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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Ethan Hunter braced his feet against the edge of the wooden platform, glanced down at the ground some forty feet below, and pushed off. With a yank from the harness, he was flying. The wind whistling in his ears, combined with the scream of the hand trolley over steel cable, silenced his thoughts for the first time all morning.

         He let out a whoop, an adrenaline-fueled war cry, as he soared between trees and over a small ravine. The zip-line carried him about eight hundred feet, ending on a wooden platform similar to the one he’d kicked off from minutes earlier.

         Here he unclipped from the line, unfastened his harness, and took off his helmet to check the Go-Pro camera he’d attached. He thumbed through its menu, searching for the video he’d just recorded. It wasn’t there.

         He swore under his breath. Somehow he hadn’t recorded a single moment of his trip down the zip-line. And he had to get this video sent off tonight to the college student he’d hired to design the website. He’d have to hike back and take the whole course again. His empty stomach grumbled in protest.

         Ignoring it, Ethan climbed down the ladder and headed for the trail that would take him back to the top. This was the end of the line, the fifth and last leg of the series of zip-lines he’d built, taking him from the main building deep into the forest behind. For now, the zip-lines were his, a place for him and his buddies to get their thrills without putting anyone’s lives at risk.

         But soon, when Off-the-Grid Adventures opened, this would be the start of a business venture that could set him, as well as his friends Mark Dalton and Ryan Blake, on the way to fulfilling a dream. A way to put their dare-deviling ways to good use, cementing themselves as upstanding citizens and making some money while they were at it.

         And as of last night, bringing this dream to fruition had taken on a new urgency. His grandmother’s words haunted him like an unwelcome ghost, flitting in and out of his vision and making his chest feel too tight.

         “An aneurysm,” she’d told him over supper. “I saw it myself on the scan. Because of the location, it’s inoperable. The doctor said it could stay like that indefinitely, but he thinks chances are high that it will rupture sometime in the next few weeks or months.”

         Weeks. Months.

         Dixie Hunter was the strongest woman he knew. She’d endured more in her lifetime than anyone ought to, had raised him since he was twelve with a firm hand and a smile on her face, and at seventy years old, she still walked a mile into town each morning to have breakfast at The Sunny Side Up Café because, as she said, she had two perfectly good legs and needed the exercise.

         And now he was to believe that a bulging blood vessel in her brain was going to take her life sometime in the next few months?

         She’d taken his hand across the table, tears shimmering in her eyes. “I need to see you settled before I go, Ethan. I need to know you’ve got something or someone to keep you out of trouble when I’m not here to nudge you back into line.”

         A hawk called overhead, drawing his gaze toward the blue sky peeking through the swaying treetops above. Settled for him would never include a family, but this place would keep him out of trouble. He just needed to make sure Off-the-Grid Adventures opened in time for Gram to see it.

         He picked his way across the stream, taking a shortcut back to the start of the course. One more ride on the zip-line, and this time the damned camera had better work. He absolutely could not afford a delay.

         Up ahead, a woman sat on a large, flat rock by the stream, her back to him, arms crossed over her knees. Ethan stopped in his tracks. He owned this property, but it bordered the public forest so it wasn’t unheard of to find a hiker wandering through his neck of the woods.

         What was unusual was that he didn’t recognize her. The population of Haven, North Carolina, numbered somewhere in the vicinity of seven hundred, and he could say with some confidence that he was acquainted with all the female residents in his age range.

         The woman before him had light brown hair hanging almost to her waist in long, loose waves. She wore a white tank top that hugged her slender frame, accentuating the curves at her waist, and a billowy blue skirt that swirled around her ankles. Intriguing. Different. And without seeing her face, he knew he had never seen her before.

         “Hi there,” he called out.

         She scrambled off her perch with a startled squeak, almost pitching face-first into the creek. With one hand on the rock for balance, she turned to face him.

         And hot damn, she was gorgeous. Her eyes were a shade darker than her hair, as wide as they were wary. She looked a little out of place here in the woods dressed like that—he didn’t know any local women who went hiking in a skirt—but most interesting were the black leather boots peeking out from under its folds. Not girly dress-up boots. These looked more like combat boots, and for some reason, paired with the blue skirt they were smokin’ hot.

         “Sorry.” He held his hands out in front of him. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

         “I—well—oh!” She swatted at something near her face. “Ouch!”

         He stepped closer. “Something sting you?”

         “Yes, it’s okay. I’m not allergic. Ack!” She let out a little shriek, ducking and swatting around her head.

         Ethan lunged forward, spotting several yellow jackets buzzing around her head. “You must have disturbed a nest.” He put a hand on her arm and tugged her away from the rock where she’d been sitting.

         With another shriek, she jumped, landing flush against him, her face pressed into his shirt. Just as quickly, she pushed past him, leaving behind the faint scent of honeysuckle and the warm impression of her body on his.

         Something he’d like to explore…later. He glanced back and spotted the nest she’d accidentally trampled, now easily visible thanks to the swarm of angry wasps flying in and out. “We’ve got to get away from that nest.”

         He nudged her ahead of him, swatting at yellow jackets. One of the little fuckers stung his arm, and it hurt like a son of a bitch. He smashed it beneath his palm. “You doing okay?” he asked the woman ahead of him. His arm was on fire from one sting, and she’d received several.

         “There’s one in my hair. Oh God—” She clawed at her head.

         “Let me.” He disentangled her fingers then combed through her hair until he found a yellow jacket busily stinging her scalp. He squashed it. “Got it.”

         He inhaled the scent of honeysuckle from her hair, then winced at the angry welt already forming on her scalp.

