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         Mark inhaled her scent as they danced.

          

         Jess smelled like an exotic combination of flowers and incense, a scent as familiar as it was intoxicating. She’d been burning incense for as long as he’d known her, and he’d never been able to smell it since without thinking of her.

         It smelled like sex and fantasies.

         His fingers tightened on her waist. She tipped her face up, her brown eyes locking on his. Her red lips were plump and glossy, parted slightly, and he felt his head dipping toward them, drawn to her like a parched man to a desert mirage. His heart beat a frantic rhythm against his ribs.

         Jess sucked in a breath, leaning forward. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and he silently cursed the many layers of his tuxedo for muffling the sensation. Still, a hot thrill raced through him, scorching every nerve ending in his body.

         Her warm breath teased his lips, and he was absolutely lost.
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Jessica Flynn picked her way along the grassy roadside. To her right, the forest beckoned, wild and beautiful. The timing wasn’t perfect, but after eyeing this undeveloped tract of land next to her spa for years, it had finally been put up for sale. And now it was going to be hers.

         She rubbed at the headache squeezing her temples, remembering—belatedly—that she’d meant to take some ibuprofen before she headed out to meet with the realtor. Oh well, too late now. And actually, now that she was away from the hustle and bustle of the spa, she realized her whole body hurt, a deep ache in her joints and a shivery sensitivity on her skin that felt an awful lot like she was coming down with something.

         Which was just friggin’ great. Half her staff had been out with the flu already this month, and she was booked solid with client appointments for the rest of the week.

         But first things first…

         About ten yards ahead, a white SUV sat in the gravel driveway beside the For Sale sign. As she approached, the vehicle’s front door opened, and a balding, middle-aged man stepped out.

         “Ms. Flynn?” he asked.

         “Yes.”

         “I’m Gordon McDermott.” He stuck out a hand, and she shook it. “You said on the phone you own the adjacent property?”

         “That’s right,” she said. The Haven Spa was her baby, the culmination of years of sweat, tears, and dreams. And once she’d bought this additional land, she was going to expand the spa into a rustic yet luxurious resort.

         “Then he must own the property on the other side because he told me the same thing.” Gordon nodded toward a man standing at the end of the gravel driveway, his back to them.

         Jessica’s spine stiffened as if it had turned to steel. He was tall, lean, and muscular, his black hair close-cropped, hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans. And she’d know him anywhere.

         Mark Dalton, the first man to own—and break—her heart. The man she couldn’t get within five feet of without wanting to kick him in the shins for being such a jerk when they were teenagers. And unluckily for her, he was also one of the owners of the property on the other side of this one.

         He turned, and their eyes met. His were the color of rich espresso, sizzling in their intensity. His bronzed skin was marred by a vicious scar that slashed his right cheek, the only outwardly visible reminder of the accident that ended his Army career. “Jess,” he said, his voice deep and a little scratchy.

         “Mark.” Her hands clenched into fists. It figured he and his friends would have their eye on this property too. Well, she’d just have to outbid them because she’d been dreaming about expanding the spa for a lot longer than they’d been giving zip-line tours over at Off-the-Grid Adventures.

         “I take it you two already know each other?” Gordon said, looking pleased.

         She and Mark both nodded, eyeing each other warily.

         “Great. Well, as you may have heard, the property owner, Randy Wexler, passed away unexpectedly a few weeks ago, and his family is looking to sell this property as quickly as possible to settle his estate. My impression,” he said, raising his eyebrows for emphasis, “is that he left behind quite a few bills that need paying.”

         “That’s sad,” Jessica said. “I wonder why he never got around to building anything out here?”

         “He’d owned this property for decades, hoped to someday retire and build his dream home here,” Gordon said. “Unfortunately, he waited too long to make it happen. Naturally, the family is thrilled that we already have not one, but two, interested buyers for the land.”

         “I bet.” Jessica eyed Mark again. He still stood near the end of the gravel driveway—the driveway that Randy Wexler had envisioned leading to his dream home but instead dead-ended into the forest beyond.

         Mark, never one for casual conversation, said nothing.

         “As you both know, there’s a little over forty acres out there, all undeveloped. The property is zoned residential, but with businesses on both sides, I wouldn’t anticipate a problem having it rezoned commercial.”

         Mark cocked an eyebrow. She’d heard that the guys had had quite a time getting their property rezoned to allow Off-the-Grid to open, but in the end, it had worked out. And the realtor was right—with businesses on both sides, rezoning was a no-brainer.

         “You mind if I have a look around?” Mark asked.

         “Not at all. Take your time. I imagine you both are familiar with where the property lines lie,” Gordon said, gesturing toward the forest before them.

         “Thank you,” Jessica said. “I’d like to poke around a bit too.” She’d already done some snooping on her own, but she couldn’t pass up the chance to openly explore. This land wrapped around behind the spa, and since no one used it for anything, she’d occasionally hiked through, daydreaming about little cabins with private hot tubs nestled in the woods.

