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			Chapter 1

			Hardworking Man wanted.

			Must have a strong back

			and even temperament.

			Apply in person.

			334 Loblolly Way

			Pleasure, TX

			Tyler Garahan crushed the newspaper advertisement in his hand. Staring at the building across the street from where he’d parked his pickup, he dug deep for a confidence he sure as hell didn’t feel.

			“I don’t have time to waste.” 

			He needed this job. Hell, he needed any job, but this was the last one he’d circled in Sunday’s paper. His last chance or he and his brothers would lose the Circle G.

			He tried to swallow past the lump forming in his throat but couldn’t muster an ounce of spit. Facing down the longhorn bull that tore ass toward him, wanting to skewer him in the part that made him praise the Lord he was a man, was the closest he’d come to being this scared.

			He gritted his teeth, braced his arm against the door, and pushed it open. “I’m not scared.”

			You shouldn’t lie, Tyler. 

			His gut clenched.

			Trust in yourself, son.

			Was it wishful thinking or had he just heard from his grandfather on the other side? Shaking his head, he brushed his damp palms against the front of his jean-clad legs and closed the door.

			Stalking across the street, he glanced up at the sign above the building. The Lucky Star. As if called up by a long ago memory, the lyrics to an old Kenny Rogers tune his mom loved played through his mind as he crushed the unease he refused to give in to and reached for the door.

			The scent was the first thing that hit him, right between the eyes. Rain? How could it smell like a warm summer rain?

			Focus on the goal. Get the job first. 

			But his concentration wandered when he noticed the mirrors on both sides of the entryway. What the hell was that about? He sneered. A guy doesn’t want to see himself walking into a bar. He wants to see the bar, check out what’s on tap, and maybe if his luck is running high, flirt with his choice of curvaceous sweet things perched on a barstool.

			He grinned, savoring the image, because he hadn’t had the time lately to get out on a Saturday night in search of a little female companionship. A knot of need started to form in his gut, but he ignored it and strode forward down the hallway lined with mirrors.

			Tyler stopped dead in his tracks and stared. “Damn. What’s the owner thinking?”

			His gaze ran the length of the hallway and back—he wasn’t seeing things—there were benches in front of the mirrors. 

			“Red velvet.”

			He didn’t have to touch the seats to know what they were covered with. His mother had a favorite lady’s chair in her bedroom. A red velvet lady’s chair.

			“Hell,” he muttered. They needed to hire him, if only to suggest a few major changes to increase business. No self-respecting bar owner would have mirrors or velvet in their place.

			At the end of the hallway, a long, sleek ebony bar gleamed, and damned if every one of the barstools didn’t have a red velvet cushion to sit on.

			“Shit,” Tyler muttered aloud. “I can’t see myself working in a place like this.”

			“Well now, handsome,” a husky voice purred to the left of him, “I can see you working here just fine.”

			He turned and felt his mouth drop open. Beautiful. Stunning. Drop-dead gorgeous. All of the above fit the little lady walking toward him with her hand outstretched.

			“Name’s Jolene Langley,” she said. “Welcome to The Lucky Star, cowboy.”

			Lord, she was a looker. Belatedly, Tyler removed his Stetson, ran his hand through his still-damp hair, and grasped her hand. “Tyler Garahan.”

			Satin. Damned if her hand didn’t feel like one of his mom’s nightgowns. He’d done his fair share of laundry over the years and ought to know.

			Her grip surprised him. It was firm. His gaze drifted from the top of her wavy red head to the tips of her fancy blue boots—a color only a female would wear. 

			“Emily!” she called out though her gaze never left his. “See something you like, cowboy?” She returned the favor by letting her gaze slide from the top of his tousled dark brown head to the tips of his worn leather boots. Her gaze lingered on his boots. He glanced down and swore beneath his breath; he’d forgotten to polish them. 

			“Em?” she called a second time.

			“I’m coming,” a soft voice answered. “Give me a minute.”

			He glanced in the direction the voice seemed to come from—somewhere just beyond the bar—and noticed small tables scattered in front of a stage.

			“You have live entertainment in here?” He imagined some whiny soft rock band standing on stage, playing music that would get under his skin and have him reaching for a shot of whiskey instead of his usual longneck bottle.

