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Dear Reader,

The Tin Star was my very first gay romance novel, originally published in 2006, and as such is very special to me. I’m so happy to be able to get it back out in publication to all of you. 

I struggled with the decision to overhaul the story and start changing things up.... What can I say? I’m one of those authors who hate to let books go and always feel it can be better. I could very easily over-edit, if not for the wonderful people around me who let me know when it’s time to stop. So, when I toyed with the idea of reworking The Tin Star, my critique partners had very strong reactions. I was told in no uncertain terms that The Tin Star was a classic and had a charm that should not be tampered with. I was very sternly reminded that it was the very first gay romance for many aficionados of the genre and still a reader favorite.

I may be a perfectionist and extremely opinionated about my work, but I’m not a fool. With reactions like that, I was not about to go against my trusted friends and readers whom kept The Tin Star at number one on Amazon’s gay and lesbian bestsellers list for several months. 

I hope you enjoy the second edition of The Tin Star and find it just as delightful the second time around.

Best Wishes, 

JL Langley
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Chapter One


[image: image]


Ethan had sat in front of the computer too damned long again. That was the one thing he hated about managing the ranch; he’d much rather be outside working with the livestock. He looked up from the monitor as he heard a truck pull up the dirt drive and around the back of the house, then he listened to the autumn leaves rustling as someone stomped through them and onto the back porch.

“Fuck! Fuck! Shit! Damn!” Ethan frowned at the sound of John’s voice. The back door slammed, followed by the opening and shutting of cabinet doors.

That wasn’t good. Not good at all. The outburst of profanity was not unexpected. After all, John had always had a temper, but he had never sounded on the verge of tears before. In fact, he could only remember John crying once during the past twenty-six years, and that was when his mama had died three years ago.

“Oh, hell.”

Ethan saved his last changes to the herd record, then made his way into the kitchen to find out what was eating John, his friend since first grade. He supposed that the occasional emotional upheaval from your best friend was a small price to pay for having someone you could trust and depend on live only a bit down the road from you.

“Ethan! Are you here, man? Where is the fucking whiskey?!”

He walked in just as John’s tan Stetson slid across the kitchen table. Ethan caught it before it hit the floor. “Top of the pantry, there’s a fifth of Jack.” He padded barefoot across the room, got down two glasses and brought them back to the table.

John set the bottle down on the table, spun the ladder-back chair around, and straddled it. He didn’t look at Ethan, just crossed his arms over the chair back and laid his head on his forearms.

Ethan poured a couple swallows in each glass, then slid John’s to him. He knew John well enough to give his friend time. John would tell him what was up when he was ready; pressuring him would only delay the inevitable.

John glanced up, his blue eyes bloodshot, and tossed the whiskey back in one swallow. He brushed the back of his hand over his mouth, then pushed the glass toward Ethan, motioning for a refill.

Ethan poured some more and watched as John swigged it down, then grabbed the bottle. He sighed and took a sip of his own whiskey. Man, that burns. He propped his legs up on the chair next to him and waited for John to finish drinking.

Finally, John lifted his head, running his fingers through his short black hair, making it stand straight up. “Jamie is gay.”

Ethan’s eyes widened and he gulped down the lump in his throat. His feet slid off the chair and hit the wooden floor with a thump. What the hell was he supposed to say to that? He reached out and grabbed the rest of his own whiskey and drank it down.

James Killian. Jamie. John’s younger brother had always followed in their footsteps when he was younger. They hadn’t been able to go anywhere without the kid trying to tag along. Hell, Jamie was a good guy ... even if he wasn’t exactly a child anymore. He’d turned twenty-one the past fall.

“He freakin’ walks in the office this morning while Dad and I are going over the books, sits down on the old leather couch, and says he needs to tell us something.”

“So ... he what? Has a boyfriend he wants to bring home or something?”

John stared at him for a few minutes, then shook his head. “Don’t know. I don’t have any fucking idea. Hell, for a minute there, I thought he was just yanking our chain.”

“Well, what happened?”

“What do you mean what happened? He told us he’s gay and Dad kicked his ass out. He kicked Jamie out, Ethan! Out of the house, off the Quad J!”

