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“There are shadows that follow your every step, patient and inevitable.”
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PROLOGUE: The Price of Silence

Friday, December 8, 2024 – 8:45 a.m. – Riverview Hills, California

Helen Sullivan poured her second cup of coffee of the morning and settled down by the kitchen window. The December sun gently illuminated her garden, making the dew glisten on the last roses of the year. It was her favorite time of day: the calm of the morning, the peaceful silence before the world fully awoke.

At sixty-eight, Helen had learned to appreciate these little pleasures. The warmth of a cup in her hands. The birdsong in the century-old oak tree in her garden. The golden light that transformed ordinary things into precious moments.

She thought of Susan. Her eldest daughter. Somewhere in the Colorado mountains, in that little village she’d talked so much about on the phone. Iron Creek. A name that evoked strength and permanence. A place where Susan could finally breathe. Finally live.

My little girl is free, Helen thought with a smile. At last.

The divorce had been finalized six months ago. It had been six months since Susan had left Travis. Six months since she had been building a new life, far from the man who had caused her so much pain.

Helen had never liked Travis. From the very beginning, she had sensed something fake about him. The way he smiled without the smile reaching his eyes. His tendency to control, to isolate, to manipulate. But Susan was in love, and mothers can only watch their daughters make their own mistakes.

Until those mistakes became too dangerous.

The phone rang, pulling her out of her thoughts. She picked it up.

“Hello?”

“Mom? It’s me.”

Maddie’s voice. Her youngest daughter.

“Good morning, sweetie. You’re up early today.”

“I have a meeting at nine. I just wanted to say hi before then. Are you okay?”

— I’m fine. I was drinking my coffee and thinking about your sister.

— Have you heard from her?

“Last night. She seems happy, Maddie. Really happy. She likes her job. The kids are adorable. And she’s met someone.”

“Someone?” Maddie repeated, surprised. “She didn’t tell me anything!”

— It’s recent. A rancher. Wayne. She says he’s nice. Patient. That he has a little girl. I think it’s serious.

“Already? After Travis? Don’t you think that’s too soon?”

Helen smiled.

“Honey, after five years with Travis, Susan deserves to be happy. If this man makes her happy, then I’m happy for her.”

They chatted for a few more minutes, then Maddie had to leave for her meeting. Helen hung up and went back to her coffee.

The doorbell rang.

Helen frowned. She wasn’t expecting anyone. Especially not at nine in the morning.

She stood up, adjusted her cardigan, and went to open the door.

A man was standing on the porch. Tall. Gaunt. Disheveled hair. A few days’ stubble. Wrinkled clothes. But clean. As if he’d made an effort.

She recognized him immediately.

Travis.

Her heart sank, but she kept a neutral expression. Calm. In control.

“Travis. What do you want?”

“Hello, Helen,” he said with a smile that was meant to be charming but came across as forced. “I’m sorry to drop by unannounced. I… I need to talk to Susan. It’s important.”

“Susan doesn’t live here anymore. You know that very well.”

“Yes, I know. But I thought you might be able to tell me where she is. I really need to talk to her.”

— No.

The word was firm. Final.

Travis blinked, as if he hadn’t understood.

— What do you mean, no?

— I won’t tell you where my daughter is. She doesn’t want to talk to you anymore. She’s moved on with her life. Leave her alone.

— Helen, please. I know you don’t like me. I know you think I’m a bad husband. But I love her. I really do. I just need to talk to her. To explain. To tell her I’ve changed.

Helen looked at him for a long time. She saw the tension in his shoulders. The clenching of his jaw. The veins throbbing on his temples.

This man is dangerous. Unstable. I can feel it.

“The answer is no, Travis. Now I’m asking you to leave.”

She started to close the door. Travis blocked it with his foot.

“Helen, wait. Please.”

“Take your foot off. Right now.”

“Five minutes. Just give me five minutes to explain.”

— No. Leave now or I’ll call the police.

Something changed in Travis’s eyes. A dark glint. Dangerous.

“You won’t call anyone,” he said in a voice that was suddenly different. Calmer. Colder.

He shoved the door open roughly, causing Helen to stumble backward. She stumbled, catching herself on the wall.

— Travis! Get out of my house!

“Not until you tell me where she is.”

He shut the door behind him. The slam echoed like the strike of a gong.

Helen backed toward the living room, scanning the room for her phone. It was on the coffee table. Three meters away from her.