         “My skirt—” She grabbed it in her fists, shaking madly.

         They’d gone up her skirt? Oh hell. Ethan wasn’t touching this one with a ten-foot pole. “Ah—”

         She stomped and twirled until thankfully a yellow jacket escaped from the folds of her skirt. Ethan ground it into the dirt before it could strike again.

         “Please tell me that was the last one.” Her hands flitted anxiously by her face, which had flushed a dark pink. Two red welts had risen on her left cheek, and another was visible on her forehead.

         Damn. “I don’t see any more. You said you’re not allergic, right?”

         “Yes. I mean, no, I’m not.” She dabbed at one of the welts on her cheek and winced.

         “Either you really pissed them off or they like the smell of your shampoo. Let’s keep going to put a little more distance between us and their nest.” He led her along the path by the stream, walking briskly.

         “I came from that way.” She pointed in the direction of one of the town’s hiking trails.

         “I figured, but you wandered onto my property, so I’ll drive you back to wherever you’re parked.”

         “Your property?” She pulled back. “I’m sorry. I—”

         He shook his head. “Don’t even worry about it. I think we lost the yellow jackets. Let me have another look at you.”

         She stopped short, her pretty face now alarmingly red and splotchy. “Thank you for your help, but I should really go back the way I came.”

         “No way I’m letting you out of my sight right now. Hang on. I have an ice pack.” He reached into the pack he wore slung over his right shoulder. “I’m Ethan Hunter, by the way.”

         “Gabrielle Winters—Gabby. An ice pack does sound great. You’re awfully well prepared.” She blew out a breath and waved her hands in front of her cheeks.

         “I like living on the edge, but I always keep a basic first aid kit on hand. Then I can at least patch myself up…well, most of the time.” He winked at her.

         Her lips curved in the faintest of smiles.

         Ethan found her 100 percent captivating, even in her current wasp-stung condition. He cracked the ice pack to activate it, then handed it to her.

         She pressed it against her forehead with a sigh of relief.

         “You got a lot of stings. Sure you’re okay?”

         She grimaced. The hand holding the cold pack, he noticed, was shaking. “Actually—” And then she stepped backward, tripped, and landed with a splash in the stream.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gabby let out a startled squeak as she landed flat on her butt in the stream. But then…oh, the cold water felt so good. Her skin was on fire, like a million stingers were never-endingly piercing every inch of her body. She lay back in the stream, splashing more water over herself.

         “You okay?” Ethan leaned over her, offering a hand to pull her up.

         She shook her head. The cold water felt too good. Her skin might burst into flames if she got out now. She pressed a cold, wet hand to her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. Why did she hurt all the way to her toes when she’d only been stung on her face? Somewhere in the back of her pain-wracked brain, she was aware she was making a total fool of herself in front of Ethan Hunter.

         Of course, if she had to get stung by yellow jackets after wandering onto some guy’s private property and then fall on her butt in a stream, of course said man would have to look like he belonged on the cover of GQ magazine.

         With his tousled blond hair and tanned, muscular arms, Ethan Hunter looked more like a movie star than a Boy Scout. He might be the hottest guy she’d ever met. And oh God…

         She moaned, watching as his cold pack floated away. Her heart was racing, and her skin…her skin felt like it was being devoured by ants.

         “Gabby, you’re scaring me.”

         “I’m okay,” she answered, this time letting him pull her to her feet. The pain increased tenfold as she left the cold caress of the water. She was torn between the desire to claw at herself until she bled or cover her eyes and scream.

         Speaking of eyes, Ethan’s had darkened considerably. Following his gaze, she looked down to see her breasts outlined beneath her now soaking-wet white tank top, her nipples visible through the thin shell of her bra. Her skirt was also plastered to her skin, probably highlighting her panties in similar fashion. Crossing her arms over her chest, she turned away.

         What a nightmare. She needed to send him on his way, pronto. This little encounter was headed from bad to worse, and if she didn’t get into a cold shower in the next ten minutes, she might spontaneously combust.

         He pulled out a cell phone and held it to his ear. “Hi, Max. I’m so glad I caught you. Got a minute?” He paused. “Great. I’m with a hiker who got stung by yellow jackets, at least half a dozen stings, and most them are on her face and scalp. She says she’s not allergic, but—”

         “I’m not,” she repeated, “but my skin is on fire.”

         Ethan repeated this to whoever he was talking to, then looked at her. “Are you having any difficulty breathing? Any itching or swelling in your throat?”

         She shook her head. “Just my skin. And my heart is really racing.”

         He spoke into the phone again. Gabby knelt by the stream and scooped a fresh handful of water to splash over her face. Who cared what kind of impression she made on Ethan at this point?

         “Hey.” He came up behind her. “My friend Maxine is an ER nurse. She says you’re probably just reacting to the amount of venom in your system, but we should get you checked out to be safe. I’ll drive you to the clinic. I wish I had some Benadryl to give you in the meantime.”

         “Oh.” She stood, backing away. “I guess it’s probably a good idea to get checked out, but I can drive myself.”

         He gave her a look that said hell no. “I have a change of clothes in my Jeep. I doubt the shorts would do anything for you, but I can at least offer you a dry T-shirt.”

         “That’s really not necessary. I’ll drive myself straight to the doctor, I promise.” She yanked at a chunk of her hair, desperate to relieve the burning, crawling sensation on her scalp. She had to get away from Ethan. He was too charming, too smooth…too everything she no longer trusted. She’d come to Haven to take care of herself for a change, and that’s exactly what she intended to do.