			Her laugh was as smooth as her skin. “You could say that, cowboy.”

			Irritation began to burn in his gut at the way she’d sneered when she called him cowboy. Hell, he was one and proud of it, but that wasn’t as important right now as landing the job and saving the ranch. “Name’s Tyler, ma’am.”

			“What’s up, Jolene?” 

			The pretty redhead walking toward him had to be a blood relative to the one currently staring at the third button down on his worn denim work shirt. He hoped Jolene didn’t look lower and notice the tear he tried to hide by rolling up the sleeves. The woman was getting under his skin—and not in a good way.

			“Trouble, Em?” 

			Tyler finally tore his gaze from Emily’s face and noticed what Jolene had: the huge splat of chocolate dead center between Emily’s breasts. Firm and proud, cupped lovingly by a form-fitting, cropped T-shirt.

			The saliva pooled in his mouth. He swallowed. The urge to devour the chocolate-covered confection caught him off guard. Digging deep for control, he realized he’d been too long without a woman: two months, three weeks, and four days… if he were counting. 

			He may be damned for it, but he let his gaze feast on the bounty before him. The two inches of exposed skin was tanned and taut. His gaze dipped to the hem of her denim mini skirt, and he had to swallow again. The woman had legs—curvaceous and toned, not toothpick thin—and Lord Almighty, bright green nail polish on her toes.

			Emily smiled at Tyler and answered Jolene, “The spoon got caught in the mixer.” 

			Jolene had a good three inches on Emily and an in-your-face beauty and sexuality that challenged him on every level, but there was something about the barefooted redhead with chocolate smeared across her cheekbone like a slash of war paint that tugged at his gut.

			He had to fight against the urge to smile and replied, “Looks like the mixer won.”

			Emily lifted her right hand and the mangled spoon she clutched. “That’s the second spoon today.” Her sigh was long and low.

			Jolene patted Emily’s shoulder. “Why don’t you just quit while you’re ahead?”

			“You know I can’t until I beat the stress out of myself and this batter.” Emily looked over at Tyler and asked, “Are you here to fix the sink?”

			He shook his head. “Although I have been known to wrastle an ornery pipe into submission, I’m actually here about your sister’s ad in the paper.” For a split second disappointment clouded her pretty face and had him offering, “Maybe I could take a look at it before I leave.”

			Her smile blossomed slowly and was surely like a flower opening its petals to catch the rain. Before he could untangle his tongue, she said, “That’s right neighborly, but I’ll wait for the plumber. Oh… and she’s my cousin.”

			“Really? You look enough alike to be sisters.” Now that she was close enough to touch, he could see the subtle differences: the shape of their eyes—Emily’s were long-lashed and almond shaped—and the curve of their lips—Emily’s were fuller, and there was something indefinable about the barefooted redhead that went a whole lot deeper, straight to her core, a sweetness he hadn’t found in long, long while. 

			If he were gifted with words like his New York City cousins, he’d have said there was something special about Emily and the way she seemed to smile from the inside out. But Tyler’d probably mess it up and compare her to one of the Circle G’s milk cows. 

			Neither woman looked like they’d ever set foot on a ranch, and Emily sure as hell wouldn’t believe him if he told her that certain breeds of milk cows had beautiful eyes and sweet faces. The steer he and his brothers raised for beef weren’t pretty—well, they probably would be if he were another steer.

			Shaking his head to clear it, he asked, “So did you save any of the batter?”

			Emily’s smile was slow and achingly sweet. “Enough to fill half the pan.”

			“Are you really going to bake half a pan’s worth, Em?”

			Emily grinned at her cousin. “No. That’s why I decided to get another spoon and just eat the batter after I nuke it for a few seconds. Then I’ll start over with another batch.”

			Tyler could handle cooking meat and potatoes. Baking was a whole other ball game, but he was pretty sure it would take longer than a few seconds to cook brownies in the microwave. “That wouldn’t be long enough to cook them, would it?”

			Her slow, sweet smile eased under his worry about getting the job. “Brownies taste better half-cooked,” Emily said. “Imagine how great the batter would taste warm and freshly whipped.”