If I can reach it, dial 911...

“Don’t do that,” Travis said, following her gaze. “Don’t make things harder. Just tell me where Susan is, and I’ll leave. Simple.”

“I won’t tell you anything. Ever.”

“Helen,” he sighed. “Why are you like this? Why have you always hated me? I loved your daughter. I still love her. I just want her back.”

“She doesn’t want to be rescued. She wants to be free. From you.”

The words hit Travis like slaps. His face twisted.

“Free? FREE? What does that mean, free? We were married! We were ONE! And she left as if I were nothing! As if our five years together meant NOTHING!”

“Because they meant nothing!” Helen exploded, her own anger now rising. “You manipulated her! Isolated her! You drank! You came home at all hours! You treated her like a servant!”

— I LOVED HER!

— YOUR LOVE WAS SMOTHERING HER!

The silence that followed was thick, heavy, dangerous.

Travis closed his eyes, took a deep breath. When he opened them again, he was calm once more. Too calm.

— Helen. Listen to me carefully. I’m going to ask you one last time. Politely. Calmly. Where is Susan?

— And I’ll answer you one last time. I won’t tell you. Ever. You can threaten me, beg me, offer me all the gold in the world. My answer will remain the same.

Travis looked at her for a long time. Then he slowly nodded.

“All right. If that’s how it is.”

He stepped closer to her. Helen backed away, but her back hit the wall. Nowhere to go.

Travis stopped a few inches away from her. She could smell the coffee on his breath. See the burst blood vessels in his eyes. The madness dancing there.

“I know you know where she is,” he whispered. “Mothers always know. She told you. She calls you regularly. You know her address. Her phone number. Everything.”

“Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you anything.”

“You’re going to tell me. Believe me. You’re going to tell me.”

He pulled a revolver from the inside pocket of his jacket.

Helen felt her blood run cold. The black metal gleamed in the morning light. Real. Deadly. Final.

“Travis,” she whispered. “What are you doing?”

“What I have to do. Now, for the last time. Where. Is. Susan?”

Helen looked at the barrel of the revolver pointed at her chest. She thought of Susan. Of Maddie. Of her granddaughters she wouldn’t see grow up. Of all the moments she wouldn’t get to experience.

Then she thought of Susan, out there in the mountains. Happy. Safe. Free.

No. I won’t hand her over to that monster. Even if it costs me my life.

She looked up at Travis and said calmly, firmly:

“Go to hell.”

Rage exploded across Travis’s face.

“YOU FUCKING BITCH!” he screamed. “TELL ME! TELL ME OR I’LL KILL YOU!”

“Then kill me. Because I won’t talk.”

For a moment, Travis seemed to actually consider the option. His finger tightened on the trigger.

Then he lowered the gun and smiled. A cold smile. Calculating.

“No. I’m not going to kill you. Not like that. Too loud. Too obvious. The neighbors would hear. The police would come.”

He put the revolver back in his pocket.

Helen felt a wave of relief. Maybe he was going to leave. Maybe...

“But I can’t let you call Susan to warn her,” Travis continued. “Or call the police. So I’m going to have to find another solution.”

He looked around. His eyes settled on the basement door, ajar behind Helen.

And Helen understood.

“Travis, no...”

“You should have told me, Helen. This is all your fault.”

He grabbed Helen by the shoulders. She struggled, but at sixty-eight, she didn’t stand a chance against a forty-year-old man fueled by adrenaline and rage.

“LET ME GO!” she screamed. “HELP! ANYONE! HELP!”

But the house was isolated. The neighbors were far away. No one could hear her.

Travis dragged her toward the basement door. Helen clung to the doorframe, scratching, biting, fighting with all her might.

“You stubborn bitch!” Travis growled.

He gave her a violent elbow to the sternum. Helen felt something snap. The pain exploded. She let go.

Travis threw the basement door wide open.

Helen saw the steep stairs ahead of her. The varnished wooden steps. The concrete basement at the bottom. So far away.

“Travis, I beg you...”

“You should have talked.”

He pushed her.

With all his strength. With all his rage. All his frustration. All his madness.

Helen toppled forward, her feet leaving the ground.

She fell.

The first step struck her knee. A sharp crack. A searing pain.

The second one struck her ribs. The air left her lungs.

The third hit her head. The world exploded into white stars.

