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Act I: The Return to Ashes
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The road to Heartbreak Creek was a ribbon of dust, winding through the Montana plains like a scar across Chloe’s memory. The sky was vast, bruised with clouds, and the air carried the scent of sagebrush and regret. She gripped the steering wheel of her rental car, a sleek black sedan that looked absurdly out of place among the rusted pickups and horse trailers that dotted the landscape. Ten years. Ten years since she’d fled this place, her heart a raw wound, her dreams bigger than the mountains that loomed in the distance. Now, at thirty-two, Chloe Bennett was back—not by choice, but by necessity. Her grandmother’s death had dragged her from her polished Seattle law office to this speck of a town, to a ranch she’d sworn she’d never set foot on again.

The sign for the Double B Ranch creaked in the wind, its paint peeling like old skin. Chloe’s stomach twisted as she pulled into the gravel drive. The house was smaller than she remembered, its white clapboard weathered, the porch sagging under the weight of time. Beyond it, the barn stood proud, red paint fresh, and the fields stretched out, golden and endless, dotted with cattle. This was her grandmother’s legacy, the place where Chloe had spent her summers, where she’d learned to ride, to laugh, to love—and to break.

She stepped out of the car, her stilettos sinking into the dirt. Her tailored blazer and pencil skirt felt like armor, but they couldn’t shield her from the memories that rushed in: her at seventeen, barefoot in the creek, Wes’s hands on her waist, his laugh warm against her ear. Wes, with his green eyes and crooked smile, who’d promised her forever and then shattered her with a single night of betrayal. 

The humid scent of spilled beer and cheap perfume filled the barn, a stark contrast to the clean, crisp Montana air outside. Laughter echoed from the loft where the post-graduation bonfire party was in full swing. Seventeen-year-old Chloe, her heart thrumming with a mixture of excitement for the future and the sweet certainty of Wes’s love, pushed her way through the crowd. She was looking for him, wanting to steal a moment under the stars, to talk about the letters they would write, the life they would build when she returned from college. He’d promised to wait. He’d promised her forever.

She saw him near the hay bales, his back to her. A wave of affection washed over her; the familiar line of his shoulders, the worn denim of his jacket. She started to call his name, a smile already on her lips, but the word died in her throat. He wasn’t alone. Sarah Jennings, a girl from a neighboring town with a reputation for being easy, was pressed against him. Chloe froze, a cold knot tightening in her stomach as she watched Sarah’s hand slide up his chest, her painted nails disappearing under the collar of his shirt.

Wes didn’t push her away. He was laughing, his head thrown back, and then he leaned in, his lips finding Sarah’s in a kiss that was anything but innocent. It was hungry, sloppy, and to Chloe’s horrified eyes, it seemed to go on for an eternity. The world tilted on its axis. The laughter from the party faded into a dull roar in her ears, replaced by the frantic pounding of her own blood. This couldn’t be happening. Not Wes. Not her Wes.

A sob, sharp and painful, escaped her. She clapped a hand over her mouth, stumbling backward, away from the scene, away from him. Tears streamed down her face, hot and blurring, as she fled the barn. She didn't look back. The image was seared into her memory: the crooked smile she loved so much, now directed at another girl. The promise of forever, shattered into a million pieces in the dust of a summer night. That was the moment Heartbreak Creek earned its name.

She shook her head, banishing the thought. She was here for business—settle the estate, sell the ranch, get out. No distractions.

The screen door banged open, and there he was. Wes Harper, older but no less devastating. His flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, jeans worn soft at the thighs, boots scuffed from years of honest work. His hair was still dark, curling at the nape of his neck, but there were lines around his eyes now, a weariness that hadn’t been there when they were kids. He froze on the porch, his gaze locking onto her, and for a moment, the world stopped. The air crackled, thick with unspoken history.

“Chloe,” he said, his voice low, rough, like gravel under tires. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

She straightened, forcing her voice to stay cool. “I’m here about the ranch. Gran’s estate needs settling.”

His jaw tightened, and he stepped closer, close enough that she caught the scent of leather and hay, the same scent that used to cling to her skin after they’d spent hours tangled in the barn loft. “This is my place now,” he said. “Bought it from your gran two years back. Fair and square.”

The words hit like a slap. “What?” Her voice cracked, betraying her. “She never told me.”

“Didn’t think you cared,” he said, his eyes searching hers. “You left, Chloe. Never looked back.”

Anger flared, hot and sharp. “Don’t pretend you know me, Wes. Not after what you did.”

His expression darkened, but before he could respond, a small figure darted from the house—a girl, maybe seven, with Wes’s green eyes and a mop of dark curls. “Daddy, who’s that?” she asked, clutching a stuffed horse.

Wes’s face softened, and he ruffled her hair. “This is Chloe, Gracie. She’s... an old friend.”

Gracie studied Chloe with unblinking curiosity. “You’re pretty. Like a city lady.”

Chloe forced a smile, her heart twisting. Wes had a daughter. Of course he did. Life hadn’t stopped for him any more than it had for her. “Nice to meet you, Gracie.”

“Gracie, go help Maria with supper,” Wes said, and the girl scampered off, leaving them alone again.

Chloe crossed her arms. “We need to talk. About the ranch.”

He nodded, his gaze never leaving her. “Tomorrow. Come by at noon. I’ve got work to finish.”

She wanted to argue, to demand answers now, but the weight of his stare, the memories it stirred, made her nod instead. “Fine. Noon.”

As she drove back to the motel in town, her hands trembled. Wes Harper was a complication she hadn’t planned for. But she was no longer the naive girl who’d loved him. She was a lawyer, sharp and controlled, and she’d handle this like any other case. Even if her body still remembered the way his hands felt on her skin.

The next day, Chloe arrived at the ranch armed with a briefcase and determination. The sun was high, the air thick with the hum of cicadas. Wes was waiting by the barn, leaning against a fence post, his hat tipped low. He looked like he belonged here, rooted to the land in a way she never had. It irritated her, how easily he fit into the life she’d run from.

“Paperwork,” she said, holding up her briefcase. “Gran’s will says the ranch is mine. If you bought it, I need to see the deed.”

He pushed off the fence, his movements slow, deliberate. “It’s inside. But there’s a problem.”

Her stomach sank. “What kind of problem?”

“The sale wasn’t finalized,” he said, leading her into the house. The kitchen smelled of coffee and fresh bread, and a woman—Maria, presumably—was stirring a pot on the stove. Wes gestured to a table cluttered with papers. “Your gran signed the initial agreement, but the final transfer never went through. Legally, it’s still hers. Which means it’s yours.”

Chloe’s mind raced. This was a mess, but it was fixable. “Then we’ll finalize the sale. I’ll sign it over to you, and I’m gone.”

Wes’s eyes narrowed. “You’d sell this place without a second thought?”

“It’s not my home anymore,” she snapped. “It hasn’t been since—”

“Since you left me?” he cut in, his voice sharp.

Her breath caught. “You cheated, Wes. Don’t rewrite history.”

He stepped closer, his presence overwhelming. “I never cheated. You wouldn’t listen then, and you’re not listening now.”

“Then explain it,” she challenged, her heart pounding. “Explain why I found you in bed with Sarah Jennings the night before I left for college.”

His jaw clenched, and for a moment, she thought he’d shut down. But then he spoke, his voice low, raw. “I was drunk. She climbed into my bed, and I thought it was you. I kicked her out the second I realized, but you were already gone. You didn’t give me a chance to explain.”

The words hung between them, heavy with ten years of pain. Chloe wanted to dismiss them, to cling to her anger, but the sincerity in his eyes shook her. 
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