREN HUMMED the tune she’d heard inside the shop as she balanced a box of new shoes in one hand and a long plastic garment bag in the other—the dress she’d be wearing as maid of honor at Monica’s wedding. Everything was ready for the big day, including Kelsey, even if she had been a reluctant maid of honor at first.

Not that she viewed marriage quite as cynically as she had two years ago. Time had a way of softening her perspective.

Opening the back door of her car, she juggled the box of shoes while trying not to drop the bulky garment bag. Several other shopping bags lay haphazardly across the back seat, making it nearly impossible to find room. She sighed, readjusting the shoes. Should she just toss everything in and deal with the wrinkles later?

The sounds of the street filled the air—honking cars, sputtering mufflers, and the beeping of crosswalk signals. Rush hour was starting, and Kelsey knew she’d be caught in the thick of it. Just my luck to be stuck in lunch-hour traffic.

As Kelsey shoved her belongings into the back seat, disaster struck. The shoebox popped open, and her freshly dyed lavender pumps tumbled to the ground. At the same moment, the garment bag slipped from her grip and collapsed into the car. 

With a frustrated groan, she bent to keep it from crumpling—but before she could react, she was yanked backward and shoved against the car door.

She gasped, clutching her purse tightly as panic surged through her. I’m being robbed! 

The impact had knocked the breath from her lungs, making it impossible to scream. Her mind raced as she took in the sight of a man—definitely not one of the usual transients she’d seen around San Diego—climbing into her car. His sharp scent, a spicy cologne, told her he wasn’t your typical vagrant.

For a brief second, she blinked at him, confused by the situation. What is he doing? He didn’t seem like a thief, maybe just... lost?

But that didn’t explain why he’d pushed her so forcefully. Her pulse quickened as reality began to sink in. This wasn’t just some innocent misunderstanding.

“Excuse me?” she asked, gasping for air as her body shook with fright. “Can I help you?”

The man moved the bags aside as he lay on the seat and just as quickly began covering himself.

“If you don’t get out of my car right now, I’ll scream.” She tried to remain calm, but her voice shook.  

“Listen, lady,” he said, placing the last bag over his face, but peeked around it, “play it cool and pretend I’m not here.”

“But—”

“I mean it, lady. This is no game. It’s a matter of life and death.”

She swallowed the lump of fear lodged in her throat. He’s going to kill me. “What do you want?”

“Shh!” he instructed. “Pretend I’m not here, or we’ll both die. Three men are after me. They’ll be coming from the alley any minute now. So nice and easy, close the door and get in the vehicle.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Kelsey saw three men sprinting from an alley between two buildings—just as her unexpected “carjacker" had warned. The men skidded to a stop, frantically scanning the street as if searching for someone. Unlike the stranger now in her car, these men were dressed in sharp, three-piece pinstriped suits. For a moment, Kelsey almost convinced herself they were harmless, just businessmen. But that illusion shattered when one of them slipped a gun into his jacket, trying to conceal it from view.

Her heart lurched, fear tightening in her chest. This was far worse than she’d thought.
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Chapter Two
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Not wanting to draw any attention, Kelsey quietly shut the back door, hastily scooped up her fallen shoes, and hurried around to the driver’s side. Her hands shook as she fumbled with the door handle. She climbed in, immediately pressing the automatic lock button.

Her keys rattled uncontrollably in her hands as she tried to fit them into the ignition. After several nerve-wracking attempts, she finally managed to slide the key into place and start the car. Her mind raced. She had to get out of there—fast.

“Are they still out there?” the man from the backseat asked.

“Yes.”

“Did they notice you?”

“I... I... don’t think so.”

“Are they looking at you right now?”

She glanced in the rearview mirror. “No.” But the longer she kept the three men in sight, their focus eventually landed on her. The largest of the three pointed her way before striding in her direction. “Oh, no! I think they suspect you’re here because they’re coming toward me.”

The stranger in the backseat lifted and peeked out the back window. When the three men noticed, their faces tightened in anger, and they quickened their step.

“Get us out of here. Now!”

She took a deep breath, barely daring to glance over her shoulder. She didn’t care if there was a break in traffic or not—she couldn’t wait. Slamming her foot on the gas pedal, she whipped the car out into the street. Horns blared, and tires screeched as cars swerved to avoid her. She winced, silently praying she wouldn’t cause a collision.

Her heart pounded so hard it felt like it might burst from her chest, and for a terrifying moment, she wondered if she’d have a heart attack right then and there. But adrenaline sharpened her focus. Her hands gripped the wheel, steady in the chaos, as she maneuvered between the lanes.

Zigzagging through traffic, Kelsey sped away from the men, weaving in and out with a desperate determination to put as much distance as possible between her and whatever danger she’d just stumbled into.

