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      You can never truly go home again—but you can find love where you least expect it.

      

      Alex Hart was forced to walk away from his life as a Marine hero far sooner than he wanted. He returns home, wounded and bitter, to take his place as the manager of the family’s bar. Except he has competition for the job—from someone he’s never met.

      Samantha Martin is on the run from her past and Jackson, Wyoming is the perfect hideout. Alex’s return threatens the fragile safety net she’d built for herself.

      Alex and Sam are both running from their past and want the freedom of managing the business. They stand to lose everything if they don’t. Despite their animosity towards each other, they can’t fight the building attraction. Allowing their guard down, even for one night, is too big a risk—they could lose their livelihood and their hearts.

      Finding his Way Home to her Heart is a guaranteed happily ever after. Alex and Sam both experience PTSD and find their happiness while dealing with their emotional history.
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      Alexander Hart was having a bad year. So it stood to reason that his much-anticipated return home to Jackson, Wyoming, would not go as planned. Now a marine veteran, he’d spent the past three months recovering from a serious shoulder injury. And the loss of his best friend in a battle that nearly killed Alex himself.

      Now he was ready to return home from his time in Afganistan. Physically, at least. He’d never be emotionally ready for anything again. He had the rest of his life stretched out ahead of him. No rush to get anywhere when he was going nowhere. His only plans included returning to his childhood home to work at the bar he’d once thought of as his legacy. After all, it was named for him—Alex’s Place—and was currently being run by someone named Sam, according to his mother.

      His father had died last year, but Alex hadn’t been able to return for the services. He was deep in a classified location on a critical mission. He hadn’t even gotten word of the death until two weeks later. That was the military way. He’d signed up for it and loved every second of it. Until that fateful day that ripped everything he held dear away.

      Alex stopped outside the bar and took a deep breath. Memories flooded him as he took in the faded sign and peeling paint. This was why he avoided coming home. Long periods of time away only emphasized the age of everything around him.

      He pushed open the door and gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light. The bar looked the same as he remembered. Jukebox in the corner. Dartboard and pool table in the small back room. Chairs and tables with scuffed wood that had seen more than their share of wear and tear.

      It was time to meet this mysterious Sam his mother gushed about. Sam was a rock. Sam ran the bar with the same passion as Alex’s father. Sam was turning a profit.

      As far as Alex was concerned, Sam could go to hell.

      “Hello,” he called out to the empty bar.

      Alex walked towards the doorway that led to a small combined office and storage room. The door was ajar and Alex could see a pair of long legs encased in denim, stretching from the perch on a stool to reach a bottle on the top shelf.

      “Dammit,” a female voice said. Alex opened the door wider and sucked in a breath as he was met with the view of a round ass that would fit his hands perfectly. His eyes ran up the length of the woman, taking in her tight black tank top and long red hair. This was an unexpected development. As he watched, her foot slipped and she started to tumble.

      Alex lunged for her, catching her around her waist to prevent a fall. The momentum of the movement pulled her against him and he staggered until his back hit the opposite wall. He braced himself, with the redhead plastered to him, her face inches from his.

      Her eyes were wide with fear, which quickly turned to heat as she took in her rescuer. Alex knew he should let her go, but couldn’t bring himself to do the gentlemanly thing.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha had no idea what hit her. One moment, she was reaching for the top shelf, admittedly a bit more than she should. The next, she was encased in arms of steel, plastered against the most muscular chest she’d ever felt.

      Heat flashed through her. If she wasn’t at work, determined to stay on the straight and narrow, she’d have given into the urge to flirt with the handsome stranger. She couldn’t afford flirtation, though, when her next meal depended on keeping this job.

      They hung suspended for a breathless moment. The handsome stranger holding her against his hard frame, while she stared into his denim-blue eyes.

      Who was this man?

