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Greg

The Willow Creek city limits sign is somehow both adorable and slightly crooked, which feels like a metaphor for my life right now.

Hand-painted lettering.
Little pine trees stenciled around the edges.
A smiley sun someone added in the corner.
It’s... charming.
Soft.
Completely opposite of the noisy city I just left behind.
I slow down and exhale.

New job.
New town.
Fresh start.
Don’t mess this up, Greg.

My GPS tells me I’m seven minutes from my Airbnb — a “quaint, rustic studio perfect for extended stays,” according to the listing — and ten minutes from the county office where I’ll be working. The plan was to get settled, rest, and not immediately embarrass myself.

Naturally, I spill iced coffee on my lap instead.

It hits my jeans, spreads, and then drips onto the seat like it’s trying to ruin my entire reputation before I even have one.

“No,” I mutter at the cup. “Not today. Today, we behave.”

I’m blotting at the mess with a napkin when flashing blue lights fill my rearview mirror.

Oh.
Oh no.
“Seriously?” I whisper. “I’ve been in town thirty seconds.”

I signal, pull over, and try to look like someone who absolutely did NOT just commit a crime with dairy.

Boots crunch on gravel.

A knock on the window.

I roll it down and—
Yeah.
Wow.

Tall.
Broad shoulders.
Dark jacket.
Jawline carved from pure stubbornness.
Eyes so steady it’s like the world gets quieter when he looks at you.
“Afternoon,” he says, voice low, gravelly, and so unfairly attractive I have to fake a cough just to reset my brain. “You know why I pulled you over?”

“Because...” I swallow. “I spilled coffee in my lap?”

One eyebrow lifts. “No.”

“Right. Yes. Of course. Obviously not.”

His gaze flicks to the napkin in my hand. “You were swerving.”

“Oh.” I nod quickly. “Just distracted. Not drunk. I promise.”

He studies my face, not in a suspicious way — more like he’s taking a mental snapshot of the new guy.

“License and registration.”

I hand them over.
Our fingers accidentally brush.
A spark shoots up my arm like my nerves are auditioning for a fireworks show.
He doesn’t react.
Of course he doesn’t.
He seems like the type who doesn’t react to anything unless it’s burning, bleeding, or breaking the law.
He looks at my license. “Gregory Carter. From Los Verdes.”

“Moved,” I say. “As in... today. I’m here for a job at the county office.”

He tilts his head. “You’re the new admin coordinator.”

I freeze. “How do you know that?”

“Small town,” he says simply.

Translation:
Everyone knew I was coming before I packed my suitcase.
He hands my license back with a slow, deliberate motion. “I’m Sheriff Mason Hayes.”

...Of course he is.

I officially met the hottest man in town, and he is literally the law.

“I wasn’t speeding?” I ask hopefully.

“No,” he says. “Just looked distracted. That road has sharp bends. Wouldn’t want you getting hurt on your first day.”

Something in my chest softens at his tone.
It’s subtle, but warm.
Protective in a way that makes my pulse stutter.
“Thank you,” I say quietly. “I appreciate it.”

He glances at the pile of clothes and snack wrappers in my passenger seat. “Where you headed?”

“My Airbnb,” I say. “Pine Hollow Road. The host left the key in a lockbox. I figured I’d get settled before checking in for work tomorrow morning.”

He nods. “I know where you’re talking about. Careful when you use your GPS. It will try to take you behind it — ignore that. Stay on the main road. You’ll see a green mailbox shaped like a trout.”

“A trout.”

“Yep.”

I purse my lips. “That feels... aggressively rural.”

This time, he almost smiles.
Almost.
“Welcome to Willow Creek,” he says. “Drive safe.”

He taps the roof of my car twice — a firm, reassuring gesture — then turns and walks back toward his truck. The cold air moves around him like it respects him too much to get close.

He climbs in.

But before he pulls away,
he looks back at me once,
just long enough to make my stomach flip,
and gives the faintest nod.
Then he’s gone.

Fog, pine trees, and a road ahead I have absolutely no map for.

My palms are sweaty.

My chest is tight.

And all I can think is:

I came here for a fresh start.
I did not think the first man I’d meet would look like a walking temptation wrapped in a sheriff’s badge.
Willow Creek was supposed to be calm.
Quiet.
Simple.
Now I’m not so sure.
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Mason

New guy drives like a baby deer on ice.

I shouldn’t care. I don’t care.
It’s literally my job to pull people over when they drift across the center line like they’re sightseeing.
But the moment I get back in my patrol truck, I’m gripping the steering wheel tighter than necessary, breathing out slow, steady, controlled.

Greg Carter.

