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Chapter 1 — Old Friends, New Changes
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Loti Dawson had forgotten how Willow Creek smelled in the early morning—pine needles, dew, and the soft sweetness of wildflowers that clung to the edges of every porch. The moment she stepped out of her car, that familiar scent wrapped around her like a hug she didn’t know she needed.

The cottage looked exactly as she remembered it: small, charming, a little crooked, and stubbornly standing after decades of weather and memories. Her grandmother had loved this place, and now it fell to Loti to bring it back to life. She wasn’t sure if she’d stay long, but fixing up the cottage felt like a good place to start.

She shielded her eyes from the sun as she grabbed her suitcase from the trunk. The gravel driveway crunched beneath her sneakers, the sound echoing in a way that made her chest tighten with nostalgia. Everything was familiar... yet she felt like a stranger.

“Loti?”

The voice froze her. She knew that voice—low, steady, warm in a way that reached straight into a person.

She turned.

There he stood.

James Whitaker.

Older, broader in the shoulders, sun-kissed from long hours working outdoors. His brown hair was a little longer than she remembered, pulled back by the wind as he walked toward her. His eyes were the same deep hazel, a color she used to think looked like autumn leaves caught in sunlight.

He stopped a few feet from her, hands on his hips, a shocked grin spreading across his face.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said quietly. “It really is you.”

She laughed, and it came out breathless. “Hey, James.”

He didn’t hesitate; he stepped forward and wrapped her in a hug that lifted her slightly off the ground. She wasn’t prepared for the rush of warmth that hit her. He smelled of sawdust and cedar—a scent she immediately associated with home.

“Didn’t think you’d ever come back,” he murmured before letting go.

“Didn’t think I would either,” she admitted, brushing her hair behind her ear. “But here I am.”

James’s gaze drifted over her face, lingering just long enough that she felt her pulse quicken. He cleared his throat and nodded toward the cottage.

“Planning to fix this place up?”

“That’s the idea. Thought I’d stay a couple of weeks.”

“A couple of weeks,” he repeated, giving her a playful look. “That’s what people say before Willow Creek traps them again.”

“Oh please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “It’s a town, not a bear trap.”

“Same thing if you ask me.” His grin widened. “Come on, let me help.”

Before she could argue, he grabbed her suitcase from her hand. Loti followed him up the porch, noticing how the boards creaked under his boots. Everything here needed work—paint peeling, a loose railing, shutters hanging crooked. She felt a wave of overwhelm.

“James... I appreciate the help, but you don’t need to play handyman.”

He looked at her with mock offense. “I am a handyman. Literally. Professionally.”

“Oh. Right.” She laughed as she unlocked the door. “Well, then I definitely won’t stop you.”

The inside of the cottage smelled faintly of lavender, dust, and sunlight trapped in the curtains. The furniture was exactly where her grandmother had left it. Loti paused in the doorway, emotions tugging at her chest.

“You okay?” James asked softly.

She nodded, though her voice felt tight. “Yeah. Just... memories.”

James was quiet for a moment before setting down her suitcase. “You know, you don’t have to go through all this alone.”

She turned to him. “James, I’ve been gone for years. You don’t owe me anything.”

He leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. “I don’t remember saying I owed you. You’re my friend, Loti. Always have been.”

The word friend should have sounded simple. Safe. Familiar.
Instead, it stirred something unexpected—something warm and fluttering just beneath her ribs.
She pushed the feeling aside. “Well... thanks. Really.”

He gave a nod that held more meaning than the gesture should have. “I’ve got a job down the street, but I’ll swing by later and check on you. Make sure the place doesn’t fall on your head.”

“Comforting,” she said dryly.

He chuckled as he stepped back onto the porch. “Welcome home, Loti.”

She watched him walk to his truck, the late-morning sun catching the lines of his shoulders. When he turned the ignition and waved before driving off, she felt the strangest urge to call him back.
Ask him to stay.
Ask him to tell her more about his life.
Ask him why seeing him again made her heart feel both full and hollow at the same time.
But she didn’t.

Instead she closed the door and leaned against it, pressing a hand to her chest.

“Get it together,” she whispered to herself. “He’s just James.”

Just her childhood best friend.

Just the boy who used to chase fireflies with her under the willow trees.

Just the man who now seemed impossibly, unfairly handsome.

Just James, she told herself again.

But even in that first hour back in Willow Creek, Loti already sensed the truth.

Nothing about James Whitaker was going to be just anything anymore.
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Chapter 2 — Moonlight at Maple Lake
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Loti hadn’t realized how exhausting unpacking could be until the sun had dipped below the treeline and the cottage grew dim enough to make her squint at every box. She reached for the lamp on the side table, flicked the switch—

Nothing.

She frowned and tried again.

Still nothing.