         Mark walked to the end of the driveway then turned and looked back, as if waiting for her to catch up. Dammit. She’d been planning to strike out on her own. Well, maybe she could feel him out for how serious he and the guys were about buying. “I didn’t know you guys were interested in more land,” she said as she fell into step beside him—well, kind of beside him. She’d left a few feet of space between them for good measure. Any closer and she might wind up wanting to strangle him. Because if she looked too deeply into his cocoa eyes, the memories threatened to swamp her. So many stolen kisses and whispered promises. This was the man she’d thought she might spend the rest of her life with, right up until he dropped her like a bad habit when he enlisted in the Army.

         Mark kept his eyes on the leaf-strewn ground before them. “We’ve been talking about adding a mountain bike course. Ethan says there are some hills back here that would be perfect.”

         A mountain biking course? She wasn’t opposed to the idea except for the fact that this property bordered her spa on two sides, and she wasn’t sure she wanted adrenaline-seeking men and women racing past her natural spring-fed hot tubs yelling and carrying on while her clients were trying to relax and unwind. “Why can’t you build that on the land you already own?”

         “Hills on our side are too rocky. Perfect for climbing, not biking.”

         “So you’re pretty serious then? About buying?”

         His eyes flicked to hers, just for a moment, and he nodded. “You looking to expand the spa?”

         “Yes,” she said and left it at that. Her headache was getting worse, and ugh, she really felt lousy. She was going to be so pissed if she had to go home from work early today.

         She and Mark walked in silence for a few minutes, crunching over the bed of leaves and pine needles that carpeted this part of the woods. Birds twittered overhead, darting through the colorful foliage. Here in Haven, North Carolina, fall had officially arrived, bringing with it a chill on the breeze and a kaleidoscope of color in the trees.

         October had always been her favorite month, what with the foliage, cool air, fresh apple cider, and Halloween—which was arguably her favorite holiday—closing things out. Yeah, fall rocked, especially out here in the Smoky Mountains, where Mother Nature really got a chance to put on a show. It was almost enough to take her mind off the stabbing pain behind her eyes and the vicious ache in her bones that intensified with every step she took.

         Mark started toward a steep incline to the left, and she saw her chance to strike out on her own. “I’m headed this way.” She gestured to the right, toward the flatter area she’d been scoping out for her spa cabins. “I’ll see you back by the road.”

         He paused, and those dark eyes met hers again, burning right through her. He nodded and turned away, hiking toward the hillside. She turned away too, before she caught herself doing something stupid like watching his very fine ass as he walked away.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Mark Dalton grabbed the rock and pulled himself up. It didn’t compare with the rock face they used over at Off-the-Grid, but he’d never say no to a new rock to climb. His right knee ached as he moved, stiff and tight in a way he’d never fully get used to.

         He pulled himself over the top of the rock and stood, finally allowing himself to look in the direction Jess had gone. She was nowhere to be seen.

         Just as well.

         Since he’d returned to Haven, she’d made it clear she didn’t want anything to do with him. Not that he blamed her. It was just his dumb luck that he still wanted her something fierce. In the eleven years since he left Haven—and Jess—behind, no woman had ever come close to what he’d had with Jess. They’d shared something intense, something real, that he’d never felt with anyone else.

         But that was in the past. These days, he’d gotten so used to the occasional random hook-up that he’d come to prefer it. He enjoyed being on his own. Always been a loner. Probably always would be. No doubt his fantasies about Jess were better off kept as just that…fantasies.

         Pausing, he surveyed the hilly area where he and his partners had talked about building a mountain bike course. The terrain out here was ideal, lots of gentle slopes and steep drops. He, Ethan Hunter, and Ryan Blake had opened Off-the-Grid Adventures together last year, offering zip-line tours, rock climbing, survival skills classes, and the like. The whole thing had been Ethan’s brainchild, but the timing couldn’t have been more perfect for Mark.

         After he’d been injured in Iraq two years ago, his Army career had been sidelined. He’d spent a year working on the administrative side of things, but it didn’t fucking compare to being out in the field, busting drug deals or securing hostile territory with his Special Forces team.

         Now, for the first time in his adult life, he was a civilian. Finally starting to come to terms with it too. There was something reassuring about the peace and quiet of the woods after spending so much time in a war zone. The creatures here weren’t capable of evil. They just did their thing and lived their lives. Not so different from him these days.

         Movement snagged his attention out of the corner of his right eye. Instinct had him reaching for the weapon he no longer carried. Exhaling slowly, he glanced over his shoulder. He moved more quietly than most hikers and often surprised wildlife out here in the woods. Sure enough, about two hundred feet away, a black bear and two cubs ambled through the trees. One of the cubs paused, looked back at him, and then kept walking.