She kept falling, rolling, bouncing. Each impact was a new agony. Her arms flailed weakly, searching in vain for something to grab.

Then the final blow.

Her head struck the concrete floor with a dull, horrible, final thud.

CRACK.

She lay motionless, her neck twisted at an impossible angle, her eyes open but seeing nothing. Blood began to form a dark pool around her head.

At the top of the stairs, Travis watched. Waiting. Making sure.

Helen wasn’t moving.

She was dead.

9:15 a.m.

Travis slowly descended the stairs, carefully avoiding stepping in the blood. He crouched down next to the body and checked for a pulse. Nothing.

Good. It’s over.

Strangely, he felt nothing. No remorse. No horror. No guilt. Just... emptiness. And a dull frustration that the old bitch hadn’t talked.

He went back upstairs and surveyed the scene with the eyes of an investigator.

How would this look to the cops?

An old woman alone. Steep, dangerous basement stairs. An accident. It happens all the time.

But he had to be sure. It had to really look like an accident.

Travis went into the kitchen, found some gardening gloves under the sink. He put them on.

Then he went back to the top of the stairs and examined the area. The rug. It was slightly askew, as if it had been moved.

Perfect.

He shifted it even further, making it overlap the top of the first step.

She tripped on the rug. That’s why she fell. Tragic accident. Classic case.

He checked to make sure he hadn’t left anything behind. No fingerprints. No hair. Nothing.

The security chain on the front door. He’d broken it when he forced his way in. It had to be removed.

He carefully untied it and slipped it into his pocket. He’d get rid of it later.

One last look around the house. Everything looked normal. As if he’d never been there.

Travis took off his gardening gloves and put them in his pocket with the chain.

Then he went outside.

The sun was still shining. The birds were still singing. A car drove by on the street, its driver paying him no attention.

Travis got into his gray Honda Civic parked three houses down and started the engine.

He drove away calmly, obeying the speed limit, stopping at stop signs, blending into the morning traffic.

At a red light, he took the gloves and the chain out of his pocket. At the next gas station, he would toss them into a public trash can. Gone for good.

In the rearview mirror, Riverview Hills receded into the distance.

Helen Sullivan lay dead in her basement. She would remain there until someone found her. In a few days. Maybe a week.

Travis drove for an hour, then pulled into a deserted parking lot.

He sat there, engine off, and thought.

She didn’t tell me where Susan was. But someone else knows. Her sister, maybe. Maddie.

Or Susan will come to the funeral. She has to. She’s her mother.

I just have to wait. Watch. Be patient.

And when she appears...

I’ll follow her.

Travis smiled. A cold, empty, frightening smile.

He started the car and headed back toward Sacramento.

The game had just begun.

Behind him, in a silent house in Riverview Hills, Helen Sullivan lay at the foot of a staircase.

She had kept the secret until the very end. Protected her daughter until her last breath.

But even in death, there was nothing more she could do.

The monster was on the loose.

And it wouldn’t stop until it found Susan.

 


PART I: A NEW BEGINNING

 


CHAPTER 1: The End of a Lie

The silence in the apartment had become unbearable. Susan Sullivan stood in the kitchen, her hands clenched on the cold granite countertop, staring at the coffee maker gurgling in the early morning darkness. Outside, Sacramento was just beginning to wake up, and the first light of dawn was tinging the sky with a metallic gray.

She was thirty-five, and she felt as though she’d lived fifty.

Behind her, in the living room, she could hear Travis’s raspy breathing. He was slumped on the leather sofa, still wearing his wrinkled suit from the night before, reeking of whiskey and cigarette smoke. Once again, he’d come home after midnight, once again without a word, without an explanation, without even a glance in her direction.

This wasn’t neglect anymore. It was pure indifference.

Susan poured the coffee into her cup, her hands trembling slightly. She had rehearsed this moment in her head for months, maybe even years. The words were there, somewhere in her throat, stuck behind fear, behind habit, behind that insidious voice whispering that she had to be patient, that he would change, that it was her fault their marriage was falling apart.

But that night had been different.

That night, watching Travis collapse onto the couch without even taking off his shoes, something inside her had snapped. Not with a crash, but with a small, silent, definitive click. Like a door closing softly but firmly, never to open again.

She took a deep breath and headed toward the living room. Travis was snoring now, his mouth open, one hand hanging off the couch. On the coffee table, his phone vibrated steadily with notifications he would ignore, just as he ignored everything else.