      Wordlessly, he relaxed his grip until she slid down his length. She felt every hard muscle as she was slowly lowered to her feet. He made no effort to keep any distance between them. She felt the softness of his tee shirt against her skin, then the roughness of his jeans. Ending with telltale hardness before her feet touched the ground and she was free to step away.

      Except she didn’t. Not right away. She luxuriated in one more moment of his heat and hardness before putting a respectable distance between them.

      How she hated to be respectable. The old Sam would have batted her eyelashes and stayed right where she was, inches from his firm mouth. She may have teased until he claimed her mouth with his own.

      The reformed Sam simply took a step back, willed her pulse to slow, and regarded the man in front of her. She’d never seen him around before, so she assumed he was a tourist who ventured off the tried and true boardwalk of Main Street.

      He was medium height, with dark brown hair and eyes. He was built like a redwood, all bulky muscle and swagger. His eyes fixed her in place as they roamed over her with clear hunger. She should be intimidated by this stranger, but she wasn’t. Her eyes were traveling him just as intensely.

      It’s been too long since I’ve been with a man. Maybe I should take advantage of this opportunity. God knows sexy as hell men don’t just wander into my life everyday.

      Sam shook her head in an attempt to shake these crazy thoughts loose. She didn’t even know his name. Not that it had stopped her in the past. This was different. Jackson was her fresh start. Giving in to this obvious chemistry between them was too much to risk, even for the most gorgeous man she’d ever met.

      He advanced a step, slowly, as if gauging her reaction. She licked her lips involuntarily and cursed her unconscious invitation. This man looked like he’d take that invitation and more.

      Another step. Another assessing look. His eyebrow raised in silent question. Would she stop his advance? She ought to, but she wouldn’t. She could feel the body heat coming off him and was desperate to have that hard body against hers again.

      He stopped in front of her, close enough she felt his breath on her and smelt his masculine scent. He reached a hand out to cup her cheek and she leaned into the contact. Warmth flooded her at the small touch.

      His eyes flared at the gesture, as his thumb rubbed gentle circles on her jaw. Sam moved closer, drawn like a moth to a flame. She was always a sucker for bad ideas. And this had “bad idea” written all over it.

      The man held his ground, taking his lead from her. Sam stood on her tiptoes, leaning closer to press her lips firmly on his in a searing kiss. Sparks flew between them and Sam deepened the kiss, bringing her hands up to his shoulders.

      The man growled and used his hand on her cheek to change the angle of the kiss until it was impossibly deep. His tongue teased her lips, requesting entry, and she opened for him. He growled again, the sexiest sound she’d ever heard, then they were spinning and her back hit the door. He crowded her into the small space, covering her body with his own. He kissed with wild abandon, as if he was making up for all the years he hadn’t kissed her.

      Sam returned the kiss and matched his intensity. She ran her hand along his jaw, then threaded her fingers through his hair, the silky strands a contrast to the rough stubble on his cheek. They got lost in the kiss for long moments and everything fell away except for the feel of his lips on hers.

      Kissing this man felt like jumping off a cliff and coming home all at the same time.

      He gentled the kiss, before ending it and stepping back. They were both breathing hard and Sam felt like her world had just tipped upside down. This was awkward. Now that the lust was wearing off, she realized she still hadn’t even learned his name.
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        * * *

      

      “I never got your name,” she said as she attempted an even tone. Her voice was pitched much higher than it should be, despite her effort to steady it.

      The stranger regarded her for a moment, his gaze drifting up and down her lithe frame. “I’m Alex.”

      She felt the heat of his gaze over her entire body. She flushed under his close inspection and his pupils flared in response. He radiated strength, with just a hint of danger. She could tell he kept a careful hold on himself, but underneath was like dry tinder. One spark and he’d go up in flames, bringing her with him.

      “Alex. What brings you into the bar?” This was all backwards. She really should have had this conversation before the sex. Or without the sex.