         No cause for alarm. Bears were pretty common out here and rarely bothered people unless people bothered them first. Mark watched as they made their way through the woods, headed roughly in the same direction Jess had gone. And that he didn’t like.

         Unable to help himself, he doubled back. No doubt Jess knew how to handle herself around bears as well as he did, but the duty to protect was too deeply ingrained in him to ignore.

         The bear and her cubs had ventured far enough ahead to be out of sight now, but he could still hear their feet crunching through the bed of fallen leaves and twigs that covered the ground and the mama bear’s occasional snorts as she called to her cubs. They weren’t exactly stealthy, nor did they need to be. They ruled these woods, and they knew it.

         He veered to the right in the direction he’d last seen Jess. It wasn’t hard to follow her tracks. The leaf bed here was still damp from yesterday’s rain, and the imprint of her shoes showed easily. He found her sitting on a tree stump, staring into the trees as if completely lost in thought.

         Yep, that was Jess. He stopped and shoved his hands in his pockets to watch her. So damn pretty. Her brown hair hung just past her shoulders. A shaft of sunlight brought out its gold undertones. Probably daydreaming about her plans for expanding the spa. Not wanting to interrupt, he stood back and waited for her to notice him.

         After a few moments, she stood and headed in his direction. About two steps before she walked right into him, she let out a little shriek and clutched her chest. “Oh my God, Mark. You almost gave me a friggin’ heart attack.”

         He bit back a smile. “Sorry.”

         “If you have to do your whole Army stealth thing out here, at least give a girl a heads-up, huh?” She frowned at him, her brown eyes flashing as she brushed past him and kept on walking.

         “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

         “Why are you over here anyway? I thought you were checking out the hills for your mountain biking course.”

         “Saw a family of black bears headed your way,” he said, falling into step behind her.

         “And you thought I was just some helpless female who needed your protection?” She glared over her shoulder at him.

         Nope, Jess was definitely not helpless.

         “Well, for your information, I’ve seen plenty of bears out here over the years,” she said. “They don’t bother me a bit. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

         “Got it.” Knew it was true too. And he also knew he’d do the same thing again, for any hiker out here, male or female, but especially for Jess.

         Neither of them spoke as they walked back toward the entrance to the property. Silence was his preferred method of communication, but this silence buzzed with a tension that made his scalp prickle with misgivings. Whichever of them ended up buying this land, they were going to be neighbors, and it would make things a hell of a lot easier if they could get along.

         Beside him, Jess rubbed at her forehead. All the color—and the anger—seemed to have drained out of her.

         “You okay?” he asked.

         “Fine,” she muttered, but now that he was close to her, she didn’t look fine. She was pale, her movements jerky as if she were in pain.

         “Jess…” He touched her arm, hoping to get her to slow down, and Jesus H. Christ. “You’re burning up.”

         She jerked her arm away from his touch. “Am I?”

         “Hold up a minute here.” He reached for her again, and this time she stopped, letting out a weary sigh.

         “I might be coming down with the flu. Half my employees have had it already this month.”

         He pressed a palm against her forehead, frowning. “You’re running a high fever. Have you taken anything?”

         She shook her head. “I will as soon as I get back to the spa.”

         “Let me take you home.”

         She started walking again. “No, thanks.”

         “You can’t go back to work like this.”

         She let out a frustrated groan. “I know that. Much as it kills me to cancel on my afternoon clients, I can’t see as I have any choice. Not good for business if I infect them with my germs, is it?”

         He walked beside her, still watching her closely. “Are you limping?”

         “Will you cut it out? My joints hurt. I’m sick. I’m going home, I promise.”

         But she didn’t complain when he offered his elbow to lean on, and that spoke volumes. They lapsed back into silence, making their way through the woods. A few minutes later, they rounded an outcrop and found themselves face-to-face with the bear and her cubs, not ten feet in front of them.

         Jess gasped, her grip on his arm tightening.

         The mama bear had been sharpening her claws on a tree trunk while her cubs climbed the tree. She turned her head at the sudden human intrusion and lunged in their direction, slapping her front paw against the leaf-covered ground as she blew loudly through her nostrils.

         Mark raised his hands in the air, beginning to back away. “Easy, girl. We didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

         “Holy shit,” Jess whispered, yanking on his arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

         “We are, but carefully,” he said, walking backward away from the bears while still facing them, keeping his body between Jess and the agitated mama. “She’s just bluffing. We startled her. She’s telling us we’re too close to her and her babies.”

         “No friggin’ kidding.”

         “No need to get upset.” He lifted his voice to carry to the bears. “Easy does it.”

         Mama bear slapped the ground again, huffing loudly.

         “Why are you talking to her like that?” Jess hissed in his ear. “You’re pissing her off!”

         “We’re making sure she knows we’re not prey, but we’re also respecting her wishes and getting out of her space.” He kept his voice calm, level, and loud enough for the bears to hear.

