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PROLOGUE
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Maverick Weston

THE FIRST TIME I SAW Savannah Prescott, she looked like a wild animal.

A little girl with tangled brown hair, barefoot, ran down the dirt road in the middle of a storm. Her feet kicked at the mud, her thin dress clung to her small body, and her sobs mingled with the sound of the rain pounding against the dry earth.

I was fourteen, and yet I remember perfectly the moment she passed by my window. It was quick, a blur of wet hair, a flash of lightning illuminating her face.

Without thinking, I jumped off the sofa and ran out the door.

— Maverick! I heard my mother calling behind me, but I didn't stop.

The wind whipped my face as I reached the road. My feet sank into the mud, but I kept running. She was ahead, small and fast, like an animal fleeing from something invisible.

I didn't know who that girl was. I didn't know why she was crying, or where she had come from. But I knew I needed to stop her.

Hey! I yelled, forcing my body to go faster. — Wait! 

She ignored him and ran further.

My chest burned, the rain weighed down my clothes, but I forced myself to continue until, in a final impulse, I managed to grab her arm.

Stop! 

She turned around abruptly, her eyes blazing with fury, her hair dripping around her face.

Let me go! 

His body was tense, his chest rising and falling rapidly. I had never seen someone so small look so angry.

But I had also never seen anyone with so much pain in their eyes.

Are you hurt? — I asked, still holding her wrist.

"I told you to let me go! " she struggled.

But I didn't let go.

She could fight, she could hate me, but I wasn't going to leave her alone in that rain.

Not until you tell me where you're going.

She glared at me angrily, her fists clenched, her mouth trembling.

And then, out of nowhere, he let out a tired sigh and let his arms fall to his sides.

Without saying a word, I took her hand and led her back home.

My mother was already on the balcony when we arrived, a towel in her hands and a worried expression on her face.

Good heavens... Who is this girl? 

"I don't know," I replied, putting my hands in my pockets. "But she's sad."

My mother didn't ask anything else. She simply wrapped Savannah in the towel, gently rubbing her arms.

— You need a bath, darling. And some hot chocolate.

Savannah hesitated, her suspicious eyes going from me to my mother.

— I don't have any money.

My mother smiled.

"A bath and hot chocolate are free in this house," my mother smiled. "We'll take you to your parents tomorrow."

I noticed that when my mother said that, Savannah's eyes widened and she shrank slightly. But she quickly looked down at the floor, bit her lip, and nodded slowly.

I watched her as my mother led her inside, and in that moment, I knew that something had changed inside me.

I was fourteen. She was eight, but that day I decided I would protect her and not let her have to run away again.
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I NEVER HAD ANY DOUBTS.

For as long as I can remember, Savannah Prescott was mine.

Our love wasn't something that happened suddenly. It was built over the years, between laughs in the barn, afternoons when she snuggled in my lap while I drove the truck down the dirt road, and the silent glances that spoke louder than any words.

At fourteen, I held her hand for the first time. But only at twenty-three did I steal her first kiss in the shade of the oak tree on the Prescott farm, even though she said she'd loved me since she was fifteen. I was patient; we would have a lifetime to love each other.

And now, at twenty-six, I was about to marry her.

I looked at my reflection in the mirror of the small room behind the church. The dark blue suit was a little tight in the shoulders, the fault of my strong genetics and my mother, who insisted I needed something tailored for this day. The tie looked like a noose tightening around my throat, but none of that mattered. Today, I was going to marry the woman of my life.

"How come you're not sweating yet, son? " My father's deep voice pulled me from my thoughts.

I looked at him in the mirror. Mr. Weston was the definition of a true Texan: sun-tanned skin, calloused hands from years of working in the fields, a firm gaze, but full of pride when he looked at me.

"I'm not nervous, Dad." I gave a small smile.

"Ah, so it's not like you to tremble like a leaf? " He laughed, giving me a light tap on the shoulder.

I rolled my eyes and tugged at my tie to loosen it a little.

Savannah and I have been together forever. There's no reason to be nervous.

He smiled and shook his head.

— You've always been like this... so sure of her.

And I was. There was never room for doubt. Not when she talked about leaving Texas, not when she dreamed of things beyond the dirt roads and barbed wire fences. I knew that, in the end, we would be together.