			Tyler couldn’t keep from grinning at the thought. Standing this close to her, he couldn’t help but notice that without boots, the top of Emily’s head would hit him mid-chest. He’d have to work at it to line up their lips, but if they were lying down—Whoa! Hold on there. Time enough to go there later, after he’d landed the job. If he landed the job.

			“So, you’re here about the position.”

			The hard edge in Jolene’s voice had Tyler looking at her. Hell, a few positions came to mind and stubbornly got stuck there, making it hard to focus. Man, if he didn’t need the money, he’d be looking for a nice quiet place to sample the chocolate-covered redhead. Head to toe and every luscious inch in between. Had she noticed him drooling over her cousin?

			“I think you should hire him, Jo,” Emily said, heading back the way she’d come. “See y’all later,” she called out over her shoulder. “If you need me, I’ll be upstairs whipping these brownies into submission. Bye, Tyler.”

			Lord, he’d get arrested if either woman could read his thoughts right now. One of Grandpa’s favorite expressions came to mind watching the gentle sway of Emily’s hips. The hitch in Emily’s git-a-long was as delectable as the front of her had been, and damned if a line from a Trace Adkins song didn’t start running through his brain, We hate to see her go, but love to watch her leave.

			Damn, get your mind on the job, son. 

			Jolene asked him a question, but he was too preoccupied to pay attention. “I’m sorry, ma’am… what did you ask me?” Lord, don’t let Jolene wonder if I’ll be able to keep my mind on the job and off her cousin. I need this job!

			Jolene was watching him closely. Finally the corner of her mouth lifted into a smile. “Are you here to apply for the position?”

			“Yeah. I mean, yes, ma’am. I’m here about the job.”

			“You a hard working man, Mr. Garahan?” She reached out and brushed at the front of his shirt.

			He shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable now that she’d touched him. Had she meant to? “Excuse me?” 

			“The person I need to fill the position has to be willing to work hard.”

			He rubbed his fingers along the brim of his hat and wondered how to convince the woman that he’d work until he dropped. Doing’s smarter than jawing. “I give one hundred percent to everything I do.”

			Damned if she didn’t reach out and touch him again, this time he twitched as her nail flicked unerringly over his left nipple. Holy Hell!

			He stepped back. Had she meant to touch him like that, or did she simply have dead-on aim? Unease roiled in his gut. He couldn’t flat out ask her. If he was wrong he’d look like a fool, blow the interview, and lose his chance at the job. “Ma’am?”

			“What about your temperament?” she asked, taking a step closer to him, easily closing the distance.

			“I’m easygoing most of the time.” His eyes narrowed. Was she coming on to him, or was it some kind of test? 

			“So far, you have all of the qualifications I need. How’s your back… strong?” 

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She stepped around behind him, and he wondered why she couldn’t take his word for it that his back was strong and had to see for herself. The small palm cupping the seat of his Levis was all it took to answer his unasked question and end the interview.

			He spun around to face her. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing or what kind of position you’re hiring for, but I don’t think I’m the man for the job.”

			Hell, usually he enjoyed an aggressive female, given the fact that free time was next to nonexistent and getting down to the good part right off meant more time in the saddle, but he’d been attracted to Emily, not Jolene, and totally missed the fact that Jolene apparently had other things in mind. At least Emily had been honest in mistaking him for a plumber. He couldn’t imagine what Jolene had mistaken him for.

			“I believe you’re just what we’re looking for.” She smiled, and he wondered if anyone ever told this woman flat out no.

			“Take off your shirt.”

			Sheer desperation grabbed a hold of his roiling gut and twisted it. Self-preservation warred with duty. “Look, I don’t know what you’re selling here, lady, but I’m not buying.” He planted his heel, did an about-face, and strode toward the hallway. He could find another job. Had to.

			“Position pays thirty dollars an hour, plus tips.”

			That stopped him dead in his tracks. Damn. How could he walk away from that kind of money? Without turning around he shot back, “What’re the hours?”

			She chuckled, and the sound grated on his nerves. “Seven o’clock to two o’clock, six days a week.”

			Tyler’s hands shook as he did the math. Two hundred ten dollars a night? That was over a thousand dollars a week! He clenched them into fists.

			“You could start tonight,” she added. “And you can cash your check right here at the bar.”

			He could have part of the mortgage payment by the end of next week. 

