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Chapter 1

Whispers of Cedar Ridge: A Slow-Burn, Montana Romance


The Inheritance of Silence
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, folded inside a cream-colored envelope that smelled of cedar and dust.

Eleanor Cross stood at the kitchen window of her Nashville apartment, watching rain streak down the glass like tears she hadn’t cried in years. The envelope trembled in her hands—not from weight, but from the name written across the front in her grandmother’s unsteady script.

*Eleanor.* Not Ellie. Not Ella. The full name, as if distance required formality.

She had not spoken to Margaret Cross in eleven years.

The last time she’d seen her grandmother was the summer she turned eighteen, the summer she packed a duffel bag and walked away from Cedar Ridge without looking back. The gravel drive had crunched beneath her sneakers. The Montana wind had whipped her hair across her face. And Margaret had stood on the porch, arms crossed, saying nothing.

Now Eleanor was twenty-nine, divorced, and renting a one-bedroom apartment she could barely afford. The rain kept falling. The letter remained unopened.

She opened it.

*My dear Eleanor,*

*If you are reading this, I am gone. The doctors gave me six months, but I lasted four—always stubborn, as you remember. Cedar Ridge is yours now. The house, the land, the isolation you always hated. I cannot apologize for what I did not give you. I can only ask you to come home. There are things you do not know about your father. About yourself. About why I sent you away.*

*Do not sell it without seeing it first. Promise me that much.*

*Yours in the only way I knew how,*

*Margaret*

The signature was smudged, as if her grandmother’s hand had trembled at the end.

Eleanor read the letter three times. Then she set it on the counter and made coffee she didn’t drink. The divorce had left her hollowed out—not heartbroken, exactly, but emptied. Mark had been a slow erosion, a man who loved her like a habit rather than a choice. When he left for his paralegal, Eleanor had felt nothing but a tired relief.

Now this. A ghost from Montana, pulling her back.

She called her therapist the next morning.

“I don’t know why I’m even considering it,” Eleanor said, pacing the narrow hallway. “She was cold. Distant. She raised me like I was a boarder, not family.”

“And yet you haven’t thrown the letter away.”

Eleanor stopped pacing. “No. I haven’t.”

“Sometimes we go back not because we want to, but because the past won’t let us move forward until we do.”

That was the kind of thing therapists said. Eleanor hated how often they were right.

—-
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Three weeks later, she stood at the edge of Cedar Ridge.

The drive from Bozeman had taken two hours on paved roads, then another forty-five minutes on gravel that turned to dirt that turned to nothing but tire tracks through wild grass. Her rental car—a sensible sedan that had no business on these roads—had complained the entire way.

But now she was here.

The house was smaller than she remembered. Or perhaps she had been smaller then, and everything had loomed larger through the eyes of a child. Cedar Ridge sat at the base of a mountain that rose like a sleeping giant, its peak still white with late spring snow. The house itself was a sprawling log structure, two stories of weathered cedar and stone, with a wraparound porch that sagged slightly on the eastern side. The windows were dark. The air smelled of pine and damp earth and something older—something that felt like memory pressing against her ribs.

Eleanor got out of the car.

The quiet was the first thing that struck her. Nashville had been sirens and neighbors and the constant hum of traffic. Here, there was nothing but wind and birdsong and the distant rush of the creek she remembered from childhood—Cedar Creek, cold even in August, where she’d caught tadpoles in a mason jar.

She walked up the porch steps. The wood groaned under her weight. A key hung on a hook beside the door, just as Margaret had always kept it, and Eleanor turned the lock with hands that were not quite steady.

Inside, the house smelled of cedar and dust and the faint ghost of woodsmoke.

Everything was exactly as she remembered. The great room with its floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace. The leather armchairs that had belonged to her grandfather, who died before Eleanor was born. The kitchen with its cast-iron stove and butcher-block island where she’d eaten every meal as a girl. The staircase curved upward to the second floor, where her bedroom still waited.

But there was something else, too. Something new.

A man’s jacket hung on the back of a chair by the fireplace. Men’s boots sat by the door. Not her grandfather’s—these were newer, scuffed with recent use.

Eleanor’s hand went to her phone, though there was no service this far out.

“Hello?” she called, and her voice echoed off the wooden walls.

No answer.

She moved through the house slowly, her footsteps loud in the silence. The kitchen had been recently used—a coffee mug in the sink, a loaf of bread on the counter. The mug was still warm.

