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Chapter 1

The New Assistant
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Alex Stone arrived at Willow Ridge City Hall twelve minutes early.

Not because he was eager.

Because being late wasn't an option anymore.

Three months ago he'd been sleeping on his sister's couch in Kansas City, pretending his life wasn't quietly falling apart. Every morning he'd wake up, stare at the ceiling, and calculate how many weeks he could survive before becoming someone else's problem.

Then Willow Ridge called.

Executive Assistant to the Director of Economic Development.

Benefits.

Retirement.

A salary that didn't make his stomach hurt.

A chance to start over.

So no, he wasn't late.

He stood at the bottom of the City Hall steps and looked up at the red-brick building glowing in the early morning sunlight.

It looked important.

Stable.

Permanent.

Everything Alex wanted his life to become.

Behind the building, visible over the rooftops, stood Willow Ridge's faded blue water tower.

WELCOME TO WILLOW RIDGE.

The paint was chipped.

The message wasn't.

Alex took a breath and climbed the stairs.

Inside, City Hall was already alive.

Phones rang.

Printers hummed.

People moved through hallways carrying folders and coffee cups like they were racing invisible deadlines.

The lobby smelled like paper, coffee, and floor polish.

At the front desk, a woman with silver-framed glasses looked up.

"You must be Alex."

"That obvious?"

She smiled.

"New people always look hopeful."

Alex laughed.

"Good morning to you too."

She stood and offered her hand.

"Janine Porter. Receptionist, unofficial therapist, emergency snack supplier, and the only reason this building still functions."

Alex shook her hand.

"Good. I like knowing who's really in charge."

"Smart answer."

Her eyes narrowed.

"You're working for Grant Holloway."

Alex immediately noticed the change in her expression.

Not fear.

Something close.

Respect mixed with exhaustion.

"Should I be worried?"

"Depends."

"On what?"

"Whether you cry easily."

Alex laughed.

Janine didn't.

"Oh."

"He's brilliant," she said. "That's the problem."

"Those usually are."

"He expects excellence."

"Reasonable."

"He notices everything."

"Less reasonable."

"He remembers everything."

Alex groaned.

"That's horrifying."

Janine nodded solemnly.

"You have no idea."

Before Alex could ask another question, the atmosphere shifted.

Not dramatically.

Nobody stopped talking.

Nobody gasped.

But conversations lowered.

People straightened.

A few heads turned.

Alex followed their gaze.

A man stepped into the hallway.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

Dark charcoal suit.

Dark hair touched with silver at the temples.

The kind of presence that made a room reorganize itself without being asked.

Grant Holloway.

He held a phone against his ear.

"The numbers don't work," he said calmly. "Run them again."

His voice was low.

Controlled.

Confident.

Alex hated how attractive that was.

Grant ended the call.

His eyes swept the lobby.

Found Alex.

Stopped.

The look lasted barely a second.

Still, Alex felt examined.

Measured.

Evaluated.

Grant started walking toward them.

Every step looked deliberate.

Purposeful.

Like wasted motion personally offended him.

Janine sat a little straighter.

Alex suddenly understood why.

"Grant," she said brightly. "This is Alex Stone. Your new assistant."

Grant stopped in front of him.

Close enough to shake hands.

Close enough for Alex to notice the faint scent of cedar and expensive cologne.

Close enough to be dangerous.

Alex offered his hand.

"Mr. Holloway."

Grant looked at it.

Then took it.

Firm.

Brief.

Warm.

"Grant."

His voice sounded even better up close.

Annoying.

"Welcome to Willow Ridge."

"Thank you."

Grant glanced at his watch.

"You're early."

"Twelve minutes."

"I prefer fifteen."

Alex blinked.

Janine looked like she wanted to disappear.

Grant's expression never changed.

Alex wasn't sure if he was joking.

Then he realized Grant probably didn't joke.

Ever.

Interesting.

Grant handed him a thick folder.

"Council packet."

Alex accepted it.

"Okay."

"Read it before nine."

"Got it."

"Conference room B at nine-thirty."

"Okay."

"I'll need the Morrison file."

"Sure."

"Updated parcel maps."

"Right."

"And coffee."

Alex stared.

Grant stared back.

"Good morning to you too."

Silence.

Janine made a choking noise.

Grant looked genuinely surprised.

Only for a moment.

Then something shifted behind his eyes.

The smallest hint of amusement.

Gone so fast Alex almost missed it.

"Good morning, Alex."

"There we go."

Grant shook his head once.

Almost imperceptibly.

Then turned and walked away.

Alex watched him disappear down the hallway.

Janine exhaled.

"Oh, honey."

"What?"

"You talked back."

"I was polite."

"You were brave."

"Same thing."

"Not here."

Alex grinned.

"Noted."

Coffee in hand fifteen minutes later, Alex stood outside Grant Holloway's office.

The door was open.

He knocked anyway.

Grant looked up.

The office suited him.

Organized.

Efficient.

Large windows overlooking Main Street.

Development maps framed on the walls.

Everything immaculate.

Everything controlled.

Everything except the photograph turned face-down near the edge of the desk.

Alex noticed it immediately.

Grant noticed him noticing.

Interesting.

"Come in."

