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Nate Walker pushed his bike to extremes, hitting eighty before the surge of adrenaline he’d been striving for flushed through his veins, scratching the surface of the itch, the need to run.

Not this time, he told himself, maintaining his course, now nearing close to ninety. The reckless speed made him feel more in control despite the two reasons driving him back to the small town he never wanted to step foot in again. Both affecting him in a no-win, gut-wrenching way.

He toyed with the idea of turning his bike around and heading back in the direction he came from—or anywhere else. Although the thought was enticing, it wasn’t a choice anymore. His demons would still chase him, biting at his heels every inch of the way.

No, after all these years, it was time to face them. Besides, he was tired of running, even if the outcome did seem rather bleak. Scowling, he pushed the bike further, taking a sharp corner at a life-threatening angle, testing his mortality.

A morbid satisfaction burned through him as he felt the pavement skin the side of his leather boot. The feeling lasted only a split second before his dilemma returned full force, and his thoughts became more demanding than before.

Of the two reasons, he knew which one would be more challenging, yet was certain neither would be easy—the funeral of a man who conjured up memories of a life better left forgotten, or the woman who haunted his every waking moment and would never forgive him for what he did to her.

Nate revved the throttle before shifting down a gear, determined to take on the more difficult of the choices first.

For a moment, regret marred his decision. It wasn’t as if Jessie Calhoun would welcome him with open arms. Can’t blame her. Guilt shredded his insides as he pulled into the lot of the Lucky Horseshoe Bar and parked the bike in the back. The day he left, he’d been stupid and angry.

No, she wouldn’t be very welcoming, which meant a serious challenge considering her stubborn nature. Hell, he stood a better chance of dancing with the devil than ever winning her over again. The daring invitation spurred him on.

Nate parked the bike, grabbed his hat from the saddle bag, then walked through the large, horseshoe-shaped doors and entered the crowded bar the same way he always had...as if he owned the place. Patsy Cline’s Crazy played on the tired jukebox stationed in the back corner by the bathrooms, and the flashing of its red and yellow neon lights snared his attention.

The same tune had been playing the last time he’d been here. He shook his head, debating whether or not it was some kind of sign. Patsy was right. He was crazy for returning to this godforsaken place. Especially considering the arrogance of his entrance had granted him the attention of everyone other than the one person he wanted to notice him.

Shock showed on most of the faces, before the looks were replaced with raised glasses and comforting smiles he registered as pity. A little exposed, his mood soured as he tried in vain to block the memories flooding in. The other reason he was here.

In less than a week, he would bury his estranged father.

This day was bound to come. Although, he’d expected it much sooner.

He brushed aside a stab of remorse. How his father had managed not to drink himself to death before now remained a mystery.

They had been far from close. Nate recounted their last heated exchange, blaming the alcohol. Old man Walker’s love for the hard stuff had never been a secret. Nor had his father’s temper. The man had not been known for sparing the rod. Or his fist.

A twinge of self-pity and shame washed over him. The emotions hadn’t surfaced for a long time, and now old scars were torn wide open. A low, guttural growl escaped him, and he wished like hell he was still on his bike.

The small, hometown watering hole hadn’t changed much despite the years he’d been gone, and he couldn’t hide the disappointment etched on his face. The bar was still on the verge of run-down, he determined quickly, peering through the smoky fog of the room.

A strong wave of stale beer and cigarettes confronted him, and he disregarded the images from his past the potent smells triggered, counting the years it had been since he had last set foot in this bar. Damn near seven years...Seven. Very. Long. Years.

On the left side of the room, the exhausted billiard table, embellished with its trademark covering of torn felt, still resided. His gaze swept over the Budweiser lamp stationed above the pool table, highlighting the weary, faded green.

He had played too many games to count on the table. His stare channeled in on the multicolored pool balls all aligned in a nice triangle. Nate reached down and rolled the cool, ivory in his hand for old time’s sake, fighting the longing to pick up a pool stick and play a round or two.