That was when she heard it. The sound of an axe splitting wood, coming from the back of the property.

Eleanor walked to the rear window and looked out.

A man was working at the woodpile, shirtless despite the chill, his body moving with a rhythm that spoke of years of practice. He was tall—she could tell that even from a distance—with shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of the logs he was splitting. His hair was dark, curling at the nape of his neck, and when he paused to wipe his forehead with the back of his wrist, she saw the sharp line of his jaw.

He was not old. Thirty, maybe. Thirty-five.

And he was splitting wood on her grandmother’s property as if he belonged there.

Eleanor opened the back door and stepped onto the porch. The cold hit her immediately, but she didn’t go back inside.

“Excuse me,” she called.

The man didn’t hear her. The axe came down again, splitting a log cleanly in two.

She stepped off the porch and walked toward him, her boots sinking into the soft earth. “Excuse me!”

He stopped mid-swing. Turned.

And Eleanor forgot, for a moment, how to breathe.

His eyes were the color of the mountain stone—gray with flecks of something darker. His face was all sharp angles and hard planes, weathered by wind and sun in a way that suggested he belonged to this place. There was a scar on his left eyebrow, a thin white line that pulled slightly when he frowned. And he was frowning now, looking at her like she was a ghost he hadn’t expected to see.

“You must be Eleanor,” he said.

His voice was low, rough around the edges, like gravel smoothed by running water.

“How do you know my name?”

He set the axe down, leaning it against the stump. “Margaret told me you might come.”

“Who are you?”

“Silas.” He didn’t offer a last name. Didn’t offer his hand. Just stood there, barefoot in the mud, his chest rising and falling from the work. “I look after the place. Have been for two years now.”

“Margaret didn’t mention anyone looking after the place.”

“There’s a lot Margaret didn’t mention, I imagine.”

Something in his tone made her go cold. Not hostile—no, it wasn’t that. But there was a knowing there, a weight behind his words that suggested he understood more about this situation than she did.

“How long have you been staying in the house?” Eleanor asked.

“I don’t stay in the house. I stay in the cabin.” He nodded toward the tree line, where a small structure was just visible through the pines. “I came in this morning to fix a leak in the kitchen sink. Left my jacket inside.”

So the jacket was his. The boots, too.

“You know the property,” Eleanor said. It wasn’t a question.

“I know every inch of it. Every fence line, every creek, every place the roof leaks when the snow melts too fast.” He picked up his shirt from a nearby rock and pulled it over his head—a slow, unhurried motion that revealed the muscles of his back before hiding them again. “Margaret hired me to keep things running. I figured I’d keep doing it until someone told me otherwise.”

“That someone is me.”

Something flickered across his face. Not quite surprise. Caution, maybe. “Then I suppose we need to talk.”

—-
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They sat on the back porch, two cups of coffee between them, the mountains rising in the distance like the spine of some ancient creature. Silas had gone inside to retrieve his jacket and returned wearing it, plus a worn flannel that made him look less like a lumberjack and more like a man who had made peace with isolation.

Eleanor had not stopped feeling off-balance since she’d arrived.

“Tell me about Margaret,” she said. “The last few years. What was she like?”

Silas stared into his coffee. “She was tired. Not just in her body—in her heart. She talked about you sometimes.”

“Did she.”

“Said you were the one who got away. Not in those words. She wasn’t the type for sentimental language. But I could tell.” He looked up, and his gray eyes met hers with an intensity that made her want to look away. “She regretted how things ended between you.”

“She sent me away,” Eleanor said flatly. “When I was eighteen. She told me to leave and not come back.”

“She told me she asked you to stay.”

The words landed like stones in still water. Eleanor set her mug down carefully, afraid her hands might betray her.

“That’s not true.”

“Maybe not from your perspective.” Silas leaned back in his chair, and the wood creaked under his weight. “But I’m just telling you what she said. She thought you’d come back when you were ready. She waited eleven years.”

“I didn’t know she was sick.”

“She didn’t want you to know. Said she wouldn’t guilt you into coming home.” He paused. “But she left you the property. That’s not nothing.”

Eleanor looked out at the land—at the pines that stretched toward the horizon, at the mountains that had seemed so suffocating when she was a girl. Now they just looked like mountains. Silent. Patient.

“Why are you really here, Silas?”

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he finished his coffee, set the mug on the railing, and stood. When he looked down at her, his expression was unreadable.

