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			Chapter One

			“I DROVE TO the wrong bar.”

			Josie Fairmore stared up at the unlit sign towering above the nearly vacant parking lot, her cell phone pressed to her ear. Nothing changed in Forever, Oregon. Everything from the ­people to the names of the bars remained the same. The triplets, who had to be over a hundred now, still owned The Three Sisters Café downtown. Every car and truck she’d sped past had the high school football team’s flag mounted on the roof or featured on the bumper. And her father was still the chief of police.

			Nothing changed. That was why she’d left for college and never looked back.

			Until now.

			She’d blown past the Forever town line ten minutes ago. She’d driven straight to the place that promised a rescue from her current hell. And she’d parked under the sign, which appeared determined to prove her wrong.

			“Josephine Fairmore, it is ten thirty in the morning,” Daphne said through the phone, her tone oddly stern for the owner of a strip club situated outside the town limits. “The fact that you’re at a bar might be your first mistake.”

			Damn. If the owner of The Lost Kitten was her voice of reason, Josie was screwed.

			“When did they take the ‘country’ out of Big Buck’s Country Bar?” Josie stared at the letters above the entrance to the town’s oldest bar. She twirled the key to her red Mini, which looked out of place beside the lone monster truck in the lot. She should probably take the car back to the city. The Mini didn’t belong in the land of four-­wheelers, pickups, and logging trucks. The red car would miss the parking garage.

			But I can’t afford the parking garage anymore. I can’t even pay my rent. Or my bills. . .

			“Big Buck gave in three years ago,” Daphne explained, drawing Josie’s attention back to the bar parking lot. “He decided to take Noah’s advice and get rid of the mechanical bull. He wanted to attract the college crowd.”

			“He got rid of the bull before I went to college.” And before his son left to join the United States Marine Corps. She should know. She’d ridden the bull at his going away party.

			With Noah.

			And then she’d ridden Noah.

			“Well, Buck made a few more changes,” Daphne said. “He added a new sound system and—­”

			“He changed the name. I guess that explains why Noah came home.” She glanced at the dark, quiet bar. The hours posted by the door read “Open from noon until the cows come home (or 3am, whichever comes first!).”

			“He served for five years and did two tours in Afghanistan. Stop by The Three Sisters and you’ll get an earful about his heroics,” Daphne said. “But from what I’ve heard, Noah didn’t want to sign up for another five. Not after his grandmother died last year.”

			“You’ve seen him?” Josie looked down at her cowboy boots. She hadn’t worn them since that night in Noah’s barn. She’d thought they’d help her land the job at the “country” bar. But now she wished she’d worn her Converse, maybe a pair of heels.

			“Yes.”

			“At The Lost Kitten?” Why, after all this time, after she never responded to his apologetic letter, would she care if Noah spent his free time watching women strip off their clothes? One wild, stupid, naked night cut short by her big brother didn’t offer a reason for jealousy.

			But the fact that I told him I love him? That might.

			“No. I bumped into him at the café.” Daphne hesitated. “He didn’t smile. Not once.”

			“PTSD?” she asked quietly. She couldn’t imagine walking into a war zone and leaving without long-­lasting trauma. The things he probably saw . . .

			“Maybe,” Daphne said. “But he’s not jumpy. He just seems pissed off at the world. Elvira was behind the counter that day. She tried to thank him for serving our country after he ordered a burger. He set a ten on the counter and walked out before his food arrived.”

			“He left his manners in the Middle East.” Josie stared at the door to Big Buck’s. “Might hurt my chances for getting a job.”

			“I think your lack of waitressing or bartending experience will be the nail in the coffin. But if Noah turns you down, you can work here.”

			“I’d rather keep my shirt on while I work,” Josie said dryly.

			And he won’t turn me down. He promised to help me.

			But that was before he turned into a surly former marine.

			“You’d make more without it,” Daphne said. “Or you can tell the hospital, the collection agency—­whoever’s coming after you—­the truth. You’re broke.”

			“I did. They gave me a payment plan and I need to stick to it.” She headed for the door. “I ignored those bills for months. Besides, what kind of mother doesn’t pay her child’s medical bills?”

			The kind who buried her son twenty-­seven days after he was born.

