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            I came to Grand Lake looking for a fresh start, not a scandal.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        But one wrong turn (and one very right kiss) later, I found myself pressed against Sheriff Blake Mitchell's patrol car—and that was just the beginning of my trouble.

      

        

      
        Now my days are spent trying to act professional at the station while his heated stares make my uniform feel two sizes too small.

      

        

      
        Our stolen moments in supply closets and back alleys are getting harder to hide, and in a town where everyone knows everyone's business, we're one whispered rumor away from disaster.

      

        

      
        I tell myself it's just physical—the way his hands feel on my skin, how his kiss tastes like a habit I don’t want to break.

      

        

      
        But when a job transfer threatens to tear us apart, I'm forced to face the truth: what started as a mistake might be the one thing I can't live without.
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            Nina

          

        

      

    

    
      My alarm goes off precisely at six a.m. I’ve been lying here with my eyes open for the last hour, willing myself to sleep the remainder of the time. However, all I did was daydream about my future.

      I silence the alarm and push back my blankets. I move to sit on the edge of the bed and turn on the bedside lamp. The room fills with a soft light that doesn’t even bother my eyes. Getting up, I make my bed before leaving the room.

      I walk into the living room and stoke the wood-burning stove—my only source of heat in this dream cabin of mine. I add in the wood, close the front, and start toward the kitchen to make some tea. I turn on the gas stove and pick up the kettle. I fill it with water and place it back on the burner. While I wait for it to boil, I prepare my breakfast of oatmeal with sliced strawberry, banana, and blueberries.

      By the time the oatmeal is ready, the kettle is whistling at me. I turn off the burner and pour the hot water over the teabag already in my mug. I take both my tea and oatmeal to the living room to eat by the heater. The sounds of the wood popping and cracking as it burns relaxes me. In one way, it almost centers me, gets me ready to take on the day. I love having the wood-burning stove. However, I could do without chopping the wood.

      I sit in my brown leather lounge chair, taking in the dark cabin. The walls are made up of rough-cut logs, along with the ceiling. The floors are good old-fashioned hardwood. Someone put a lot of work into this cabin. When I saw it, I couldn’t turn it down. Sure, I miss some of the fancier things, like central air in the summer, heated toilet seats, and a whole-home vacuum system, but this is so much simpler. I was told when I bought this place that it didn’t even have an indoor bathroom or power since it was just being used as a hunting cabin. I’m lucky the people I bought it from decided to add those things in order to make it a home instead of just a man cave.

      When I’ve had my fill of oatmeal, I take the dishes to the kitchen and wash them before going for a shower. The bathroom in the cabin is rather small, with only enough room for a tub and shower combo, a sink, and a toilet. There’s just enough room for one person to move about. But I’m not complaining. At least I don’t have to walk through the dense forest to use the bathroom.

      I turn the shower on as I unbutton my red and black flannel top. I check myself over in the mirror. My long blond hair is starting to look stringy, and I make a mental note to get it trimmed soon. My blue eyes are bright and shining, but my pale skin looks nearly transparent—the typical cry from a nerd who spends more time in front of a computer instead of being out in the sun like normal people. Maybe I’ll even tan at the salon while I’m there getting my haircut.

      I pull my eyes away from the mirror in an attempt to save my sanity. I know if I just stare at myself, I’ll fixate on everything I find wrong, like my stringy hair and vampirish complexion. I step into the hot flow of water and make quick work of washing and shaving. When I get out, the mirror is covered in steam. I tie my towel around myself as I brush my teeth and hair.

      Thirty minutes later, my hair is dried and pulled back into a tight bun. The little makeup I wear is applied perfectly, a pearl-colored eyeshadow, brown mascara, a touch of blush, and a little shimmery lip gloss. I tuck my white dress shirt into my black pants and pull on the blazer that matches the dress suit. Walking back into my room for my shoes, I scrutinize myself in the mirror and see that despite picking at myself earlier, I look nice and put together.

      I slide my feet into a nice pair of black flats and gather up the rest of the things I’ll need for the day. It’s going on seven-thirty when I step out of the cabin. The sun is just rising over the horizon, painting the sky with yellows, oranges, and pinks. The birds are flying around looking for their breakfast, and it’s warm already with just the slightest breeze. I take a deep breath, taking in the crisp mountain air, with traces of a hint of wet earth and the moss growing up on the rocks by the small pond next to the cabin.