Even the chipped cue brought back memories. A spider-veined crack lined the smooth surface, reminding him it was the same cream-colored sphere responsible for knocking out Jimmy Greenwood’s front tooth one rowdy Friday night. Of course, he had been at fault, wielding the weapon.

He returned it to its resting place, spinning away from the table, refusing to linger on memories better left forgotten. He was here for another reason. The last thing he wanted was to bring back to life his reckless past.

Several bar stools aligned the face of the bar, allowing a front row position for those wanting faster service or a little conversation from the bartender. Old beer signs advertising a good time were posted on the walls behind the bar, recalling a time when they’d been crisp, clean endorsements.

He heard someone shout his name and spun his head in the direction, acknowledging another person from his past with a nod before looking away. He wasn’t here to make friends or catch up with old acquaintances.

His gaze narrowed, scanning his old stomping grounds. There were several more faces from his past, but there was only one reunion he planned on. An unforgettable brunette.

He found her standing at the bar with her back turned to him, immersed in a deep conversation with Ed. Seeing the bartender reminded him of a joke the man used to say about never retiring and whiskey getting better with age. It was clear now the old barkeep had not been joking.

Regardless, the two of them were the only ones in the entire joint oblivious of his presence, and for some reason, it annoyed Nate to no end, pushing his mood to an even darker depth.

A deep, throaty laugh reached his ears, changing his black disposition in an instant. He smiled, embracing the rich tone of Jessie’s laughter like a long, lost friend. That’s how contagious it was, captivated by the sound as it brought forth a collection of slighted memories.

Jessie, he savored, admiring her tantalizing backside. She hadn’t changed a bit, still, the same girl who could stop him in his tracks just by the sound of her laughter. Not to mention her many other assets.

She appeared busy taking inventory, occupied with counting and jotting down numbers. Thankful for her distraction, he studied her in silence and drank in the sight, making sure not to overlook even the slightest detail.

She was no longer the slim tomboy with skinny legs he remembered. No, she was a woman, he observed, flustered by the way her thick, sable locks were pulled into a ponytail, exposing the delicate lines of her neck.

Ed pushed a tray of MGD’s toward her, which she counted, offering a sassy smile before putting down the notebook and tucking the pen behind her ear to deliver the order. She quickly distributed the drinks and returned to the bar for another round.

Nate shifted his weight, crunching discarded peanut shells beneath his worn cowboy boots. Another person from his past called out his name, drawing attention to him again.

Jessie spun around, her brunette ponytail whipping the air. She never could hide her emotions, showcasing her feelings like an open banner for all to see. Surprise lined her face, and for a split second, he saw a flash of something he couldn’t name within the emerald depths of her eyes. At least it wasn’t anger.

Not yet anyway. A slight promise of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

Proving his point, her expression changed from shock to fury in an instant. And as disarming as this new declaration was, he’d be an idiot to dismiss her first response, which gave him a tiny thread of hope.

He held her gaze for a full minute before she reeled around and snapped a drink order to Ed. The motion offered him a seductive view he had missed over the years. A pair of snug blue jeans clung to her heart-shaped derriere, set off by a tight, black tank top adhered to her every curve. Dangerous curves—he sucked in a deep breath—the kind only a red-blooded male could appreciate. She had the same effect on him now as she did when he was seventeen—still making his blood boil with need.

Nate took a few steps closer to her, the exposed flesh of her neck a breath away from his lips, the heat of her backside competing against his strong resolve to stay focused. He came here to tie up loose ends, despite her, or his, feelings at the moment.

However, he couldn’t control the will of his hand, twirling a silky strand of her hair through his fingers as he inhaled the floral scent of her.

Time to dance with the devil...

“I’ll have a shot of whiskey, Ed,” he said to the bartender. His mouth returned to her ear, whispering in a tone so light the words vibrated and tickled his lips. “It’s good to see you, Jess. I’ve missed you.” He skimmed the delicate line of her jawbone with a feathery kiss.

She responded exactly as he’d expected. A sharp stab of pain pierced his stomach, stealing his breath for a moment. She still had dead-on aim. He rubbed the spot and grinned, forgetting how helpless a blow from her elbow could render him.