			Daphne didn’t say the words, but Josie knew she was thinking them. Her best friend was the only person in Forever who knew the truth about why she was desperate for a paycheck. If only Daphne had inherited a restaurant or a bookstore—­a place with fully clothed employees.

			“He has to agree,” Josie added. “I need that money.”

			“I know.” Daphne sighed. “And I need to get to work. I have a staff of topless waitresses and dancers who depend on me for their paycheck. Good luck, Josie.”

			“Thanks.” She ended the call and slipped her phone into the bag slung over her shoulder alongside her wallet and resume.

			She drew a deep breath. But a churning feeling started in her belly, foreboding, threatening. She knew this feeling and she didn’t like it. Something bad always followed.

			Her boyfriend headed for the door convinced he was too young for a baby . . . Her water broke too early. . .

			She tried the door. Locked, dammit.

			Ignoring the warning bells in her head telling her to run to her best friend’s club and offer to serve a topless breakfast, she raised her hand and knocked.

			“Hang on a sec,” a deep voice called from the other side. She remembered that sound and could hear the echo of his words from five long years ago, before he’d joined the marines and before she’d gone to college hoping for a brighter future—­and found more heartache.

			Call, email, or send a letter. Hell, send a carrier pigeon. I don’t care how you get in touch, or where I am. If you need me, I’ll find a way to help.

			He’d meant every word. But ­people changed. They hardened. They took hits and got back up, leaving their heart beaten and wrecked on the ground.

			She glanced down as if the bloody pieces of her broken heart would appear at her feet. Nope. Nothing but cement and her boots. She’d left her heart behind in Portland, dead and buried, thank you very much.

			The door opened. She looked up and . . .

			Oh my . . . Wow. . .

			She’d gained five pounds—­well, more than that, but she’d lost the rest. She’d cried for weeks, tears running down her cheeks while she slept, and flooding her eyes when she woke. And it had aged her. There were lines on her face that made her look a lot older than twenty-­three.

			But Noah . . .

			He’d gained five pounds of pure muscle. His tight black T-­shirt clung to his biceps. Dark green cargo pants hung low on his hips. And his face . . .

			On the drive, she’d tried to trick herself into believing he was just a friend she’d slept with one wild night. She’d made a fool of herself, losing her heart to him then.

			Never again.

			She’d made a promise to her broken, battered heart and she planned to keep it. She would not fall for Noah this time.

			But oh, the temptation . . .

			His short blond hair still looked as if he’d just run his hands through it. Stubble, the same color as his hair, covered his jaw. He’d forgotten to shave, or just didn’t give a damn. But his familiar blue eyes left her ready to pass out at his feet from lack of oxygen.

			He stared at her, wariness radiating from those blue depths. Five years ago, he’d smiled at her and it had touched his eyes. Not now.

			“Josie?” His brow knitted as if he’d had to search his memory for her name. His grip tightened on the door. Was he debating whether to slam it in her face and pretend his mind had been playing tricks on him?

			“Hi, Noah.” She placed her right boot in the doorway, determined to follow him inside if he tried to shut her out.

			“You’re back,” he said as if putting together the pieces of a puzzle. But still no hint of the warm, welcoming smile he’d worn with an easy-­going grace five years ago.

			“I guess you didn’t get the carrier pigeon,” she said, forcing a smile. Please let him remember. “But I need your help.”

			NOAH STARED AT the dark-­haired beauty. Her white T-­shirt hugged her curves, and her cutoff jean shorts sent him on a trip down memory lane. And those boots . . .

			The memory of Josephine Fairmore had followed him to hell and back. He’d tried to escape the feel of her full lips, the taste of her mouth, her body pressed up against his . . . and he’d failed. He’d carried every detail of that night in the barn with him to basic training. Right down to her cowgirl boots. He’d dreamed about Josie in a bikini, Josie on the mechanical bull, Josie damn near anywhere, while hiking through the Afghan desert. He’d spent years lying in makeshift barracks wanting and wishing for a chance to talk to her while staring into her large green eyes.

			And yeah, who was he kidding? His gaze would head south and he’d let himself drink in the sight of her breasts.

			He closed his eyes. He’d spent two long deployments hoping for an email, a letter—­something from her. He’d wanted confirmation that she was all right. But she never wrote. Not once. She’d reduced him to begging for tidbits from Dominic. Not that her brother had volunteered much more than a She’s fine. Stay the hell away from her.