“I just hope she doesn’t make you wait too long,” my mother said, entering the room with a lace handkerchief in her hands. Her eyes were slightly watery, and she looked at me as if I were still the boy who used to take Savannah by the hand after school. “It’s tradition for the bride to be late, but it’s already been almost fifteen minutes.”

I gave a half-smile and took out my pocket watch.

I have no doubt that he is fighting to have the veil remade for the tenth time.

"Your mother did that too," my father said with a smile.

"And look where we are now," Mom said, sniffing and wiping her eyes.

I smiled at them. My parents had been married for over thirty years. A solid, simple, and lasting love. That's what Savannah and I would have.

Someone knocked on the door and Andrew, one of my groomsmen, came in.

— Maverick, are you ready? 

I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. It was now or never.

I walked to the altar, my parents by my side. The church was packed. Each wooden pew was occupied by friends, family, neighbors. The stained-glass windows reflected colored light onto the walls, and the smell of wood mixed with the perfume of flowers filled the air.

I stood there, waiting. The priest smiled at me. The groomsmen and bridesmaids were lined up; Savannah would be entering any minute. The wedding march began. The doors at the back of the church opened. The guests turned around, anxious.

My heart pounded.

But Savannah wasn't there.

The woman who appeared was Josie, one of the bridesmaids, her face pale, her eyes wide. My smile vanished. She began to walk quickly down the aisle. The heat in the room became oppressive. My stomach churned, as if it already knew what was coming next.

Josie stopped in front of me, and I noticed the trembling in her hands.

"What's going on? " My voice came out lower than I intended.

She hesitated, swallowed hard. Then she leaned closer and whispered:

Savannah... is gone.

The ground seemed to disappear beneath my feet.

— What? 

"She..." Josie looked around, as if trying to hide from the stares surrounding us. Her voice trembled. "She's not coming, Mav. She's gone."

The silence in the church suddenly became deafening. Her words echoed in my head, empty and unreal.

She left.

I blinked, trying to process it. This is a mistake. It has to be a mistake.

But when I looked at the faces of the guests, at my parents, at Josie's expression full of pity... a chill ran through me.

She wasn't there.

And he wasn't coming back.

The whispers began. The priest shifted uncomfortably. My mother covered her mouth with her hand, and my father frowned.

I don't know how long I stood there, motionless. I only know that when I finally exhaled, something inside me died.

Savannah Prescott left me at the altar.

For the first time in my entire life, I felt alone.
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Savannah Prescott

THE LIMOUSINE BROUGHT a smooth stop in front of the Grand Astoria, one of New York's most exclusive hotels. Golden lights reflected on the impeccable marble of the entrance, while elegantly dressed valets opened the doors of luxury cars. Women in high heels stepped out of Bentleys and Rolls-Royces, their long dresses billowing in the evening breeze, while men in Italian suits shook hands and exchanged studied smiles.

The sound of clinking glasses and muffled laughter echoed through the main hall as I stepped through the glass doors. The Grand Astoria smelled of sophistication, expensive champagne, French perfume, and money. Lots of money.

I ran my fingers over the silky fabric of my red dress, feeling it cling slightly to my body as I moved through the hall. Everything there screamed power, influence, and exclusivity.

This was the world I chose to live in.

This was the world I conquered.

Here, I was Savannah Prescott, senior attorney at Ashford Enterprises, working directly with Oliver Ashford, one of the most influential businessmen in the country. The woman who faced sharks in court, who signed multi-million dollar contracts without batting an eye, who dined with CEOs and politicians without trembling.

And the one who never loved anyone again.

I ran my fingers along the champagne glass as I observed my surroundings. The crystal chandelier above me was a work of art, reflecting warm lights that gave the space a golden glow. Men in tailored suits conversed in small groups, holding glasses of whiskey as if they were extensions of their hands. Women dressed in silk and diamonds smiled calculatedly, each knowing exactly what her role was in that silent dance of status and power.

Here, everything was a game.

And I learned to play it very well.

"You know it's a crime to show up at an event like this and distract everyone with that red dress, right? " The deep, velvety voice sounded behind me before I felt a warm hand slide down my waist, a touch too casual to be innocent.

I let out a short sigh without needing to turn around.

"If distraction were a crime, Oliver, you'd spend your life behind bars." I crossed my arms, feigning impatience, but without pushing him away.

I felt his laughter vibrate against my skin before he tilted his head, his lips dangerously close to my ear.