			They could keep the Circle G.

			Garahan men might be ornery when their backs were against the wall, but no one had ever accused a Garahan of being stupid. He turned back toward Jolene. “What do I have to do?”

			She put her hands on her hips and called out, “Jennifer? Natalie?” 

			Hell, now what?

			The sound of high heels hitting hardwood had him looking in the direction of the sound. The blue-eyed brunette and brown-eyed blonde walking toward him had to be blood kin. Without a word, they looked him over from head to toe and then began to circle around behind him.

			“Lord love ya, Jolene,” the blonde sighed. “We got us a live one.”

			“Are you a real cowboy?” the brunette asked, staring up at him like he was the embodiment of her childhood heroes all rolled up into one man.

			He closed his eyes repeating his new mantra: I need this job… I need this job… Once he was calm, he opened them and answered, “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Hire him!” the blonde said.

			The brunette narrowed her eyes and drew her mouth into a thin line. “Hold on sister, dear.” She turned toward Jolene and asked, “Has he passed the test yet?”

			His gaze shifted from the brunette back to Jolene. “Just how many kegs of beer will you expect me to move for that kind of money?” He hoped his back would hold out after putting in a full day at the ranch.

			“Oh, we’re not hiring you for that,” Jolene said. “If you want the job, Tyler, take off your shirt.”

			Want? No. Need? Hell, yeah. 

			Need overrode want. Hell, he needed the money—fast. With his hands clenched into tight fists, he silently dug deep for the grit to do as she asked. 

			His gaze settled on the stage and suddenly everything clicked into place like the latch on the gate to the Circle G. The odd questions, the searching looks, waiting for his reaction to being touched suddenly made sense. For the kind of money she was offering, he’d bet every penny of it he would have to get up on that stage.

			Drawing in a deep breath he cursed silently, the air inside the bar smelled like fresh rain too. They weren’t hiring him to haul kegs; he was about to become their latest attraction! He lifted his hands and unbuttoned the top button. His fingers fumbled and beads of sweat formed at his temples. Better get used to it. Hell, there’d be no getting used to it.

			The raptor-like gaze of the three women unnerved him, but hell, for the salary Jolene was promising him, he’d sell his soul to the devil if it’d save Grandpa’s legacy… their ranch. Her amber gaze collided with his, and he wondered if his soul was already lost.

			As the last button slid free, he couldn’t bring himself to shrug out of the shirt. He felt so exposed standing there while the women in front of him watched him as if he was a prime cut of beef on today’s blue plate special. It sure as hell wasn’t the same as stripping down for one woman at a time.

			Jolene’s gaze met his. “Thirty dollars an hour, plus tips, Tyler.”

			Damn. His Celtic pride kicked in and their ancient family motto filled him: Aut Vincam, Aut Periam: I will either conquer or perish! He lifted one shoulder and let the shirt slide off. The collective gasp had him wondering if it was the thick ridge of scar tissue running along the line of his lower ribs or something else.

			Then damn if the blonde didn’t lick her lips like she was a cat and he was a bowl of fresh cream. “You’d better see if he passes the last test,” she said with a glance at the bar. “Heck, even if he doesn’t, I’d snap him up, Jolene.” 

			The blonde walked around the bar to a door in the back, opened it, and yelled, “Gwen!”

			A muffled reply sounded from below them. Just how many females worked at this bar?

			“Are you ready for the last test?” Jolene asked.

			Tyler’s gut told him to pick up his shirt and hightail it over to one of the fast food joints. They only paid one-third of Jolene’s offer, but at least he knew he could handle flipping burgers and the deep fryer. Well… maybe not the fryer, but he’d flipped burgers plenty of times for his brothers.

			Indecision caught him off guard; it wasn’t part of his makeup. He’d never been in this kind of tight spot before, but Dylan and Jesse were counting on him and he wasn’t a coward. It wasn’t in the Garahan blood. Three generations of Texas Garahans had faced Indian attacks, droughts, more than one deluge, and a handful of range wars. He would stick it out… no matter what she wanted.

			A six-foot tall blonde appeared in the doorway and sauntered toward him.

			Jolene smiled. “Gwen,” she said slowly. “I’d like you to meet Tyler.” Turning toward Tyler, Jolene smiled and nodded to the blonde giant. With a sly smile, she purred, “Pick her up.”