A second later, the hum of the fridge sputtered and died. Silence spread through the cottage like a slow, crawling shadow.

“Oh, perfect,” she muttered. “Power outage. Just my luck.”

She grabbed her phone for light, but the battery blinked at 9%. Not ideal.

Before she could decide what to do, a firm knock came at the door. Only one person in Willow Creek knocked like that—three short taps, one pause, then a final tap.

James.

Loti opened the door to find him holding a lantern that cast a warm glow across his face. His hazel eyes shimmered under it, earthy and calm.

“Lights went out here too?” he asked.

“Yep. I was just about to complain to myself about it.”

“Well, don’t bother. Half the town’s out. Probably a tree messing with a line again.” He lifted the lantern. “Come on. Maple Lake’s gorgeous during an outage. No lights, no noise. Just moonlight.”

She blinked. “You’re inviting me on a walk in the dark?”

His mouth curved in a slow, teasing smile. “Don’t tell me you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared,” she said quickly. “Just... unprepared.”

“Good thing I came prepared enough for both of us.”

He handed her the lantern so he could lock the cottage door behind her. The moment the metal loop touched her fingers, the faint heat from where his hand had been made her breath catch. Ridiculous, she scolded herself. It was a lantern handle, not a love letter.

Still... her pulse fluttered.

They followed the narrow dirt path toward Maple Lake. The crickets were loud tonight, and the forest air felt cool on her skin. James walked beside her, matching her pace, their shoulders almost brushing. Not touching—but close enough to feel the warmth radiating from him.

“So,” he said lightly, “how’s the cottage treating you on day one?”

“Well,” she said, raising the lantern, “the house and I are already fighting over electricity.”

He laughed, the sound deep and comforting. “You know, I can fix that wiring tomorrow.”

“James, I don’t want to be your charity project.”

“You’re not. I like helping.” He glanced at her. “Especially you.”

The last two words lingered in the air, soft but heavy.

She didn’t know how to respond, so she just kept walking, hoping he couldn’t hear how loud her heartbeat had suddenly become.

The trees opened up, and Maple Lake stretched before them—dark water reflecting silver ribbons of moonlight. The surface was so still it looked like glass. Fireflies hovered at the edges like tiny floating stars.

“Oh,” Loti breathed. “It’s beautiful.”

“Told you.” James shoved his hands in his pockets, looking oddly pleased by her reaction. “Best place in town. Always has been.”

They walked to the old wooden dock, its boards creaking under them. Loti sat at the edge, letting her feet dangle over the cool water. James settled beside her, leaving only a few inches between them.

Moonlight washed over them, softening every line and shadow.

“You missed this place, didn’t you?” he asked quietly.

Loti looked out at the lake. “I didn’t think I would. I thought leaving was the right choice.”

“And now?” His voice was gentle.

She hesitated. “Now it feels like... I don’t know. Like I needed to come back. Like something here has been waiting for me.”

James nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the water. “Some things don’t change, you know. Even when everything else does.”

The way he said it made her stomach flip.

She turned to him. “Did you ever think of leaving Willow Creek?”

“Once,” he admitted. “But something always kept me here.”

“What something?”

His eyes met hers, the moonlight making them look brighter than usual. “Someone.”

Her breath hitched. “James...”

He shook his head lightly, looking away with a small smile. “Relax. I mean my family. The workshop. The lake. This town. It’s all just... part of me.”

But something in his voice told her it wasn’t the full truth.

The silence that followed was thick—not uncomfortable, but full of things unsaid. Loti felt every inch of it, every inch of him beside her.

“So,” she said, desperate to break the tension, “remember when we tried fishing here and you fell in because you thought a turtle grabbed your line?”

He groaned. “I was twelve. And in my defense, it did feel like something grabbed me.”

“It was a stick, James.”

He nudged her shoulder. “Are you ever going to let that go?”

“Absolutely not.”

They both laughed, and the moment grew warm again, familiar—until a breeze swept across the lake, brushing Loti’s hair over her shoulder. James reached out instinctively, tucking the loose strand behind her ear.

She froze.

His fingers brushed her cheek, warm and careful.

He froze too.

Their eyes locked.

Seconds passed—long enough for Loti to feel her heart melting into something dangerous and sweet. Long enough for James’s hand to slowly drop away, as if he realized exactly what he’d done.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

She shook her head. “Don’t be.”

He swallowed hard, looking suddenly unsure of himself. She’d never seen him like this—not quiet, not hesitant. And she wasn’t sure what to make of the flutter that ran through her chest because of it.

Far across the lake, a chorus of frogs croaked. Fireflies blinked around them. The moon shone off the water like a silver promise neither of them understood yet.

Finally James stood and offered her his hand. “Come on. Let’s get you home before the power comes back and ruins
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