			But she wasn’t fine.

			He opened his eyes.

			“You needed help and you sent a pigeon?” He released his grip on the door and rested his forearm against it. “You could have called.”

			“I thought it would be better to apply for a job in person,” she said, her voice low and so damn sultry that his dick was on the verge of responding.

			Not going to happen.

			There were a helluva lot of things beyond his control. His dad’s health. His grandmother’s heart failure while he was stationed in Bumblefuck, Afghanistan, fighting two enemies—­and one of them should have been on his side. And the fact that the only time he felt calm, in control, and something bordering on happiness, was at the damn shooting range.

			Still, he could control his own dick.

			But why the hell should I?

			He let his gaze drift to her chest, down her hips, and down her slim legs. He’d wanted her for five long years and here she was on his doorstep. What was stopping him from pulling her close and starting where they’d left off five years ago? He wasn’t the good guy worried about her big brother’s reactions or her reputation. Not anymore. Nothing he’d done in the past five years had left him feeling heroic. So why start now?

			She crossed her arms in front of her chest. And while he appreciated the way her breasts lifted, he raised his gaze to meet hers.

			“I’m not hiring,” he lied. Big Buck’s needed a waitress or two, another bartender, and a dishwasher to keep up with the crowds pouring in from the nearby university, desperate to bump and grind to house music. But if she worked here, well hell, then he’d have another reason he shouldn’t touch her. He had a rule about messing around with his female employees. It was bad business. He’d worked too hard to turn Big Buck’s into something to fool around with a waitress or a bartender.

			She raised an eyebrow and nodded to the Help Wanted sign he’d put up in the window. “Someone put that up without asking you?”

			Shit.

			“I recently filled the position,” he said, searching for an excuse that didn’t touch on the truth.

			“I’m too late.” She shook her head. “Perfect. I guess I should have gotten up the nerve to come home a few days ago.”

			He glanced over her shoulder and saw a red Mini parked beside his truck. It looked like a toy next to his F-­250. And apart from the driver’s side, every cubic inch appeared stuffed with bags.

			“I thought you liked Portland. Greg from the station said you haven’t been back here in a few years,” he said, knowing he should close the door and end the conversation. If he let her in, if he handed her an application followed by a Big Buck’s apron, he couldn’t touch her. That wasn’t much different from the past five years, or the ones before the going away party, but she hadn’t spent the past decade or so within arm’s reach.

			“It didn’t work out,” she said.

			“They don’t have jobs up there for someone with a fancy degree? I bet you could do a lot better than serving drinks.”

			She blinked and for a second he thought she might turn around and walk away, abandoning her plea for help. “I took a break from school, lost my scholarship, and then dropped out,” she said.

			“What?” He stared at her. “Dominic never said—­”

			“My dad didn’t know I’d quit school until recently. And I don’t think he told Dom,” she said quickly. “My brother has enough to worry about over there. Like not getting killed or . . .”

			“Worse,” he supplied. Like losing a limb or a fellow soldier. Yeah, Noah knew plenty of guys who’d lost both. But he’d worried about losing respect for the band of brothers serving with him because they’d flat out refused to treat the woman busting her ass alongside them with an ounce of decency . . .

			Except Dominic would probably have stepped in and saved the woman before she was attacked. Josie’s brother wouldn’t let the situation get beyond his control and then try to pick up the pieces.

			“There are worse things than dying out there,” he added, trying to focus on the here and now, not the past he couldn’t change.

			“Yes.”

			He kept his gaze locked on her face as he stepped back and placed his hand on the door again. He was ready and willing to slam it closed. She could tempt and tease him, but he refused to take his eyes off her face. Hell, he knew better than to play chicken with her breasts. Right now, with the way he wanted her, he’d lose that game.

			First, he needed some time to process. He wanted space to think about the fact that things hadn’t worked out for her in Portland. He needed her to leave before he pulled her close, wrapped his arms around her, and offered comfort. Before he begged to know every damn detail about what had happened.

			No, he needed her gone. Because he’d learned one big life lesson from his time with the marines: he wasn’t a hero. He couldn’t let old habits take over, pushing him to save her. He wanted Josie’s hands on him, her lips pressed against him . . . not her problems dumped at his feet. And if Josie was back in the town that had insisted on labeling her wild, holding her solely accountable for losing her panties in a hay wagon ride, then something had gone horribly wrong in Portland.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t—­”

			“I need a job, Noah.” She wasn’t begging, merely stating a fact. But desperation and determination clung to her words. Never a good combination.