Alex set down the coffee.

"Council packet tabbed."

Grant nodded.

"Morrison file located."

Another nod.

"Printer and I are currently engaged in open warfare over the parcel maps."

That earned him something unexpected.

A tiny smile.

Gone almost immediately.

But real.

Alex felt absurdly victorious.

Grant looked down at the paperwork.

Then back at him.

"Efficient."

"I've been called worse."

"I imagine."

Alex leaned lightly against the chair across from the desk.

For a moment neither spoke.

Outside the window, Willow Ridge was waking up.

Cars rolled through downtown.

The diner across the street filled with breakfast customers.

The water tower stood above it all.

Watching.

Waiting.

Grant folded his hands.

"This office moves quickly."

"So I've heard."

"It also talks."

Alex nodded.

"Small town."

"Very."

Grant studied him for a moment.

Long enough that Alex stopped smiling.

"People will ask questions."

"About me?"

"About everyone."

Something changed in Grant's expression.

Not softer.

Just older.

More tired.

"They'll decide who you are before they know anything about you."

Alex understood that feeling better than he wanted to.

Grant looked away toward the window.

"Let them."

The words were quiet.

Personal.

Earned.

Then the moment disappeared.

Just as quickly as it arrived.

Grant stood.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

Alex hated noticing that too.

"Nine-thirty," Grant said.

"Yes, boss."

The word slipped out.

Alex immediately regretted it.

Grant froze.

Their eyes met.

Silence stretched.

Then—

The corner of Grant's mouth twitched.

Not quite a smile.

But close.

Very close.

"Don't be late."

Alex grinned.

"I'll try not to disappoint you."

Grant's gaze lingered a second longer than necessary.

Then he sat down.

"That would be appreciated."

Alex left the office with his pulse moving a little faster than it should have.

His first day.

His first job worth keeping.

His first real chance in a very long time.

And unfortunately...

His boss was the most interesting man he'd met in years.

That was definitely going to be a problem.
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Chapter 2

Learning Grant Holloway
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By Friday morning, Alex Stone had learned three important things about Grant Holloway.

First, Grant arrived before everyone.

Second, Grant noticed everything.

Third, Grant took his coffee black, hot, and apparently brewed from the tears of underperforming contractors.

Alex had also learned that Willow Ridge City Hall was less a workplace and more a living organism with fluorescent lighting.

It breathed gossip.

It digested paperwork.

It survived on caffeine, grudges, and seasonal decorations.

By the end of his first week, Alex knew which printer jammed if you looked at it wrong, which council member preferred to receive documents in paper even though she complained about waste, which maintenance request forms were urgent and which were political theater, and which drawer in Janine’s desk contained emergency chocolate.

The chocolate drawer mattered most.

“Do not abuse this privilege,” Janine warned him on his fourth morning, sliding open the drawer like she was revealing state secrets.

Alex looked down at the neatly organized rows of candy.

“You’re a beautiful person.”

“I know.”

“I’d vote for you.”

“Everyone would.”

He selected a miniature peanut butter cup and unwrapped it with reverence.

Across the lobby, the morning crowd moved in its usual rhythm. A man from Parks and Recreation argued with someone from Public Works. A woman from finance walked by muttering numbers under her breath. Two residents stood near the counter debating whether a tree limb counted as a private-property issue or a city emergency.

Alex had started to understand the building’s patterns.

And Grant’s.

Grant’s office door opened at exactly 7:42.

Alex turned before hearing his name.

Grant stood in the doorway holding a folder.

Of course.

The man seemed genetically incapable of walking anywhere without paperwork.

“Alex.”

“Good morning, Grant.”

Grant paused.

Alex smiled.

He had started saying good morning first just to see if Grant would ever stop looking surprised by basic human warmth.

So far, no.

Grant held out the folder.

“Updated cost estimates for the downtown lighting project. I need these compared against last quarter’s projections before the ten o’clock meeting.”

Alex took it.

“Already pulled last quarter’s file.”

Grant blinked once.

Alex pointed to the stack on his desk.

“And I printed the council memo because Councilwoman Reeves likes to pretend email personally harmed her family.”

From the lobby, Janine made a sound suspiciously close to a laugh.

Grant looked at the stack.

Then at Alex.

“Good.”

It was one word.

One syllable.

But Alex had been working for the man long enough now to know that from Grant Holloway, good meant something.

Grant turned to leave.

Then stopped.

“Also, don’t schedule anything Thursday morning.”

“I know.”

Grant looked back.

Alex lifted a hand.

“Development review. Nine to eleven. Sacred ritual. No interruptions unless the building is literally on fire, and even then I should check whether the fire involves zoning.”

This time, Grant almost smiled.

Almost.

Alex was getting closer.

“Correct,” Grant said.

Then he disappeared into his office.

Janine wheeled her chair slightly closer to Alex’s desk.

“You’re playing a dangerous game.”

Alex opened the folder.

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“You’re trying to make him smile.”

“I’m trying to make the workplace less emotionally frozen.”

“That man has not smiled in this building since the Founder’s Day pie judging scandal of 2022.”

Alex looked up.

“I’m sorry. The what?”

Janine waved a hand.