Ethan blinked. Jamie was not only John’s brother, he was also the ranch foreman. Although their sister, Julia, had moved to San Antonio and was working as a nurse, the brothers worked on their family’s ranch, the Quadruple J. Jamie had stayed on to help John run the place when their dad, Jacob, had retired. John was ranch manager now, while their dad oversaw both their work. Jacob claimed he wanted to make sure they got it right.

“What? Isn’t that a little extreme? He’s family!”

John nodded and took another big swig from the bottle. “Yup, he told him to get ’is freak assth out.”

“What the hell are you going to do for a foreman? Shit, John! That’s just fucked!”

His friend shrugged, listed a little to the side before he jerked himself back up. “Well, whah can I do? I don’t know ... jus’ don’ wan’ tink ’bout it n-now ... anyway.”

Ethan could barely understand the slurred words. He stood up and paced. “What the fuck, man? He’s your brother! Where the hell is he gonna go?”

John lifted one shoulder and almost fell out of his chair again. “Don’ know ... jiss hope hiss otay.”

Ethan rushed over to prop him up. “Have you had anything to eat today?”

John shook his head. “Jiss dis whiskey.”

No wonder he’d gotten so shit-faced so fast. Ethan pulled him up and steered him toward the living room.

John didn’t resist, but reached out and grabbed the bottle of Jack on the way past the table. “Where’s we go’n’?”

“To the couch before you fall over.” Ethan got John settled on the couch, then flopped down on chair next to it. “Damn!”

John’s head wobbled in what Ethan supposed was a nod. “Yup ... ’S fuckin’ increb-ib-id-ble. My baby brubber ... had no ’dea. Can you ’lieve it? And jis like you, the girls fuckin’ lub ’im. In’t that funn...”

Ethan shook his head, then looked up as the whiskey bottle slid out of John’s hand, catching it before it spilled. He put the liquor down on the coffee table, then sat back down in his chair, running his hands down his face. What a mess!

Ethan dropped his head into his hands. Jamie was a good man ... a good-looking man, too John was right, his younger brother certainly had his fair share of women trying to catch his eye —and probably men, too, for that matter. Jamie didn’t deserve to lose his family over something so ... insignificant. Neither did John. His friend might be in shock now, not to mention drunk, but Ethan knew John would try to find Jamie once he had a chance to think straight ... however the hell long that would take. Damn old man Killian! Stubborn, opinionated bastard!

Ethan knew better than most what it was like to be without family. He and his Aunt Margaret were all that were left of his. His mother had died in a car accident when he was three, he’d lost his older brother to Desert Storm, then his dad had succumbed to a heart attack five years ago.

John snored loudly, interrupting his thoughts.

Ethan glanced down at himself; he had on his gray sweatpants and white Toby Keith tee-shirt. He needed to dress and leave the house, get some air and time to think before he went stir crazy. But first he had to see if he could help John ... and Jamie. He didn’t know what he could do ... but he had to try something. Jacob Killian kickin’ his own son to the curb just didn’t sit right with Ethan. He had a ranch; the least he could do was offer the kid a job and a place to sleep in the bunkhouse. The Tin Star could always use another good cowboy.

Leaving his friend to sleep it off on the couch, Ethan went into his office and dug through his Rolodex of addresses until he found Jamie’s cell phone number.

Damn! He’d always been fond of the kid, but who’d have ever thought ...

* * * * *
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Jamie pulled off to the side of the road and cut the engine. Where the hell was he going? He had fifty-two dollars and thirty-seven cents in his wallet. Everything he owned was back at the Quad J, everything except the clothes he had on and his truck. He had no job, no friends who weren’t ranch hands, and his sister’s place was an hour and a half away. And that was assuming Jules would have anything to do with him. He wondered what she would say. Would she tell him to take a flyin’ leap? Or would she risk their daddy’s wrath and stand by him?

He pulled his hat off, turned it upside down and set it on the seat beside him, then ran two frustrated hands through his hair.

That had to have been one of the stupidest things he’d ever done. If he could kick his own ass, he would. What the hell had he been thinking? It wasn’t like there had been any reason to tell his family. He didn’t have anyone special, so it wasn’t like he was going to have to worry about bringing a guy home to meet his family.