"Don't underestimate me, Prescott. I'm a man of many talents." He brushed his fingers against my hip, as if to emphasize the phrase.

I rolled my eyes, bringing the glass to my lips.

— Ah, I know. You're a CEO, a billionaire, and a highly functional scoundrel. An irresistible combination.

Oliver flashed a lazy grin, the kind that has undoubtedly pulled down a lot of panties before.

"And they say you don't know how to give compliments." He took a sip of his whiskey, his gaze slowly drifting over me before settling on my face. "And when are you finally going to agree to go out with me? "

I swirled the champagne in the glass, pretending to think.

"Hmm, let's see... Maybe when hell freezes over." I gave a teasing little smile, watching him chuckle softly.

"Ah, Prescott..." He shook his head, a sharp smile playing on his lips. "You just don't accept because you know that if you give me a chance, you'll fall madly in love." His voice was filled with amusement, but there was a challenge there.

I leaned slightly toward him, keeping my mouth close enough to his ear so that my voice came out as a teasing whisper.

"No, Ashford. I just don't accept it because your love life seems like a Victoria's Secret model rotation." I stepped away, watching him laugh and throw his head back.

"You're right. But, if it's any consolation, none of them have a tenth of your charm." He raised his glass, as if toasting my answer, and licked his lips. "I'll manage it eventually."

I grabbed my glass and stepped away before he had time to continue. I knew Oliver liked to joke, and that flirting was part of his nature, but I also knew that if I gave him space, he would try to turn it into an empire.

He always liked to have everything under control.

And I hated being controlled.

— Prescott. — Rachel's voice made me turn my head. My coworker — and perhaps the only friend I made in New York — appeared beside me holding a glass of white wine. She glanced at Oliver before turning to me with an amused little smile.

"You're really immune to it, aren't you? " He raised an eyebrow, tilting his head as he took a sip of wine, as if the answer was already obvious.

I took a canapé from a passing waiter's tray, chewing slowly while glancing at Oliver out of the corner of my eye. He was talking to some investors, chuckling softly, his fingers lazily sliding across the glass of his whiskey glass.

"I'm immune to billionaires who think they can have everything they want." I shrugged, bringing the champagne glass to my lips.

Rachel laughed, swirling the wine in her glass before looking at me again.

I don't know how you manage it. Any woman in your place would have given in already.

I sighed and rested my elbow on the bar counter, looking directly at her before replying:

— That's because I'm not just any woman.

She narrowed her eyes, studying me intently.

"I know that. But come on, Savannah... the man is charming, ridiculously rich, and looks at you like he's just waiting for the right moment to devour you whole." She paused and moistened her lips, as if trying to suppress a laugh. "You never had, even for a second, the urge to see how far this would go? "

I rolled my eyes and shook my head.

"He looks at me like that because he knows he can't have me." I crossed my arms, shifting my weight to one side.

Rachel arched an eyebrow, a mischievous glint in her eye.

What if I could? 

I gave a small, dry laugh.

"The day I give in, Oliver will lose interest." My voice came out firm, without hesitation. "He likes the chase, the game. What he wants isn't me... it's the challenge I represent."

Rachel took another sip of wine without looking away.

What if I'm wrong? 

I tilted my head, observing her for a moment before letting out a light, but humorless, laugh.

Do you really think Oliver Ashford is the type to fall in love? 

She smiled, and this time, it was a smile full of joy.

Definitely not.

"That's right." I crossed my arms again, resting the glass on the counter. "He's the typical man who needs to prove he can have anything. That he can have me. But if one day I give him what he wants, the next day he'll find a new toy to distract himself with."

Rachel tilted her head to the side, as if pondering my words.

He had never insisted so much on a toy before.

I laughed, a short, skeptical sound.

And you think that means anything? 

She twirled the glass between her fingers, lost in thought.

Perhaps it means that, for the first time, he doesn't know if he's going to win.

The comment made something churn in my stomach, but I pushed the feeling to the back of my mind.

If there's one thing I know about Oliver, it's that he always wins.

Rachel shook her head, letting out a sigh.

"If that's the case, Prescott, good luck. Because if that man ever decides he really wants you..." She leaned in slightly, smiling wryly. "You're screwed."

I rolled my eyes and picked up my glass again, but before I could retort, she changed the subject.

So... I heard you're going to travel.

My body tensed up even before I could answer.

"Nothing's certain yet..." Oliver says, but most of the time he won't let me leave.