      I climb behind the wheel and look up at my property. Most would probably see it as rustic or maybe even run-down. But that’s not what I see. I see a beautiful escape settled right into the side of the mountain. There’s silence, relaxation, and, best of all, home.

      It takes me twenty minutes to drive into town. I park my car in the parking lot of the police station before grabbing my things and climbing out.

      “Morning, Nina,” Nate my coworker says, shooting me his toothy grin.

      I return his smile. “Morning. How’s that baby of yours doing?”

      He lets out a deep chuckle. “Getting big. She said her first words last night.”

      I can’t help but laugh at his excitement. “And it was?”

      “Dada,” he replies, his grin only spreading wider.

      “Daddy’s girl already, huh?”

      “That she is,” he says, opening the door to the precinct and allowing me to walk through ahead of him.

      “Thank you.” I turn to see him pull on his police hat.

      He sends me a nod and heads toward his desk while I make my way back to my small, dark office in the back.

      “Nina, did you hear?” Claire, a fellow officer asks as I’m walking past the break room.

      I decide to dip in and pour a cup of coffee. I drop my things onto the round table in the center of the room as I reach for a paper cup. “Hear what?”

      She smiles wide. “The new sheriff arrives today. I hear he’s just dreamy,” she says all breathlessly and schoolgirl-like.

      I laugh as I pour my coffee. “Still very single, are you, Claire?”

      Her smile falls as she rolls her head to the side to look at me with a bored expression. “Is it that obvious?”

      I giggle. “It is when you talk like that. You know, even if this guy is dreamy, you still can’t go after him. He’ll be your boss.”

      “Way to ruin my daydream, Nina.” She rolls her eyes but smiles, telling me she’s quite aware. “That won’t stop them, though,” she says with a laugh as she takes off out of the break room.

      I shake my head as I take my coffee and things to my office.

      I set my things down and start up my computer before taking a sip of my coffee. I look at the sketch I left laying on my desk from yesterday. It’s a part of the presentation I plan on taking to the city council in the next month or so. There’s a meeting once a month, so if I don’t have this done in three weeks, I’ll have to wait another month before I can propose my idea. I thought I had it ready to go last week. I thought it would be done for this month’s meeting. However, I decided to add some outside features like, basketball courts, skate ramps, and a pool.

      It’s my dream to open a youth center for the kids in town. This is a very small community, and there really aren’t many things for the kids. Sure, there’s a park, the school playground, and the lake, but most of those places don’t have a chaperone, leaving plenty of kids to get into trouble or be picked on. The rise in teen misdemeanors has gone up in the last few months. Someone needs to intervene.

      When the computer comes on, I type in my login info and start going through my daily tasks. I make sure the server is up and running, start up the virus scan that checks over every computer in the office, and update the system for security purposes. While the computer does its job, I turn on the desk lamp and pick up my pencil to resume work on my sketch.

      Other than updating the system and running security checks, my job is basically to just sit here and wait for something to break. In the last two years I’ve worked here, I’ve picked up many hobbies as a way to kill time. I’ve been designing my own website mock-ups for the youth center to put into my presentation for the city council. With the rising numbers in juvenile crime I see from working here at the police station, the sketches of what they’ll see in the town, and the website that pulls the whole thing together and makes it feel real, there’s no way they’ll turn me down.

      Before I know it, the computer is beeping, letting me know the tasks I had set up are finished. It usually takes a total of three hours to update the system and scan every computer for security issues and viruses. I can’t believe I’ve lost three hours by sketching. I close out of things on the computers and look back down at my sketch. The whole thing looks perfect.

      The building is modern with its sleek design, but it also holds a few architectural aspects that will make it fit in with the rest of the buildings in the city. I want it to stand out, but I don’t want it to look out of place, since the town was founded over a hundred years ago, and most of the buildings are old.

      The front of the building will be a parking lot so it will look like any other store in town. But the back will have the courts and skate ramps. There will also be a little area outside where people can just sit in the grass and relax or where classes can be held on nice days. Inside will be the indoor pool that can be used year-round. The building will also include a cafeteria area where hot meals will be provided for the less fortunate kids who don’t have access to school lunches anymore due to summer break. There’s a community room with tables where we can do group activities, an art room, a few classrooms for when we start up classes like woodworking and SAT prep, as well as an up-to-date computer room where we will teach coding, typing, and other useful computer skills. All of this will be completely free to the kids, and it will not only keep them out of trouble, but it will also help them further their education in the summer and prepare them for college. I even plan on hiring some kids who may be looking for summer and weekend jobs. Just thinking about this project gets me excited.