			Noah sighed. “Do you have any waitressing or bartending experience?”

			“Not exactly.” She forced a smile as she uncrossed her arms and riffled through the worn black leather shoulder bag. She withdrew a manila folder and handed it to him. “But I brought my resume.”

			Propping the door open with his foot, he took the folder and opened it. He read over the resume and tried to figure out how a series of babysitting gigs related to serving the twenty-­one-­and-­older crowd.

			“You took a year off between working for these two families.” He glanced up. “To focus on school?”

			“No.” Her smile faded. “I can serve drinks, Noah. I’m smart and I’m good with ­people. Especially strangers. And now that you’ve taken the “country” out of Big Buck’s, I’m guessing the locals don’t camp out at the bar anymore.”

			“Some still do.” And they gave him hell for telling his dad to remove the mechanical bull. Five years and the ­people born and bred in this town still missed the machine that had put the “country” in Big Buck’s Country Bar. Some dropped by to visit the damn thing in his dad’s barn. But he’d bet no one had ridden it like Josie in the last five years.

			He closed the folder and held it out to her. “Why are you so desperate to serve drinks?”

			“I owe a lot of money.”

			Another fact. But this one led to a bucket of questions. “Your father won’t help you?”

			She shook her head. “This is my responsibility. He’s giving me a place to stay until I get back on my feet.”

			The don’t-­mess-­with-­me veneer he wore like body armor cracked. If someone had hurt Josie . . . No, she wasn’t his responsibility. Whatever trouble she’d found—­credit card debt, bad loans—­it wasn’t his mess to clean up. He’d spent most of his life playing superhero, first on the football field, later for his family, and then for his fellow marines. But his last deployment—­and the fallout—­had made it pretty damn clear that he wasn’t cut out for the role.

			He couldn’t help Josie Fairmore. Not this time. And he sure as hell couldn’t give her a job that would keep her underfoot. He couldn’t pay her to work for him and want her at the same time. It wasn’t right. Maybe he was a failed hero. But he still knew right from wrong.

			“Look, I need experienced waitresses and bartenders.” He stepped away, ready to head back to the peace and quiet of his empty bar.

			“So you haven’t filled the positions?” she asked.

			“I—­”

			“Please think about it.” She removed her foot, offering him the space to slam the door. “If you can’t help me, I’ll have to take Daphne up on her offer to serve topless drinks at The Lost Kitten. And I’d rather keep my shirt on while I work. But one way or another, I’m going to pay back what I owe.”

			She turned and headed for the red Mini. He stared at her back and pictured her bending over tables. One look at her bare chest and the guys at The Lost Kitten would forget what they planned to order. He hated that mental image, but jealousy didn’t dominate his senses right now.

			He’d witnessed a woman sacrifice her pride and her dignity for her job. He’d fought like hell for her and he’d failed her. He couldn’t change the past. What happened to Caroline was out of his hands now. Even if he wanted to help, he couldn’t. She’d disappeared. If and when Caroline resurfaced, she’d be the one charged with a crime. Unauthorized absence. And his testimony? The things he’d witnessed? It wouldn’t matter.

			But Josie was standing in his freaking parking lot.

			“I’ll give you one shot,” he called. She stopped and turned to face him. Her full lips formed a smile and her eyes shone with triumph.

			“A trial shift,” he added. “If you can keep up with a Thursday-­night crowd, I’ll consider giving you a job.”

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“Come back around four. And don’t get too excited. Your babysitting experience won’t help with a room full of college kids counting down the days until spring break.”

			He closed the door and turned to face the dark interior of his father’s bar. Giving her a shot didn’t make him a hero. But it would give him a chance to figure out why she needed the money.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			BY FIVE O’CLOCK, Josie had learned one valuable lesson in cocktail waitressing—­wear cowboy boots, sneakers, or flats. Even flip-­flops would have been better than the two-­inch black high-­heeled strappy sandals she’d selected for her first shift. The shoes matched her fitted black shift dress. The low-­cut neckline was designed to entice without screaming, Hooters, here I come!

			But her feet ached.

