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Dedication

For everyone who has ever stood up for what mattered—and found love along the way.

Epigraph

"To forget one's ancestors is to be a brook without a source."

— Chinese Proverb

Chapter 1 – Clash of World

(POV: Chloe)

The air is electric with noise and bodies packed too tightly into Crestwick’s aging town hall.

The moment I step through the doors, the scent of old wood and political tension hits me like a wall. The room is already full—neighbors in folding chairs, murmuring, shifting, turning to see who just walked in. I hug my leather folder closer to my chest, knuckles whitening.

"Chloe Benson?" a voice says softly.

I turn and find myself face-to-face with Mr. Cavanaugh—my grandfather’s friend and long-time member of the historical society. His white hair is even thinner now, his cane tapping softly against the linoleum floor.

"Didn’t expect to see you back here, not for something like this," he says. His tone isn’t unkind, but it carries weight. Doubt, maybe. Caution.

I force a smile. "It’s important."

He nods, eyes scanning the crowd. "Important doesn’t always mean winnable. Your grandfather had a fire in him, but even he couldn’t stop the clock. Just... be ready."

My throat tightens. “I am.”

He gives a slow, sad smile before retreating into the crowd. And suddenly, I’m twelve again, watching the town I love turn its back on the past. Not tonight. Not again. My heart jackhammers in my chest, and my grip tightens around the leather folder in my arms—photos, records, a speech I’ve rehearsed a hundred times. I didn’t expect this many people. I didn’t expect the stakes to feel this real.

“Ms. Benson?” the mayor says, offering me a weak smile and gesturing toward the front of the room. My heels echo across the wood floor as I walk toward the podium.

This place isn’t just dirt and stone. It’s my grandfather’s legacy. My family’s bones. The first settlers of Crestwick lie beneath that burial ground. And now they want to pave it over for a shopping center.

I clear my throat and scan the room. The crowd is a living thing—old neighbors with folded arms, younger transplants whispering among themselves, a reporter scribbling notes in the back. I catch snippets of conversations—some about traffic, others about tradition. There's tension here. A quiet war between nostalgia and progress. Some people glance toward the exit already, like they don’t want to take sides. Some glare at me like I’ve already made the wrong one. I spot familiar faces—some sympathetic, others skeptical. But all of them are quiet.

Then, the doors slam open.

My pulse skips. I don’t have to look to know who it is. That particular brand of calculated charisma always announces itself before the man even speaks.

In walks Alex Morgan—charismatic, tailored, and five minutes late, of course. He strides in like he owns the room, navy suit flawless, jaw set with arrogant precision. My stomach knots, and heat floods my cheeks. Not from attraction—definitely not—but from the unfairness of how smooth he looks, how commanding he is. I haven't seen him in years, but some people leave an imprint you don’t shake off easily. The old Alex—the one who used to crash Sunday dinners and wink when my brother wasn’t looking—he’s gone. Or maybe this was always who he was beneath the charm. The crowd stirs. Murmurs ripple. Eyes shift to him.

Alex makes his way to the front, flashing the mayor that politician’s smile—the kind that probably came with a trademark symbol. “Sorry to interrupt. Please, continue.”

Oh, I will.

I begin speaking, voice steady but throat tight. I pretend he’s not standing there with his smug suit and smug smirk and smug... everything. I show them the photos—overgrown headstones, names carved in granite. I tell them what this land meant to my grandfather, how he used to walk me there every Sunday and tell me the stories of the town’s beginnings.

A memory tugs at me, vivid and grounding. I’m eight years old, small fingers wrapped around my grandfather’s weathered hand as we stroll through the cemetery trail. He stops by a worn marker, brushes off a leaf.

“Old Mr. Trenton,” he said. “Fought in the war, came home and built half the town with his bare hands. This ground remembers what we forget.”

I had frowned at him. “Why don’t we just build new stuff, Granddad?”

He’d looked down, smiling sadly. “Because, sweetheart, progress isn’t always improvement. Sometimes it’s just forgetting to dress up in fancier clothes.”

That voice echoes now, louder than the murmurs in the hall. And I know—this fight isn’t just mine. It’s his too.

“This isn’t just land,” I say. “It's a memory. History. A responsibility. You can’t put a price tag on a burial ground unless you’re trying to sell your soul in monthly installments.”

There’s a hush, followed by nods from a few of the elders in the room. One woman clutches a handkerchief. It fuels me.

Then Alex steps up. Not officially invited, but of course, that never stopped him.

“Miss Benson makes a passionate case,” he says, turning to face the crowd, “but passion doesn’t pay taxes. Crestwick is dying. We’re losing jobs. This center could bring in new life. Growth.”

He clicks a button. A slick presentation lights up the screen—mock-ups of cafes, boutique storefronts, even a playground. I hear gasps. Some even smile.

I clench my fists behind my folder. Damn him for being so prepared.

I don’t wait for permission. I cut in, stepping beside him. “You think fake cobblestones and overpriced cupcakes are worth bulldozing a cemetery? What’s next, turning the church into a vape lounge?”

Gasps. Laughter.

“It’s not about cupcakes,” he fires back. “It’s about survival. We can honor the past and move forward.”

“Oh, how noble. You're gonna etch a plaque into the Starbucks wall that says ‘Here Lies Crestwick’s Integrity’?”

Alex raises an eyebrow. “And who exactly do you think is paying for all those history tours you’re so fond of? Sentiment doesn’t fund infrastructure.”

“You’re forgetting the families who come out every Memorial Day to leave flowers and clean those headstones,” I snapped. “They don’t want their great-grandparents’ resting place turned into a parking lot with artisanal hot dog carts.”

He smiles, infuriatingly smooth. “We’re not building a megamall. We’re revitalizing a space that’s been neglected for decades. You want to honor the past? Fine. But how many people actually visit that cemetery outside of a holiday or funeral?”

“Enough to matter,” I fire back. “But even if they didn’t, respect shouldn’t be based on attendance. That land holds stories. Lives. You can’t just bulldoze them for foot traffic and Wi-Fi.”

“That land is sacred.”

“It’s also crumbling and unsafe.”

The crowd leans in, rapt. This isn’t just policy—it’s personal. But the room is shifting under my feet. I catch Mrs. Hammond—who once brought me lemonade every summer—nodding at Alex’s words. My jaw tightens. Someone in the back mutters, “Maybe it’s time.” Another whispers, “Traitor,” and I don’t know if it’s meant for me or for someone else. The air crackles not just with tension, but with division. It’s like watching a tide pull loyalties apart.

I falter only once—when I talk about my grandfather. My voice cracks. A breath catches in my throat. But I won't stop.

“He believed Crestwick was more than buildings. He believed in stories—preserving them, not paving them over.”

Alex watches me. And for a second, his smug expression softens—like he remembered for a split second that I’m not just the town nuisance, I’m me. His brow creases—not in dismissal, but in something achingly close to empathy. His eyes flicker with something unspoken, and I freeze. It’s there and gone in a second, like a shimmer in a heat haze. There's something—recognition? Regret? A memory? I can’t tell. But it rattles me in a way no argument ever could. The enemy is supposed to be easy to hate. This? This is complicated.

The mayor’s gavel strikes. “That’s enough for tonight.”

People begin shuffling out, buzzing with energy. I gather my folder and step into the hallway, needing air—space—anything but more opinions. As I turn the corner, I nearly collide with Dana Walsh, who used to babysit me in middle school and once taught a genealogy workshop with my grandfather at the library.
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