Except it had been eating at him for years to say something, then last night he’d finally worked up the courage to go ahead with it. He had been going to break the news come hell or high water, because he was tired of keeping secrets, tired of pretending to be something he wasn’t. He’d stayed up half the night practicing what he’d say to them. Why couldn’t he have just kept his damned fool mouth shut?

He sighed and blinked back tears. He was not going to cry over this. Fuck them! He’d known they wouldn’t be happy; he had even known there’d be a lot of screaming and yelling, but he hadn’t expected to be tossed out on his ear. Hell, he knew his dad wasn’t the most open-minded man, but he’d always stuck by family ... well, he had until now.

There was no help for it; he needed somewhere to stay until he could find a job. He started digging through the console, looking for his phone to call his sister when it started ringing.

Where the hell is it? He found it after about two rings, but when he checked the caller ID, he nearly dropped it.

He hit the steering wheel with his fist. “Fuck!” Of all the people to call him now ... What the hell did he want? He tapped the on button and put the phone to his ear. “Killian here.”

“Jamie?”

“What do you want, Ethan? Did John call you first thing?” He took a quick breath. “Shit, man! If you’re planning to tell me that I’m going to hell, or that I’m a freak and my mama is rolling over in her grave, you’re going to waste your breath.”

He heard a sigh, then that deep, sexy voice came on the line. “Actually he’s passed out on my couch drunker ’n’ a skunk. Where are you, kid?”

“Why the hell do you want to know?”

“Look, Jamie, quit with the attitude. I’m not your enemy. I just called to see if I can help. You got a place to stay?”

Jamie pulled the phone away and stared at it. What the hell? His eyes stung again, and he felt something wet slide down his face. All his life he’d idolized Ethan; was it possible that his brother’s best friend didn’t hate him? Ethan and John had always agreed on everything —how was it possible that they didn’t agree on this? Or maybe John was looking for him. Could it be that John wasn’t going to chew him up and spit him out like their daddy had? He realized that he didn’t actually have an idea what his brother thought. John had just stood there stunned when he’d made his announcement.

“Jamie?”

He took a deep breath and wiped his face with the back of his hand. Returning the phone to his ear, he opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out.

“Jamie! You there?”

When he found his voice it was barely above a whisper. “Yeah ... yeah, I’m here.”

“Listen. Your daddy is going to blow a gasket when he finds out I offered, but hopefully he’ll come around in the long run. If you need a job and a place to stay until this shit blows over with your family, I’ve got an empty room in the bunkhouse. And I can always use another good hand.”

Jamie swallowed. “You ain’t just trying to get me there so you and John can beat some sense into me, are you?”

That deep voice chuckled in his ear. “Nah.” There was silence for a few seconds before Ethan asked, “Would it help?”

“Nope. I am what I am, Ethan. I’m tired of pretending, and I don’t really give a shit what anyone thinks about it. So, if you and John have some fucked up plan to —”

“Hey! I don’t give a damn what your sexual orientation is, Jamie. We’ve ... hell, kid ... we’ve known each other a long time. I just wanted to make sure you had somewhere to go.”

Great! Just what he needed: pity.

“’Sides, you’d be doing me a favor. I’ve been a hand short since Bobby left.”

Jamie widened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling to try and keep more tears at bay. Damned if it wasn’t just like Ethan to try and save his pride. He grinned. Ethan always did have the people skills his brother lacked. “’Kay. I can be there in an hour. Is that all right?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. Like I said, John’s here. I think you need to talk to him, ’cept at the moment he really isn’t up to doing much. Just go on to the bunkhouse and get your stuff stored away and take it easy. We’ll put you to work tomorrow.”

Jamie turned on the engine and looked into his rearview mirror. “Actually Ethan, I don’t have any gear. Just my truck. I’ll go check in with Bill when I get there and see if he has any work for me.” He pulled back onto the highway, hoping that Ethan’s foreman wouldn’t have a problem about taking on a new hand ... especially a gay one. Regardless of what Ethan said, Jamie knew damn well that the Tin Star wasn’t short a hand, even with Bobby’s absence, since Ethan worked the ranch in addition to handling the managerial side of things.