			Noah—­the man she’d dreamed about throughout her teenage years, transitioning those innocent what-­if-­he-­asks-­me-­out scenarios to X-­rated daydreams after their ride on his mechanical bull five years ago—­moved behind the bar, pouring beers and mixing drinks.

			She headed to the waitress station and keyed in an order. Thank goodness Big Buck had upgraded to computers when they took out the bull. She hit enter, heard the ticket print behind the bar, and turned to scan the room. College students milled about the space, filling the booths and high-­top tables. But the dance floor with its large stacks of speakers remained empty. Noah had told her the music would start at 9pm. A Seattle DJ was spinning tonight and another bartender would arrive then too.

			She glanced at her future boss—­well, he would be if she passed the trial without kicking off her heels and running around barefoot taking orders—­and caught him grinning from ear to ear. “There’s your smile,” she murmured.

			Noah twisted the top off a beer bottle with his bare hands. He held the drink out to a man with movie star looks wearing a Moore Timber T-­shirt.

			“Planning to visit the range anytime soon?” Noah asked, only he wasn’t talking to the man who oozed charm as if it were a habit he couldn’t quite break. Noah had turned to the woman with the cover-­girl-­ready face and long blond hair on the stool beside him.

			“I’m always game,” the man jumped in. “But I’m not ready to move beyond the viewing area.”

			“Safest place for you and the dog,” Noah said with a laugh. He’d picked up the drink ticket and was mixing the college students’ fancy cocktails while he spoke. “Where is Hero tonight?”

			“In the truck for now,” the woman said, her smile fading. “When it picks up a bit, I might bring him in if that’s OK with you. I have his ser­vice dog vest.”

			“Hero’s welcome here, Lena. Anytime.” Noah offered a soft smile. “If you’re planning on sticking around, you’ll want to get him soon.”

			“Thanks.” Lena looked relieved. “Josh is meeting us here after work. He ended things with Megan.”

			Josie studied the woman’s model-­like features and tried to remember if they’d met five years ago when she’d lived in the Willamette Valley. She came up blank. But the charming man, flashing Lena a grin designed to lead to the bedroom—­she knew him. He was older than her for sure. But that smile . . .

			“My brother claims he wants to settle down,” the familiar man added. “And Megan made it clear she wasn’t interested in long-­term. Beats me why she stuck around this long if she wasn’t.”

			“Chad,” the picture-­perfect Lena, who needed a ser­vice dog in crowded bars, said.

			She was still a mystery, but hearing that name, Josie remembered.

			Chad Summers.

			Half her high school class had had a crush on him. She knew girls who’d driven over to Independence Falls just to watch him play pickup baseball games in a field. She’d been too busy mooning over Noah. And later, Travis Taylor, the boy she’d mistakenly believed could fill the good-­guy-­football-­hero void in her life. Except Travis failed the good-­guy test when he’d unleashed his temper on her instead of saving it for the field.

			“First step to keeping your job,” Noah said, walking over to the ser­vice end of the bar and setting down the filled drinks. His smile had vanished. “Stop drooling over the customers.”

			“I wasn’t . . . I recognize him,” she protested.

			“Chad’s engaged now. Or will be soon,” Noah continued. “To Lena. Don’t even think about messing with her. I’ve seen her shoot.”

			“You’re still visiting the gun club?”

			He nodded grimly. “Every chance I get.”

			He hadn’t lost his smile. But doom and gloom seemed to be his default in her company. Maybe if she made him laugh—­

			“To Noah,” a man who looked a decade or two older than her father called out. “For his ser­vice.”

			Four men, one wearing a vest covered in badges, raised their glasses. “To Noah!”

			“Trying to work, Frank,” Noah growled. And she swore his cheeks turned pink. His grip tightened around the third drink and she wondered if the martini glass’s delicate stem would snap. But instead the tension rippled up his arm to his bicep. The muscle bulged and the red “Semper Fi” tattooed on his arm expanded.

			“Sore subject?” She rested her elbows on the section of bar designated for the waitresses to pick up drinks. “Dominic bristles when ­people try to give him a pat on the back too.”

			“Yeah?” He remained focused on the last of the cocktails she’d ordered.

			She nodded. “He says some of the things he’s done don’t deserve a toast. And recognizing that keeps him closer to the good-­guy side of the murky grey space between ISIS evil and hero.”