“Margaret was like family to me. The only family I had left, after my father died. She asked me to stay on after she was gone, to help whoever inherited the place. I gave her my word.” He shrugged, a small, almost helpless gesture. “So I’m here. For now.”

“And if I sell the property?”

“Then I’ll leave. But I’m hoping you won’t.”

“Why?”

He looked at her for a long moment. The wind moved through his dark hair, and something in his face softened—just slightly, just enough for her to see the man beneath the guarded exterior.

“Because this place deserves someone who needs it,” he said quietly. “And from where I’m standing, you look like someone who needs it.”

Then he picked up his mug, walked inside, and left Eleanor alone on the porch with the mountains and the silence and the strange, unwelcome feeling that he might be right.

—-
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That night, Eleanor slept in her childhood bedroom.

The bed was smaller than she remembered—a twin, still covered with the quilt her grandmother had made by hand. The walls were the same pale blue she’d chosen when she was twelve, desperate for some small measure of control in a house where nothing had ever felt like hers.

She lay awake for hours, listening to the house settle around her. The creak of timbers. The whisper of wind through the eaves. And beneath it all, a silence so complete it felt almost physical—a pressure against her ears, her chest, her heart.

*She regretted how things ended between you.*

But Margaret had been the one to say *don’t come back*. Hadn’t she? The memory was fogged with seventeen-year-old anger, with tears Eleanor had refused to cry until she was on the bus to Billings, her face pressed against cold glass.

*You want to leave so badly? Then leave. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.*

That was what Margaret had said. Eleanor was certain of it.

Almost certain.

She rolled onto her side and stared at the window, where moonlight filtered through the curtains. Somewhere out there, in a cabin she couldn’t see, Silas was sleeping. A stranger who knew more about her grandmother’s final years than she did. A man with gray eyes and a guarded heart and no apparent interest in making her comfortable.

She should sell the property. She should call a realtor in Bozeman tomorrow morning and put Cedar Ridge on the market and never think about this place again.

But the letter was still in her coat pocket. *There are things you do not know about your father. About yourself.*

Eleanor closed her eyes and did not sleep until the first gray light of dawn began to seep through the curtains.

—-
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The next morning, she found Silas in the barn.

He was mending a harness, his hands moving with practiced efficiency, and he didn’t look up when she appeared in the doorway.

“You’re up early,” he said.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“That happens here, at first. The quiet gets into your bones.”

Eleanor leaned against the doorframe, watching him work. The barn smelled of hay and leather and horse—though she hadn’t seen any horses the day before.

“You have animals?”

“Two horses. A few chickens. Margaret’s old barn cat, who thinks he owns the place.” He glanced up. “I’ll keep taking care of them unless you tell me otherwise.”

“I don’t know anything about horses.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not asking you to learn.” He set down the harness and stood, brushing straw from his jeans. “I’m asking you to let me stay. At least until you decide what you’re doing with the place.”

“Why would I say no?”

“You tell me.”

There it was again—that guardedness, that sense that he was waiting for her to push him away. Eleanor had spent enough time around guarded men to recognize the posture. Her ex-husband had been the same way, always braced for rejection, always ready to retreat behind walls he’d built before she ever met him.

But Silas wasn’t Mark. She could already feel the difference. Mark’s walls had been defensive—built to keep her from seeing how little he actually felt. Silas’s walls felt different. They felt like protection, yes, but not of his ego.

Of something deeper.

“I’m not going to fire you,” Eleanor said. “Not today, anyway. I don’t even know what I’m doing here yet.”

Silas nodded slowly. “Fair enough.”

“I need to go through Margaret’s things. The house is full of—” She gestured vaguely. “Everything. Papers. Boxes. I don’t know where to start.”

“I can help. If you want.”

“Why would you want to?”

Something moved behind his eyes—a flicker of something almost painful. “Because she was important to me. And because I think there are things in that house you need to find.”

Eleanor studied him for a long moment. The morning light fell across his face, softening the hard angles, and she saw, for the first time, the lines around his eyes. Laugh lines, she realized. He must have smiled once, before something took it away.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s start in the attic.”

—-
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The attic of Cedar Ridge was a graveyard of memories.

Eleanor had been forbidden from going up here as a child, which of course meant she’d snuck up at least a dozen times. But the attic she remembered—dusty and dark and full of old furniture—was not the attic she found now.

Now, it was organized. Labeled. Boxes stacked in neat rows, each one marked in Margaret’s precise handwriting: *Winter clothes. Tax records. Photographs. Your father’s things.*

That last box stopped Eleanor cold.