         He shook his head. “You can call someone to meet us at the road if you want, but there’s no way I’m leaving you out here by yourself.”

         She shivered, biting her bottom lip to keep from screaming in pain and frustration. There was no one for her to call, and the longer they stood here talking, the more likely she was to strip naked right in front of him and jump back in the stream to sooth her wasp-bitten skin.

         Ethan’s blue eyes narrowed, and he shoved his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts. “You’re not from around here, right? I’m a strange guy you met in the woods. How can I put your mind at ease?”

         She shook her head. “Forget it.”

         He cocked his head with a smile that might have made her swoon if she wasn’t so miserable. “I could get my grandmother on the phone for you. She’ll vouch for me, and she knows everyone in town.”

         “It’s okay, really. I trust you.” She shouldn’t, but she did—enough to let him drive her to the clinic anyway. And maybe he was right. Maybe she shouldn’t be alone right now in case it turned out she was allergic after all. “Thank you for caring.”

         He shrugged. “Of course. I imagine you’d do the same for me if I’d been the one who stepped in a wasps’ nest.”

         This was true. With a resigned sigh, she clenched her fists against the urge to claw at her flaming skin and started walking beside him, presumably in the direction of his car. Her misery was compounded by the wet clothes that clung to her with each step.

         Ugh.

         “You new in town or just visiting?” Ethan asked.

         “Both.” She wiped a strand of wet hair from her face, grimacing when her fingers brushed against one of the wasp stings. “I’ve been here since April.”

         Two months, spent mostly holed up inside the little cabin she’d rented or wandering the woods behind it. A habit she’d modify now to make sure she stayed far the hell away from Ethan Hunter’s property. She couldn’t wait to forget today ever happened.

         “But you’re not staying?” he asked.

         She shrugged. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be here.”

         “You have family in town?”

         She shook her head. After she’d left Brad, she’d stayed with her parents for a while, but it hadn’t taken her long to realize she’d merely left one suffocating situation for another. So she’d packed up her SUV and hit the road, leaving her hometown of Charlotte behind. A quiet mountain town called Haven sounded perfect. And it had been, more or less. She’d needed a place to curl up and lick her wounds before she was ready to go back out and face the world, and she’d found it.

         “Been to the spa yet?” Ethan asked.

         She shook her head again, rubbing her hands up and down her arms, which only seemed to intensify the burning sensation in her skin.

         “Definitely check it out. You’ve heard of the natural hot springs here, right?”

         “Yes.” Not only did they sound fantastic, but they were rumored to have medicinal properties that calmed the soul. And hers could certainly use calming.

         “How’re you holding up?”

         She paused and pressed a hand against her heart. It raced like a runaway train, making her light-headed. “You ask a lot of questions.”

         “You seem kind of quiet, and I need to keep you talking to make sure you’re okay.” He gave her an easy smile, but his eyes were sharp, watchful.

         “I could use a cold shower and some Benadryl, but I’ll be okay.” She bit her lip. “In fact, I’d really rather go straight home.”

         “No way. I’d never forgive myself if I sent you home and you went into anaphylactic shock or something. There’s a clinic on Weaver Street that’ll get you right in. I’ve been there more times than I care to admit. The nurse practitioner who works there is an old friend of my grandmother’s. You’ll be in good hands.”

         They came out into a large grass yard behind a little white house. A red Jeep Wrangler was parked in the driveway. She’d seen this house before, driven by it many times. In fact, the cabin she was renting was just up the street. “You live here?”

         “Nah. I used to, but I bought a condo downtown last year. My friends and I are turning this place into an extreme outdoor sporting facility—Off-the-Grid Adventures.”

         “Extreme outdoor sports?”

         “Yeah. Zip-lining, rock climbing, that kind of thing.” His eyes gleamed with pride.

         “Wow, that sounds, um…exciting.”

         His lips quirked. “You look horrified.”

         “Sorry. I guess I’m not adventurous.”

         He looked like he was about to say something, but then he shook his head. “I’ll drive you to the clinic and then take you home. Where are you parked? I can get someone to drop your car off at your place later.”

         “I walked.”

         “Really? Where do you live?”

         “Just up the road actually.”

         His brows lifted. “Oh, you must be renting the Merryweather place.”

         “Yes.”

         He opened the back of the Jeep and pulled out a light blue T-shirt that said, I’D RATHER BE GETTING HIGH, with a graphic showing someone hang gliding. “Sorry. This is all I’ve got.”

         “It’s okay. I’d rather be getting high than stung by wasps.” She laughed in spite of herself. “Thanks for the shirt.”

         “My pleasure.” His gaze flicked briefly to her breasts, still outlined in embarrassing detail beneath her wet tank top.

         Her cheeks burned even hotter as she turned her back and pulled the shirt over her head.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Lord have mercy. Ethan scrubbed a hand over his eyes and tried to wipe the dirty thoughts from his mind. Gabby Winters was turning him on big time, even red and blotchy from the wasp attack, still slightly bedraggled from her tumble into the stream, and wearing his ridiculously oversized T-shirt.

         Nurse Meyers had examined her, dosed her with Benadryl, and given her a tube of anti-itch cream to take home. Her symptoms seemed to be a reaction to the amount of yellow jacket venom in her system, not an allergy.

         Gabby settled on the front seat of the Jeep, looking slightly more relaxed, probably thanks to the Benadryl. She leaned back and closed her eyes.

         “I’ll be right back.” He left her in the Jeep and walked into the pharmacy next door. He grabbed a couple of jumbo-sized candy bars, a bottle of water, and a package of Benadryl tablets. After paying for his purchases, he snagged one of the candy bars for himself and walked out to the Jeep. He handed the bag to her. “For later.”