			A thousand questions raced through Tyler’s head, but not one of them had included picking up the Amazon standing in front of him. “Now?”

			Everyone but Gwen nodded.

			He sighed and moved to scoop her up off her feet, but the woman backed away from him, hands raised up to stop him. “Not like that.”

			He stepped back and rubbed his now damp palms on his jean-clad legs. Were they making fun of him?

			“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

			Jolene’s laugh was as light as the afternoon breeze off the pond at the Circle G. “If you just stand still, Tyler, Gwen knows what I mean.”

			With a gleam in her eye, Gwen took a giant step forward and jumped. She reached for his neck with open arms and wrapped her legs around his waist, clinging like a burr to a horse’s hide.

			He had just enough time to blink, brace himself, and pray his back would hold out. He’d unloaded a truckload of hay before cleaning up to drive out here.

			She settled against him. Hoping he wouldn’t lose his grip, he slid his hands beneath her muscled backside.

			Gwen leaned close and whispered in his ear, “Nice catch, cowboy.” 

			He was too stunned to speak.

			“One more thing.” Jolene walked toward where he stood, legs braced apart, holding on for dear life, muscles screaming, tendons straining. 

			He hoped to hell he didn’t have to go haul in any full kegs of beer for his next test. Poke him with a fork; he was done!

			“You can set Gwen down now.” 

			When he did as she asked, Gwen touched his cheek, smiled, and walked back toward the still open door.

			Distracted and disturbed by what he’d just had to do, not quite sure what it proved, he didn’t see Jolene move until she was crowding him so close he could feel her breath on his chin and feel the tip of her fingernail as it tapped in the hollow of his throat.

			He sucked in a breath and held it, waiting to see what else she’d ask him to do. He hated being at this woman’s mercy. Suck it up, boy. Garahans go down fighting!

			Gee thanks, Grandpa!

			Her gaze met his, and he sensed she knew he was fighting the urge to either step back or step forward. Holding himself as still as the scarecrow in the Circle G’s cornfield, Tyler waited.

			She let her fingernail slide down his breastbone all the way toward his—Aw hell, she wouldn’t. 

			She laughed—a sexy, sultry sound—as if daring him to move. “Thirty dollars, plus tips.”

			Thinking of the ranch and the sweat, blood, and tears three generations of Garahans had infused into the land, and not what he’d have to do to earn those tips, he froze. The sweat gathered at his temples began to trickle down the sides of his face, but he held his ground. He pictured his brothers as they rode hell-bent for leather toward the barn at the end of the day, arguing over whose turn it was to rustle up supper. He savored the memory of his mother pulling a huge turkey out of the oven during the holidays and his grandpa giving them all hell while smiling at the brothers with a gleam of pride in his eyes.

			She dipped the tip of her nail in his navel and he jolted.

			But he kept his hands at his sides and his face devoid of expression, even when she shocked the shit out of him, tucked her finger inside the waistband of his jeans, and yanked him flush against her saying the words he’d been both dreading and hoping to hear.

			“You’re hired.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Hey, Jesse, it’s me.” Tyler jammed his arm into one sleeve, switched the phone to his other ear, and repeated the movement, yanking his shirt back on.

			“Did you get the job?”

			Tyler rubbed at the ache in his temple. “Yeah—” Before he could say anymore, he heard Jesse yelling to Dylan, sharing the good news.

			“When do you start?” his brother asked.

			“Tonight at seven.”

			“Good news, bro,” Jesse said. “Are you coming back to the ranch, or will you kill a few hours and wait in town?”

			Tyler pushed his Stetson further back on his head so he could rub at the ache between his eyes. “I’ve got some forms to fill out.”

			“Uh, Tyler?”

			He heard the sudden change in his brother’s voice and should have realized his brothers would be worried about the money. Tyler had kept the grim reality to himself for too long and had had to lay their finances out on the table last night. The discussion that followed had been anything but brotherly.

			“Yeah?”

			“Will it be enough?”

			Thinking of the way Jolene traced the tip of her fingernail from his throat to his navel, he gritted his teeth. “Yeah… just.”

			“OK. Good.”

			“See you around three o’clock.”