She stood in front of it for a full minute, her hand hovering over the lid, before she heard Silas climb the stairs behind her.

“You okay?” he asked.

“My father’s things.” Her voice came out strange. “She kept his things.”

“I didn’t know your father.”

“Neither did I. He died before I was born.” Eleanor opened the box. “Margaret never talked about him. Never showed me pictures. It was like he didn’t exist.”

Inside the box were letters. Dozens of them, tied with faded ribbon. A photograph of a man she didn’t recognize—young, handsome, with eyes the same color as her own. A journal, its leather cover cracked with age.

Eleanor picked up the photograph and stared at her father’s face.

“You look like him,” Silas said quietly.

“I wouldn’t know. She never—” Her voice broke, just slightly. She cleared her throat. “She never let me see.”

Silas didn’t say anything. He didn’t offer comfort or platitudes. He just stood there, a steady presence at her back, while Eleanor held the photograph of a man who had been dead for thirty years and felt, for the first time, the shape of her own grief.

She had spent eleven years being angry at Margaret.

But sitting in the attic of Cedar Ridge, surrounded by boxes her grandmother had labeled with such care, Eleanor began to wonder if she had been angry at the wrong person all along.

Or if there had never been anyone to be angry at at all—just two broken people who didn’t know how to love each other the way they needed.

“I’ll give you some time,” Silas said, and she heard his footsteps retreating down the stairs.

Eleanor sat alone in the attic, her father’s photograph in her hands, and listened to the wind move through the trees.

She did not cry.

But she came closer than she had in years.
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chapter 2

The Weight of Unspoken Things
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The photograph stayed in Eleanor’s pocket for three days.

She carried it everywhere—to the kitchen, where she learned to light the cast-iron stove without burning herself; to the porch, where she drank coffee each morning and watched the mist rise off the mountains; to the small study off the great room, where Margaret had kept her ledger books and her correspondence and, apparently, a locked desk drawer that refused to yield its secrets.

Three days of sorting through her grandmother’s life, box by careful box.

Three days of Silas appearing at odd moments—bringing firewood, fixing the porch step, checking the fences—always present, always quiet, always watching her with those gray eyes that seemed to see more than they should.

Eleanor had not opened her father’s journal yet. She wasn’t ready. The photograph was enough for now: a face she could study, a set of features she could trace with her fingertips, a reminder that she had come from somewhere, from someone, even if that someone had never held her.

“You’re thinking too loud.”

She looked up from the kitchen table, where she’d been staring at the same page of Margaret’s 1987 checkbook for twenty minutes. Silas stood in the doorway, a basket of eggs in his hands.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I mean you’ve been holding that pen without writing anything for the better part of an hour.” He set the basket on the counter. “Chickens are laying again. I thought you might want eggs for breakfast.”

“I don’t really cook.”

“You could learn.”

Eleanor set down the pen and rubbed her eyes. “Is there anything you can’t do? Fix roofs, split wood, tend chickens, offer unsolicited life advice?”

The corner of his mouth twitched—not quite a smile, but close. “I can’t bake. Margaret used to make pies. Best crust I ever had. She tried to teach me, but I never got the hang of it.”

An opening. A small one, but Eleanor took it.

“Tell me about her. The Margaret you knew.”

Silas hesitated. Then he pulled out the chair across from her and sat, folding his hands on the table. His knuckles were scarred—old scars, she realized, not from recent work. The kind of scars that came from something more violent than splitting wood.

“She was lonely,” he said finally. “That’s the first thing. She’d never admit it, but you could see it in the way she’d sit by the window in the evenings, watching the road. Waiting for someone who never came.”

“You.”

“Maybe. But I think she was waiting for you.” He looked down at his hands. “She told me about your father once. Just once, and only because I found her crying in the barn. She was drunk—the only time I ever saw her drink. And she said, ‘I buried my son and then I buried my heart, and by the time I dug it back up, it was too late for anyone to love.’”

Eleanor’s throat tightened. “My father died in a car accident. That’s all I know. She never told me anything else.”

“Maybe that’s why she left you the property. Not just the land—the answers.” Silas met her eyes. “Have you looked at the journal yet?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

*Because I’m afraid of what I’ll find,* Eleanor thought. *Because if I open that journal and learn that my father was someone I could have loved, I’ll have to mourn him for real. And if I learn he was someone I couldn’t love, I’ll have to mourn something else entirely.*
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