“Travis,” she said in a voice she meant to sound firm.

Nothing.

“Travis!” she repeated louder.

He grunted, opened a bloodshot eye, and looked at her without really seeing her.

“What?” he mumbled.

“We need to talk.”

He sat up with difficulty, ran a hand over his face, and grimaced. The smell of alcohol was sickening.

“Now? For God’s sake, Susan, it’s not even six in the morning.”

“Yes, now.”

Something in her tone must have really woken him up, because he finally looked at her, truly. His eyes narrowed, suspicious.

“What’s going on?”

Susan felt her heart pounding so hard she thought it was going to explode. But she didn’t back down. She couldn’t back down anymore.

“I want a divorce.”

The silence that followed was so heavy she could hear the ticking of the clock in the entryway, each second dripping like a drop of water in a cave. Travis stared at her, motionless, his alcohol-fogged brain visibly struggling to process what she’d just said.

“What?” he finally managed to say.

“I want a divorce, Travis. I can’t live like this anymore. I don’t want to live like this anymore.”

He stood up abruptly, staggered slightly, then regained his balance. His face, already flushed from the alcohol, turned even crimsoner.

“Are you kidding me?”

“No. I’m serious. It’s over.”

“Over?” he repeated, as if the word made no sense. “You just decide that one morning, without even… without even…”

“Without even what, Travis?” she cut him off, feeling her own anger rising. “Without talking to you about it? I’ve been talking to you about this for three years! Three years I’ve been telling you that you drink too much, that you come home late, that you don’t talk to me anymore, that you treat me as if I were just a piece of furniture in this apartment!”

“Oh, here we go, huh? Here we go!” he exclaimed, gesturing wildly. “Poor Susan, the victim, married to a monster!”

— I never said that.

“But you think it! You’ve thought it from the very beginning!”

Susan shook her head, exhausted even before the conversation had really begun.

“I don’t want to argue, Travis. It’s hard enough as it is. I just want… I just want us to end this cleanly. For both of us.”

Travis stared at her, and for a moment, she thought she saw something flash in his eyes. Regret, perhaps? Sadness? But it vanished as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by that hard, closed-off expression she knew so well.

“Cleanly,” he repeated with a bitter laugh. “Sure. You’ve got it all planned out, I suppose? You’ve already called your lawyer, you’ve already found an apartment...”

“No,” she half-lied. “I wanted to talk to you about it first.”

It was true, sort of. She had indeed consulted a lawyer two weeks earlier, but she hadn’t signed anything yet. And as for the apartment… it wasn’t exactly an apartment.

Travis slumped back onto the couch, his head in his hands. For a long moment, he said nothing, and Susan stood there, waiting, her heart pounding. She expected him to explode, to scream, to break something. That’s what he’d been doing lately. Exploding.

But he didn’t.

When he looked up, his face was strangely calm. Resigned, almost.

“All right,” he said simply.

Susan blinked, incredulous.

“Okay?”

“Yes. All right. If that’s what you want, then… all right.”

She hadn’t expected that. She’d braced herself for a fight, for shouting, for accusations. Not that. Not this quiet surrender.

“I… thank you,” she murmured, not knowing what else to say.

Travis nodded without looking at her. He was staring at the floor, his shoulders slumped, the very picture of defeat.

“I’m going to my sister’s for a few days,” Susan said softly. “Until we… until we sort things out. My lawyer will contact you.”

“Yeah.”

She waited for him to say something—anything—but nothing came. So she turned on her heel and headed for the bedroom. She’d already packed a suitcase, hidden at the back of the closet. She pulled it out, cast one last look at the room that had been hers for five years, and walked out.

In the living room, Travis hadn’t moved.

Susan closed the apartment door behind her, and for the first time in years, she felt free.

Three days passed in a strange haze. Susan had indeed taken refuge at her younger sister Maddie’s house, which was located a few miles from Sacramento. Maddie had welcomed her without asking any questions, with that intuition that only sisters possess.

“It was about time,” Maddie had simply said, hugging her.

Susan had cried that night, but they weren’t tears of sadness. They were tears of relief. A relief so intense it was almost painful.

The next day, she called her mother, Helen Sullivan, who lived in Riverview Hills, a quiet neighborhood northeast of Sacramento. Her mother had been… predictable.