      “I’m looking for Sam,” he replied, his low voice hitting her straight in the gut. What would it be like to hear that voice in her ear in an entirely different circumstance? Say her bed, for instance? Belatedly, she realized he hadn’t gotten his needs taken care of. She glanced down to see the impressive bulge in his jeans begging for release.

      Then his words sank in past the lust-fueled haze. The fact that he was looking for her shocked her out of her momentary fantasy. No one knew she was here. She’d been extremely careful about that. Had ditched her phone and bought a burner so she couldn’t be tracked. Had searched her meager belongings for tracking devices before she left town. Conveniently, she hadn’t been able to afford a car, so no way for someone to recognize a vehicle.

      Her defenses immediately up, she surveyed her surroundings. She was in a small room with a strange man, who blocked the only exit. It was a quiet time in the bar between rushes, so it was unlikely anyone would come along for hours. Her phone was set on a shelf right next to him. Maybe she could subtly reach for it…

      Sensing her trepidation, the man took a healthy step back. “I’m looking for Sam,” he repeated as he moved aside, leaving the doorway open. Relief flooded her that the man didn’t seem to wish her ill will. Or to know that she was Sam. That gave her the advantage.

      “What’s your business?” she asked, infusing her voice with a toughness she didn’t feel. A facade that was all too familiar to her. One she’d thought she’d left behind.

      The man assessed her with sharp eyes. He seemed to be considering something as his brow scrunched up and his mouth flattened. The expression did nothing to dull his gorgeous features, nor her attraction to his presence. She cursed her hormones for betraying her by being attracted to this unknown man. Unknown was dangerous. Too bad her body hadn’t remembered that a few minutes ago.

      “I’m Alex Hart,” he said instead of answering her question. The name wasn’t familiar to her, except…Hart. As in the Hart family? Her employers?

      “Hart? Are you related to the owners?”

      “Related? I am an owner.”

      His words busted through the last bit of lust and clicked like a puzzle piece snapping into place. This was Alex Hart, marine veteran, returning home.
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      The look on her face told Alex that she realized who he was. Her eyes had gone wide and she’d taken a step backwards. Her fingers unconsciously played with the bracelet on her wrist.

      He still didn’t know who the mystery woman was, though. With a jolt, he realized she was the first person he was greeting upon his return. He probably should have stopped at home first, to see his mom. Too late now.

      The truth was, he couldn’t resist seeing the bar for himself. It was his future, after all. Once he dealt with the Sam person who seemed determined to take over.

      “You’re Alex?” the woman asked although her behavior indicated she knew the answer.

      “The one and only,” he replied, forcing a smile he didn’t feel. He was struck by the fact that he hadn’t been around a woman in a very long time. He’d managed a few hookups on the down low while deployed, but months spent in a military hospital had been lonely.

      For a moment, he wondered what she’d do if he asked her out. Except that wasn’t his focus. He was back home to rebuild his life and take over the family business. Dating the staff wasn’t on the agenda.

      The woman nodded, then reached around him for her phone. She tucked it in her back jeans pocket, then slid past him out the door to the main bar. “It’s good to meet you, Alex,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to set up for dinner service.”

      Alex watched, dumbstruck, as she walked away from him and proceeded to set the bar to rights.  She inspected liquor bottles to ensure they had enough for the evening. She wiped down the bar top with a cloth. She basically did everything except acknowledge his presence.

      Alex stood and waited, silently steaming. He’d expected a bit…more. A larger reaction to what had just happened than a casual dismissal. The fact that he was out of touch with the daily routines of the business was driven home. Whether he was here or not, life went on. Daily activities continued and people lived their lives. The fact that Alex Hart had returned from war meant next to nothing.

      He was contemplating his next move when the outside door opened with a bang. Tess, his sister entered, followed by two little girls. She carried a baby in her arms. Alex turned towards her. It had been at least two years since he’d seen her. Last time he’d been home, she had a two-year-old and was pregnant with her second. Now, she had three. His nieces. And a nephew.