“What do you mean you ain’t got any gear?”

He sighed, not really wanting to admit that he’d been in such a hellfire hurry to leave that he hadn’t even thought about getting any of his things. “I was kinda in a hurry to leave. Ya know?”

Ethan sighed back at him. “Yeah, I got ya. I have some clothes that will fit you well enough until we can get your things. John can take care of that later. Just come on back to town. I’ll let Bill know you’re comin’.”

After Ethan hung up, Jamie turned his phone off and tossed it back into the console. On his way to the Tin Star, “Feed Jake” came on the radio. Shit! That was all he needed, a song about a dog to make him feel guilty about leaving Fred behind. Hell, he’d forgotten all about his girls. Fred and George were still back at the Quad J. Jamie groaned. Why was it that when you were depressed, every danged song on the radio made you even more depressed?

George would cope; she was out in the east pasture with the other horses so she probably wouldn’t miss him for at least a day. But Fred ... Fred was his baby. He’d brought that little German Shepherd home when she was only six weeks old, and she’d slept at the foot of his bed every night since. She was probably looking for him already. He’d let her out this morning when he’d gone into the office to talk to Dad and John, then forgotten all about her.

Damn! What a messed up day from Hell! Not only was he a screw-up as a son and brother, but he sucked at being a daddy to his babies, too.
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Chapter Two
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Ethan grabbed his hat off the hook by the back door and headed out to the barn to find his foreman, Bill. After he’d gotten off the phone with Jamie, he’d changed out of his sweats into some jeans, then decided to go find something to do outside, leaving John on the couch to sleep off the whiskey. The herd records could wait. He doubted he’d get much done in the way of paperwork today anyhow. There were way too many things on his mind.

He stepped out into the sunny fall afternoon and pulled his straw hat down a little lower to block the sun from his eyes. You just had to love Texas weather; you never knew what you were gonna get from one year to the next —or even day to day, for that matter. Last year at this time, he’d already been wearing a light jacket. This year, it was still pretty warm outside. He hadn’t even switched to his felt hat yet. In fact, it was warm enough that he was in a tee-shirt instead of a button-down.

He found Bill in the machinery barn, tinkering with the engine on one of the tractors. Bill looked up and pulled his ball cap off as Ethan walked in. He swiped his arm across his forehead and put the cap back on. “Well, looky what the cat done dragged out. You finally decided to haul your ass outta bed, boy?”

Ethan grinned at the older man. Bill had been foreman on the Tin Star since Ethan was four and had taught Ethan at least half of everything Ethan knew about being a cowboy and running a ranch.

“I’ve been out of bed since seven this morning trying to fix the herd records.”

Bill shook his head and spit on the ground. “Seven A.M. You always was a lazy thing.” The censure was ruined by the grin on the leathery old face.

Ethan chuckled. “Lazy? I’ll have you know I was up till three this morning helping Ed and Hayden pull that calf.”

Bill nodded. “Yup, you done good, boy. I got a look this mornin’. Mama and baby both seem just fine. And since you beat those cowboys outta bed, I guess I can cut you some slack.”

“That’s mighty nice of you, Bill. Listen, we got a new hand coming in. I figure he can bunk up with y’all since we’ve got that extra room in the bunkhouse.”

Bill scratched his head, then turned around and reached down into the cooler that sat by the far wall, pulling out a cola. He held it up. “You want one?”

“Nah. I’m good.”

Bill popped the top, took a swallow, then leaned his back against the wall. “Why did you hire another hand? We’re gettin’ ’long just fine with the four.”

Well, hell. He’d known Bill would ask, of course, but he hadn’t decided yet what he’d tell him. And he knew, just as sure as sky was blue, that Bill would be even more suspicious once he found out who the new guy was. Ethan sighed and leaned his forearms on the tractor.

“It’s Jamie. He had a falling out with his daddy, and Killian threw him out.”

Bill’s eyes widened. “Now why would the old man do a damned fool thing like that? They just made that boy foreman when old Hank up and finally retired. That boy is one helluva cowboy! Hank trained him himself. Jamie’s smart as a whip and good with people and animals, too.”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, I know. His daddy will more than likely come to his senses and take him back, but until then, I’ve offered him work and a place to stay. And if he stays on, well ... I might end up making him foreman when you retire.”