“Are you sure, sweetheart?” she’d asked in her soft but worried voice. “Marriage can be hard sometimes, but…”

“Mom, I’m sure.”

There was a silence, then a sigh.

“All right. If this is really what you want, then I support you. You know that, don’t you? I always support you.”

“I know, Mom. Thank you.”

What was strange was the silence from Travis. No calls, no messages. Nothing. Susan didn’t know whether she should feel relieved or worried. She was leaning toward relief.

On the third day, she received a call from David Morrison, her lawyer.

“The papers are ready,” he said in his professional, reassuring voice. “I’ve tried to reach Mr. Boone, but he’s not answering. Do you have an address where I can send the documents?”

“The apartment, I suppose,” Susan replied. “That’s the only place he could be.”

“All right. I’ll take care of it.”

After hanging up, Susan sat down at the kitchen table at Maddie’s house, a cup of tea in her hands, and thought about what she was going to do next. She couldn’t stay at her sister’s indefinitely. She needed a fresh start. A real fresh start.

That’s when Maddie walked in, her laptop under her arm, a strange smile on her lips.

“Remember when you used to say you dreamed of living in the mountains? In a little village, far away from everything?”

Susan looked up, intrigued.

“Yes… why?”

Maddie set the laptop on the table and turned the screen toward her. On the screen was an ad: Teaching Position Available—Iron Creek Elementary School—Immediate Start.

“Iron Creek?” Susan murmured, reading the ad.

“It’s a small village in the Rockies,” Maddie explained. “Three thousand people, surrounded by mountains and forests. The end of the world, basically. But they’re desperately looking for a teacher. Their former teacher retired and moved away, and they haven’t found anyone to replace her.”

Susan stared at the screen, her heart racing. Iron Creek. A name that sounded like a promise. Like an escape.

“Is... is it far?”

“About a four-hour drive from here. Far enough to start over. Far enough that Travis won’t find you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Susan looked at her sister, who was smiling at her with that knowing look she loved so much.

“Do you think I should apply?”

“I think you should do whatever makes you happy. And if that means getting far away from here, far away from him, far away from everything that’s hurt you, then yes. Apply.”

Susan had reread the ad. Elementary school. Mountains. A fresh start.

“Okay,” she said softly. “I’m going to apply.”

And she did. That very evening, she sent her resume and a cover letter. She didn’t expect a quick response, but to her surprise, the next morning, her phone rang.

“Ms. Sullivan?” said a deep, warm voice. “This is Elias Vance, the mayor of Iron Creek. I received your application, and I must say you’re exactly what we’re looking for.”

Susan was so surprised she almost dropped the phone.

“Really?”

“Really.” “Listen, I’m not going to lie to you. Iron Creek isn’t Sacramento. It’s a small, isolated town, the winters are harsh, and we don’t have all the amenities of a big city. But we have a close-knit community, wonderful children who need a good teacher, and… well, we have the mountains. If you love nature, you’re going to love this place.”

“It sounds… perfect,” Susan said, and she really meant it.

“Great! When could you start?”

“Um… when do you need me?”

“Yesterday,” Elias Vance had laughed. “But seriously, the sooner the better. The kids have a temporary substitute, but he’s not really qualified. If you could be there in, say, a week?”

A week. That was fast. Very fast. But it was also exactly what Susan needed. No time to doubt. No time to regret. Just… go.

“A week is perfect,” she replied.

And so, seven days later, on a cold November morning, Susan had loaded her car with everything she owned—which, in the end, wasn’t much—and hit the road toward the mountains.

Toward Iron Creek.

Toward her new life.

 


CHAPTER 2: The Mountains Are Calling

The road wound through the mountains like a ribbon of asphalt thrown haphazardly into an ocean of greenery. Susan had been driving for over three hours, and with every mile that separated her from Sacramento, she felt a weight lift from her shoulders.

She had left the city at dawn, her old Honda Civic loaded with everything she owned—which, in the end, fit into four suitcases, a few boxes of books, and a bag full of family photos. The rest, she had left behind. The apartment, the furniture, the memories of a life that was no longer hers. Travis could keep it all. She didn’t want anything that might tie her to those years of silence and small daily humiliations.

The GPS still showed forty-five minutes until they reached Iron Creek. Forty-five minutes until she began her new life.