Glancing up, he saw Ed’s smile falter, and a weary look of caution transformed the man’s weathered face. The bartender cast a concerned stare in Jessie’s direction before pouring him the shot and slamming the glass on the bar. The amber liquid sloshed back and forth along the top ridge of the glass, threatening to spill over.

Far from discouraged, Nate tipped his head, tossing a crisp, ten-dollar bill down for the drink. Using the opportunity to his advantage, he compressed his tall, lanky frame against her backside as he reached for the whiskey.

Perhaps it was the bold move, but for one sweet moment, her body yielded, melting into his, before tensing up. He downed the shot, needing the welcome distraction.

Jessie held her breath as the interchange played in slow motion. It wasn’t as if she could move if she wanted to anyway. Hell, at the moment, she couldn’t even think straight. Not with the familiar hardness of Nate’s chest pressed against her back.

She exhaled, slowly. Seeing the man who haunted her past almost caused her to drop the full tray of beer mugs. Luckily, her body reacted on autopilot, turning away and placing the tray on the bar, even though the sight of him caused her head to spin.

Why couldn’t he have been any other cowboy in the saddle brown, leather Stetson and rugged Levis? She attempted to compose herself, squeezing her eyes closed in a useless effort to wipe away the lingering image.

Damn him and his cocky smile. It remained imprinted in her memory, the smirk reminding her of the way he’d always been able to read her every thought.

She cursed under her breath, angry at her weakness—because her initial, pathetic thought had been one of bittersweet relief. Nate Walker had come back for her.

She fought to calm the erratic beating of her heart. Think rationally, she told herself, refusing to let him waltz back into her life as if he hadn’t left her in the dust of his taillights. Not an easy task. His body, molded against hers, shredded any hope of resistance.

Inhaling a deep breath, she grabbed a full mug of beer off the tray and whirled around, shoving the thick glass into his hand. “Here, drink this and go.” She stepped to the side so she was no longer imprisoned between his body and the bar.

Big mistake.

The averted route only repositioned her so she was even more accessible to him. Stopping him from coming any closer, she placed her hand on his chest. The second her hand met his body she gasped, startled by the electric charge which shot through her palm.

Jessie forced herself to ignore the spark. “I mean it, Nate. Go.”

He answered by taking a deep pull of his beer, his sapphire gaze pulling her in, holding her captive.

An ocean of outrage spiked through her. Same old Nate, still so confident and cocky. How dare he return...acting as if...as if his departure hadn’t nearly destroyed her.  

Through her rage, a small taste of guilt surfaced, reminding her to be more compassionate considering his father just died. The prodigal son had returned for the funeral, not for her. She was merely a plaything to him at the moment, a diversion to sidetrack him from what he needed to face. And despite his angry actions severing the family ties, he must still be dissecting the news his father was gone forever.

She, of all people, knew how it felt to lose someone you loved. Like your heart had been ripped clean out of your body. Nate had done it to her.

Her anger trumped the guilt. She grabbed a cleaning rag off the bar and stomped away, not sure if she was more upset with him or herself. With short, furious strokes of the bleached-soaked rag, she cleared a corner pub table.

The strong fumes of the sterilizer caused her eyes to sting. Frustrated, she wiped at the unwelcomed tears with the back of her hand and heard the familiar sound of his boots cross the wood planks of the floor behind her.

“I told you to go,” she spat out, refusing to face him with tears streaming down her face.

His hat whisked by her head in a brown blur stirring the stagnant bleached air around her with the scent of leather before landing with a soft thud on the table. She jumped in surprise, touching the side of her head where the worn brim had brushed. Despite the sudden shock to her system, she composed herself, continuing to clear the surface, wiping around the hat as if nothing had happened.

Warmth flowed into her back as his arms came into view. He placed a hand on each side of her, enclosing her between the tall, pub-styled table and his hard, muscular torso. Once again, he managed to encompass her in an embrace without even touching, trapping her in his heat.

His damned, memory-provoking hands found their way to her waist and wrapped snugly around her. Her breasts responded to the attention, defiant nipples taut against the thin cotton of her tank top.