“Long story. Peach bourbon pie. Accusations of favoritism. A thrown napkin. We lost two volunteers and a folding table.”

“I love this town.”

“Give it time.”

Alex grinned and turned back to the file.

By ten o’clock, he had the numbers compared, the memo corrected, and Grant’s meeting packet arranged in the order Grant preferred without having to ask.

Grant noticed.

Of course he did.

He noticed the corrected page numbers.

He noticed the updated attachment labels.

He noticed that Alex had highlighted the one line item most likely to cause an argument.

After the meeting, Grant returned to his office with a council member, the public works director, and the mayor herself following behind him.

Mayor Elaine Whitcomb was in her sixties, elegant, sharp-eyed, and terrifying in the cheerful way of women who had won too many elections to be easily intimidated.

Alex liked her immediately.

She stopped at his desk.

“You’re the new one.”

Alex stood.

“Alex Stone.”

“I know. Janine told me you talked back to Grant on your first day.”

Alex looked at Janine, who was suddenly reading something on her computer with deep concentration.

“Did she?”

The mayor smiled.

“Good. He needs it.”

Grant, standing in his office doorway, said nothing.

But Alex caught the faintest tightening at the corner of his mouth.

Mayor Whitcomb leaned closer to Alex as if sharing a secret.

“He’ll work you to death if you let him.”

“I’m beginning to suspect that.”

“Don’t let him.”

Grant cleared his throat.

“Mayor.”

She turned.

“What? It’s true.”

“We have ten minutes before the conference call.”

“Then stop wasting them glaring at your assistant.”

Alex pressed his lips together.

Grant’s eyes flicked to him.

Do not laugh, that look said.

Alex laughed anyway.

Quietly.

Badly hidden.

The mayor looked delighted.

Grant looked long-suffering.

The meeting moved into his office and the door closed behind them.

Janine shook her head from the lobby.

“You are going to get yourself fired.”

“Mayor likes me.”

“Mayor likes chaos.”

“Then we have a lot in common.”

But Alex didn’t get fired.

In fact, by noon, Grant had given him three more tasks, two additional files, and one clipped nod of approval that Alex chose to interpret as emotional progress.

By lunch, Alex realized he had forgotten to eat.

That was new.

Usually hunger found him early and loudly, a leftover instinct from months of stretching groceries and pretending coffee counted as breakfast. But City Hall moved so fast that entire hours disappeared between emails, phone calls, and Grant appearing with new folders like some stern office magician.

At 12:18, Janine appeared beside his desk holding her purse.

“Lunch.”

Alex looked up from the spreadsheet.

“I should finish this.”

“No.”

“I’m almost done.”

“That is how it starts.”

“How what starts?”

“Grant Holloway disease.”

Alex blinked.

Janine nodded gravely.

“Symptoms include skipping meals, answering emails after midnight, saying things like ‘just one more report,’ and eventually developing the emotional range of a stapler.”

From behind his closed office door, Grant’s voice carried faintly through a phone call.

Alex lowered his voice.

“Do staplers have emotional range?”

“More than him, some days.”

Alex laughed.

“I heard that,” Grant called from inside his office.

Janine froze.

Alex froze.

Grant’s door opened.

He stood there with his phone in one hand.

Janine smiled brightly.

“Good. Then you know Alex is taking lunch.”

Grant looked at Alex.

Alex looked back.

For some reason, he felt like he had been caught doing something personal.

Ridiculous.

Eating was not personal.

Mostly.

Grant’s gaze dropped briefly to the untouched granola bar beside Alex’s keyboard.

Then back to his face.

“Go eat.”

Alex raised an eyebrow.

“Was that an order?”

Grant’s expression gave nothing away.

“Yes.”

Janine pointed at him.

“See? Boss’s orders.”

Alex hated that his stomach did something stupid at the phrase.

Grant’s eyes lingered on him for one half-second too long.

Then he stepped back into his office.

“Be back by one.”

Alex stood and grabbed his jacket.

“Yes, boss.”

Grant’s door closed.

Janine stared at Alex.

“You keep saying that.”

Alex shrugged.

“It keeps working.”

“That is not why you keep saying it.”

Alex ignored her and followed her out.

The Willow Ridge Diner sat across from City Hall on the corner of Main and Bell, its red awning faded from years of sun and weather. A hand-painted sign in the window promised the best coffee in three counties, which Alex suspected was either charmingly optimistic or legally questionable.

Inside, the place was warm, crowded, and loud in a way that felt immediately familiar. Vinyl booths lined the windows. Ceiling fans turned lazily overhead. A chalkboard behind the counter listed daily specials in handwriting that looked aggressive about meatloaf.

The waitress behind the counter looked up as Janine entered.

“Usual?”

Janine pointed to Alex.

“And one new victim.”

The waitress turned her gaze on him.

“City Hall?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Honey, nobody else comes in here looking that tired before noon.”

Alex smiled.

“Fair.”

“I’m Carla,” she said. “Sit anywhere unless someone’s name is carved into the table. Then they’ll fight you.”

Janine led him to a booth near the window.

Alex slid in across from her.

From there, he could see City Hall.

More specifically, he could see Grant’s office windows.

The blinds were half-open.

A dark figure moved behind the glass.

Still working.

Of course.