Twenty-something.
City-boy bright.
Big eyes.
Big smile.
Coffee stain on his jeans like he’s been alive for five chaotic minutes.
And God help me, he looked at me like I was...
hell, I don’t know.
Hot?
I pull back onto the road, jaw clenched.

He’s fine.
He’s new.
He’ll settle in, figure out that Pine Hollow Road floods every spring, that Kelly at the diner overserves pie like it’s medicine, and that Willow Creek moves slower than people expect.
And he’ll learn I’m not someone to...
whatever that look he gave me was about.
I exhale through my nose.
My radio crackles.
“Sheriff Hayes, status check?”

I grab the receiver. “Traffic stop clear. New resident. Headed to Pine Hollow.”

There’s a pause.
Then the dispatcher says, “Oh! The county-office guy? The one Helen was talking about?”
Everyone in this town talks too damn much.

“10-4,” I say flatly, hanging the receiver back in place.

I drive my usual loop, but my mind keeps drifting to Greg’s awkward smile.
The way he gripped that napkin.
The nervous humor he used like a shield.
The way he said “thank you” like he meant it.
I hate that it stuck with me.

New people don’t stick with me.

I make one more turn and tell myself to focus.
Crime, safety, roads.
Not some bright-eyed newcomer with a backpack full of hope.
But I still find myself slowing down when the road bends toward Pine Hollow — just enough to see the little green trout mailbox pointing the way.

His rental is up there.

I should keep driving.

I don’t.

Not at first.

I give myself ten seconds — nothing more — to scan the road for hazards.
That’s all.
Purely professional.

The late-autumn air is crisp.
Snow feathers the tops of the pines.
Everything’s quiet.
Good.
He won’t get lost again.
I put the truck in gear and roll forward.

I’m halfway down the road when I mutter to myself, “Get it together, Hayes.”

He’s new.

He’s your department’s new admin.

And he’s trouble.

Not the kind you arrest.

The kind you avoid.

At the next intersection, I turn toward the station, trying to shake the weird heaviness sitting low in my chest.

It’s a feeling I haven’t had in years — this awareness of someone.
This tug toward something I do not have room for.
I park behind the sheriff’s office and step out. The cold hits my face, sharp and grounding.

I’m good at grounding.
At pushing things down.
At staying in control.
But as I walk inside, the dispatcher looks up with a smirk that tells me everything I need to know.

“I heard you met the new guy,” she says.

I grunt. “Briefly.”

“He cute?”

I pass her desk without responding, go into my office, and close the door.

I should start paperwork.
I should check tomorrow’s weather advisory.
I should be literally anywhere else mentally.
But instead, I’m leaning back in my chair, staring at the ceiling like some lovesick idiot, trying to replay the moment he said—

“I’m here for a fresh start.”

There was something in his voice.

Something hopeful.
Something hurting.
Something real.
And damn it all...

...I noticed.

I sit up straight, rub a hand over my face, and tell myself the truth:

I hope he settles in quickly.
Makes friends.
Finds his footing.
Because the sooner this town becomes normal for him—
the sooner I can forget him.
At least, that’s what I tell myself.

But a quiet part of me I thought died years ago whispers something different.

You won’t forget him.

Not a chance.
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Greg
The sheriff’s truck disappears down the road, taillights fading between the pines, and I just... sit there for a second.

Breathing.
Blinking.
Trying really hard not to scream into my steering wheel.
Because—
What the hell was THAT?
Sheriff Mason Hayes is stupid-level attractive.
Like... inconveniently attractive.
Like “this is going to haunt my dreams” attractive.
And I definitely made eye contact too long.
And I definitely smiled too much.
And he definitely noticed.
God.

Welcome to Willow Creek, Greg.
Population: You, your questionable flirting impulse control, and the town sheriff with the jawline of a Greek myth.
I pull back onto the road, following the directions he gave me. The trout-shaped mailbox appears just like he said it would — green, chipped, and aggressively fishy.

My Airbnb sits a little ways up the gravel drive.
It’s cute—
in a “Pinterest grandma who owns seven cats” kind of way.
A small cottage.
Mint-green shutters.
Wind chimes made of spoons and bottle caps.
A porch swing that looks like it hasn't been touched since the Clinton administration.
But it’s mine for the week, and I’m not picky.

Inside, it smells like cinnamon, old books, and something floral I can’t identify. The host texted that she left snacks on the counter, and sure enough, there’s a basket with:

• two granola bars
• a single-serve applesauce
• and... a can of tuna?
I stare at the tuna.
The tuna stares back.
“Okay,” I tell the can. “We’ll come back to you.”

The cottage is fine.
Really.
Cute.
Quaint.
Full
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