         Mama bear continued to huff and snort, eyeing them warily until they’d backed out of sight into the surrounding trees. Only then did Mark finally turn around, leading Jess briskly through the trees in the direction of the road, keeping his ears tuned for any sound from behind them.

         “Holy shit,” she said, looking paler than ever.

         “She didn’t want to fight us. It was just a warning. You should take my survival skills class sometime,” he said, glancing at her.

         “I’ll think about it.”

         He took that as a no.

         They reached the road a few minutes later, and she removed her hand from his arm, tucking it around her waist. “Thanks for waiting while we poked around,” she said to Gordon McDermott.

         “You two see everything you needed to see?” the realtor asked.

         “Yep,” she said. “And then some,” she added with a small smile in Mark’s direction.

         He nodded. “We’ll be in touch with our offer.”

         “So will I,” Jess said, her expression hardening.

         They said their good-byes, and Gordon climbed back inside his SUV.

         “I’ll walk you to your car,” Mark said to Jess because she didn’t look entirely steady on her feet.

         “No, thanks.” She started off in the direction of the spa, walking quickly.

         He fell into step beside her anyway.

         She frowned up at him. “You know, maybe some women swoon for your macho style, but I’m not one of them.”

         “I noticed,” he said dryly, wishing her words didn’t burrow their way under his skin and stick there like some unwelcome parasite.

         “So, bye then.” She waved a hand in his direction, picking up her pace.

         He didn’t argue, just kept walking beside her.

         She muttered something under her breath, glared at him, and kept walking. She wasn’t limping anymore, but he wasn’t sure if she was feeling better or just being stubborn and putting on a brave face so that he’d leave her alone.

         The latter, apparently, because when the spa finally came into view, her shoulders slumped and her relief was palpable. She ran a hand through her brown hair and gave him another pointed look. “Okay, thanks for walking with me. I can take it from here.”

         “Jess…let me drive you home.”

         Now that she’d stopped walking, she looked like she might topple over if a strong breeze gusted against her. “I’m going inside to finish up a few things first. I’m fine.”

         “You’re not fine, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

         “Stubborn man,” she mumbled. “Well, I’m going inside to finish up. You can wait here if you really want, but knowing you’re out here is not going to make me rush.”

         On the contrary, she’d probably dawdle just to spite him, but he didn’t care. She was in no shape to drive herself home. So he stood to the side of the entrance, hands in his pockets, and waited. Eight years in the Special Forces had given him plenty of experience waiting. He could stand here all afternoon if he needed to.

         He didn’t much like the idea of going up against Jess to buy this property, but there didn’t seem to be any way around it. She was certainly going to do her best to snag it for herself, and there was no way the guys would want to back down, so they would too. May the best man—or woman—win.

         Thirty minutes later, she came out the spa’s front doors, her purse and another larger bag slung over her right shoulder. And it was a good thing he’d waited because she looked even worse than when she’d gone in.

         She stopped in her tracks and gawked at him. “Oh my God. Have you seriously been standing here this whole time?”

         He nodded.

         “Well, I…I figured you’d leave. I forgot how stubborn you are when you get an idea in your head, but for the record, I’m perfectly capable of driving myself home.”

         “Jess.” He stared at her, frowning. “Stop arguing and let me drive you home.”

         “Fine.” She huffed in annoyance and led the way toward a black Kia Sportage parked around back. She was limping again, moving more slowly than she had during their earlier hike. The doors unlocked with a beep, and she walked to the passenger side. “How’s this going to work anyway? How are you going to get back?”

         “I’ll call someone to pick me up at your place.”

         She pointed a finger in his direction. “I’m not inviting you in, just so you know.”

         “Fair enough.” He slid behind the steering wheel and texted the one person at Off-the-Grid most likely to be goofing around on his phone this afternoon: Ryan’s teenage brother Trent. Sure enough, Trent replied right away. “Trent’s going to swing by and get me.”

         Jess leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes. “Okay…207 Riverbend Road.”

         “I know.” He started the engine and pulled out of the lot. Jess was quiet during the drive. He might have thought she was sleeping except for the lines of tension creasing her brow. Ten minutes later, he turned into the driveway of her little brown-sided house, parked, and shut off the engine.

         Her eyes opened, bright with fever, and she gave him a pinched smile. “Thanks for the ride, and you know…saving me from bears.” Then her usual attitude flared to life, and her eyes narrowed. “But I’m still going to outbid you on that land.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Jessica spent most of the next day in bed with the covers pulled over her head, determined to sleep until she felt better. Her body ached, she was wracked with chills, and her head felt like it might burst open at any moment. She hadn’t had the flu in years and had forgotten how much it sucked.

         Unfortunately, her busybody family hadn’t gotten the memo as first her sister and then her brother called to check on her. And just when she’d gotten back to sleep, her mom stopped by with homemade chicken noodle soup. Even though she had no appetite and would rather be sleeping, her mom had insisted on heating up a bowl and staying while she ate it.