Janine followed his gaze.

“He won’t come.”

Alex looked back.

“I didn’t ask.”

“No, but you wondered.”

Alex picked up the menu.

“I was looking at the architecture.”

“Sure.”

“I appreciate civic design.”

“You appreciate his shoulders.”

Alex nearly dropped the menu.

Janine smiled like she had been waiting all week to say it.

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do.”

“He’s my boss.”

“And?”

“And that’s the whole sentence.”

“Good answer.”

Alex opened the menu with unnecessary focus.

Janine let him suffer for exactly three seconds.

“For the record, you are not the first person to notice Grant Holloway is unfairly put together.”

Alex refused to look up.

“Can we discuss literally anything else?”

“Sure. Pancakes are good. Burger is better. Soup is suspicious unless it’s Thursday.”

“Why Thursday?”

“Carla’s sister makes it.”

“Noted.”

Carla appeared with two waters.

“What are we gossiping about?”

“Grant.”

Alex groaned.

Carla’s eyes lit up.

“Oh, I love when we pretend that man isn’t lonely.”

Janine kicked her under the table.

Alex looked between them.

“Subtle.”

Carla ignored Janine.

“He used to come in all the time.”

Alex tried not to seem interested.

Failed.

“With who?”

Carla’s expression shifted.

Janine gave her a warning look.

Carla picked up the menus.

“Burger?”

Alex sat back.

“With who?”

Janine sighed.

“Alex.”

“What?”

“You’ve been here four days.”

“And already people are being mysterious at lunch.”

Carla tucked the menus beneath her arm.

“Failed engagement. Local girl. Big family. Lots of opinions. Bad ending.”

Alex looked toward City Hall again.

Grant’s shadow moved behind the window.

Something in his chest tightened before he could name it.

“When?”

“Couple years ago,” Carla said.

Janine’s voice softened.

“It was ugly. Public in the way small-town things get public.”

Alex thought of Grant’s warning.

People will decide who you are before they know anything about you.

He looked back at the diner table.

“That why he doesn’t come here anymore?”

Neither woman answered right away.

That was answer enough.

Carla finally said, “Burger?”

Alex nodded.

“Burger.”

“Fries?”

“Obviously.”

Carla smiled.

“You’ll do fine here.”

After she left, Janine stirred her water with a straw.

“Don’t ask him about it.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good.”

Alex looked out the window again.

Grant stood near his office window now, phone to his ear, posture rigid. Even from across the street, he looked untouchable.

But Alex had seen the face-down photograph.

He had heard the quiet in Grant’s voice when he warned him about people talking.

Untouchable men didn’t turn old photographs facedown unless something still hurt.

“I’m not here to pry,” Alex said.

Janine studied him.

“No?”

“No.”

“Then what are you here to do?”

Alex looked down at his hands.

For a second, he was back on his sister’s couch.

Back with his life in trash bags beside the door.

Back smiling at job interviews while wondering if his bank card would decline on the bus ride home.

He swallowed.

“I’m here to keep this job.”

Janine’s expression softened.

“Then keep eating lunch.”

Alex laughed despite himself.

“Is that official guidance?”

“Yes.”

By one o’clock, Alex was back at his desk with fries still making him sleepy and a to-go coffee for Grant that he told himself was professional.

Grant’s office door was open.

He stood over his desk, reading a document with one hand braced on the wood.

Alex knocked.

Grant looked up.

“I brought coffee.”

Grant’s gaze dropped to the cup.

“I didn’t ask for coffee.”

“I know.”

Alex stepped inside and set it down.

“Consider it preventive maintenance.”

Grant stared at him.

“For what?”

“Your personality.”

A dangerous silence followed.

Alex’s stomach flipped.

Then Grant looked down at the coffee.

And exhaled through his nose.

Not a laugh.

But close enough.

Alex counted it.

Grant picked up the cup.

“You took lunch.”

“I did.”

“Good.”

“You sound surprised.”

“Most people who work here start skipping it after the first week.”

“Janine threatened me with stapler-based emotional decline.”

Grant looked at him.

“She said that?”

“Pretty much.”

Grant took a sip of coffee.

For a moment, the stern line of his mouth eased.

“She’s not wrong.”

The admission surprised Alex.

He leaned lightly against the doorframe.

“Do you skip lunch?”

Grant looked back at the document.

“I’m busy.”

“That wasn’t a no.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

Alex watched him.

The office felt different in the early afternoon light. Less severe. Warmer around the edges. Grant still looked perfectly put together, but now Alex noticed the faint shadows beneath his eyes, the untouched apple on his desk, the coffee cup from that morning sitting empty beside the phone.

“You should eat.”

Grant’s eyes lifted.

The look was sharp.

Not angry.

Warning.

Alex should have backed off.

He didn’t.

“I know. I’ve been here four days. Not my place.”

“Correct.”

“But I’m saying it anyway.”

Grant set the coffee down slowly.

“Why?”

The question was too direct.

Alex didn’t have a polished answer ready.

So he gave the real one.

“Because you told me not to let people in this building decide who I am before they know me.”

Grant went still.

Alex shrugged once.

“Seemed like maybe someone should remind you that includes you too.”

Silence.

Outside the office, a phone rang.