Damn it, she cursed, fighting the tight pull of her breasts. When he was around, she never could control her own body, much less her thoughts. The forward gesture, or perhaps just the reminder of what his magical hands could do, almost undid her, making her legs weak and unstable.

“I’ve missed you,” he whispered again into her ear. “Every day I thought about you. Every. Day.”

His words caressed her skin like fine cashmere. Even after all these years, the sound of his deep, raspy voice still gave her chills, and she hated herself for this lack of control. Her breath caught in her throat as his nearness caused a surge of excitement to course through her veins, overcoming the last little bit of her perseverance.

Sinfully, she allowed herself to relish, only for a moment, what they once had. Jessie caught herself inhaling his manly scent—a distinct mixture of leather and masculinity. The heady fragrance rekindled faded memories she’d tried like hell to forget.

Flashes, like scenes from a movie, of a time when they had been inseparable. Nights spent holding hands and staring up at the stars in the back of his beat-up pick-up. The dreams they shared, the hay barn, the creek...

“I should’ve never left. I was young. Stupid. Angry. But, leaving you...,” his voice cracked with emotion. “It’s my biggest regret. This time, I’m not going anywhere. Not without you,” he stated, allowing no room for argument.

As if she could. The thought filtered away as quickly as it appeared, replaced by the blissful heat of his mouth scorching her neck. She closed her eyes as the longing she’d denied for years returned full force.

A shiver of anticipation ran down her spine, and she abandoned all thoughts. He reached for his hat, his body leaning into her and pulling her out of the lust-enhanced stupor.

She opened her eyes, drawn to a bouquet of small, purple flowers in the spot where the worn Stetson had been. A forgotten memory jolted her senses as she stared at the wildflowers, unsettled by the romantic gesture.

“Not this time,” he said huskily, seducing her with his words once more before making his way out of the bar.

This was the Nate Walker she remembered. The man who disappeared into the night. She’d witnessed the exact departure years ago.

Shouldn’t she be angry? Or even, Lord forbid, a tearful mess?

Jessie continued to stare dumbfounded at the door. Awareness flushed through her as if she had been reawakened, her judgment no longer cloudy.

Crystal clear.

The daunting realization penetrated Nate’s spell. She cursed again. This time out loud. “Damn it. Damn it. Damn it!”

It was official. She clearly wasn’t over Nate Walker.​​
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​Chapter Two
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A person could run from his past, but those demons always caught up to you, Nate realized, standing in his father’s kitchen. He had known coming home was going to be anything but easy. But how could a person live this way?

The kitchen was destroyed. A complete wreck. The room looked as if it was the aftermath of a tornado, and he was standing in the middle of it. A man-made disaster. To top it all off, everyone was gathering here to show their respects after the funeral. In three days.

He scanned the room, jotting down a quick inventory of the destruction. The sink, filled with dirty dishes stacked up well past the edge. It appeared his father didn’t believe in buying dish soap. Or a trash can.

His mood blackened, accelerating from a deadened sense of disbelief to one of complete disgust. Garbage covered the linoleum, replacing the tired and torn flooring with a colorful accumulation of empty pizza cartons and various other fast-food wrappings. And the smell...

Gagging at the stench, he made his way to the kitchen windows. After opening them and the door, he started on the garbage. He bent down to grab a discarded carton of eggs, but the cardboard stuck to the linoleum, resisted. Several attempts later, he pried the container free and tossed a stringy mess of eggs and broken shells into the garbage bag.

What had he expected? This had been a normal sight growing up, Nate’s mother long gone by the time he hit his teenage years. He could leave, too. Jump onto his black cherry Harley and allow the relaxing rumble to take him far away from this hellhole. A nice concept, one of his better choices, but he couldn’t leave yet. Not without facing those demons. And not without the one person he came back for.

Jessie.

Damn, if she hadn’t been a sight for sore eyes. He’d forgotten her temper. Picturing her furious face and the irate green glare she’d directed at him, he chuckled out loud. It didn’t matter if she was angry at him or not, she was still the sexiest woman he had ever seen.