			“Dylan and I’ll get up earlier and feed the stock; you can sleep in.”

			Tyler swore. “I don’t need you to do my chores.” 

			“Hell,” Jesse bit out. “You’re the one taking on the night job. It’s the least we can do until you’re used to hauling kegs and bending over all night stocking shelves.”

			“Jess—” Tyler hesitated. How could he tell his brother he wasn’t going to be hauling any beer?

			“Yeah?”

			The image of Jolene’s flame-bright hair and amber eyes mocked him, something that didn’t sit well with him. Maybe he wouldn’t have to say anything. He might find another job and only have to put up with this one for a few days. At least the money would help tide them over in the meantime. 

			But a barefooted, curvaceous redhead with a smear of chocolate on her cheek had him stopping to think things through. He wanted Emily—but he wanted to get to know her too. Despite the fact that he’d been without a woman for almost three months, he hadn’t been hit this hard with need or want since his first taste of love at fourteen. There was no way he was going to miss out on the chance to get to know Emily better before sweet-talking her into bed. In order to do that he’d have to give the women of The Lucky Star a chance.

			“Nothing,” he finally said. “See you in the morning.”

			He snapped his phone closed and stared at it. What the hell had he gotten himself into? He should have taken O’Malley’s offer six months ago and sold the ranch. 

			Who would tend the family graves? Where would your brothers live?

			Damn he was getting tired of hearing voices in his head. “We could add a clause to the contract of sale about me tending the graves,” he mumbled pushing away from where he’d been leaning against his pickup. “And my brothers could damn well live in the back of their trucks for all I care.”

			There’s only one truck left that runs, the bodiless voice insisted.

			Stalking back to The Lucky Star, Tyler wondered how the hell he’d make it through the next few hours let alone his entire shift.

			***

			Tyler walked in and noticed the group of females staring at him. Uneasy with the attention, he removed his hat and held it at his side.

			“I’m glad you’re back.” Jolene said.

			“You sound as if you’re surprised I came back.”

			Jolene shrugged. “Let’s just say it took you longer than expected to make a phone call.”

			She stared at him and wondered if he’d be as much trouble as the last cowboy wannabe they’d hired. Clay had spent way too much time on the phone sweet-talking one of the handful of women he juggled. They’d all been regulars at the club and the reason why Jolene now had her ironclad set of rules.

			Added to her other worries, the prospect of training yet another dancer had her frustration growing. She hoped he knew how to move. “Any questions about tonight?”

			Tyler looked away and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

			Was he nervous? Who’d have figured a big old hunk of man like the one standing in front of her would be nervous about dancing? Watching the hint of color slashing his cheekbones, she wondered if stripping for an audience was the real problem.

			“The routines are easy,” she said, hoping to get to the heart of his worry in order to move past it.

			“I’m not worried about that.” He looked down at the tips of his worn and dusty boots.

			“All right. Let’s go over the house rules.”

			His head snapped up, and his dark eyes riveted to hers. “Rules?” He clenched his jaw and waited.

			Now what? She didn’t have time to deal with the cowboy’s attitude now. She had to sit down with Emily and go over their receipts from last month, and they still had to decide whether or not they were going to cave in and pay the damned Rotary Club. 

			Centering herself, she rubbed her temples and drew in a deep cleansing breath. Looking right at Tyler, she held up her index finger. 

			“The customers pay to see a show, and we give them one. So unless you’re bleeding or unconscious, I expect you to show up on time.”

			He nodded and she held up a second finger. “The customer is always right.”

			He looked like he wanted to say something but wisely kept his thoughts to himself.

			Jolene held up a third finger. “They can look and touch but not grab or grope your package.”

			“My what?”

			Outrage had Tyler’s eyes bugging out and his face flushing crimson. Jolene tilted her head to one side and marveled at the fact that the man was actually blushing.

			Shaking her head, she held up a fourth finger. “If you’ve got an itch,” she told him, “scratch it on your own time and not in the ladies’ room or men’s room.”

			His eyes glassed over.

			“Don’t forget the hallway!” Jennifer added. “Those butt-cheek prints were really tough to clean off the mirrors.”

			Jolene had to agree. “We had to use two types of glass cleaner the last time one of the customers flashed her double Ds and waved a fistful of fifties in Clay’s face.”