Someone laughed down the hall.

The normal sounds of City Hall continued, completely unaware that something had shifted inside Grant Holloway’s office.

Grant looked at him for a long moment.

Then he said quietly, “You’re bold for someone still learning where the copier paper is stored.”

Alex smiled.

“I found it yesterday.”

“Did you?”

“Second cabinet.”

“Third.”

Alex paused.

Grant’s mouth curved.

Barely.

But this time, it stayed long enough to be undeniable.

Alex felt the victory all the way down to his toes.

“There it is,” Alex said before he could stop himself.

Grant’s smile vanished.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Alex.”

He loved and hated the way Grant said his name.

Like a warning.

Like a test.

Like something he had not decided what to do with yet.

Alex pushed away from the doorframe.

“I’ll update the investor spreadsheet.”

“Good.”

He turned to leave.

“And Alex?”

Alex looked back.

Grant picked up the coffee again.

“Thank you.”

Two words.

Simple.

Professional.

But softer than Alex expected.

“You’re welcome.”

He returned to his desk feeling warmer than coffee could explain.

The rest of the day blurred into emails, phone calls, calendar adjustments, and one minor crisis involving a missing binder that turned out to be on Mayor Whitcomb’s chair beneath her coat.

At four-thirty, City Hall began its slow transformation from chaos into exhausted quiet.

People packed bags.

Lights clicked off in offices.

Janine stopped by Alex’s desk with her purse over her shoulder.

“Survived your first week.”

“Almost.”

“Don’t stay late.”

Alex glanced at Grant’s office.

The door was half-open.

The man inside was still at his desk, sleeves rolled to his forearms, tie loosened just enough to be unfair.

“I have a few things to finish.”

Janine followed his gaze and sighed.

“You both have the same disease.”

Alex looked at her.

“I’ve known him four days.”

“Sometimes that’s enough to catch it.”

“Goodnight, Janine.”

She pointed at him.

“Eat dinner.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“I will weaponize snacks if necessary.”

“I believe you.”

After she left, the building grew quiet.

Different quiet than morning.

Softer.

Lonelier.

Alex finished updating the spreadsheet, sent three final emails, and filed the last of the downtown lighting notes. By the time he looked up, the hallway lights had dimmed and the sky beyond the windows had turned gold.

Grant’s office door remained open.

Alex stood, stretched, and walked over.

Grant didn’t look up.

“Go home,” he said.

Alex leaned against the doorway.

“How did you know it was me?”

“You hesitate before knocking.”

“I do not.”

“You do.”

Alex looked at his hand.

He had been about to knock.

Annoying.

Grant signed a document and set it aside.

“First week went well.”

Alex blinked.

That was not what he expected.

“It did?”

Grant looked up.

“You kept pace.”

“Glowing praise.”

“For me, yes.”

Alex smiled.

“I’ll take it.”

Grant’s gaze dropped briefly to Alex’s mouth.

So briefly it might not have happened.

Except it did.

Alex felt it.

Grant looked away first.

“You should go home.”

“So should you.”

“I have work.”

“The work will be here Monday.”

“It will be here tomorrow.”

Alex frowned.

“Tomorrow is Saturday.”

“Yes.”

“You come in on Saturdays?”

Grant’s silence answered.

Alex stepped into the office.

“You cannot be serious.”

“I’m always serious.”

“That is becoming clear.”

Grant removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Alex hadn’t even realized he wore glasses for reading until that moment.

It did something devastating to him.

Unfair.

Completely unfair.

“You should go,” Grant repeated.

But his voice was tired now.

Less command.

More habit.

Alex looked at the immaculate office.

The organized files.

The face-down photograph.

The empty coffee cups.

The untouched apple.

And the man behind the desk who apparently did not know how to leave a building unless someone ordered him to.

Alex walked to the chair across from Grant’s desk and picked up the apple.

Grant watched him.

“What are you doing?”

“Checking for evidence of life.”

“Alex.”

“You should eat this.”

“I don’t want the apple.”

“You bought the apple.”

“I brought the apple.”

“For decoration?”

Grant looked like he was trying very hard not to react.

Alex set it back down.

“You’re difficult.”

“I’ve been told.”

“Recently?”

“Constantly.”

Alex smiled.

Grant didn’t.

Not quite.

But the tiredness in his face eased.

For a moment, the office felt suspended between them.

Not boss and assistant.

Not orders and tasks.

Just two men standing at the end of a long week, both pretending they were less lonely than they were.

Alex felt the thought before he could stop it.

Dangerous.

He stepped back.

“Well. Good first week.”

Grant nodded.

“Good first week.”

Alex walked to the door.

“Try not to marry the paperwork over the weekend.”

Grant’s eyebrow lifted.

“That would be a conflict of interest.”

Alex laughed.

It surprised them both.

Because after a second, Grant laughed too.

Quietly.

Briefly.

But real.

The sound filled the office before disappearing.

Alex stood frozen in the doorway.

Grant looked equally unprepared for what had just happened.

Then he cleared his throat and reached for another file.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

Alex smiled.

“Goodnight, Grant.”

He left before either of them could make the moment awkward.