         “You have to stay hydrated, and the protein will help you heal faster,” she’d said.

         The truth was that Jessica did feel a tiny bit better after the soup. Good enough that she’d propped herself up on the couch and watched this week’s episode of Game of Thrones on her DVR. By the end, she’d been barely able to keep her eyes open so she’d crawled back in bed and fallen into a fitful, feverish sleep.

         A knock at the front door roused her from her stupor sometime later. She squinted through bleary eyes at the clock on her bedside table to see that it was just past six in the evening. And dammit, who the hell was waking her up this time? She burrowed her face into her pillow, hoping whoever it was would just leave.

         Another quiet knock.

         Wishing her bedroom was on the front side of the house so she could at least see who it was, she crawled out of bed. If it was someone from her family and she didn’t come to the door, she wouldn’t put it past them to call the police for a wellness check. She shuffled to the front door and peeked through the peephole.

         Mark.

         Her stomach quivered, and it had nothing to do with the germs currently waging war inside her body. His dark, brooding stare was still her kryptonite, which just sucked as far as she was concerned. He’d shown his true colors when he traded her in after high school for his next adventure: the Army. He was a loner, a nomad, not the kind of guy to settle down and get married. Fine, whatever.

         But she was twenty-eight now, and she did want to get married. Not that she was in any huge rush, but her choice in men these days definitely had more of an emphasis on long-term potential than casual fun.

         Groaning inwardly, she pulled open the door. “What are you doing here, Mark?”

         He held up a shopping bag. “Just came to see how you were feeling and brought you some sustenance.”

         Curious, she took the bag and peeked inside. She saw a package of Popsicles and several bottles of Gatorade. And actually…a Popsicle sounded heavenly. “Thanks. That was really nice of you.”

         “Figured your mom would have already brought over plenty of homemade soup.” He cracked a smile. Mark didn’t smile all that often, not for her anyway, which was a good thing because his smiles were absolutely dazzling, and she did not want to be dazzled by this man. Not this time.

         Still, she felt herself smiling back at him. “She dropped off a big pot this morning.”

         “That’s good. You feelin’ any better?”

         “No.” Maybe even a little worse than yesterday. “I’d invite you in, but…I don’t want to infect you with my germs.” And truthfully, she was glad for the excuse. It was better that she and Mark see each other as little as possible. He stirred up all kinds of things in her, memories of a time when she’d been young and naïve and foolish.

         He nodded. “Don’t want to keep you up anyway. I hope you feel better.”

         “Thanks, Mark.” This was probably the most polite conversation they’d had with each other in eleven years.

         “’Kay then.” With a wave, he headed for his SUV.

         She closed the door and walked to the kitchen, pulling out a raspberry Popsicle as she went. I know, he’d said yesterday when she told him her address. How and why had he already known where she lived? It probably should have pissed her off, but for some ridiculous reason, it made her smile. She put the box of Popsicles in the freezer and was halfway back to bed when she remembered. Mark…land…she hadn’t called to put in her offer.

         Crap.

         Hoping it wasn’t too late, she reached for her cell phone and called the realtor. The asking price for the land was at the very top of her budget, and she’d been hoping to get it for less, but with Mark and the guys at Off-the-Grid also interested and probably having put in their offer yesterday, she decided she’d better offer the full asking price and hope for the best.

         With that taken care of, she ate her raspberry Popsicle and crawled back into bed, hoping she felt more human the next time she woke.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “How come you get to have all the fun on the backhoe?” Ryan asked, watching as Ethan lowered the scoop on their rented machine and scraped up a bucketful of earth.

         Ethan gave him a cocky grin. “Because I’m getting married this weekend.”

         “And your wedding gives you dibs on the backhoe, how?” Mark asked, stepping closer to survey the hole they were digging. Soon this hole would become a mud pit, one of many obstacles that teams would have to cross during the upcoming Adrenaline Rush, their annual team-based obstacle course race.

         “It just does,” Ethan said.

         “I call bullshit,” Ryan bellowed, a wide grin on his face.

         Mark found himself fighting a grin of his own. Hell, he was so thankful for these guys. Closest thing to a family he’d ever had. Growing up in foster care, bouncing from home to home, about the only sure thing had been that things would change, and usually for the worse. But not with these guys.

         They’d landed in a group home together the summer Mark was eleven. Best summer of his whole damn life. They’d been split up soon after, but it was a small town. They’d attended the same middle and high school and so they’d remained friends, thick as thieves through their teens.

         After graduation, they’d drifted in different directions, but last year when Ethan had called with his idea for Off-the-Grid Adventures, Mark had jumped at the chance. It had come at just the right time, after his career with the Special Forces had ended. Instead of reenlisting and hoping the Army could find a new post for him, he’d gotten out and come home to Haven. This place, and these guys, had been exactly what he needed.

         “Actually, since you’re ditching us to run the haunted zip-line without you while you’re on your honeymoon, I’d say you owe us one,” Ryan said.