			Tyler opened his mouth to speak but no sound emerged. He nodded silently.

			Satisfied that their newest employee knew and understood the rules, Jolene said, “Well if you don’t have any questions, we’ve got a lot to teach you in just under two hours. Do you know how to two-step, Tyler?”

			He nodded.

			“Ever dirty dance?”

			Tyler shook his head. “No, ma’am.” All business, her newly hired dancer ran his hand through his hair and confessed, “At least not in public.”

			“All right then, Natalie,” Jolene said. “Let’s see if Tyler fits into Clay’s costume.”

			“What kind of costume?”

			“Don’t you worry none, cowboy,” Jolene purred, staring at his zipper. “All of your assets will be covered.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Emily sat down hard on the steps. She’d never had the wind knocked out of her looking at a tall, dark-eyed cowboy before. Then again, she’d been involved with a string of losers; the latest one had pulled the rug out from under her… go figure.

			Shaking her head, she watched her cousin do what she did best… grab a hold of the reins and take charge. 

			Watching Tyler’s expression and the way his color changed from grim to green, she felt sorry for him. She couldn’t help it… she liked him. There was an innate kindness that she’d connected with right off. When he looked as if he’d swallowed sour milk, she realized that her cousin must be telling him the rules.

			Thinking she might have to go to his rescue, Emily strained to hear their conversation.

			“My what?”

			From the tone of his voice and the way Tyler’s face flushed crimson, Jolene must have mentioned the “look but don’t touch” rule to him. That comment usually had that reaction from the dancers they’d interviewed for the job. Some walked away, not willing to follow Jolene’s rules. Too bad for them the last dancer had agreed but hadn’t kept his word. She had a feeling the gorgeous hunk of man she’d been blindsided by would. Emily hadn’t been tempted by a good-looking man in six months. She didn’t want to be now. Looking at the way Tyler kept backing up, she knew she wouldn’t have a choice. She yearned to be alone with him, talk to him, sit on a front porch swing with him… hell, they didn’t have a swing, let alone a front porch.

			Sighing, she shifted and the bowl slipped in her grasp. She caught it before it hit the stairs, giving away the fact that she hadn’t left. Heck, she couldn’t; there was something about the dark-eyed cowboy that pulled at her, tugging at her heartstrings. Maybe it was the hint of desperation—he needed the job—or maybe his willingness to look at their sink. He was polite and easy on the eyes. 

			The image of Tyler catching Gwen was stuck in her mind and had her fingers fumbling, nearly dropping the bowl a second time. Damn but that was one fine-looking cowboy. Her blood began to hum, and her skin positively tingled remembering how tightly he’d hung on to Gwen for dear life. Her mouth went dry wondering how it would feel if his hands were cupping her bottom. The tingles spread and the humming built to a deafening roar as she remembered how he’d spread his legs to help handle the weight he held with his beautifully bulging biceps. Oh my God, he was hot.

			Fanning her face, to cool her overheated flesh, she ran the tip of her tongue along her lips, catching a speck of chocolate. Savoring her favorite flavor, she let her imagination run wild, the focus being the tall, dark-haired hunk of cowboy tied to her bedposts, a bowl of chocolate, and her eager tongue. No! Step back from the fantasy and the dark-eyed, dreamy man, and no one would get hurt. She couldn’t let her heart get involved again; it had been too painful the last time it had been stomped on and ground into the dirt. 

			“I don’t have time for romance,” she grumbled, scooping up a spoonful of batter. Licking her lips, she indulged in her favorite weakness, the chocolaty goodness, and dipped the spoon back into the bowl. Three spoonfuls later, she slowly smiled. “But I might be able to squeeze in some time for a walk on the wild side.” The tall, dark, and studly cowboy looked interested enough to make it worth her while and one hell of a ride.

			Emily slowly got to her feet. She needed to get back upstairs to one of her back-up boxes of brownie mix. Baking always cleared her mind. There was something soothing about mixing ingredients together, while her mind wandered and her hands were busy. She could usually work through most of her worries by the time the batter was smooth and ready to be poured into the pan. 