Outside, the evening air was warm and smelled faintly of cut grass and diner grease. Downtown Willow Ridge glowed beneath the streetlights. The water tower rose above the buildings, faded blue against the deepening sky.

Alex paused on the City Hall steps and looked back.

Grant’s office window was still lit.

Of course it was.

A tall shadow moved behind the glass.

Alone.

Alex should have gone home.

Instead, he stood there a moment longer, watching the light in Grant Holloway’s office and thinking about face-down photographs, untouched apples, and the rare sound of a man laughing like he had forgotten he was allowed to.

His first week was over.

He had kept the job.

He had learned the routines.

He had found the copier paper.

And he had learned one more thing about Grant Holloway.

The man was not impossible.

Not exactly.

He was lonely.

And somehow, that was much more dangerous.
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Chapter 3

Small Town Politics
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By the beginning of his second week at Willow Ridge City Hall, Alex Stone had learned two important things.

First, every person in town had an opinion.

Second, every opinion eventually made its way through City Hall.

Usually before breakfast.

Monday morning started with a woman demanding the city investigate a suspicious squirrel.

Alex assumed she was joking.

She wasn't.

"He keeps staring at my bird feeder," she explained seriously from the reception desk.

Janine nodded.

"Mhm."

"And he isn't afraid of people."

"That does sound suspicious."

Alex nearly choked on his coffee.

The woman left satisfied twenty minutes later with a phone number for Animal Control.

Alex stared at Janine.

"You encouraged her."

"I redirected her."

"To Animal Control."

"That's what they're for."

"I thought they handled animals."

Janine looked offended.

"They do."

Alex laughed and sat down at his desk.

Outside Grant's office, the morning routine was already underway.

Emails.

Meetings.

Phone calls.

The constant movement of city government.

For someone who had spent months wondering if he'd have a job at all, the chaos was strangely comforting.

He liked being needed.

He liked knowing where he belonged.

Even if that place currently involved color-coded folders and a boss who treated sleep like an optional hobby.

Grant's office door opened.

Alex immediately looked up.

Annoying.

Very annoying.

Grant stepped out carrying a file.

Dark suit.

Blue tie.

Coffee.

Always coffee.

"You have the executive briefing packet?"

Alex held it up.

"Already printed."

Grant accepted it.

"Good."

Alex smiled.

"You're welcome."

Grant stared at him.

"You don't have to answer every statement like it's a conversation."

"That sounds exactly like something a person says during a conversation."

For a second Grant looked genuinely caught off guard.

Then he sighed.

Alex counted it as a victory.

Grant shook his head and walked away.

Janine appeared beside Alex's desk three seconds later.

"He likes you."

Alex groaned.

"No."

"Yes."

"No."

"Absolutely."

Alex pointed at Grant's retreating back.

"That man barely tolerates oxygen."

"He still likes you."

"You're impossible."

Janine smiled.

"So I've been told."

The executive briefing occupied the largest conference room in City Hall.

Department heads filled the seats.

Council members lined the walls.

The mayor sat at the front.

Grant took his usual place beside her.

Alex settled near the back with his laptop.

And immediately noticed something.

Everyone watched Grant.

Not obviously.

Not constantly.

But enough.

When Grant spoke, people listened.

When he disagreed, people reconsidered.

When he went quiet, the room got nervous.

The realization fascinated Alex.

Because Grant never acted like the most influential person in the room.

He just was.

The meeting began smoothly.

Then Councilman Richard Brennan arrived.

Late.

Again.

The door swung open.

Brennan marched inside carrying a coffee and enough confidence for several people.

"Sorry."

He didn't sound sorry.

Mayor Whitcomb didn't even look up.

"You live three minutes away."

"Traffic."

"We have four stoplights."

"Exactly."

Several people sighed.

Alex covered his smile.

Brennan dropped into a chair.

The meeting continued.

For approximately twelve minutes.

Then Brennan started questioning development projections.

Ten minutes after that, he was questioning budget allocations.

Five minutes later, he was questioning Grant.

Which turned out to be a mistake.

"I still think we're moving too quickly."

Grant looked up from his notes.

The room immediately quieted.

Alex noticed.

Everyone noticed.

Grant folded his hands.

"This proposal has been under review for eighteen months."

Brennan frowned.

Grant continued.

"We've completed two economic studies."

Silence.

"Four community forums."

More silence.

"Three council revisions."

The room stayed completely still.

Grant's voice remained calm.

Almost pleasant.

Which somehow made it worse.

"If you'd like us to move slower, Councilman, I'm happy to schedule another year of discussions."

A cough disguised a laugh.

Someone dropped a pen.

Mayor Whitcomb suddenly became fascinated by her notes.

Brennan sat back.

Defeated.

Alex looked down quickly before Grant could catch him smiling.

Unfortunately Grant did catch him.

Their eyes met across the room.

Alex looked innocent.

Grant looked unimpressed.

The corner of his mouth moved anyway.

Just barely.

Alex spent the rest of the meeting feeling strangely pleased with himself.

That afternoon, Alex got cornered by three women from the permits department.

Martha.

Linda.

Sharon.

Collectively known as The Committee.

A title nobody had officially given them.

And nobody dared challenge.

"Alex."

Alex immediately knew he was in danger.

"Hello."