Susan rolled down the window, letting the cold mountain air flood the car. It smelled of pine, damp earth, and something indefinable—perhaps freedom. She took a deep breath, savoring that feeling of lightness she hadn’t felt in years.

Her phone vibrated in the cup holder. A message from Maddie.

“Did you get there? Let me know as soon as you unpack. Mom’s worried (so am I, but I’d never admit it 😉). Love you, sis.”

Susan smiled and typed a quick reply at a red light.

“Almost there. I’ll call you tonight. Love you too.”

She’d called her mother the day before to reassure her. Helen had been… Helen. Worried, but understanding. Always understanding.

“Are you sure this is what you want, sweetheart?” she had asked. “It’s so far away. And you don’t know anyone there.”

“It’s exactly what I want, Mom. A place where no one knows me. Where I can start over.”

“What if you need something? What if you feel lonely?”

“Then I’ll call you. But I won’t be alone. I’ll have my students. Besides, it’s only a four-hour drive. It’s not the end of the world.”

Even though, in a way, it was. And that was exactly what she needed. The middle of nowhere. A place where Travis would never think to look for her.

The landscape was changing now. The gentle hills of the valley had given way to real mountains, their peaks already crowned with snow despite it being early autumn. The forest grew denser, with immense fir trees lining the road on either side, creating a canopy of greenery that filtered the sunlight.

It was magnificent. Wild and magnificent.

Susan passed a sign: “Iron Creek – 15 miles”

Her heart raced. Fifteen miles. Less than twenty-five kilometers. She was almost there.

The road narrowed, winding along a river she could glimpse intermittently through the trees. The GPS informed her that she was driving alongside Stillwater Creek, the river that ran through Iron Creek and gave the village its name. The water was crystal clear, leaping over the rocks in a symphony of silvery splashes.

Then, after one last turn, the valley opened up before her.

Susan held her breath.

Iron Creek was nestled in the hollow of a sheltered valley, surrounded on all sides by majestic mountains. The village itself looked like something straight out of a postcard—a main street lined with wooden and stone buildings, a few side streets, and in the distance, scattered across the valley’s slopes, isolated houses with their chimneys gently smoking in the cold November air.

The Stillwater River ran through the center of the village, spanned by an old stone bridge that must have been at least a hundred years old. On the opposite bank, Susan spotted what looked like a church, a small supermarket, and several other shops she couldn’t quite make out yet.

It was small. Really small. But it was perfect.

She followed the GPS directions until it announced, “You have reached your destination.”

Susan parked in front of a red-brick building, more imposing than the others. A wooden sign read: “Iron Creek Town Hall – Office of Mayor Elias Vance.” This was where she was to meet the mayor to pick up the keys to her house and sign her lease.

She turned off the engine and sat there for a moment, hands on the steering wheel, letting the silence settle around her. True silence. Not the constant hubbub of Sacramento, with its cars, honking horns, and sirens. Just... silence. Punctuated by birdsong and the distant murmur of the river.

Susan closed her eyes and smiled.

I’m home, she thought. I’m finally home.

The town hall door opened with a soft jingle of a bell, and Susan found herself in a warm foyer that smelled of polished wood and freshly ground coffee. The walls were covered with old photos of the village—Iron Creek through the ages, miners in the early 20th century, pioneer families, local festivities.

“You must be Susan Sullivan!”

A tall, burly man emerged from a side office, his hand outstretched and a smile on his lips. He must have been in his sixties, with short-cropped gray hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and piercing blue eyes that sparkled with kindness.

“Elias Vance,” he said, shaking her hand vigorously. “Welcome to Iron Creek, Ms. Sullivan. We’re delighted to have you here.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mayor. And please call me Susan.”

“Only if you call me Elias. We don’t stand on ceremony around here. Did you have a good trip?”

“Wonderful. The mountains are… they’re breathtaking.”

“Wait until you see them in winter, when they’re all white. It’s something special. Come, have a seat. I’ll show you around your new kingdom, but first, a little paperwork. Sorry, even in a small town like ours, you can’t escape bureaucracy.”

He led her to his office, a cozy room cluttered with files, topographic maps, and what looked like building permit applications. On a corner of the desk sat a family photo—a younger Elias, surrounded by a woman and three children.

“Your family?” Susan asked as she sat down.

“Yes. My wife Martha and our three rascals. They’re grown up now, all gone to make their lives in the city. Martha and I are holding down the fort here.”