She twirled the glass between her fingers, examining me with curiosity.

— He was mentioning it earlier. It seems he wants you to personally negotiate some land for him.

My throat went dry.

"What lands? " I frowned, feeling a strange unease spread through my chest.

"Some property in Texas. He thinks you have a better chance of getting the deal." Rachel shrugged.

Texas...

My chest tightened. The sounds of the hall seemed to fade, the conversation of the people turning into a distant hum. My fingers gripped the stem of the glass, holding it steady, even though my breathing had become erratic.

Texas was no longer a part of my life.

It wasn't part of who I was now.

"And you? What do you think about this? " Rachel tilted her head, observing me intently.

"I think Oliver needs someone to convince him that there are other lawyers just as competent as I am." I swallowed hard, forcing a smile.

"So you're saying you're not going to accept? " Rachel raised an eyebrow, slowly swirling the glass in her fingers, testing my reaction.

I took a long sip of champagne before answering.

"Of course not," I sighed, looking away. "It's my job; if he orders me to go, I'll do it as always."

She kept staring at me, and I could see the doubt in her eyes.

"Really? You looked like you were going to throw up when I said it was in Texas..." Rachel made the same face she always makes when she suspects I'm saying less than I should. "What the hell happened there that you avoid even talking about it? "

I kept the forced smile on my face, but I didn't answer.

It was just a job. Just a contract. Nothing more.

Perhaps it wasn't even near Marfa. A more distant place that wouldn't force me to confront ghosts I'd spent eight years trying to forget.

But something inside me already knew the truth.

I was going back to Texas... and I wasn't prepared for it at all.
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Maverick Weston

THE HOT, DRY WIND CUT across the vast expanse of land, kicking up dust as my horse galloped across the field. The strong late afternoon sun painted the sky in shades of orange, reflecting off the 700,000 acres that belonged to me. The cattle spread lazily across the pasture, and the distant sound of horses running along the south fence reminded me of the weight I carried every day.

This place was all I knew.

This land was mine.

Marfa, Texas. My home.

“That Oliver Ashford guy is persistent, isn’t he?” Andrew adjusted his leather hat, mounting beside me with a bored expression. “He’s already made three offers for the land this month.” He whistled softly and shook his head. “He doesn’t seem like the type to give up easily.”

I pulled my hat back, letting out a heavy sigh.

"I don't want to sell to just anyone." I kept my eyes on the dirt road ahead, feeling the dust rise as we moved forward.

Andrew chuckled briefly, a sound of pure disbelief.

"You don't want to sell to anyone." He glanced at me sideways, raising an eyebrow.

My jaw clenched, and I gently pulled on the reins to slow the horse down.

"The problem isn't selling, it's who's going to get them afterwards." I ran my fingers along the edge of the saddle, thoughtfully. "There's a lot of blood and sweat on all my lands. Much more than any of these billionaires in suits can imagine."

Andrew rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

"The thing is, you have a lot of land on your hands." He paused and looked up at me. "Rockport, for example. You have valuable acres there, and everyone knows Oliver wants that area."

My eyebrows furrowed instantly.

Does he want Rockport? 

Andrew nodded.

"Yes. He has large tracts of land nearby and wants to expand. It seems he's planning an exclusive resort on the coast," he breathed deeply. "And he also has a great interest in Weston Farm."

My jaw clenched. Rockport was one of the most expensive areas in Texas, an upscale city with luxurious tourism. It made sense that Oliver would be interested, but that didn't mean I would sell to him.​

"The lands of Rockport mean nothing to me. But Marfa..." My voice came out firm, full of conviction. "That land will never leave my hands."

Andrew let out a short laugh and shook his head.

I knew you were going to say that.

I tightened my grip on the horse's reins, feeling the muscles in my neck tense.

— Marfa is different. — My voice came out firm. This place was all that remained of my past. The heart of my legacy.

Andrew sighed, looking at me as if he had already expected that answer.

— You have a lot of land to manage, Mav. Right now, you'll have to go to Parker in the next few days... you'll die without getting to enjoy life.

"It's been a long time since I've even been able to see my fiancée." I bit the inside of my cheek, looking away.

Andrew whistled softly, adjusting his hat.

"That's a problem." He leaned back slightly in the saddle and smiled wryly. "Does she even remember she's engaged? "

I snorted, throwing my head back for a moment before facing him.