         She peered inside, her eyes widening. “Thanks, but you didn’t have to—”

         He waved her off. “The least I could do. Now let’s get you home.”

         Neither of them spoke on the short drive to her house. It was a classic-looking mountain cabin, with wood-paneled walls and a real wood-burning fireplace. He knew because he’d done some work on the deck a while back. The Merryweathers had moved to nearby Boone a few years ago and now rented the place out to vacationers.

         In the driveway, Gabby climbed out of the Jeep and gave him a small smile. “Thanks again for all your help today.”

         “Any time. See you around.” He watched until she was safely inside, then turned back toward the center of town and his condo. He ripped open the wrapper on the candy bar and took a big bite. His stomach had been growling since before he’d found Gabby in the woods. It was too late now to go back and make a video of the zip-line. He’d have to shoot it tomorrow morning and hope it didn’t delay production on the new website for Off-the-Grid Adventures.

         He chewed through the candy bar in the time it took to drive home, but it didn’t come close to filling him. The leftover pizza in his fridge ought to do the trick. The roar of a Harley behind him on Main Street could mean only one thing: His good buddy Ryan Blake had arrived in town. A grin worked its way across Ethan’s face. Tonight was looking up after all.

         He swung into the space behind his building and watched as Ryan parked beside him. Shit was getting real now. Ryan was here, and Mark planned to arrive by the end of next week. They’d requested to have the property on Mountain Breeze Road rezoned from residential to commercial to allow Off-the-Grid Adventures to operate there, and it was taking longer than expected, but with any luck, they’d be accepting customers by the end of the month.

         He stepped out of the Jeep. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

         Ryan grinned at him from behind mirrored shades. “Good to be home.”

         Ethan pulled him in for a hug and a clap on the back. “Good to see you, man. You check out your new digs yet?”

         Ryan nodded. “Got here this afternoon. The place looks nice.”

         The old brick building in front of them had once housed the town’s newspaper offices. It had sat empty for over a decade, but last year, Garrett Waltham, a local businessman, had bought it, renovated it, and converted it into three spacious condos. Ethan, Mark, and Ryan bought them, ready to turn this old building into their newfangled bachelor pad.

         Ethan’s stomach growled again. “You want to head over to Rowdy’s for a beer and some wings?”

         “Definitely.”

         They walked down the block to Main Street. Rowdy’s was just around the corner, ambitiously named for this laid-back town, but occasionally, if enough alcohol was consumed, it lived up to its name.

         Ethan and Ryan took a table near the front where they could see the game on the TV behind the bar.

         “Hi, Ethan,” their waitress, a pretty blonde named Tina, said as she approached their table.

         “Hey, Tina.”

         She adjusted the neckline of her top, giving him a better view of her cleavage, then turned to his friend, her eyes widening. “Ryan Blake?”

         “Yo.” Ryan gave her a friendly look, his gaze sliding from her face to her breasts.

         Dog. Ethan shook his head with a grin.

         “I’m Tina Hawthorne. I was in class with your brother.”

         Ryan’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

         “Bro, she means Mark,” Ethan said.

         “Right. Good to see you, Tina.” Ryan’s posture relaxed. He and Mark had been foster brothers for a few years in high school after they’d both been taken in by Howard MacDonald in Silver Springs, the next town over from Haven.

         After being bounced around the foster care system, Old Man MacDonald had been a welcome respite, a stable home where they were treated fairly and with respect. Ethan had gotten even luckier. After only a year in the system, Dixie had shown up and taken him in. Luckiest day in his damn life.

         Tina had her hand on Ryan’s biceps, admiring his tats. He showed her an eagle he’d had inked on his right arm, and next thing Ethan knew, she had lifted her shirt to show Ryan a little blue bird tattooed on her hip.

         It was cute. So was she. Ethan sometimes flirted with Tina when he came here, which was often. She’d never shown him her tattoo. But tonight he didn’t care because his thoughts were still occupied with Gabby, her honeysuckle-scented hair and those gorgeous caramel eyes. There was an air of mystery around her that intrigued him.

         He wanted to see her again. Soon.

         He and Ryan ordered a pitcher of beer and a platter of wings from Tina, then settled back to watch some baseball.

         “You heard from Mark?” Ryan asked.

         Ethan shook his head. “He said he’ll be in next week, so he’ll be here.”

         His phone pinged with a text message. He swiped it from his back pocket and grinned.

         What’s this I hear about you escorting our lovely friend Gabby Winters to the clinic?

         It was from Gram, the tech-savviest seventy-year-old he’d ever known.

         She stomped on a yellow jacket nest. She’s pretty sore, but she’ll be okay, he wrote back. How do you know her?

         Silly question. Gram knew everyone in town.

         We met at the garden store. She’s a sweetheart.

         Entirely too sweet for the likes of him, and they both knew it.

         “Who are you texting?” Ryan asked. “You better not be planning to ditch me for a chick on my first night back in town.”

         Ethan held his phone up so that Ryan could see the screen.

         His friend chuckled. “Tell Gram I said hi.”

         He did, and Gram replied that she’d like to have them all over for dinner soon. Ethan’s gut twisted uncomfortably. He’d scheduled her to see a specialist in Charlotte on Monday for a second opinion. This guy was supposed to be the best. Surely he could find a way to save her life.

         Because Ethan had no fucking clue what he would do without her.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Gabby opened her eyes to one hell of a hangover. Only she hadn’t been drinking. This was more of a post-wasp hangover. A dull pain pulsed between her eyes, and her whole body ached. With a groan, she rolled out of bed and padded into the bathroom.

