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The
  road into Blackridge hadn’t changed.




  
Ethan
  Cole noticed it the moment his car crossed the old wooden bridge
  at
  the edge of town. The same cracked asphalt stretched ahead,
  framed by
  towering pines that leaned inward like silent observers. It felt
  less
  like entering a town and more like stepping into something that
  had
  been waiting.




  
Watching.




  
He
  slowed the car without realizing it.




  
Blackridge,
  Montana.




  
Population:
  small enough that strangers didn’t stay strangers for
  long.




  
Ethan
  hadn’t planned on coming back to a place like this. Not after
  everything. Not after the headlines. Not after the quiet,
  suffocating
  years that followed.




  
But
  life had a way of cornering you.




  
And
  when it did, you either stayed trapped—or you moved.




  
Even
  if “moving” meant driving straight into the kind of place that
  kept secrets buried deep beneath its calm surface.






  
The
  town looked exactly as he imagined it would.




  
A
  single main street. Brick buildings faded by time. A diner with a
  flickering neon sign that read 


  

    
OPEN
  


  

  even in daylight. A hardware store that probably hadn’t changed
  owners in fifty years.




  
Normal.




  
Too
  normal.




  
Ethan
  parked in front of the law office—


  

    
Hawthorne
    & Pierce Attorneys at Law
  


  
—and
  sat there for a moment, hands still on the steering wheel.




  
This
  was it.




  
No
  turning back now.




  
He
  glanced at his reflection in the rearview mirror. The man staring
  back at him looked older than thirty-five. The lines around his
  eyes
  had deepened. His jaw was tighter. More controlled.




  
More
  careful.




  
People
  used to say he had presence in a courtroom. Confidence.
  Precision.




  
Now,
  all he saw was restraint.




  
And
  maybe a hint of something else.




  
Doubt.






  
Inside,
  the office smelled faintly of old paper and coffee that had been
  sitting too long on a burner.




  
A
  woman sat behind the front desk, flipping through a file. She
  looked
  up as the door creaked open.



“

  
You
  must be Ethan Cole.”




  
Her
  voice carried certainty—not a question.




  
Ethan
  nodded once. “That’s me.”




  
She
  stood, extending her hand. “Martha Greene. Office manager. I’ve
  heard… a bit about you.”




  
Of
  course you have, Ethan thought.



“

  
Hopefully
  the good parts,” he replied.




  
Martha
  smiled politely, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “In a town like
  this, people don’t separate the good from the bad. They just
  remember.”




  
That
  landed heavier than it should have.



“

  
Mr.
  Hawthorne is expecting you,” she added, gesturing toward a closed
  office door.




  
Ethan
  took a breath and walked forward.






  
Richard
  Hawthorne was older than Ethan expected. Late sixties, maybe
  early
  seventies. His silver hair was neatly combed, and his posture was
  still sharp, like a man who refused to slow down just because
  time
  suggested he should.



“

  
Mr.
  Cole,” Hawthorne said, rising from behind his desk. “Welcome to
  Blackridge.”




  
They
  shook hands.




  
Ethan
  noticed the firm grip. Intentional.




  
Measured.



“

  
I
  appreciate the opportunity,” Ethan said.




  
Hawthorne
  studied him for a moment longer than necessary. Not rude—just
  observant.



“

  
You’ve
  had… an interesting career,” Hawthorne said finally.




  
That
  was one way to put it.



“

  
Yes,
  sir.”



“

  
And
  yet you chose here.”




  
Ethan
  held his gaze. “I was looking for a place to start over.”




  
Hawthorne
  nodded slowly, as if he’d expected that answer.



“

  
People
  come here for two reasons,” he said. “To hide… or to
  rebuild.”




  
A
  pause.



“

  
Which
  one are you?”




  
Ethan
  didn’t hesitate.



“

  
Rebuild.”




  
For
  a brief moment, something shifted in Hawthorne’s expression.
  Approval, maybe. Or curiosity.



“

  
Good,”
  he said. “Because hiding doesn’t last long in Blackridge.”






  
The
  tour of the office was short.




  
Three
  attorneys. One conference room. Files stacked in places they
  probably
  shouldn’t be.




  
It
  wasn’t impressive.




  
But
  it wasn’t meant to be.




  
This
  wasn’t the kind of place that chased high-profile cases or media
  attention.




  
This
  was where people came when they needed someone who would actually
  listen.




  
Or
  someone who was willing to take a case no one else wanted.






  
Ethan’s
  office was small. A desk, a chair, a window that overlooked the
  street.




  
He
  set his bag down and walked to the window.




  
From
  here, he could see almost everything—the diner, the sidewalk, the
  slow movement of people who all seemed to know exactly where they
  belonged.




  
It
  was quiet.




  
Too
  quiet.




  
He
  should’ve felt relief.




  
Instead,
  he felt… tension.




  
Like
  the silence wasn’t empty.




  
Just
  waiting.





“

  
Get
  settled in?”




  
Ethan
  turned to see Martha standing in the doorway.



“

  
Just
  about.”




  
She
  stepped inside, arms crossed loosely.



“

  
You’ll
  want to know how things work around here,” she said. “We don’t
  get many outsiders. Especially not ones with your…
  background.”




  
There
  it was again.




  
Background.




  
A
  polite word for reputation.



“

  
I
  understand,” Ethan said.



“

  
Do
  you?” she asked, tilting her head slightly. “Because people here
  don’t forget things. And they don’t trust easily.”




  
Ethan
  met her gaze.



“

  
I’m
  not here to be trusted,” he said. “I’m here to do my job.”




  
Martha
  watched him for a second, then gave a small nod.



“

  
That
  might be the smartest thing you’ve said so far.”






  
The
  first few hours passed slowly.




  
Paperwork.
  Files. Names he didn’t recognize.




  
Simple
  cases.




  
Disputes
  over property lines. Minor offenses. Nothing that required the
  kind
  of intensity Ethan used to thrive on.




  
This
  was what he wanted.




  
Simple.




  
Controlled.




  
Safe.






  
The
  call came just after three in the afternoon.




  
Ethan
  heard Martha answer it from the front desk. Her tone shifted
  almost
  immediately.




  
Serious.




  
Focused.




  
He
  couldn’t hear the words—but he didn’t need to.




  
Something
  was wrong.




  
A
  minute later, she appeared in his doorway.



“

  
There’s
  been a homicide,” she said.




  
The
  word hit the room like a crack in glass.




  
Ethan
  stood slowly. “Where?”



“

  
Just
  outside town. Old Miller property.”




  
He
  felt it then.




  
That
  familiar pull.




  
The
  one he thought he’d left behind.



“

  
Who’s
  handling it?” he asked.




  
Martha
  hesitated.



“

  
That
  depends.”



“

  
On
  what?”




  
She
  looked at him carefully.



“

  
On
  whether you’re ready to stop hiding.”






  
Ethan
  didn’t answer right away.




  
Because
  the truth was…




  
He
  didn’t know.




  
Not
  anymore.






  
As
  the sun began to dip behind the mountains, Blackridge looked even
  quieter than before.




  
Peaceful.




  
Still.




  
Like
  nothing bad could ever happen here.




  
But
  Ethan knew better.




  
Places
  like this didn’t avoid darkness.




  
They
  buried it.




  
And
  sooner or later—




  
It
  always found a way back to the surface.




  
He
  grabbed his coat.



“

  
Where
  do I start?” he asked.




  
Martha
  gave him a thin smile.



“

  
Welcome
  to Blackridge, Mr. Cole,” she said.



“

  
Let’s
  see what you’re really capable of.”



 








 








 








 








 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