Martha smiled.

It wasn't reassuring.

"Settling in?"

"So far."

"Good."

Linda crossed her arms.

"How's Grant?"

There it was.

Alex blinked.

"Busy?"

The women exchanged looks.

Sharon sighed.

"We know he's busy."

"Then what do you mean?"

Martha lowered her voice.

"Is he happy?"

The question surprised him.

Not because it was strange.

Because it sounded sincere.

Concerned.

Protective.

Like they weren't asking about a boss.

They were asking about family.

Alex thought carefully.

"I don't know."

The women waited.

"I think he works too much."

Three immediate nods.

"There it is."

"Exactly."

"We keep telling him."

Alex laughed.

"You all sound related."

For a moment none of them smiled.

Then Martha said quietly,

"Sometimes people need looking after."

The answer lingered.

Before Alex could ask more, Linda sighed.

"He wasn't always like this."

The hallway grew quieter.

Alex already knew what came next.

Emily.

The woman from the photograph.

The woman from the rumors.

The woman Grant never discussed.

Instead of asking, Alex stayed silent.

The Committee seemed relieved.

Martha patted his shoulder.

"You're smart."

"Occasionally."

"No."

She smiled.

"You knew not to ask."

Then they walked away.

Leaving Alex standing alone in the hallway.

Thinking.

That evening most of City Hall emptied before five.

Grant remained.

Of course.

Alex remained too.

Less of course.

At six o'clock he finally delivered the last project file to Grant's office.

The door stood open.

Grant sat behind his desk reading.

The setting sun painted the office gold.

For the first time, Alex noticed how tired he looked.

Not exhausted.

Just worn.

Like someone carrying too much weight for too many years.

Grant looked up.

"You're still here."

"So are you."

Grant ignored that.

Alex stepped inside.

The photograph remained face-down on the corner of the desk.

The same as always.

Grant followed his gaze.

Something flickered in his expression.

Gone immediately.

Alex sat down.

For a moment neither spoke.

Outside the windows, downtown Willow Ridge glowed beneath the evening light.

The water tower stood beyond the rooftops.

Watching.

Waiting.

Keeping its secrets.

Finally Alex asked,

"Can I ask you something?"

Grant looked suspicious instantly.

"That's usually a bad sign."

"Probably."

Grant leaned back.

"What is it?"

Alex hesitated.

Then decided honesty was easier.

"Why did you stay?"

Grant frowned.

"Stay?"

"In Willow Ridge."

The question surprised him.

Alex could tell.

Grant looked toward the window.

Toward the town beyond it.

"My father was mayor."

Alex blinked.

Not the answer he expected.

"My grandfather owned the hardware store."

"The brick building on Main?"

Grant nodded.

"My family has been here nearly eighty years."

Alex leaned against the arm of the chair.

"So leaving wasn't really an option."

Grant was quiet for several seconds.

"No."

The answer sounded more complicated than the word itself.

Alex understood.

More than he wanted to.

"Sometimes I wish I had that."

Grant looked back at him.

"What?"

"Roots."

The word escaped before Alex could stop it.

The room grew quiet.

Grant studied him.

Not his clothes.

Not his expression.

Him.

"You do."

Alex laughed softly.

"I really don't."

Grant's gaze remained steady.

"You're here."

The words landed harder than they should have.

Because somehow Grant understood.

Three months ago Alex had nowhere.

Now he had a job.

An apartment.

A purpose.

A town that was slowly becoming home.

Grant seemed to see the realization happen.

His expression softened.

Only slightly.

But enough.

"You like Willow Ridge."

Alex smiled.

"I think I do."

"Good."

One simple word.

One genuine word.

Alex felt it.

The moment stretched.

Neither moved.

Neither looked away.

Then Grant reached for another file.

The spell broke.

Work returned.

The office became an office again.

Alex stood.

"Goodnight, Grant."

Grant looked up.

For a second he seemed like he wanted to say something else.

Instead he nodded.

"Goodnight, Alex."

Alex left the office smiling.

Which was unfortunate.

Because it meant Janine was right.

And Alex hated when Janine was right.
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Chapter 4

Emily Harper
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Tuesday morning began with a protest.

Not a large protest.

Not an organized protest.

One man.

One lawn chair.

One handwritten sign.

The sign read:

SAVE OUR PARKING SPACES.

Alex stood at the front window holding coffee and staring.

“What happened?”

Janine glanced up from her desk.

“Tuesday.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is in Willow Ridge.”

Outside, the man adjusted his baseball cap.

A second man arrived carrying another lawn chair.

Alex narrowed his eyes.

“They’re multiplying.”

“That’s Harold and Dennis.”

“Who are Harold and Dennis?”

“Retired.”

“That’s not a personality.”

“In this town it is.”

By eight-thirty, there were six lawn chairs.

By nine, there were eight.

Mayor Whitcomb walked through the lobby, looked outside, and sighed.

“How many?”

“Eight,” Janine said.

“Still parking?”

“Still parking.”

The mayor nodded.

“Reasonable.”

Then she kept walking.

Alex stared after her.

“No one is concerned?”

Janine laughed.

“About Harold?”

“About the protest.”

“They’ll leave by lunch.”

“How do you know?”