         The good news was that, other than the red welts on her face, she looked normal, or as normal as she ever looked first thing in the morning. Yesterday’s red-splotched, flames-from-hell skin was gone. Just the memory of it made her cringe.

         She rubbed some anti-itch cream on her face, freshened up, and wandered into the kitchen for a much-needed cup of coffee. She started the Keurig and tapped her fingers restlessly against the counter until her mug had filled with piping hot caramel vanilla roast—her morning addiction.

         She brought the coffee with her into the living room. The view from this room had sealed the deal the first time she’d seen the place. It was a far cry from the condo in downtown Charlotte she’d shared with Brad. Here her only neighbors were chickadees and cardinals and the occasional deer. Beyond the back deck, the yard dropped off in sweeping views of the Great Smoky Mountains.

         It was breathtaking.

         She sipped gratefully from her coffee, listening to the birds chirp outside the window as the caffeine slowly permeated her system. She’d made such a fool of herself yesterday in front of Ethan Hunter. He was handsome and charming in an effortless way, the kind of guy who probably had ladies lined up around the block waiting for the chance to date him. Once upon a time, she might have joined that line, but not now.

         Now she just wanted to put yesterday behind her and move on. She’d come here to do things on her own, after all. But the utter silence in the house was a bit unnerving. She’d been toying with the idea of stopping by the animal shelter after work today. Maybe she’d adopt a cat or a little dog, something to keep her company without any of the emotional baggage that came with a member of the human race.

         She finished her coffee and took a long, hot shower. Then she blew her hair dry and put on makeup, hiding the red welts on her face as well as she could. She could have just stayed in her pajamas since she worked from home, but for some reason, she’d always felt compelled to get dressed and make herself presentable anyway.

         She came back through the kitchen for a granola bar, then headed for the spare bedroom, which currently served as her office. She booted up the computer, already mentally running through today’s checklist. There was a bug in the interface she hadn’t been able to find yesterday. That meant it was her top priority today.

         A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. A knock? In the two months she’d lived in Haven, no one had come to her house, not even a door-to-door salesman. She’d tried and largely succeeded at staying off the radar, even in such a small town.

         The knock came again, harder and louder this time. A man’s knock.

         With a frown, she started toward the front door. A niggle of fear twisted in her stomach. It couldn’t be Brad. Only her parents knew she was here in Haven.

         Gabby pressed her eye to the peephole. Ethan Hunter stood on the other side. She blew out a breath, ignoring the little thrill that ran through her at the sight of him. What in the world was he doing here?

         She flipped the deadbolt and opened the door. “Ethan?”

         “Hi.” Today he wore a gray T-shirt that said, ATTITUDE & ALTITUDE, and depicted a man rock climbing. Ethan’s wavy blond hair looked as if he’d just run his fingers through it, while his lips curved in what appeared to be his trademark flirtatious smile. “I came to see how you were feeling, but you look as if nothing out of the ordinary happened yesterday.”

         “Thanks, I think.” She ran her hands over her cotton skirt. “I’m feeling much better today.”

         “Glad to hear it. I brought these for you.” He held out a bouquet of flowers, and oh…they were gorgeous. A mixture of daisies, lilies, and all kinds of flowers whose names she didn’t know, but they were all bright and colorful. She couldn’t keep the huge smile off her face.

         “Thank you.” She took them from him and pressed her nose into their depths, inhaling their sweet scent. So lovely. One of her very favorite things in the world, yet so wrong coming from this man she barely knew. “You didn’t have to do this.”

         “I know.” He gave her another heart-stopping smile. “But I’ve never known a woman who didn’t like getting flowers.”

         “Would you, um, would you like to come in?” Because it was awkward that they were still standing in her doorway, but to have him inside her house felt dangerous…in a thrilling kind of way. No doubt about it, she was attracted to him. A lot.

         “Sure.” He followed her into the living room, moving with the easygoing confidence of a man who probably never felt out of place anywhere. That kind of swagger ought to turn her off, but seemed to be having the opposite effect.

         He walked to the window, taking in the view of the mountains beyond. “So what do you do for a living? I can’t believe I haven’t bumped into you around town before.”

         “Oh, I work from home. I’m a software developer.” She fiddled with the flowers in her hands, then turned toward the kitchen to look for a vase.

         “So you write computer code?”

         She nodded. “For video games.”

         “Really? I’ve never known anyone who designs games. Do you get to play them, too?”

         “I do, after they’re finished. That’s the best part, really.” She felt herself smiling as she rummaged through cabinets. “Sorry. This place came furnished, and I have no idea where a vase might be.”

         To her surprise, Ethan joined her in the kitchen, helping her search. “So you’re a gamer?”

         Gabby bit her lip. “Yes.” A lot of men disliked women stepping into what they perceived as their territory. Brad had continually gotten bent out of shape that she could beat him at almost any game.

         Ethan pulled open another cabinet. “That’s cool. I don’t play much myself, but my buddy Mark—he’s big time into it. He likes that adventure series, King of the Desert.”

         Her fingers closed over a slender blue vase, which she nearly dropped in surprise. “Oh, I helped design that one.”

         “No shit?” Ethan took the vase and the flowers from her. “Okay, I’m seriously impressed.”

         “Really?”

         “Are you kidding? That’s awesome.” He filled the vase with water and put the flowers inside. “You are totally badass.”

         “Oh. Well, thanks.” The tight confines of the kitchen had them standing way too close. His cheeks were coated in several days of scruff, making him look even sexier. She was staring at his lips, imagining them on hers, and goodness, her hormones were out of control. “Um, would you like some water? Or coffee?”