— She's probably already planning another wedding without me.

He laughed, the light sound of someone who didn't doubt that possibility.

And she doesn't complain? 

I ran my tongue over my teeth before answering:

She understands.

"Or pretend you understand." Andrew let out a disbelieving laugh.

I didn't answer. Our relationship was never about love. It was never about passion. It was an agreement, nothing more. She was the daughter of an influential man, and the marriage would be advantageous for both of us.

But I never treated her the way I should have.

"So, what does Oliver want with this land? " I changed the subject, turning my eyes back to the road.

Andrew straightened his posture, putting the notepad back in his pocket.

He said he'll send someone to talk to you in person.

My expression hardened instantly.

— Personally? 

Andrew confirmed with a nod.

Yes. And, from what I understand, this person can stay here on the farm for a few days while they try to finalize a deal.

My fingers tightened on the reins, the discomfort growing in my chest.

"I don't like strangers in my house." My voice came out harsher than usual.

Andrew let out a long sigh; he knew me well, he knew I would say that.

"I know, Mav. But you need to stop being such a recluse." He tilted his head, studying me with an amused little smile. "You're a billionaire and you don't even look it."

I turned my face to look at him, narrowing my eyes.

— And what does that mean? 

He raised one hand in a casual gesture.

"You mean you're living like you're still running a small farm, when in fact you own more land than anyone else in this region. You need to delegate, Maverick." He paused and took a deep breath. "Stop trying to control everything."

I watched the sun set on the horizon and pulled on the horse's reins, exhaling slowly.

I raised my chin impatiently as the horse trotted slowly beneath me.

So, who is Oliver sending? 

Andrew pressed his lips together, hesitating for a moment before answering.

We don't know the name yet. But the person should arrive in a few days.

I pressed my fingers into the leather of the saddle, feeling the irritation rise. I didn't like surprises, much less strangers trespassing on my land.

— Okay. — My voice came out firmer than I expected. — Then send that person to the farm in Parker first.

Andrew raised an eyebrow, surprised.

— Parker? 

I nodded, keeping my gaze fixed on the horizon.

"I want to see if I can resolve this without making it take too long." I tugged slightly on the reins, slowing the horse down. "If this person isn't completely useless, perhaps they don't even need to come to Marfa."

Andrew let out a nasal laugh, shaking his head.

So you're saying that if that representative can't close the deal in Parker, you're going to bring that person here? 

My jaw clenched before I let out a long sigh.

I hate this idea...

"I know." Andrew tilted his head, crossing his arms over the saddle. "But you can't live in the middle of nowhere and at the same time want to negotiate like a CEO."

I glanced sideways at him, narrowing my eyes.

— You really enjoy annoying me, don't you? 

"It's part of my job." He laughed.

I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to the field ahead of us. The last thing I wanted was someone spying on my life on the farm. Parker was near Dallas, busy, a neutral location for business. But Marfa was personal.

"If that person were smart, they would have solved everything before needing to meet me." I pulled my hat down, shielding my eyes from the setting sun. "But since they failed, I'll show them myself that I'm not for sale."​

"Just try not to kill anyone, Weston." Andrew let out a long sigh, as if he already anticipated the problem. "I already have enough problems to deal with; getting you out of jail shouldn't add to them."

"I'm not promising anything." I let out a dry laugh.

I pulled on the reins, sending the horse galloping forward, feeling the weight of that conversation still clinging to my skin. If Oliver Ashford thought he could buy anything... he was very mistaken.
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Savannah Prescott

THE HEAT WAS STIFLING.

Even with the air conditioning blasting, my skin felt sticky, as if Texas were swallowing me whole. The cloudless blue sky stretched to the horizon, and the dirt road made the car jolt as I drove toward the farm.

My destination was Parker.

The mere mention of the name made me breathe a little easier. When Oliver said I'd need to travel to finalize the contract, my heart froze. I thought, given my bad luck, he'd send me straight to Marfa, or to cities closer to it. But Parker? It was near Dallas. A neutral place. No chance of it clashing with my past.

I parked the car near an old barn and got out, adjusting my thin blazer. As soon as the car door closed, I was hit by a wave of heat so intense it took my breath away.​

How could anyone live in that scorching hell? 

I adjusted my sunglasses, looking for someone to help me. Andrew Carter. That was the name I had. The landowner.