Pushing away from the tractor, Ethan went to the cooler and grabbed a cola. Hopefully, Bill would leave it at that. He really didn’t want to get into the why’s and wherefore’s of the whole thing. It was a family matter and didn’t need to be made public. Damn it, the kid should have kept his mouth shut. There was no reason to go telling people your private business.

“I saw John come drivin’ up like a bat outta hell a while ago ... it must have been a heck of a fight. Well, it’s to our advantage, and I’ve always liked him. The kid is a hard worker, knows his stuff. If you don’t have issue with him, then I don’t, either. I’ll make a place for him.”

“Yeah, it’ll work out. John downed two thirds of the Jack Daniels I had in the pantry, so he’s sleeping it off.” Ethan popped the top off his soda, took a long swig, then tossed the can in the trash on his way out of the barn. “Thanks, Bill.”

“You’re welcome.”

Ethan stepped out into the bright sunlight and saw his Appaloosa trotting up to meet him. No sooner had he reached the corral than his cell phone started to ring. He pulled it off his belt and flipped it open. “This is Ethan.”

“Oh, my God, Ethan! Daddy just called me. He kicked Jamie out! You’ve gotta go find him. I can’t get a hold of him or Johnny. Jamie’s gay, Ethan, and he told Daddy and Johnny, and Daddy kic—”

“Whoa! Hold on! Jules, calm down! John is here, and Jamie is on his way over.”

Julia’s voice became slightly less frantic, but it didn’t slow down any. If anything she gained speed. “Oh, thank the Lord! Is Johnny okay? I mean is he okay with this? Good God! Jamie! I always wondered but, well, I didn’t know. Did you? Did you know that Jamie’s gay?”

Ethan grinned as he propped a foot up on the bottom rung of the corral gate. Julia always did talk ninety to nothing around family, and she considered him family. No stranger overhearing her away from her job would ever guess she was nurse, and a damn good one. He supposed it came from the fact that she couldn’t get a word in edgewise with her daddy and two rambunctious brothers around.

“Now, Jules, if you will take a deep breath, and let me get a word in edgewise, I’ll answer your questions.”

“I’m sorry, Ethan. I’m just ... I worked a double shift, 7p to 7a last night, then Daddy called and woke me up with this. And you know how I worry about my brothers ... all three of you.”

Yes, he did. Julia was a mother hen, not just to her brothers but to him, too. Didn’t matter in the least that she was two years younger than he and John and nine years older than Jamie.

“No! You, worry? Never!”

“Ethan Whitehall! You quit teasing me and tell me what you know. I’m freaking out over here.”

“That’s kinda obvious, darlin’.” He took a deep breath and reached out to pet Spot as the horse came over looking for a treat and nuzzled him. Damned animal was so spoilt he thought Ethan was supposed to bring him something every time he came out of the house.

“Here’s what I know. John came by about an hour and half ago, cussing a blue streak. He drank almost a full bottle of whiskey before he could get out that Jamie had told him and your dad that he’s gay, then he passed out on my couch. I checked on Jamie; he didn’t seem to think he had a place to go, so I told him to come to the Tin Star.” Ethan turned and leaned against the gate, crossing an arm over his chest and waited for Jules’s next round of questions.

“Well, what did Johnny think of the whole thing? Was he upset at Daddy for throwing Jamie out?”

“Yeah, I think so. He’s kinda shook up I think.”

Julie sighed. “My poor babies.”

Spot nudged his shoulder twice, then grabbed his hat off his head and took off trotting around the corral.

Ethan spun around glaring. “You little shit! Get back here right now!”

“Huh?”

“Not you, Jules. Spot just stole my hat.”

“Oh.” She snickered. “You know, Ethan, that surprises me.”

“That Spot stole my hat?”

She groaned. “No. That horse is a pest, I’m not a bit surprised by that. I would have thought Johnny’d stand up for Jamie.”

Spot whinnied, tossing his head up and down as he pranced, Ethan’s hat clenched between his teeth.