         Ethan grumbled good-naturedly. “Fine, fine. Let me finish this side, then you can take over.”

         “That’s more like it,” Ryan said with a grin, watching as Ethan lifted another load of dirt out of the hole. “Speaking of your wedding, I’ve got everything set for your bachelor party tomorrow.”

         “Still not going to tell me where we’re going?” Ethan asked.

         “Nope,” Ryan answered.

         Wednesday might be an unconventional day for a bachelor party, but they were the sole owners of Off-the-Grid and it made much more sense financially to shut the place down on a Wednesday than a Saturday so that they could whoop it up with Ethan before he tied the knot.

         Ryan had booked them for a skydive outside Boone tomorrow afternoon—that’s how adrenaline junkies did bachelor parties—and then a night of bar-hopping. None of them had appointments scheduled back here until Thursday afternoon so they’d have plenty of time to sleep off any resulting hangovers.

         “As long as it involves beer, I’m down,” Ethan said, but Mark knew it was killing him not to know where they were going.

         Ignoring him, Ryan turned to Mark. “Any word on the land?”

         Mark shook his head. “Haven’t heard anything yet.”

         “Piss-poor luck that Jessica wants it too,” Ryan said.

         “Tell me about it.”

         Ethan flipped the scoop backward, spilling dirt everywhere. “Oops. Listen, I like Jessica as much as the next guy, but this land would be a really sweet addition to our property. I’ve been thinking about that mountain bike track since we opened this place so I won’t be sorry if her offer falls short.”

         Ryan shot a cautious look in Mark’s direction. “I guess we’ll wait to hear from the realtor and then see what our next step will be.”

         Mark nodded. He knew that they couldn’t pussyfoot around because of his history with Jess.

         “I know my next step,” Ethan said with a grin. “I vote we fill this baby with water and give it a go.”

         “We agreed not to fill the pit with water until a few days before the event,” Ryan said.

         “But what if, for argument’s sake, we add water and find out it’s not deep enough? Or too deep? And how much loose dirt do we need to leave in here to create enough mud? All questions that could be answered this afternoon if we just pumped in some water and gave it a test run.” Ethan looked positively gleeful at the thought.

         There was a reason the three of them ran an outdoor adventure facility. They lived for this kind of shit. And Ethan had a point.

         “I’m game,” Mark said.

         “Two outta three, bro,” Ethan said, stepping out of the machine to let Ryan take over.

         “Fair enough,” Ryan agreed.

         They’d chosen this spot for the mud pit because of its proximity to the course but also to the stream, from which they’d be able to pump water to fill it. Two hours later, the hole had been transformed into a mud pit and Ethan was staring at it with a wicked gleam in his eye.

         “I’m going in,” he announced.

         “Figured you would,” Mark said. “Let us know how it is.”

         “Oh, like you pussies aren’t coming in too?” Ethan stripped to his boxer shorts and splashed into the mud pit. “Holy balls, this is cold.”

         “News flash: It’s October, and you just filled that shit up with water from the stream that feeds down from the mountains.” But Ryan was already stripping down too.

         Mark followed suit. Why the hell not? He jumped, landing with a splash in a waist-deep combination of ice cold water and mud. It oozed between his toes and sucked at his body as he walked away from the edge.

         Beside him, Ryan was laughing like a crazed hyena, sloshing his way through the muck. “Yo, this may be my favorite obstacle on the course this year.”

         “No shit.” Ethan was laughing too. “Whose idea was this? It’s genius.”

         “I think it was yours, genius,” Mark said. The muddy water reached his chest at the center of the pit. Racers were going to love this.

         “Oh yeah.” Ethan grinned like the cocky bastard he was. “Hey, why are you two losers just standing there? Get your asses over here so I can race you to the other side.”

         “You’re on, man,” Ryan said, hustling toward Ethan.

         “Loser treats at Rowdy’s tonight,” Mark said, sloshing past Ryan.

         “Can’t,” Ethan said. “Promised Gabby I’d help her finalize the seating plan for the wedding.”

         “Me neither,” Ryan said. “Em and I are going to a movie.”

         Mark hauled himself out on the muddy bank beside Ethan. Things were changing now that Ryan was married and Ethan was only a few days from joining him. They were both properly domesticated now. Which left Mark pretty much where he’d always been in life, on his own. “Well, I’m going to beat your asses anyway. Whichever one of y’all loses can treat at Rowdy’s another night.”

         “Those are fighting words,” Ethan said with his trademark grin in place. “You’re on.”

         “You do remember what he does for a living, right?” Ryan asked Mark, one eyebrow cocked. He was referring to the fact that Ethan coached the Pearcy County High swim team and had a couple of Olympic gold medals tucked away in his closet.

         “Special Forces trumps Olympics when it comes to mud,” Mark said simply.