He handed her a teaching contract and a pen.

“Take your time reading it. It’s a standard one-year contract, renewable. The salary isn’t anything to write home about—I won’t lie to you. We can’t compete with Sacramento. But the cost of living here is a fraction of what it is in the city, and the house we’re providing is included in your compensation.”

Susan skimmed through the contract. Elias was right—the salary was modest, but fair. And most importantly, it included housing, which made all the difference.

“That works perfectly for me,” she said, signing the contract.

“Great!” exclaimed Elias, clapping his hands. “So, let me explain how our little community works. Iron Creek has about three thousand residents, counting the ranches and isolated farms in the valley. We have a supermarket, run by Kaito Chen—a great guy, you’ll like him. A bar-restaurant, “Mateo’s,” named after its owner, Mateo García. It’s the social hub of the village, if you ask me. A sheriff’s office—Ben Carter, the sheriff, is a good friend of mine. An upright, honest man. If there’s the slightest problem, you can count on him.

Susan nodded, trying to memorize all those names.

“We also have a church, a public library—small but well-stocked—a gas station, and of course, the school. Your school.”

He stood up and took a set of keys from a shelf.

“The school is a five-minute walk from your house. Jeremiah Finch has been the principal for fifteen years. A bit uptight, if you ask me, but competent. You’ll also have a colleague, Anya Petrov. She teaches the older kids. You’ll be teaching the little ones. Six- to eight-year-olds—is that okay with you?”

“Perfect. That’s my favorite age group.”

“Excellent. You start on Monday, which gives us the weekend to get you settled in. Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you your new home.”

They left the town hall, and Elias guided her through the village streets. Iron Creek was even more charming up close. The buildings had that blend of rusticity and sturdiness found only in old Western towns. Some clearly dated back to the pioneer era, with their weathered wooden facades, their generous porches, and their steep roofs designed to bear the weight of snow.

The people they passed greeted Elias with a nod or a friendly word, and everyone looked at Susan with curiosity but without hostility. It was a benevolent curiosity, the kind of villagers who rarely saw new faces.

“Everyone already knows you’re coming,” Elias said with a smile. “News travels fast around here. Expect to be asked a thousand questions. People are curious, but kind. You’ll see.”

They passed Kaito Chen’s supermarket—a modest but clean building with a neon sign that flickered faintly. Then they passed Mateo’s bar-restaurant, from which the enticing aromas of Mexican cuisine wafted out.

“Mateo makes the best tacos in the whole county,” Elias remarked. “And his chili is a local legend. You should stop by for dinner tonight. It’ll save you from having to cook after a day on the road.”

“That’s a great idea.”

They turned onto a quiet side street, lined with single-family homes and pretty gardens. Elias stopped in front of a charming white-painted wooden house with a welcoming porch and a stone chimney rising up on the side.

“Here’s your palace,” he announced proudly.

Susan felt her heart swell. The house was perfect. Not too big, not too small. Just right for a single person wanting to start over.

Elias opened the door and stepped aside to let her in.

The interior was simple but comfortable. A living room with a fireplace, sturdy wooden furniture, a sofa that looked plush, and large windows overlooking the mountains. An open kitchen, equipped with everything she needed. Upstairs, two bedrooms and a bathroom.

“The house belonged to your predecessor, Mrs. Henderson,” Elias explained. “She retired and moved in with her daughter in Arizona. She left the furniture—she said it belonged to the house more than to her. But if you want to bring your own things, there’s a basement where you can store what’s here.”

“No, it’s perfect just the way it is,” Susan murmured as she walked around the living room. “It’s really perfect.”

She walked over to the window and gazed out at the view. The mountains rose majestically in the distance, their peaks touching a sky so pure and blue that it seemed almost unreal. A crow flew by, cawing. The wind made the pine branches sway.

Susan felt tears welling up in her eyes. Tears of relief. Of gratitude. Of pure joy.

“Are you okay?” Elias asked softly from behind her.

“Yes,” she replied, turning around with a trembling smile. “It’s just that… this is exactly what I needed. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Elias patted her gently on the shoulder.

“You’re welcome. We need you just as much as you need us. The kids are thrilled to finally have a real teacher. The substitute we found was… well, let’s just say he was better at supervising than teaching.”

He headed for the door, then turned back.

“I’ll let you get settled in. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. City Hall is always open. Well, almost always. And don’t forget to stop by Mateo’s tonight. Tell him I sent you, and he’ll give you a discount.”