         “A glass of water would be great.” The glint in his blue eyes told her he knew exactly what she was thinking. His gaze flicked to her mouth.

         Gabby resisted the urge to lick her lips. “And you, what do you do for a living?”

         “I do a lot of odd jobs around town. I helped build your deck.” He nodded in the direction of the back window. “But my friends and I are opening Off-the-Grid Adventures later this month, so that’s my main focus right now.”

         She ducked her head. “Right. You told me that yesterday.”

         “No worries. You were rather preoccupied.” Another charming smile. He should patent those, because they were pretty intoxicating. “I’m also the swim coach at Pearcy County High. We’re off now for the summer, although I offer private lessons year round to my students.”

         “Oh. So you swim?” Duh. God, she was doomed to say stupid things in front of this man.

         “Yeah. I swim.” There was humor in his smile now, and she had the annoying feeling she was missing something, but the thought of Ethan in swim trunks had short-circuited her brain.

         “That’s great.” She turned away and rummaged in the cabinets again, this time for a glass. Then she reached into the fridge for the pitcher of filtered water and filled it for him.

         “Thank you.” He took a long drink, still standing way too close. “If all our permits come through, we hope to open by the end of the month. The zip-line course is complete. You should stop by. I’d love to take you out on it.”

         “Oh.” She took a step back. “Thank you, but I’d rather keep my feet on the ground.”

         “Not a fan of heights?”

         Or of risk-taking in general. “No.”

         He grinned, a cocky grin that should have sent her running, but didn’t. “How long are you in town?”

         “Through the end of the summer.” She’d have to go home to Charlotte sooner or later, but for now, hiding out in Haven seemed as good a plan as any.

         “I’ll get you in a harness by then.”

         She frowned. “Don’t be so sure about that.”

         “Oh, I’ll get you up there. It’s a great way to conquer your fear.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gabby crossed her arms over her chest, chin up. “I never said I was afraid.”

         Ethan felt an uncomfortable tug in his stomach. He’d just been teasing, but now she did look frightened, and he felt like an ass. “No, you didn’t. Well, we’ve got lots of other things on the docket. Rock climbing, hiking, an outdoor survival skills class taught by my buddy Mark that should be really kick-ass.” Although he didn’t like thinking about Gabby out in the woods with Mark, nor did he like the idea of them playing King of the Desert together.

         The truth was, Ethan liked her, so much that he was toying with the idea of asking her out. By all appearances, she was the type of girl he shied away from: the type of girl who would eventually want something more than he was able to give. But if she was only in town temporarily, a casual relationship might be just what she needed right now, too.

         She eyed him cautiously. “Well, the survival skills training does sound interesting.”

         Damn him for mentioning it. “I think it’s going to be great. Mark is former special ops so he definitely knows his stuff. Good skills for anyone to have.”

         “You never know when they’ll come in handy.” She glanced at the clock above the sink.

         “I should let you get to work.”

         “I suppose so. Thanks again for stopping by, and for the flowers. That was really sweet of you.”

         Sweet. Now there was something he didn’t get called every day. “You’re welcome.”

         She followed him to the front door.

         He turned toward her, allowing his fingers to brush against hers. “So I’ll see you around then.”

         She nodded. “See you around.”

         He walked out to the Jeep, already thinking of excuses to see her again.

         Ryan was waiting when he pulled in the driveway at Off-the-Grid Adventures.

         “You ready to see this place or what?” Ethan asked.

         “Ready.” Ryan took off his helmet and swung off the bike. “I get to help test the zip-line course, right?”

         “Damn straight.” Ethan fell into step beside his friend as they walked down the path behind the house. “And how ’bout some rock climbing afterward?”

         “Last one to the top’s buying lunch.” Ryan gave him a smug smile.

         “I know better than to take that bet.” Ethan stopped in his tracks. The ground below the zip-line platform was littered with beer cans, cigarettes, and other trash. One of his brand-new harnesses lay tangled in the mess. “What the fuck?”

         “You have a party without me?” Ryan said.

         Ethan raced up the steps to the platform. Gear was strewn about, mixed with yet more beer cans. Worse, the hand trolley wasn’t clipped to the safety line. “Someone’s been up here.”

         “Ya think?” Ryan stepped onto the platform behind him, surveying the mess.

         “The zip-line’s been used.” Ethan strode to the edge of the platform and looked toward the other end of the line. The trolley hung halfway between platforms, an empty harness dangling from it. “Someone was out here last night.”

         “Or a bunch of someones.” Ryan kicked a beer can. “Drunk someones.”

         “Teenagers.” It had to be. Getting drunk and riding a zip-line in the middle of the night without proper training—or any training—was stupid and dangerous and exactly the kind of reckless thing he would have done when he was a teen.

         He went back down the stairs, headed for the second platform. Ryan fell into step beside him. “We’ll need to start locking up the gear and maybe post some NO TRESPASSING signs, too,” Ryan said.

         “Yeah.” Something Ethan should have done already. It was nothing but dumb luck that whoever had been here last night hadn’t gotten hurt out on the course. He and Ryan came up to the second platform, finding more beer cans. The ground below the platform was all scuffed up. Several deep gouges had been carved into the earth.

         Something darkened the dirt at one edge, and there were droplets on the nearby leaves. It almost looked like—

         “Blood,” Ryan said, his voice gone deadly serious.

         A trail of blood drops led from the platform into the woods. Cursing a blue streak, Ethan took off at a jog with Ryan at his side. They followed the blood all the way to the road. Muddy tire tracks marred the grassy edge of the pavement where a car had been parked.