“They always do.”

Grant stepped into the lobby carrying a folder.

He glanced outside.

Saw the protest.

Kept walking.

Alex pointed at him.

“Even he doesn’t care?”

Grant stopped beside Alex’s desk.

“They’ll leave by lunch.”

Alex looked at Janine.

She looked smug.

Grant handed Alex the folder.

“Planning Commission reports.”

“Let me guess. Parking?”

“Partly.”

“Of course.”

Grant’s eyes shifted to the window again.

For a moment, his expression eased.

Not amused exactly.

But familiar.

Like the town’s ridiculousness had worn him down into reluctant affection.

Then his office phone rang.

The moment vanished.

Grant returned to work.

And Alex, unfortunately, noticed that too.

By lunch, the protest had grown to ten people.

By one o’clock, it was gone.

Grant had been right.

Again.

Alex was beginning to hate how often that happened.

The real trouble arrived at two-fifteen.

The front door opened.

A woman stepped inside.

Tall.

Blonde.

Beautiful in an expensive, polished way that made the lobby seem suddenly underdressed.

Designer sunglasses.

Cream coat.

Perfect hair.

Perfect posture.

Perfect timing.

Janine froze.

Alex noticed immediately.

“What?”

Janine’s smile turned professional so fast it was alarming.

“Oh no.”

Alex straightened.

“What does oh no mean?”

The woman removed her sunglasses.

Her gaze moved around the lobby slowly.

Assessing.

Remembering.

Then her eyes landed on Grant’s closed office door.

“Is Grant available?”

Alex knew before Janine answered.

Emily.

The name hit him with surprising force.

The woman from the whispers.

The woman connected to the face-down photograph.

The woman Grant had once thought he would spend his life with.

Janine stood.

“Emily. Hi.”

“Janine.”

The greeting was polite.

Not warm.

Emily’s gaze shifted to Alex.

“You’re new.”

Alex rose from his desk.

“Alex Stone.”

Her smile appeared.

Beautiful.

Measured.

“Grant’s assistant?”

“That’s me.”

“Interesting.”

One word.

Soft.

Perfectly pleasant.

Loaded enough to sink a ship.

Alex smiled back.

“I try to be.”

Something flickered in Emily’s eyes.

Surprise, maybe.

Then Grant’s office door opened.

The whole lobby changed.

Grant stepped out with a phone in his hand.

The second he saw her, every bit of expression left his face.

Not anger.

Not sadness.

Distance.

Complete and practiced.

“Emily.”

She turned toward him.

“Hello, Grant.”

The lobby went silent.

Painfully silent.

Phones still rang.

Somewhere, a printer kept humming.

But every person within twenty feet was listening.

Grant lowered his phone.

“What are you doing here?”

“I was in town.”

“You live twenty miles away.”

“I can still visit.”

His jaw tightened.

Barely.

But Alex saw it.

Grant glanced toward the lobby.

Toward Janine.

Toward Alex.

Toward the audience nobody was admitting to being.

“My office.”

Emily smiled.

“Of course.”

She passed him and walked inside.

Grant followed.

The door closed.

The lobby exhaled.

Janine sat down slowly.

Alex stared at Grant’s office door.

“What just happened?”

“History,” Janine said.

“That is not helpful.”

“It’s accurate.”

For the next twenty-six minutes, City Hall became the quietest building in Kansas.

No one admitted they were listening.

Everyone listened.

Alex answered emails.

Badly.

He filed three documents in the wrong folder.

He reread the same sentence four times.

He told himself he was curious because Emily mattered to the story of Grant Holloway.

That was all.

Curiosity.

Not jealousy.

Not concern.

Definitely not the uncomfortable feeling that had settled under his ribs the second Grant’s face went blank.

Finally, the office door opened.

Emily emerged first.

Still composed.

Still elegant.

But something had changed.

Her smile was gone.

Grant followed her to the lobby.

He looked exactly the same.

Which somehow made it worse.

Emily stopped near the front door.

For one moment, she looked back at him.

“You’re still impossible.”

Grant’s voice stayed quiet.

“And you’re still here for something.”

Emily’s lips pressed together.

Then she looked at Alex.

Only briefly.

Too briefly.

“I’ll see you at Founder's Day.”

Grant’s expression hardened.

“I haven’t said I’m going.”

“No,” Emily said. “But you will.”

Then she put on her sunglasses and left.

The door closed behind her.

Silence held.

Grant stood there a second longer.

Then he adjusted his cuffs, picked up a folder from Alex’s desk, and turned back toward his office.

Like nothing had happened.

Like his past hadn’t just walked through the front door in designer heels.

“Grant.”

Alex said it before thinking.

Grant stopped.

The lobby grew even quieter.

Alex suddenly remembered he was at work.

That Grant was his boss.

That absolutely everyone was watching.

Grant looked back.

“Yes?”

Alex swallowed.

“You forgot this.”

He picked up the correct folder and held it out.

Grant looked at the folder in his hand.

Then at the one Alex offered.

For half a second, something unguarded passed over his face.

A crack.

A mistake.

Proof he was shaken.

Then Grant returned the wrong folder and took the right one.

“Thank you.”

His voice was normal.

Too normal.

He
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