Nate recalled the moment her flesh melted into him and tucked away the pleasant memory for later. A grim smile wrenched the corners of his mouth and returned to the endless task at hand. As much as he’d rather think about Jessie right now, he had a mess to deal with first.

The pollution was not just in the kitchen, stepping into the living room. The entire house, a cesspool, needed to be condemned. He kicked a pizza box out of his way, questioning once again how the old man could have lived in this filth.

Then again, he recalled the fair share of damage his dad and Johnny Walker Red could leave behind. Nate kicked an empty bottle of the culprit out of his way. The glass skidded across the wood planks of the living room floor until it reached the kitchen, sliding smoothly across the aged linoleum floor.

Family. Johnny Walker is family, his drunken father would say, the words slurred.

Nate sneered, fully aware of how capable Johnny Walker, his father’s preferred poison, destroyed families. He glanced down at his clenched fists, ashamed by the memory of the first and only time he had used them against the man, closing the door on their estranged relationship.

He returned to the kitchen and finished picking up the garbage, shaking off the bad memories clinging to him like a dark cloak. He tied up the second garbage bag, reached for a third, and began filling it with dirty dishes, not even toying with the idea of washing them. Nate had never planned on returning to Ennis, never wanted to set foot on his father’s land again.

Now, it was his land. He could sell—the spread had several hundred acres. He could get a pretty penny out of the land. Although, he didn’t need the money. Not according to Dylan Walsh, the private detective who had hunted him down and given him notice of his father’s death.

According to Walsh, he’d been fairly easy to find, too. A thought Nate found unsettling. If he was so damn easy to find, why had his father not tried to contact him before the cancer ate him up? Or at least tried to call, especially when he found out his condition was untreatable? Walsh had no problem finding his number. 

They could have...

Could have what? Reconciled? Washed away the past while sharing a bottle of whiskey?

Nate tied the third garbage bag up and reached for another.

There was also the money, over three hundred thousand dollars just sitting in the First National Bank.

“Three hundred thousand,” he said out loud, still finding it hard to believe.

When the detective had told him, he was sure he misheard the man. Walsh simply shrugged his heavy-set shoulders, the lines on his aged poker face guarded and impassive, then mentioned something about a well-placed bet and handed Nate an envelope the size of a postcard.

He should probably have read the letter his dad left behind but still wasn’t quite ready to deal with the emotional drama. Of course, he may never be ready, and the curiosity of what his father wrote just wasn’t strong enough to overpower his stubborn reserves.

Nate carried two of the bags of garbage outside and threw them into the back of the old Chevy parked in the driveway. Smiling, he gave the truck a good once over and kicked the tires. Seeing the vehicle stirred up good memories, recalling the many hours he’d spent learning how to drive on the ancient relic. Placing his hands on the rusty tailgate, he glanced over the property. 

Hard to fathom this was now his. Perhaps the spread could still prosper. He could raise horses. The idea drew his attention to the large, red barn on the verge of collapsing. A three-railed fence with broken and missing boards encircled the barn, ideal for breaking in a green horse.

Nate considered the possibility. It had always been a dream of his, and he surveyed the land with more intensity. There was a lot of work to do on the property. Too much work. For now, the fence would just have to stay broken.

Returning to the wrecked house, he decided to rent out the bar for a night so people could pay their respects. The old man would have preferred the bar anyway.

Besides, he hadn’t made a dent in the cleaning. He would have to hire a cleaning crew after all. Or light a match. He grinned, considering the appealing idea as he sat down on his father’s favorite recliner.

The chair had seen better days—the strong odor of sour whiskey and the lingering smell of stale cigarettes clung to the plaid fabric of the recliner like a heavily sprayed perfume. And his dad.

Closing his eyes, he embraced the repressed flood of memories. Swamped with emotion, a wave of self-awareness washed over him. He had come full circle. And he couldn’t stand it.

The itch under his skin returned with a fury, and he clenched his fists. He had to get out of there, away from the memories, from the stench of his father’s presence...even
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