         Ethan yanked his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed the Pearcy County Sheriff’s Office.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gabby spent the morning deeply imbedded in computer code, weeding through line after line to find the piece that was making her action sequence buggy. “Aha!” She clapped her hands when she finally spotted the problem—someone had inserted the wrong reference type into one of her parameters.

         She fixed it, then stood and walked into the kitchen to refill her water glass and contemplate lunch. She had just opened the refrigerator when she heard a knock at the front door.

         Again? No visitors for two months and now two in one day? This wasn’t Ethan. The knock was quieter, less insistent. Slowly, she walked to the door and pressed her eye to the peephole.

         An older woman stood on the other side. She wore sunglasses, her silver hair styled in a short, spiky ’do. She looked vaguely familiar, but Gabby couldn’t quite place her. She pasted on a friendly smile as she turned the lock and swung open the door.

         “Hi,” the woman said. “I’m not sure if you remember me. I’m Dixie Hunter. We met at the garden store last month.”

         “That’s right. Nice to see you again, Dixie.” Gabby stepped back and invited the other woman into her house. Both she and Dixie had been selecting flowers for their yards, and Dixie had struck up a conversation. Gabby had left with a mixed selection for the hanging baskets on her front porch. It was probably silly buying flowers for her rental house, but seeing the pretty blooms outside each morning made this place feel more like home.

         “Your flower baskets look great,” Dixie said as she followed Gabby into the living room. Despite her age, she exuded a kind of energy and vitality that left Gabby feeling a bit wilted in her presence.

         “Thank you. Is there something I can help you with?” she asked, because she still had no idea why this relative stranger was here in her living room.

         “Well, I heard what happened yesterday, and I came to make sure you were okay. It must have been terribly frightening with the wasps attacking you like that.” Dixie shuddered.

         “It was pretty bad.” Gabby fought a shudder of her own. “But I’m feeling much better today. How did you hear?” Small towns, man. They boggled her mind.

         “A friend of mine saw you at the clinic, and she said my grandson was with you, so I got the scoop from him.” Dixie’s eyes twinkled mischievously.

         Gabby pressed a hand to her mouth. “You’re Ethan’s grandmother?”

         “I sure am. I brought sandwiches from the deli on the chance you haven’t eaten lunch yet.” She held up a white paper bag in her right hand.

         “I haven’t, and wow, thank you. That was very nice of you.” Gabby motioned toward the little table in the breakfast nook. “Would you like some iced tea?”

         “Love some. Thank you.”

         Gabby poured two glasses and sat with Dixie at the table.

         “I brought two Havenly Ham specials,” Dixie said. “It’s got ham, Swiss, lettuce, mustard, and pickles.”

         “This is delicious,” Gabby said after she’d taken a bite. She’d mainly eaten at home since she’d arrived in Haven, believing—perhaps mistakenly—that she was keeping herself off the local radar. Apparently she’d been missing out on some seriously good sandwiches.

         “Best sandwich in town. Do you like to read? We local ladies have a book club that meets the second Thursday of every month. You should come, get to know people.”

         Gabby chewed and swallowed another bite of her Havenly Ham sandwich. “I do like to read. I’ll definitely keep that in mind.”

         “I’m hosting this month. We’re reading The Girl on the Train, but it’s very casual. Come even if you don’t get a chance to read it.”

         “I’ll check my calendar and let you know.”

         “Those flowers are lovely.” Dixie nodded toward the bouquet Ethan had brought over that morning. “Who are they from?” The twinkle in her eye made it clear she had already guessed.

         “Ethan brought them. He came by to make sure I was okay, too. I’m afraid I made quite a spectacle of myself yesterday.”

         “Nonsense. I’m just glad he was there to help. Did he get a chance to show you the new facility he’s building? It’s going to be quite the new local hot spot, I imagine.”

         Gabby shook her head. And she had no intention of seeing it either. “Ethan and I—we’re not—”

         “You don’t need to explain a thing.” Dixie glanced again at the flowers on the countertop. “My grandson has a bit of a reputation, I’m afraid, but don’t let it frighten you off. The girls, they still see him as somewhat of a local celebrity. You’re different. I can see that.”

         “A local celebrity?” That nagging feeling was back…

         Dixie grinned broadly. “Well, he brought home two Olympic gold medals and one silver from Beijing in 2008. Men’s fifty-meter freestyle, men’s one-hundred-meter breaststroke, and the men’s freestyle relay.”

         Yeah. I swim, Ethan had said with humor in his smile.

         Gabby’s sandwich slipped from her fingers. No wonder his name sounded familiar. An Olympic champion. Holy shit. Yeah, she remembered him now. He’d been the hottie all the girls—herself included—were swooning over that summer. “I hadn’t made the connection.”

         “No reason for you to. He’s a good boy, my Ethan. I’ll get going now because I’m sure you need to get back to work. So I’ll see you next week at book club?”

         Gabby stood. “I’ll think about it.”

         “I’ll leave you my number.” Dixie pulled a piece of paper from her purse and wrote her number on it. “Great seeing you today, Gabby.”

         “Thank you so much for stopping by, and for bringing lunch. I owe you one.” She walked with Dixie to the front door.

         “No you don’t. But I’d be happy to lunch with you again anytime. Just give me a ring.” With a wave, she was gone.

         Gabby stared after her from the front window, watching as she got into her SUV and drove away. What a cool lady. Despite dropping by unannounced—something Gabby would have normally said she didn’t appreciate—she liked Dixie a lot. Maybe she’d go to her book club. Maybe it was time to get out of the house and meet some people in town.