“I won’t miss it.”

After he left, Susan stood motionless in the middle of the living room for a long time, savoring the silence and peace that reigned in this little house. Then she went out to get her things from the car.

It took her two hours to unpack and put everything away. She didn’t have much, but she took her time, finding a place for each item, gradually transforming this neutral space into something that felt like home.

She hung a few photos on the walls—one of her mother, one of Maddie and her on a trip to the beach years ago, another of the whole family during a happier Christmas. She arranged her books on the living room shelf—classics, a few contemporary novels, educational manuals.

In the bedroom, she spread the patchwork quilt her grandmother had sewn by hand over the bed. The colors had faded a bit, but it was her most precious treasure. A piece of her family history, a connection to her roots.

When she was finished, the sun was beginning to set behind the mountains, tinging the sky with pink and orange. Susan lit a fire in the fireplace—there was already wood neatly stacked beside it—and settled onto the sofa with a cup of tea.

The fire crackled softly. Outside, the wind rustled through the trees. In the distance, she heard a coyote howl.

Susan closed her eyes and, for the first time in years, she felt safe.

At seven o’clock, her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. She slipped on a warm jacket and stepped out into the gathering night.

Iron Creek was beautiful at this hour. The streetlights—old wrought-iron models that cast a soft, golden glow—had come on, creating halos of warmth in the darkness. Store signs glowed like friendly beacons. Many windows were lit, and Susan could see silhouettes moving inside, families gathered for dinner.

She walked to Mateo’s, guided by the red neon sign and the music spilling out of the building. As she pushed open the door, she was greeted by a wave of warmth, delicious smells, and lively conversation.

The restaurant was larger than it appeared from the outside. A long bar ran the entire length of the room on the right, with a dozen stools occupied by regulars. On the left, booths and tables hosted families, couples, and groups of friends. The atmosphere was relaxed and warm.

“Good evening!” called a young woman from behind the bar. “Take a seat wherever you like; I’ll be right with you.”

Susan chose a booth near the window, from where she could watch the main street. The waitress arrived quickly—a young woman in her twenties, with long black hair in a braid, high cheekbones that betrayed her Native American heritage, and a dazzling smile.

“Good evening, I’m Sharon. You’re new in town, aren’t you?”

“Is it that obvious?” Susan smiled.

“We’re a small town. We recognize all the faces. But don’t worry, we rarely bite,” Sharon added with a wink. “You’re the new schoolteacher, right?”

“Yes. Susan Sullivan.”

“Nice to meet you, Susan! Welcome to Iron Creek. So, what can I get you? Mateo’s tacos are fantastic, but his chili is legendary. Be careful, it’s spicy, but it’s a good kind of pain.”

Susan laughed.

“I’ll have the chili, then. And a local beer, if you have any.”

— We do. “Iron Creek Ale,” brewed by a local guy. I’ll be right back.

As Sharon walked away, Susan observed the other customers. It was an eclectic mix—families with young children, lone men at the bar watching a football game on TV, older couples having a quiet dinner.

At a nearby table, she noticed a man reading a book while he ate. He must have been in his forties, wearing glasses, looking focused. She wondered who he was, what he was doing here.

Then her attention was drawn to the door opening. A man walked in, tall, also in his forties, with slightly tousled brown hair and the build of a man accustomed to physical labor. He wore faded jeans, a flannel shirt under a worn leather jacket, and dusty boots. In his hand, he held the small hand of a little girl of about six, with curly blond hair and huge blue eyes.

“Daddy, can I have some nuggets?” the little girl asked, tugging on his sleeve.

“More nuggets? Lily, you had nuggets yesterday. And the day before. You’re going to grow feathers.”

The little girl burst out laughing.

“Humans can’t grow feathers, Daddy! That’s silly!”

“Oh really? Are you sure? Because I feel an itch on my back right now...”

He scratched his back exaggeratedly, pretending feathers were growing. The little girl was laughing hysterically.

Susan found herself smiling. There was something touching about this scene—the obvious bond between father and daughter, the tenderness in their interaction.

The man spotted an empty table near the bar and guided his daughter over to it. That’s when he caught Susan’s eye. Their eyes met for a split second, and Susan felt something strange happen in her stomach. A sensation she hadn’t felt since… since ever, perhaps.
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