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Dedication
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To my children, who inspire me every day.

To my one true love, who proves that love waits for no one... but rewards those who wait.

And to all who believe in second chances and love that burns through time.
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Chapter One – The Return
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Angelica’s heart pounded as she gripped the steering wheel, the worn leather cold beneath her fingers. Each mile carried her farther from the life she had fled, farther from the man who had once claimed her body, her freedom, even her sense of self. She had escaped, but the memories clung to her like smoke—thick, suffocating, impossible to shake entirely.

Her eyes scanned the familiar landscape, and a strange mix of nostalgia and trepidation churned in her chest. It had been twenty-six years since she had last seen him—twenty-six years of wondering, hoping, and never truly forgetting. And now she was here, in this quiet little town she had chosen for its anonymity and safety, and fate had brought her back to him.

Laramie.

The moment she saw him across the crowded market, time seemed to stop. He hadn’t changed as much as she thought he would. His tall frame, the easy confidence in his posture, the subtle warmth in his gaze—it all pulled her in like a tide she couldn’t resist. Memories of laughter shared in secret corners of the schoolyard, whispered confessions on sunlit afternoons, the first brush of his hand against hers—they all came rushing back in an overwhelming flood.

Angelica’s breath caught. For a heartbeat, she wondered if her mind was playing tricks on her. Could it really be him? But as he turned his head and their eyes locked, recognition flared in both of them. Laramie’s lips curved into that familiar, slow smile that had once made her stomach flutter uncontrollably.

Her pulse quickened, a thrill of anticipation mingling with nerves. She had waited twenty-six years for this moment, and yet a tiny, rational voice whispered caution. She had been hurt before. She had survived horrors that had nearly broken her, and she could not afford to give herself wholly to someone—not yet. Not without knowing he was still the same man who had cherished her so long ago.

But the magnetism between them was undeniable. Every inch of her body responded to his presence—the warmth of his eyes, the strength in his stance, the gentle way he scanned the crowd before looking back at her, as though he had been expecting her all along.

When Laramie finally approached, his voice low and steady, it sent a shiver down her spine. “Angelica?” he said, his tone holding that mixture of disbelief and wonder she remembered so well.

“Yes,” she whispered, her voice trembling just enough to betray the storm of emotion inside her.

For a long moment, they simply stood there, the noise of the market fading into nothing. The years melted away, leaving only the ache of a connection that had never truly broken, only dormant, waiting for this moment.

He reached out, fingers brushing hers in the softest, most deliberate touch. Angelica felt sparks travel from the tips of her fingers straight to her heart, igniting a warmth that had lain dormant for decades. The world around them existed, yet it didn’t. In that instant, there was only him, her first love, the one she had never truly stopped wanting.

“I can’t believe it’s really you,” Laramie murmured, his eyes scanning her face as if he needed proof.

“I thought I’d never see you again,” Angelica admitted, the words heavy with longing and regret, with all the years of unspoken feelings packed into a single breath.

Laramie’s hand lingered near hers, then moved to gently tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. The simple gesture sent a shiver down her spine, and for a moment, she allowed herself to imagine what it would be like if the years hadn’t come between them—if life had been different, if choices had been different, if pain had never touched her.

“Let’s... walk,” he said softly, nodding toward a quieter street. “I have so much to tell you. And I want to hear everything about you too.”

Angelica nodded, her chest tight with emotion, and together they moved away from the crowd. Each step was deliberate, each glance exchanged a small, intimate acknowledgment of the bond that had survived decades. Every laugh, every shared memory, every brush of skin built the tension between them, and though the fire had been sleeping for years, it now stirred, gentle at first, but steadily growing, ready to blaze.

For Angelica, this wasn’t just a reunion—it was the beginning of reclaiming herself, of finding safety, passion, and love once again. And though the shadows of her past still lurked nearby, she felt, for the first time in a long time, that she might finally be exactly where she was meant to be.
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Chapter Two – A Glance, A Spark
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The quiet street was dappled in sunlight filtering through the canopy of old oak trees. Angelica walked beside Laramie, their shoulders brushing occasionally, each accidental touch sending a shiver through her. She could feel the electricity in the air, a tension she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in years, and it was both exhilarating and terrifying.

Laramie’s presence was steady yet intoxicating. He had always carried a quiet confidence, the kind that made her heart beat faster even before words were spoken. Now, after decades apart, that same aura surrounded him. He laughed softly at something she said—a gentle sound, familiar and comforting—and Angelica felt herself leaning closer without realizing it.

“You haven’t changed much,” he said suddenly, his voice low, intimate. “Still stubborn. Still quick to laugh. Still... you.”

Angelica’s cheeks flushed. She wanted to argue, to tease him back, but the way he looked at her—like he had been searching for her for twenty-six years—left her silent. Instead, she let a small smile play on her lips, savoring the warmth of his gaze.

They strolled in silence for a few moments, letting the comfort of proximity settle around them. The town seemed to fade away, replaced by the memories that clung to them both—the shared childhood games, secret hideaways, whispered promises they had made in the innocence of youth. Every memory carried a weight of nostalgia that made the present feel almost surreal.

Angelica’s fingers twitched as they
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