      Tess hadn’t noticed him and walked straight to the bartender and gave her a huge hug. His nieces bounced along after their mother. “Sam, Sam,” their little voices cried. “Mommy said we could come visit you today!”

      Sam? It all became clear as the gorgeous woman bent down to the girls’ level with a tender expression.

      “Is that so? I’m glad you came today.” Each girl gave her a hug and the woman, Sam he realized, rose with a smile.

      Tess laughed. “Sorry but Mom had to run errands so I didn’t have a sitter.”

      “It’s no trouble,” Sam replied. “It’s a joy to have them help.”

      Tess rolled her eyes. “That may be an exaggeration but I appreciate the flexibility.”

      Sam’s eyes darted to Alex and Tess followed her gaze.

      “Oh my God, Alex!” she exclaimed and the next thing he knew, he had Tess in his arms, holding on to him as if she’d never let go.

      Tears pricked at his eyes, but he held back the emotion. Feelings were never easy for him and the events of the past few months had only exacerbated that fact.

      When she finally stepped back, she was crying. “Why didn’t you call when you got into town? We didn’t expect you until tomorrow!”

      Alex shrugged. “You know the military. Can’t plan anything in advance. I had a chance to hop on a plane a day early, so I took it.”

      Tess gazed up at him with sisterly adoration that twisted his gut because he didn’t deserve it. “You still could have texted at least.” She turned to his nieces, who were still clinging to Sam. “Girls, come say hi to Uncle Alex.”

      The girls looked at him curiously, but didn’t move to greet him. Sam nudged them and leaned down to whisper something in their ears. Then, they shyly made their way over to Alex.

      “Hi,” Emma said. She nudged her sister. “Audrey, say hi to Uncle Alex.”

      The two-year-old looked up at him with wide eyes. “Hi,” she finally said.

      Alex’s heart twisted. They’d given a stranger a warmer greeting than their own uncle. Although he supposed to them he was the stranger in this situation. This is why he hated coming home. He never fit back in easily after a deployment, which is why he usually spent as little time home as possible. Except this was his life now. He had no choice but to get used to it.

      He bent down to his nieces and offered his widest smile. “The last time I saw you,” he said touching Emma gently on the shoulder, “you were Audrey’s age.”

      Emma’s mouth opened in an O shape. “How old was Audrey then?”

      Alex laughed. “She was in your mommy’s tummy still.”

      “Ohhh,” Emma replied. “Baby Logan was in mommy’s tummy. Now he just cries a lot.”

      As if to emphasize the point, Alex’s nephew let out a wail. Tess bounced him in her arms and he settled down again.

      Audrey reached out to grasp the chain around Alex’s neck. “Pretty,” she said. She pulled it out from under his tee shirt until his dog tags were in her tiny hands. Seeing them out in the open in his niece’s small hands unsettled Alex. He probably should have taken them off, but after years of wearing them, he felt practically naked without them.

      “What are those?” Emma asked. She was full of curiosity at age four.

      Alex fingered the tags, gently removing them from Audrey’s grip. “These are called dog tags. We wear them in the military because it tells everyone our name in case we can’t speak.” Like when I lost consciousness in the accident.

      “Why don’t you know your name? Even Audrey knows her name and she’s only two!” Emma’s brow furrowed as she pondered her own question.

      “I know my name. It’s just sometimes it’s good to have something that tells everyone who you are, just in case of an emergency.” Alex was stumped how to explain such a dark topic to a four-year-old. He wanted to be honest with her at a level that she could understand at her age. He had zero experience with kids, though, and was sure he was fucking this up. He looked to Tess for guidance. She was busy with Logan, who’d started to fuss again and didn’t catch his signal for help.

      “Alright girls, who wants to decorate the chalkboard for today?” Sam asked from across the bar. Both girls immediately turned away from Alex to run over to where Sam was holding colored chalk. She directed them to the bottom of the large chalkboard that advertised the beer on tap and daily specials. They were soon busy drawing their contributions to the board.