         She ran her hands up and down her arms. She’d gotten awfully comfortable living like a hermit, but this wasn’t her usual style. With a sigh, she walked back to the kitchen, pausing to press her nose into the flowers Ethan had brought her. Nice. The flowers, the man, and his grandmother.

         But she wasn’t here to make connections. She was just here to heal.

         Still, the house seemed to echo with emptiness after having had visitors. The afternoon dragged on as she worked out the final bugs in her code and put it through a series of tests.

         The house was definitely too quiet. And she knew the perfect way to fix it. After she’d shut down her computer for the day, she headed straight for the car. There was just an hour left before the Pearcy County Animal Shelter closed for the day.

         She tapped the address into her phone, and the automated voice of her GPS app guided her through downtown Haven and out onto the winding mountain roads beyond. God, she lived so far out in the middle of nowhere! Such a far cry from the hustle and bustle of Charlotte.

         After ten minutes on a winding road leading down the mountain, she came to a lonely traffic light, then a handful of stores, and finally the animal shelter. It was a nondescript white building with several fenced dog pens jutting from its sides.

         She walked inside, greeted by a boy with short-cropped black hair who didn’t look a day over eighteen.

         “Can I help you?” he asked.

         She nodded, her stomach tingling with either excitement or dread, she wasn’t quite sure which. “I’d like to adopt a pet.”

         The kid behind the desk perked up. “Great! Dog or cat?”

         “A dog, I think. A small one. Maybe someone who’s been here awhile.”

         “Oh, we have plenty of those.” He stood and extended a hand. “I’m Logan.”

         She shook it. “Gabby.”

         “Nice to meet you, Gabby.” He led her down a hall behind the reception desk and into a bright room lined with dog runs on either side, fronted with something similar to a chain-link fence. Behind each one, a homeless dog waited.

         A large dog that more closely resembled a bear barked at her, lunging forward against the gate. She took an involuntary step back. “Definitely smaller. Maybe even a cat.”

         Logan showed her a beagle named Lucy, a terrier mix named Tootsie, and a Pomeranian named Leo (probably because he looked like a baby lion). In the next kennel stood a tiny brown dog with enormous ears. He took one look at her and ran to cower in the back corner of his kennel.

         “This is Sir Lancelot. He’s a Chihuahua mix. He’s been here almost six months.”

         Gabby stared at the little dog. “Sir Lancelot, you do not look like anyone’s knight in shining armor.”

         “He might not be a fighter, but he’d make a great companion,” Logan said.

         And right now, that sounded exactly like her idea of a knight in shining armor.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Ethan’s fingers gripped the steering wheel so tightly they were starting to go numb.

         “Honey, calm down. It’s going to be okay,” Dixie said from the passenger seat. She reached out and touched his arm. “Thank you for insisting I get a second opinion and for coming with me. But we both knew it most likely wasn’t going to be good news.”

         It was not going to be okay. His grandmother, his only real family, was dying. And it was not fucking okay. “There has to be something they can do, Gram. We’ll get another opinion. We’ll find someone who’ll operate.”

         She made a tsking sound. “Well, I’d rather not have my brain cut open anyhow. But Dr. Haskell is one of the best in the country, and if he says my aneurysm is inoperable, I believe him.”

         Ethan had brought her to see a specialist today hoping for a miracle. Instead, this morning’s MRI showed that the aneurysm had grown since her first scan. It was so large now that Dr. Haskell felt certain Gram didn’t have much time left. It was rare that they’d even found it before it burst, but she’d started having terrible headaches and gone to have them checked out. Now they were stuck in some kind of hellish limbo waiting for her to die.

         Ethan slammed his fist against the steering wheel. “There has to be a doctor out there who can do something.”

         “Nonsense. Honestly, I feel blessed to have found out about it ahead of time. Now I can live these next weeks knowing they’re my last and make sure I don’t put off anything I’ve been meaning to do. I’m an old lady now, Ethan. It’s my time.”

         “You are not that old,” he said through gritted teeth. Seventy was not old enough to die. Not his Gram.

         “Maybe not, but I’ve lived a full life.”

         “You lost your only child when she was twenty-nine years old, and then you gave up your dreams and your freedom to raise me. You deserve better than this, Gram.” He glanced over and saw the grim set of her mouth. He rarely mentioned his mother. Losing her had been bad enough for him, but surely it had been even worse for his grandmother.

         “Raising you was an honor, Ethan. I wouldn’t have traded it for anything. Life is too short for regrets. We make the best out of the cards we’re dealt, and that’s all we can do.”

         “And sometimes that’s not good enough.”

         “No, it’s not, but it’s out of our hands. I can think of a lot worse ways to go. I feel great, except for the headaches now and then, and that shouldn’t change. If I’m lucky, I’ll pass in my sleep and never feel a thing. Stop strangling the steering wheel.”

         If he could have, he’d have ripped the damn thing right out of the Jeep and smashed something with it. He couldn’t lose Gram. Couldn’t speak over the painful clog in his throat.

         “You’ll get through this.” Her voice had gone soft.

         He turned off Highway 321, beginning their ascent into the Pisgah National Forest. The Smoky Mountains smudged the horizon ahead of them, dark and hazy like the emotions flooding his brain.

         “I made a bucket list,” she said, her voice stronger again now. “There are only a few things on it. I want to try out your new zip-line course.”

         He shook his head with a bitter laugh. “You got it.”

         “I’m so happy Mark and Ryan are coming back to town. It’ll be great to see the three of you guys working together.”
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