			“Dominic said all that, huh? When was the last time you saw your brother?”

			“Three years ago. He stopped by Portland while home on leave,” she admitted. “But we email.”

			He shifted the drink to her end of the bar. “Wasn’t sure you knew how, seeing as you never wrote back to me.”

			“You ran out of that barn . . .” She loaded the drinks onto her tray. “You wrote a long, drawn-­out apology. But I wasn’t sorry. I’ve made a lot of stupid choices, especially in high school.” She looked up at him, straight into his blue eyes. “That night wasn’t one of them.”

			Now, if she landed back in his barn, naked and ready to hand over her heart a second time, that would be a mistake.

			He shook his head and a patron called for a beer. “Planning to tell Dominic that you’re working here?”

			“There’s plenty I don’t share with my brother.”

			“Like why you need the money?” he asked, his expression still set to doom and gloom.

			“That too.” She picked up the tray and walked away, praying it wouldn’t spill. She made it to the booth and served the drinks. The blonde girl who’d turned twenty-­one last week—­Josie had checked her ID when she’d ordered, seeing as the bouncers didn’t arrive until eight—­handed her an extra five bucks.

			Josie smiled as she turned and headed to the next table. So her feet hurt. And her boss was asking questions she’d rather not answer. This wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle. And maybe the next time she placed a drink order, she could convince Noah to smile.

			“What can I get for you?” she asked, slipping the five-­dollar bill into the Big Buck’s apron with the rest of her tips and retrieving her notepad.

			“How about your panties?” a deep, taunting voice said. “I’ve been waiting five long years to get my hands on them again.”

			She looked up and met Travis Taylor’s smug smile. The past five years hadn’t done him any favors. He’d gained a lot more than five pounds and none of his excess weight resembled muscle.

			“My underwear isn’t for sale,” she said. But dammit, her voice wavered.

			“Lost them in a hay wagon?” Travis teased.

			“I can offer you drinks.” Her pen was poised to take their order, her knuckles turning white from her death grip. “If you need ladies’ undergarments, visit the Salem mall. Or is the state capital too far for you? Looks like you’re still firmly planted in Forever.”

			“I’ve been waiting for you to come back from that fancy college of yours. But I never expected you to end up serving drinks,” Travis said. “I just drove over here to see you. Your dad’s been telling everyone about your homecoming. Word’s spread like wildfire.”

			Her father had told everyone that she’d asked to stay in her old room? Forever’s esteemed police chief hadn’t even been home to greet her when she’d arrived. She’d driven around for more than an hour after her “job interview” with Noah. She’d wanted to arrive precisely at noon just like she’d told her dad over the phone on Sunday. But he’d already headed for the station, leaving behind a Post-­it note and instruction on where to find the clean sheets.

			“What do you want, Travis?” she demanded. “And your answer better be beer, wine, or liquor.”

			“Shots,” he smirked. “A round of whiskey shots.”

			She turned and headed for the bar, counting her steps. One, two, three. . .

			Steps four and five happened too fast to count. She slowed her pace, focused on her shoes. She refused to run from the man who’d wrapped his hands around her neck when she’d broken up with him five years ago. She’d dealt with a lot worse than Travis Taylor since then. His presence shouldn’t shake her.

			“Can you pour two shots of whiskey? I need to grab something from the back,” she called to Noah as she walked past the bar.

			Like my courage. I need a large dose fast if I’m going to serve Travis.

			Noah’s brow furrowed. “I’ll get your shots. But don’t take too long. We’ll be slammed soon.”

			She nodded and pushed through the door into the peace and quiet of the back room. The door swung closed behind her, blocking out the dull roar of the Thursday crowd—­and her scumbag ex. Cases of beer and booze lined the walls. A large metal desk covered in bills and other paperwork filled the far corner of the rectangular room. Another door stood at the back and led to a small rear parking lot. She was tempted to rush through the exit and escape into the night.

			No. I can do this. I can go back out there and serve Travis without pouring his whiskey over his head.

			She turned to face the door leading to the bar. She would march out there, serve her ex, and move on. Travis would not prevent her from landing this job. She would not let him ruin her trial shift. She refused—­

			The door swung open. She jumped back a step as her ragged nerves descended into chaos.

			Noah peered through the open doorway. “You can come back out now. Travis is gone.”