      Alex stood up, shoulders slumping in relief. He met Sam’s eyes and mouthed a thank you to her. His emotions were still rioting at the discovery that she was the mysterious Sam. His rival for the business. He was grateful that she’d stepped in to save him just now, though.

      Anytime he talked about a topic even remotely close to his deployment or the accident, his body flooded with adrenaline. His heart raced and he felt sweat prickle on his brow. He took a deep breath. He would not have a panic attack the first day home. He thought he’d moved past them. The episodes had become less frequent with his post-deployment therapy.

      Sam eyed him with a concerned expression, which meant that he wasn’t doing a very good job of faking being ok. He forced himself to breathe slowly, in through the nose, out through the mouth. I’m not dying. I’m safe. I’m home.

      The wail of his nephew broke through his anxious haze. He started towards the front door. He needed air. As he passed Tess, she thrust Logan at him.

      “Alex, please take him a moment? I need to heat up a bottle for him.”

      Alex held Logan out at arm’s length as if he were a landmine in danger of being tripped.

      Tess laughed. “He won’t hurt you, Alex. You can relax.” Her gaze sharpened. “You remember how to hold a baby, right? You were so good with Emma…” Tess didn’t finish the sentence, which Alex figured was something along the lines of “Was your head injury worse than you let on?”

      No, he hadn’t forgotten how to hold a baby. Yes, he had some trouble remembering new things without repetition, and he often had to break down multistep instructions and do one thing at a time. But, he remembered. All too well. It was the anxiety that was too much to bear some days, blocking his thinking until he could barely remember anything except his own name. And that one fateful afternoon when his military vehicle ran over the landmine…
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      Sam wasn’t sure whether she should intervene again to help Alex. He looked positively panic-stricken as he attempted to gently cradle a screaming Logan. Moments earlier, he’d seemed like he was about to bolt out of the bar. He his wild eyes and sweating brow were obvious signs and Sam wasn’t sure why Tess hadn’t noticed. She supposed she was too busy tending to her son to realize that her brother was in the midst of a panic attack.

      Sam recognized the signs because there was a time she’d experienced similar issues. When she’d left her abusive ex-boyfriend, she’d attended support groups for victims of domestic violence and had learned all about recognizing signs of trauma. She knew there was a group in Jackson, run by a veteran named Zach, that was for veterans struggling with PTSD. She hoped Alex would join for support.

      She’d heard bits and pieces of information from the Hart family about Alex’s accident and injury. It was completely understandable that he’d still be grappling with the effects of that experience. Currently, it seemed the worst of the episode had passed and he was now cradling the infant and crooning soft words to him. Alex’s brow still shone with sweat, but his face looked more relaxed.

      Sam took a moment to study the man, now that he was distracted. He was shockingly handsome. Dark hair that was cut short in a military style. Dark stubble that only enhanced the sharp edges of his jaw. His black tee shirt was pulled tight against impressive muscles. She watched his bicep ripple as he held Logan. Her first impression of him when he surprised her in the storeroom was of a tank of a man. He was large, but also gentle. The way he held his nephew was endearing.

      He looked up just then, catching her eye. She glanced down at the bar top, which she had been absentmindedly wiping.

      “That’s probably clean enough by now,” he said, calling her out. The warm feelings towards him of a moment earlier evaporated.

      “I keep a clean bar,” she replied. She gave the bar one last swipe while making eye contact with him. Daring him to say something else. Then she cast the cloth aside. She turned her back, returning to her inventory of the bottles. She knew they were all in order, but was desperate for a distraction.

      Her stomach lurched at the reality that Alex was back and seemed to be interested enough in the bar that he made this his first stop. She’d been dreading the day he returned, as she assumed the family wouldn’t need her once they had his help. When she took this position, she had expected to only stay a few months. Jackson was a stop on her way…well, she wasn’t sure where but anywhere besides California would do just fine.
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