Ethan sighed and climbed over the fence. It wasn’t an easy thing to do while trying to hold the phone to his ear, but he managed. “You don’t honestly think he’d go against your daddy, do you? John runs the Quad J and a lot of people are depending on him. He can’t just up and quit ’cause your daddy didn’t do what John thought he oughta. Besides, all cowboys are homophobic ... well, except the ones that are gay. And most of those guys are smart enough to keep quiet about it and pretend to be homophobic. That’s why I can’t figure out why Jamie didn’t keep it to himself.”

“Yeah, but Johnny usually protects Jamie. He is his baby brother, after all. Besides, he’s always been very supportive of you.” Ethan heard her take a deep, gulping breath, then suddenly blurt out, “Did you know Jamie is gay?”

He groaned, not sure if it was directed at Julia or Spot, who was dancing around just out of his reach. “No, I didn’t know he’s gay. As far as I’m aware, there’s no such thing as a gay registry. And it’s not like I have some extrasensory gaydar or something.” He finally got within reach of his cowboy hat and snatched it out of Spot’s mouth. “Give me that, you pain in the butt!”

“Don’t be a smart ass, Ethan! I was just asking. How is Daddy going to feel about you taking Jamie in?”

Ethan put his hat back on and started back over the fence. “I don’t know, but I couldn’t just let the kid ... Oh, hell! You, your family and my Aunt Margaret are all I got, Jules. I couldn’t let Jamie suffer on his own —even if it’s his own fault for telling his personal business. Your daddy will come around eventually ... hopefully.”

“Now, Ethan, not everyone sees things like you do. There is no reason he can’t let his family know he’s gay. Heck, he was probably getting tired of me and John shoving girls in front of him all the time.” She sighed again. “You and Johnny have been friends forever, and I don’t want this to cause problems between you and Daddy. He could stir up all sorts of trouble for you; he might even use his seat on the town council to rile everyone up. And aren’t you guys partners in some new steakhouse thing?”

There was a brief pause, then, “He might blame Johnny, too, ’cause you’re Johnny’s best friend. I’m telling you, Ethan, he’s going to be an ass over this ... I just know it. I’ll take my baby brother in for however long it takes —you don’t have to be in the line of fire. Tell him to call me when he gets there. He can come to San Antonio and stay with me.”

Ethan walked up the yard a little way, out of Spot’s reach and away from his antics. “And do what, Julia? He’s a cowboy. He’ll go crazy in town. Darlin’, you live in a high-rise apartment; you don’t even have a cat. Last time I was at your place, your ivy was dying. Jamie’d go stark raving mad within a week. Besides, I can handle your daddy. Don’t worry about me.”

“I know you’re right, but I hate that you’re caught up in the middle of this. At least tell Jamie to call me so I can tell him I love him, and I don’t give a damn who he sleeps with.”

Ethan nodded, then realized that she couldn’t see him. “What are friends for, Jules? I’ll tell him to call.” Ethan looked up to see Jamie’s volcanic-red 2005 Dodge pull onto the dirt drive.

“Thanks, Ethan. I’m going back to sleep. Get him settled, deal with John and tell Jamie to call me ... after five.”

“Get some rest, Jules.” Ethan flipped his phone shut and hooked it back onto his belt. Jamie’s truck came to a stop and he walked over to greet him.

What a fucked up day! Aunt Margaret might be the only family he had left, but he was beginning to think that that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, after all.

Jamie pulled the keys out of the ignition and looked up. He dreaded running into his older brother. While his dad had let him have it this morning, John had just sat there with his mouth hanging open. What would he do now?

He groaned. He was being ridiculous. There was no sense lollygagging. Either John would see him and lay into him or he wouldn’t. He’d made the choice to accept Ethan’s offer and come, knowing that John was here. He’d made his bed and he’d lie in it, just the way his mama had always been fond of saying.

Jamie grabbed his gray felt cowboy hat off the seat and opened the door. Putting his hat on, he shut the door and started around the front of the truck.