“Are they following?” the man asked.

She checked the rearview mirror, switching her gaze between the road ahead of her and the one behind. “It... doesn’t... look like it.”

“Just drive until we get far away from here.”

The car remained eerily silent for the next five minutes, the only sounds filling the space were Kelsey’s labored breaths and the occasional chattering of her teeth. Her heart still raced from the close call. Finally, the man in the back seat stirred, pulling himself upright and glancing out the rear window, as if checking if they were still being followed.

Kelsey stole another glance in the rearview mirror, now able to get a better look at him. He wasn’t the rough-looking thug she’d imagined earlier. Instead, he wore black Wranglers and a western-style shirt, more cowboy than criminal. And then she noticed the camera strapped over his shoulder.

She raised an eyebrow. A tourist? she wondered, her initial fear starting to morph into confusion. Whoever he was, he didn’t fit the profile of a carjacker—or anything close to it.

She moistened her throat before asking, “Are you going to hurt me?”

Without turning to look at her, he shook his head. “I won’t. But those men would have.”

“Who are they?”

He blew out a gush of air between his teeth. “From the conversation I overheard, I suspect they are hitmen.”

He leaned back against the seat, finally relaxing, while Kelsey stole another glance in the rearview mirror. A strange feeling of déjà vu washed over her. There was something familiar about him—something she couldn’t quite place.

Then, suddenly, their eyes met in the mirror, and he smiled. Recognition hit her like a lightning bolt, jolting through her mind. It can’t be... But it was.

Derrick Langston.

Her breath caught in her throat as the memories came flooding back. The last she’d heard, he was at Stanford Medical School, working toward his doctorate. After their engagement ended six years ago, they’d lost touch. She’d broken it off and married someone else—a choice she now realized had been the biggest mistake of her life.

What was he doing here? Of all places, why now?

She groaned. What have I done in my life to deserve this?

The traffic light ahead turned red, and Kelsey gently pressed the brake, bringing the car to a stop. Her eyes instinctively flicked to the rearview mirror again. Derrick swiped a hand across his damp brow, clearly shaken from whatever danger they had just escaped. But something in the air shifted for her—her heart now beat to a different rhythm. Should she say something? The silence was heavy, but it was clear he wasn’t going to break it first.

Their eyes met in the mirror once more, and this time, he held her gaze. He didn’t look away. The years had been kind to Derrick Langston. In fact, he was even more handsome than she remembered. His blond hair was still thick, not showing signs of receding like most men his age. And he wasn’t as lean as he’d been in college—now, his arms were toned with cords of muscle, a sign that he’d been taking care of himself. Someone had clearly been working out.

Her thoughts drifted back to when they’d first met in college. He’d given her a promise ring, a sign of the future they were supposed to share. But she hadn’t waited for him when he left for medical school. She’d been young—impatient, foolish—and looking for a life that she thought would come faster with someone else. It had been a mistake. Derrick had been the best thing that had ever happened to her, and she had let him go.

Now, sitting in silence with him in the back seat, the weight of her decisions from years ago pressed down on her. What was he doing here, and what was she supposed to say after all this time?

She waited, her heart pounding, for some sign of recognition from him. She was certain he still despised her after all these years. How could he not? She had been the one to walk away, leaving him behind.

As he continued to watch her through the rearview mirror, she saw the moment it clicked. His eyes widened in recognition, and for a split second, anger flashed across his face. Deep lines creased his forehead, his expression hardening with emotions she could feel even from where she sat. But just as quickly, he blinked, as if shaking off the memory, and the frown vanished. In its place appeared a smile—a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, one that looked forced, masking whatever he had been feeling seconds before.

Her chest tightened. His brief flash of anger told her everything she feared—that the past wasn’t forgotten, and maybe not forgiven. Yet, the smile hinted at something more complicated, something unresolved.

He laughed, uncomfortable. “Of all the cars I had to jump into, it had to be someone from my past.” His smile grew wider, but still distrustful. “It’s been a long time, Kelsey. How are you?”

A different type of unease settled in her chest this time. “Well, at this moment, I’m still a little shaken.”

“I’m sorry to have scared you,” he said, sitting forward in his seat. “But I needed to do something to hide from those thugs back there.”

“I’ll admit, I was frightened, but I’m all right now.” Or was she? Her heartbeat still rattled an irregular rhythm, and it had nothing to do with getting away from the bad guys.

He was still looking at her through the rearview mirror. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

She laughed. “Derrick, you must need glasses because I promise you, I have changed. But you,” she ran her gaze over him in a quick sweep, “you have changed a lot. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Studying her, he tilted his head. “I can see from your expression, that’s a good thing.”
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