      “Nina, the new sheriff is here,” Claire says with a knock on my door.

      I set my pencil down, turn off my desk light, and stand up. Glancing down at myself, I straighten my shirt and pull on my blazer. With a deep breath, I turn and leave my office, ready to meet our brand-new sheriff, who Claire probably already has a thing for. I laugh at the thought and shake my head.
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            Bryce

          

        

      

    

    
      I walk into the precinct and am immediately greeted by the officer who mans the front desk. She’s wearing her black uniform, and her dark hair is pulled back under her black hat. She slowly looks up, and I can see the minute she realizes who I am. Her eyes are suddenly wide, and the corners of her mouth turn up into a smile.

      “Hello, Sheriff Moore. I’m Officer Claire Thomas. It’s nice to meet you, Sir.” She smiles and holds out her hand for me to shake.

      I shake her hand. “It’s good to meet you, Officer Thomas. What do you say about showing me around the place?”

      “Absolutely, sir. Follow me, and I’ll show you to your office. While you’re getting settled, I will round the troops for you to meet.” She steps out from behind the desk and leads me through the building to my office.

      The room is a typical office for a sheriff. Three of the four walls are windows with silver metal blinds. There’s a desk in the center of the room with two chairs in front of it and a row of filing cabinets behind it.

      “Here it is. I’ll go and gather everyone up.” She rushes out of the room while I’m left standing in the center of the room.

      I turn and look out the windows at the officers sitting at their desk while Claire rushes to tell everyone about my arrival. Most of the men are laughing and joking until they hear that I’m here. Then their smiles are wiped away and replaced with a more serious look. I walk out of my office to address the team. The last woman to join causes my breath to hitch in my throat.

      Her blue eyes lock on mine before they quickly pull away. She looks nervous, with her fingers lacing together in front of her, but she straightens her back and squares her shoulders as she raises her chin. Her eyes find mine again, and she wets her thick, plump lips. Her chest is rising and falling quickly as she catches her breath. I can’t help but look her up and down. She’s dressed nicely in a black dress suit. Her white shirt is buttoned up the center, her big chest pulling at the front. Her blond hair is pulled back into a tight, sleek bun, and I can’t help but picture my hands running through it.

      I realize I’ve been staring too long by the way her eyes grow wide. It’s like she’s saying, “stop staring at me, you idiot, and pay attention.” I clear my throat.

      “Everyone, I’m Bryce Moore, and I’ll be the new sheriff in town. I recently transferred in from Denver. I’ve been on the police force for the last seventeen years. I joined right out of high school and have been working ever since.” I look them all over as they stand at attention in a long line in front of me. “I know I look like a no-nonsense type of guy, and while we’re here at work, that is true. But I also like to cut loose, and I plan on taking everyone for a round of drinks every Friday. That is the time to mess around and joke. While we’re here, I want everyone to keep things professional. Got that?”

      “Yes, sir,” they all say in unison.

      “I also like to keep an open-door policy, for all of you and anyone from town who would like to speak to me directly. I feel we all work better if you know there’s always someone here to talk to about business and personal matters if you see fit. Anything that could affect you on the job. So, don’t forget,” I hold up my index finger. “Keep it professional in the office and on the streets. We’ll have time to kick back at the end of the week.” I hold up my second finger. “My door is always open, and I’m free to talk about anything and everything. Now, let’s get back to work.”

      When I dismiss everyone, they go back to work. I turn to head toward my office, but Claire brings the blonde woman to my side. “Sheriff Moore, this is Nina Waters. She’s our IT administrator. She will go back to your office with you and get you all logged in to the computers.” She offers up a smile before walking away.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Waters.” I hold out my hand.

      She smiles and slides her small hand into mine. “Please, just call me Nina, Sheriff Moore.”

      The moment her hand is in mine, it bursts out with a fit of tingles that travel up my arm. “If I have to call you Nina, you can call me Bryce.”

      She shies away. “Okay, sir—er, I mean, Bryce.”

      I can’t help but laugh at her shyness and innocence. “Shall we?”

      “Yes.” She starts toward my office and stops behind my desk. “Have a seat,” she tells me, so I do. I sit in my chair and turn it toward the computer.