			“You kicked him out?” she said as relief herded her wild nerves back into place. “You didn’t need to—­”

			“He’s not welcome here.” Noah stepped into the room, allowing the door to close behind him as he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “It had nothing to do with you.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. Nothing to do with her? But then it dawned on her. She’d been gone for years. What if Travis had attacked someone else? And Noah had rushed to her rescue too.

			“You’re protecting someone—­”

			“No. I just don’t want him here. My bar. My rules.” He lowered his arms and turned to the door. “But he wasn’t your only customer. There’s a room full of ­people waiting on drinks out there. Are you ready to work, or did you change your mind about the job?”

			“I’m ready.” She followed him into the bar. “I’m not giving up because of Travis.”

			“Good.”

			And she caught a hint of his rare smile before he slipped back behind the bar.

			She scanned the crowd and spotted a group of locals, men and women she recognized from high school, seated at an empty table. Withdrawing her notepad, she forced a smile and headed over. Travis had been right about one thing—­word of her homecoming had spread. After she took their orders, politely avoiding their curious questions, she headed back to the bar.

			“I bet your other new hires don’t bring in this much business on their first shift,” she said. “You should give me a cut of the profits from tonight.”

			Noah snorted. “Overreaching for someone who is auditioning for a full-­time job.”

			She leaned over the bar, elbows resting on the wood. Her arms pushed her cleavage up and threatened to land her dress squarely in the indecent column. But she was still a long way from Hooters—­and, hopefully, The Lost Kitten.

			He glanced at her chest and she swore she saw a flash of heat in his eyes before he looked away.

			Oh no. If he still wanted her, if that was his reason for pushing her away, for limiting her to a trial shift, and for kicking Travis out the door . . .

			She straightened and smoothed her hands over her dress. One look at his supersized muscles and she wished she could explore beneath his shirt. She wanted to know what had changed—­aside from his attitude—­but she couldn’t go there.

			She needed a job and enough cash to break free from the past. Though one look at the gawking locals and she wondered if that was possible. Noah might have kicked Travis out, but it seemed as if the ghosts from Forever were hell-­bent on haunting her.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			BY NINE THIRTY, the university students had replaced the old-­timers and locals. Noah kept an eye on the crowd as he worked. The bouncers had arrived at eight just before the crowd began to fill in for the DJ. An outside company handled the booking, and his rep there had assured him that the guy spinning tonight would appeal to the barely twenty-­one crowd. Noah thought it sounded like the loud, repetitive stuff the guys he’d served with overseas played to pump up before heading out on patrol.

			Damn war follows me everywhere.

			He suspected the noise was part of the reason Chad and Lena had headed out to their truck. Lena, a West Point grad, had served two tours in Afghanistan, and now she relied on her ser­vice dog to navigate her PTSD. A bar overflowing with college kids and house music was too much for her. But Josh still hadn’t turned up and they were determined to wait for the youngest Summers brother.

			Noah handed over a beer with a forced smile and scanned the room for Josie. She’d looked ready to crumble after taking Travis’s order. One glance at her pale face and Noah had been tempted to start a fight in his own bar. He’d told himself not to bother. He didn’t need to play the hero. Not here. Not for her.

			But he’d abandoned his post behind the bar and found himself at Travis’s table by the time he’d finished telling himself to stay away. He’d threatened to break the other man’s nose a second time if the lazy, unemployed ass didn’t leave. Travis must have heard the rumors about Noah returning home unhinged and mad as hell, because Josie’s ex had left. Sure, Travis had called him crazy. But the words had bounced off Noah as he’d headed for the back room.

			Eyes on the busy bar, he caught sight of Josie. She was fighting her way through the mass of ­people with a tray of drinks for the corner booth. The crowd parted for her, the women offering a friendly smile and the guys—­shit, they moved out of the way to get a better look at her curves. Even that black dress, better suited for an office than a bar, couldn’t hide the fact that her breasts were fit for a fantasy.

			Or maybe that was just his wicked imagination wanting something he couldn’t have now that she was wearing a Big Buck’s apron. Hell, these kids probably smiled at her just to be freaking nice to the woman distributing the drinks. He was the one who took one look at her chest and daydreamed about her breasts stripped free from that dress. And yeah, he was also the one who’d abandoned “nice” when he’d walked away from the marines.

			He’d tried those first few months back
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