My gaze fell on a man a little ways away, his back to me, working with a roll of barbed wire. The muscles in his back and arms contracted beneath his tanned skin, covered by a thin layer of sweat and dust. He wore worn jeans, soiled with dirt, and his worn boots indicated that he spent more time in the field than anywhere else.

I took a deep breath and went over to him.

"Excuse me." My voice came out firm, but the heat was already irritating me. I just wanted to get this over with quickly.

The man didn't turn around. He continued working, pulling the wire, as if I wasn't there.

"Can you help me? " I crossed my arms impatiently. "I'm looking for Mr. Carter, the owner of the farm."

This time, he stopped.

His fingers gripped the wire for a second longer than necessary before letting go. Then, with an irritating calmness, he stood up and turned to me.

My heart stopped and the air escaped from my lungs in a way that made me feel dizzy.

Maverick Weston.

The shock hit me so hard that my knees almost gave way.

He was there. Right in front of me. Different. Stronger. More cruel in his cold eyes that pierced me like sharp blades.

My heart pounded so hard I could hear it in the absolute silence between us.

He was... unbelievable.

The boy who once looked at me as if I were the most precious thing in the world had disappeared. In his place, there was a man.

Tall. Imposing. The muscles of his chest and arms covered in a layer of sweat and dust, every line of his body sculpted by hard work. The sun gilded his skin, highlighting the strength of his broad shoulders and the definition of his rigid abs; he moved slowly with controlled breathing.

But it was her eyes that captivated me.

Green. A wild, deep, and sharp green, as mesmerizing as it is deadly.

They were the same eyes that once looked at me with love. Now, there was only coldness.

His hair, still short but disheveled, was a warm, sun-bleached honey color. A few damp strands of sweat fell across his forehead, making him look even more dangerous.

He looked like a king. A man who answered to no one, because he owned everything around him.

And at that moment, he looked at me as if I were nothing.

My throat went dry.

"Rick? " The word came out as an involuntary whisper, without me realizing it.

His jaw tightened even more, his jaw muscles locking as if this were the worst thing he could ever hear.

His green eyes hardened even further, gleaming with contained fury.

My name is Maverick.

The way he said it... low, sharp, rude, made me swallow hard.

The man in front of me was no longer my Rick.

The coldness in his voice made me shudder.

I blinked, trying to find words, trying to understand what was happening.

"What are you...? " I swallowed hard. "I... need to speak with the owner of the farm. Mr. Carter."

His eyes gleamed with something that looked like... amusement.

— Carter? — Maverick tilted his head, as if amused. — Oh, sure.

My pulse quickened.

"Can you take me to him? " I insisted, trying to regain my composure.

"Do you really want to talk to Carter? " The corner of his mouth curled into a half-smile that didn't match the hard way he was looking at me.

I nodded impatiently.

Yes. It's urgent.

"Ah, this is going to be interesting." He laughed. A hoarse, short sound, full of irony.

She frowned, annoyed by that enigmatic tone.

What's so funny? 

He crossed his arms over his broad chest, his muscles contracting with the movement. The sun beat down on his face, highlighting his strong features and cruel gaze.

"The joke? " He shook his head slowly, as if savoring the moment. "You come all the way here thinking you're going to negotiate a piece of this land without even knowing who you're dealing with. That's hilarious, Prescott."

I froze.

He said my last name.

The impact of that hit me with full force.

"Do you... know who I am? " my voice came out trembling, almost inaudible.

Maverick laughed again, but this time, there was something cruel about that sound, something that made me want to back away.

"Do you think anyone forgets the woman who left them at the altar? " He frowned, his green eyes burning with contempt. "Even with those designer clothes and glasses, you haven't changed that much."​

The blood drained from my face. The heat, the shock, the tension... it all seemed to crush me at once.

"Rick... I..." My throat was dry, and the mere attempt to form a sentence seemed impossible.

He raised an eyebrow, crossed his arms, his bare chest rising and falling slowly with controlled breathing.

— What? Are you going to give me some kind of excuse? 

"I... I'm so sorry. I never meant to..." I swallowed hard, feeling a lump forming in my throat.

He let out a low laugh, running his hand through his messy hair, the strands damp with sweat.

"You can keep your apologies, Prescott." The surname came out of his mouth like poison. "They're eight years too late."

My hands started to tremble.

I loved you...

His laugh was sharp and dry. Full of scorn.
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