Ethan was walking toward him. He had a straw hat on over his short black hair that shaded the upper part of his face and his eyes, but Jamie knew those eyes were a deep, milk-chocolate brown. Damn, the man is fine. Where he and the Killian men were lean and sinewy, Ethan was a big man, tall and broad shouldered, heavily muscled, lean-hipped and intimidating as hell. Jamie was five foot eleven; Ethan had at least four inches on him.

Ethan wore a black tee-shirt, faded jeans and black boots. From under his sleeve, the bottom of his tattoo, which he’d gotten as a teen with John, showed. Ethan and John hadn’t even been of age, but somehow they’d managed to get it done. Both had had their ranch brands inked on their left biceps. John’s comprised four “J’s” held together by a bar at the top, and Ethan’s was a star with the number ten in the center. Mama and Daddy had yelled for days when John had come home with his. He was pretty sure Ethan had caught hell over it from his daddy, too.

Jamie once had heard that Ethan’s mama was half Mexican. It showed; Ethan had a dark tan year round and very little body hair. There was just a smattering on his chest and he didn’t think Ethan could grow a full beard if he tried. Thank goodness —it would be a shame to cover up the sheer perfection of that strong jaw line. The man was a walking ad for sex and he had absolutely no clue. Women had practically thrown themselves at his feet for as long as Jamie could remember, and it always seemed to shock Ethan, like he just couldn’t believe that women could act like that because of him. Jamie would love to see the look on Ethan’s face if he ever realized that he had the same effect on men, because damned if Jamie didn’t want to throw himself at Ethan’s feet and beg, too.

Jamie shook his head to clear it as he walked toward Ethan. He’d come here for a job, and even if it was given out of pity, it was a damned fine job and one he intended on doing his best to justify Ethan’s trust. Ethan might be his brother’s best friend, but he was also owner of a hell of a profitable ranch. The Tin Star had been around for four generations and was well known for their longhorns.

Jamie stepped in front of Ethan and was again reminded of his size. Damn, he’s big and, oh, God ... he smells so nice!

He held out his hand and Ethan took it. Instead of shaking it like Jamie had expected, Ethan pulled him against his chest in a sort of half hug and slapped him on the back.

Jamie’s breath caught. Oh, the man felt good. Jamie’s stomach clenched and his cock stirred. Shit! Get a hold of yourself, Killian! He’d always had a huge crush on Ethan, which he thought he’d been pretty good at hiding, but for some reason ever since he’d heard Ethan’s voice on the phone today, all his senses were on full alert. He was going to have to get a grip. It would never do for Ethan to see the effect he had on him, especially now that he and John knew that Jamie was gay. Before, Ethan might have dismissed it as nothing, but with his newfound knowledge of Jamie’s sexual orientation, it was highly unlikely he’d mistake if for anything other than what it was. And it would really suck to get thrown out twice in one day.

Ethan stepped back but didn’t let go of his hand right away. “How are you, kid?”

Jamie blinked, trying to concentrate on the conversation. That was odd; it seemed almost like Ethan was reluctant to let go. But finally —and way too soon, as far as Jamie was concerned —Ethan dropped his hand.

“Uh, okay, I guess. Thanks, Ethan. You won’t regret this. I’ll pull my weight.”

Ethan grinned. “I know you will. You’ve always been a hard worker.” He started walking toward the house, tilting his head for Jamie to follow. “You hungry? Why don’t you come in and eat some lunch. I was just about to put something together.”

Jamie kept stride next to Ethan. “But isn’t John inside?”

Ethan stopped and looked at him. “Yeah. Is that a problem?”

“Nah ... I just figure I’m probably the last person John wants to see right now.”

“Well, chances are he’s still asleep, but you should talk to him, and your sister, too. I think you’ll be surprised by what they have to say. Give them a chance, Jamie. Jules has already called in a panic to see if I’d heard anything from you. Your daddy phoned her.”

“What? Daddy called Julia?”

Ethan nodded.

“Damn!”

“Yeah, she was upset over you not answering your phone. Come on, Jamie, let’s get some lunch. Maybe John will be up by the time we’re done eating.” Ethan began walking again.

Jamie stood there and stared in shock. Was it possible that Julia and John were on his side?

That thought was cut off before it got a chance to really get going —Ethan had just stepped up on the porch, wiping his boots on the doormat. Jamie’s eyes zeroed in on his butt. Damn, that tight ass looked good in a pair of Wranglers.