         “Shit, man. He’s got some kind of Special Ops stuff up his sleeve,” Ryan said to Ethan in mock alarm.

         “I’m not worried.” Ethan crouched down beside the mud hole, ready to jump.

         Ryan took his place beside him. “All right then. Three. Two. One. Go!”

         Out of the corner of his eye, Mark saw Ryan jump in feet first. Yep. He’d be buying at Rowdy’s. Mark went in slow, keeping near the edge of the pit where it was shallower. He treaded lightly against the bottom, pulling himself forward with big scoops of his hands through the muddy water. To his right, Ethan was attempting to swim through the muck and going nowhere fast.

         He and Ethan were neck and neck until about halfway out when the firmer ground around the edge of the pit came into play as Ethan floundered in the mud. From somewhere behind them, Ryan called out, “Godammit, I’m stuck!”

         Mark plowed ahead, not slowing until he’d pulled himself out on the other side. “Hooah!” he hollered, raising his fists in victory.

         Ethan climbed out after him. “Sonofabitch.”

         Ryan hadn’t even made it halfway across. “Oh yeah. Go ahead and laugh,” he called, grimacing as he sloshed deeper into the mud.

         Obligingly, Ethan did just that.

         “You’re right,” Mark told him. “This is a kick-ass new obstacle.”

         They stood there and watched—and laughed—as Ryan finally made his way to shore. He hauled himself up beside Ethan and Mark with a groan. “That shit is cold. My balls have gone so far up inside my body I may never find them again.”

         Ethan doubled over in laughter.

         “Good thing you’ve already knocked up your wife,” Mark commented.

         “Funny. Real funny,” Ryan said, but he was laughing too.

         Mark walked over to the pump and rinsed the worst of the mud from his body and then reached for his clothes where he’d dropped them. His cell phone showed a voice mail from Gordon McDermott. Mark pressed the phone to his ear and listened and then turned to his friends. “Our offer topped Jess’s.”

         Ryan whooped while Ethan did some weird, hip-thrusting victory dance. Mark didn’t feel much like celebrating though because his gut told him Jess wanted—needed—that land more than they did. But he couldn’t be sorry about winning either.

         “The realtor’s waiting to hear whether she’ll up her offer,” he told Ethan and Ryan. “He’s given her until five p.m. tomorrow.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jessica opened her eyes, blinking to bring the room into focus. Her mouth was dry, and her brain was foggy, but she felt…better. Slowly, she sat up in bed and stretched, relieved to find that, for the first time in three days, her headache had subsided and her fever seemed to have broken. “Hallelujah,” she muttered as she climbed out of bed.

         Her limbs protested the movement, stiff and creaky as if she hadn’t moved in months. Grimacing, she checked her phone to make sure she hadn’t somehow been unconscious for days, but no, it was just past ten on Wednesday morning, and she couldn’t believe how much better she felt. Honestly, she hadn’t expected to bounce back from the flu this quickly.

         After a nice, long shower, she was feeling even better. She heated a big bowl of her mom’s homemade soup—yes, for breakfast because, why not?—and chased it with one of Mark’s Popsicles for good measure.

         Mark.

         She closed her eyes, remembering his handsome face in her doorway on Monday, the intensity of his gaze, the heat of his smile. No, the spark between them had never completely faded, not for her anyway. It seemed her body was just chemically programmed to respond to his. And now that he’d come back into her life, a tiny part of her wanted to know more about his time in the Army. The things he’d seen and done. How had it changed him? Were there other scars?

         But that was ridiculous. She was overly curious, that’s all. This week was the first time she and Mark had really spoken since they broke up all those years ago. She supposed it was natural to be curious about what his life had been like since.

         But it didn’t matter. What mattered was that he and his business partners wanted her land, and speaking of the land…

         She checked her phone and found a voice mail message from the realtor. According to Gordon’s message, the guys had come in ahead of her with their initial bid, but just barely. She stared at the phone in her hands. She’d offered the full asking price, and that had already maxed out her budget.

         But…maybe they had maxed out their budget as well. Surely she could squeeze out a few more dollars to counteroffer. This had been her dream for so long, and it would needle her every damn day if she had to look outside and see people mountain biking behind the spa instead of her resort cabins.

         She dialed the realtor.

         “Gordon McDermott,” he answered on the first ring.

         “Hi, Gordon. It’s Jessica Flynn.”

         “Jessica! I was hoping to hear from you today. Would you like to counteroffer?”

         “I can go up ten thousand,” she said. That would put her five grand ahead of the guys, and hopefully that would be enough because she couldn’t keep playing this game. It wasn’t worth it to put herself hopelessly into debt chasing a dream when she already had a profitable business she loved.

         She and Gordon talked over the particulars, and he promised to send the documents for her to e-sign shortly. In the meantime, she walked to the living room to boot up her laptop. Her left knee was really painful when she walked on it. Had she twisted it while she was sick? She must have, maybe while she was running away from bears with Mark, and she had been feeling too lousy to notice at the time.