      She sets down a piece of paper on the desk. “This is your login ID and password. After you sign in for the first time, it will prompt you to create a new password. I’ll go and get us a cup of coffee while you do that, and then I’ll walk you through our system.” She walks out of the room, leaving me to stare after her.

      I shake the thoughts from my head and log in using the info she’s provided. I set up my new password, and she walks in right on time. “All set?”

      “I think so. I got a new password, and I’m ready to go.”

      She hands me a cup of coffee, and I take a sip. “Mmm, that’s good. Thank you.”

      “No problem. I made a fresh pot. Sometimes the coffee will sit all day here. It’s always safer to make your own fresh pot.”

      I lean back in my chair. “Anything else I need to know about the lay of the land?”

      “Hmm,” she says, thinking as she sits on the corner of my desk. Again, my eyes roam up and down her body, wishing I could see what she looks like underneath all of those clothes. Her black pants hug her round ass nicely, but they’re loose around her long legs.  I wish I could see their shape. She’s thin, and with the way the buttons on her shirt are straining, she must have a nice-sized chest as well. I get onto myself for these thoughts. Nothing good can come from them. She’s my employee, and I’m her boss. Not only that, but I’m thirty-five, and I highly doubt she’s anywhere near thirty. My guess would be mid-twenties. Twenty-seven, tops.

      “Well, Claire is a huge flirt. It doesn’t mean anything. She isn’t hitting on you; she just can’t help herself. John likes to take massive dumps in the bathroom. He’ll turn the fan off and leave the door open so the smell will creep into the rest of the building. So if you smell something gross, just go and turn the fan on in the bathroom. Danny is a good cop. He’s great, actually, but he’s sensitive and likes to give people more chances than they deserve. So if his ticket ratio goes down, just bring him in here and gently give him a pep talk. Tell him not to let people walk all over him. And this is a small town. Not a lot goes on. Most days, it’s just domestic disturbances and bored kids. But since this town is so small, get ready for the welcome of your life. Everyone will want to be your friend. You’ll have more home-baked goods than you know what to do with.”

      “Wow, that’s a lot of info.”

      “Don’t worry. If you forget anything, I’ll be here. That small office in the back is mine. Just pop your head in or shoot me a message.”

      I smile up at her. “Thanks. So you want to show me how to work this thing?” I gesture to the computer, and she laughs but comes to stand behind me and walk me through the system.

      I get to spend the better part of the day with her as she walks me through the system. I feel like I’m back in school learning how to use a computer, but she does a good job of showing me everything.

      Around noon, she stands back. “Okay, I think that’s everything. I guess I’ll go to lunch. And don’t forget, if you forget anything I showed you here today, just call.” She smiles before sliding out the door.

      I watch her through the windows of my office as she walks through the precinct back to her office. I wonder if she notices the way all the men here look at her. But it’s my experience that women like her rarely do. She isn’t seeking attention or trying to gain a leg up. She seems happy keeping herself locked up back in that office. It makes me wonder more about her. Is she single? Is she the friendly and outgoing type? Or is she the keep to herself and spend her weekends at home alone with a book and a glass of wine kind of woman?

      It doesn’t matter because I have no interest in starting a relationship up with anyone, let alone a woman I work with. I push away from my desk and pull my hat on before leaving the station for some lunch. As I’m walking past the front desk, Claire speaks up.

      “Oh, sir, here are the keys for the Sheriff’s cruiser.” She holds them out, dangling them off her finger.

      “Thanks.” I reach out and take them before walking out to the parking lot and finding the car that reads “Sheriff” along the side. I smile to myself as I climb in. Back in Denver, I wasn’t a sheriff. I was just another deputy. But after being almost killed on the job, I thought a nice quiet town would be the way to go. When I looked and found this position available, I applied immediately, never expecting to get hired. Sure, I had the years under my belt, but I didn’t have the title. This is a major promotion for me, and I don’t plan on doing anything to screw it up. That includes not getting involved with another member of the force.

      I drive the cruiser over to a restaurant called The Place. It seems to be the only business open that’s serving food right now, other than the bakery, but I’m in no mood to hear a sheriff and a donut joke, so I park and go in.

      The place is low key. It’s not loud with drunks falling over the place, which is something I like. This seems like a good, down-to-earth kind of town. I take a seat at a table and pick up the menu.

      “Well, you must be the new sheriff in town,” the waitress says as she comes to a stop at my table.
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