“You comin’, kid?”

“What? Oh, yeah!” Jamie peeled his eyes off of Ethan’s rear end and jogged up to the house. Man, working with Ethan was going to be hard ... literally! Hopefully, Daddy would get over his mad ... and soon.
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Chapter Three
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Ethan woke to the sounds of yelling and a dog barking. He didn’t even have a dog. He blinked his eyes open and looked at the clock. 2:13 a.m.

What the hell? Oh, right! After John had woken from his stupor, eaten a meal and sobered up some, he’d gone and gotten Jamie some of his things from the Quad J. He’d brought Fred back with him, too.

“Call your dog off, you cocksucking faggot!”

That had Ethan up and moving. He grabbed the jeans he’d worn earlier off the floor and hopped bare-assed over to the window as he struggled to pull them on. His bedroom overlooked the back of the house and gave him a clear view of the bunkhouse.

Two of the ranch hands, Jeff and Carl, were circling Jamie and Fred. Carl had something, some kind of rod, in his hand and was waving it at Fred. Jamie looked like he’d been dragged out of bed. He was in a pair of dark sweatpants and nothing else, while Jeff and Carl were fully dressed. Wonderful! he thought caustically.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Ethan got his pants up around his hips and took off down the stairs. He reached the bottom of the back porch just as all hell broke loose, and Bill stepped out of the bunkhouse with a shotgun in hand. “What the holy hell is going on out here?!”

Carl hit Fred with the stick, making her yelp. Jeff tried to rush Jamie, but Jamie side-stepped him and dove at Carl.

“Don’t fucking hit my dog, you piece of shit!” Jamie landed two good punches to Carl’s face before Jeff jumped him from behind. Fred growled and leaped to her master’s defense, grabbing Carl by the balls. He shrieked.

Carl had lost his weapon, there was blood running from his nose, and he was still screaming, trying to get the dog off him.

Ethan didn’t slow his pace. He jumped right into the fray, grabbing Jeff —who was sitting on Jamie’s back with a handful of thick black hair, trying to beat the kid’s head into the ground —and hauling him off Jamie by the shirt collar.

As soon as Jeff was on his feet, he turned on Ethan and swung. Ethan ducked and punched him in the stomach. Just as Jeff dropped to his knees, Jamie reached for him.

Ethan opened his mouth to tell Jamie to leave Jeff alone when a gunshot rang out. Everyone froze, including Fred. She let go of Carl and ran to Jamie, growling out a warning at Jeff, who was apparently too close to her master for her peace of mind.

The two other ranch hands spilled out of the bunkhouse, hastily tucking their shirts into their unzipped jeans, but they turned around when Bill waved a hand at them.

Jamie reached down and dropped a hand to her head. “Shh, it’s all right, girl.”

Ethan heaved a sigh of relief and dropped his hands to his knees, trying to get air into his lungs. “Somebody want to explain to me what the fuck is going on?”

Jeff clutched his midsection and scrambled out of Fred’s reach. Carl flopped down on the bunkhouse porch, holding his balls with one hand and his bloody nose with the other.

Fred finally stopped growling, and Jamie turned to look at Ethan. He pointed at Jeff and Carl. “I was sleeping when these assholes dragged me from bed and out here. They started yelling all sorts of filth —”

Carl interrupted. “Do you know why Killian kicked him out, boss? Do you? He’s a goddamned fag!”

Ethan wasn’t surprised they’d learned why Jamie had been kicked off the Quad J. Damned ranch hands were as bad as a group of old women in a quilting circle when it came to gossip.

Ethan couldn’t help himself. He knew it wasn’t going to cool anyone’s temper, but he grinned anyway. “Yeah, well, the ‘fag’ kicked your ass but good, didn’t he?”

Jamie chuckled beside him, and Fred punctuated the taunt with a bark.

Bill sighed and glared at Ethan. “That’s not helping, boy!” He looked back at the ranch hand. “Carl, I don’t rightly care who the youngster sleeps with as long as he does his job. I wasn’t aware you had been made ranch police.”

Ethan straightened up and took charge
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