         Her phone dinged with a new text message. Tomorrow at 6 at the Oak Branch Trail.

         It was her friend Mandy. Jessica, Mandy, Gabby, and Carly would be competing in the upcoming Adrenaline Rush obstacle course race as Team Flower Power, and they’d been getting together a couple of times a week to jog and train together.

         I’m going to miss this one, Jessica replied. Getting over the flu. Catch you ladies next time!

         Yuck. Feel better soon! Mandy answered.

         Someone knocked on Jessica’s front door.

         She walked to answer it, wincing at the pain in her knee. Seriously, only she could manage to sprain her knee while she had the flu. Her mom stood on the other side of the door, smiling brightly as Jessica pulled it open.

         “Hey there, sweetie. Just came to check in and see how you were feeling.” Paula Flynn wore her brown hair in a loose ponytail. Her pink scrubs meant she had stopped by on her way to work.

         “Much better today, thanks.” Jessica walked back toward the couch with her mom beside her. “My fever’s gone. I’m still pretty tired and achy, but I think I’m officially on the mend.”

         “Have you been keeping up on your fluids?” her mom asked, going into full nurse mode.

         She nodded. “I just finished a bowl of your soup and one of the Popsicles Mark brought.”

         “Mark?” Paula’s eyes narrowed. “Why was he here?”

         Jessica shook her head, wishing she could take the words back. It was insignificant that Mark had been here, and she wouldn’t have blurted it out if her mind wasn’t still a little sluggish. “I saw him on Sunday so he knew I was sick. He was just being friendly.”

         “Well, be careful around that man. I’d hate to see you get hurt again.”

         “We barely know each other anymore, Mom. Our relationship is ancient history.” Her parents had never approved of her dating Mark. Everyone in town knew he’d gotten arrested at fifteen for stealing cigarettes from the mini-mart. The owner hadn’t pressed charges, but in such a small town, his reputation as a delinquent had been set. By high school, he’d cut so many classes he almost flunked out. He smoked a lot of weed. But he’d always been a perfect gentleman with Jessica while they were dating. “The bigger problem is that he and his business partners just outbid me on that land between our properties.”

         “Oh no.” Her mom’s face fell. “So you didn’t get it? Oh, sweetie, I know how long you’ve been saving and planning for this.”

         “Well, it’s not a done deal yet. I’m making a second offer, but this is as high as I can go so cross your fingers for me.” While she talked, she clicked through the documents the realtor had sent, adding her electronic signature where it was needed.

         “Maybe your father and I could come up with something to help if you—”

         “No. Thank you, Mom, but I know you guys are tapped out after Nicole’s wedding. It’s not worth any of us going outside our means to buy this land.”

         “But you’re so close. Just let me know if there’s anything we could do…”

         “Thanks, Mom.” But there was no way she was taking money from her parents. They’d finally managed to pay off their credit card debt last year, and she wasn’t going to let them jeopardize their hard-won financial stability for her. “So if my fever stays gone, how soon can I consider myself germ-free to go back to work?”

         “Twenty-four hours without fever is the rule of thumb,” her mom said, “but I’d wait until at least Friday to be safe.”

         “Okay.” Friday was doable. She’d been worried she wouldn’t be back in time to oversee the spa treatments for her friend Gabby and her bridal party before her wedding on Saturday so this was good news.

         Her mom left shortly after to get to work. Jessica called the spa to check in with Dana, her assistant manager. Everything seemed to be running smoothly without her, but Jessica was relieved to put herself back on the appointment calendar for Friday. She was more than ready to get back to work.

         Her energy depleted, she leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes. Next thing she knew, her phone was ringing, dragging her from a deep, dreamless sleep. She opened her eyes to see that it was four o’clock, and she’d just slept away most of the day.

         And Gordon McDermott was calling.

         She cleared her throat and connected the call. “Hello.”

         “Hi, Jessica. Gordon McDermott here. Calling to let you know Off-the-Grid Adventures has increased their offer by twenty thousand.”

         Twenty thousand. Shit. “Oh.”

         “If you need some time to think about a counteroffer, I don’t need your answer until end of day tomorrow.”

         “I…um, I don’t need any time. I can’t compete with that.”

         “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said.

         Not nearly as sorry as she was. She slumped on the couch, defeat sitting like a boulder on her chest.

         “I’ll keep things open until tomorrow anyway, in case you have a change of heart.”

         “I appreciate that, but unfortunately I’m out. Thanks again.” She ended the call before her voice cracked and gave her away. Because she’d been dreaming about this resort almost since she’d opened the spa, and once these guys bought it and put their mountain bike course on it, that land probably wouldn’t go back on the market again in her lifetime. Worse, she’d have to watch them out there on their bikes, living it up on the land that should have been hers. Tears pressed against the back of her eyes.

         No way around it. Her dream was over.
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