			A little while later, she’d successfully outwitted the mixer by using good old-fashioned elbow grease and her favorite wooden spoon, and she had two batches of warm and gooey goodness cooling on the countertop to show for it. “Time to get cleaned up and see how tall, dark, and handsome is doing downstairs.” Mind clear, she was ready to see if she could distract the man she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about. She showered quickly so she could spend more time on her makeup and deciding what to wear. Twisting her hair up off her neck, she secured it in place with a hair clip and studied her reflection. “If only I could do something about these freckles.” 

			Knowing it was her only option, she dragged out the mineral powder makeup she used liberally to hide the offending spots sprinkling her cheeks and nose. A swipe of blush across her cheekbones, touch of mascara, and thin line of purple on her lids, and she was ready for lip gloss.

			Leaning close to the mirror, she applied her favorite shade of lip color and pressed her lips together. Stepping back, she studied her handiwork and smiled. “Not bad.” She laughed. “Better than the first outfit he saw me in.”

			Twirling to the left and then the right, Emily was satisfied with the body-hugging fit of her black denim skirt and deep green tank top. With a dab of lavender oil on her pulse points, she was ready to see if she could tempt the handsome cowboy who’d managed to work his way under her skin with his gentle teasing. Ready to do a little distracting of her own, she grinned. “It wouldn’t be right if I’m the only one suffering.”

			He may think she was bubble-headed and scatterbrained—most people did at first—but she was ready to let him see the focused side of her personality. When she put her mind to it, she could do whatever she wanted. She had a gut feeling Tyler was different than the men she usually dated. There was just something about him. She couldn’t say exactly why, but Emily looked forward to discovering what made Tyler tick as much as the need to talk him into her bed.

			Stepping into her favorite pair of boots, she headed for the stairs. She was ready to attract and distract.

			The steady beat of a familiar country tune throbbed in her veins. She looked to the left and then the right. Her gaze snagged and got stuck on the long, tall Texan standing on stage slipping out of his worn denim shirt. Every ounce of spit dried up in her mouth. She tried to lick her lips, but her tongue was paralyzed and her brain had completely shut down.

			Thickly muscled pectorals smoothed, then bunched as he bent down and braced his hands on the back of a chair someone had placed on the stage. He leaned forward and his biceps bulged as he pressed more of his weight on the back of the chair. Oh Lordy!

			Emily stared, transfixed by the sight. Even though she’d met him earlier, there was something different about him when he was center stage. His go-to-hell-and-enjoy-the-trip attitude commanded attention. When he straightened up and hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his leather chaps, her heart beat double time. 

			Even though she’d seen Clay do the same routine a hundred times, the impact of Tyler strutting across the stage in chaps and a tiny pair of black spandex briefs had her gasping for air and reaching out to steady herself. With one hand to her heart and the other braced against the wall, she wasn’t prepared when his gaze to swung toward hers.

			Before she could react, he unbuckled his chaps and let them fall to the stage.

			Air… she needed air! Good Lord, he was gorgeous. He had the body of a Greek god and the arrogance to match.

			The crowd erupted in cheers, whistles, and more than one moan of ecstasy, but the man didn’t seem to notice. He waited to the count of ten, spun on his boot heel, and strode to the back of the stage like a gunfighter preparing to take his stance at the end of Main Street before a shoot out. 

			Drawn to him, she made her way through the crowd toward the stage. Emily stared. She couldn’t look away; the back of him was as gorgeous as the front. Finally the cheers died down and as if on cue, the man slowly walked to the front of the stage where women waited, waving fists filled with bills. From where she stood Emily could tell they weren’t the one-dollar kind. Two women waved fistfuls of twenties, and one long-legged brunette held out a handful of fifties!

			Wishing she weren’t a part owner in the club so she could push her way to the front of the crowd and monopolize the handsome hunk, she jolted when Jolene said, “Isn’t he magnificent?”

			Emily agreed. “There’s something really special about him. You feel it too. Don’t you?”

			Jolene nodded and put her arm around Emily. “It might take a little while for him to settle in.”

			“You don’t think he’ll walk, do you?” If he left she might never see him again, and she had a deep-seated need to touch off that powder keg of passion she sensed lurked just below his I-just-don’t-give-a-damn façade. 

			“I don’t know,” Jolene answered, “but the ladies love him.” 

			Emily narrowed her eyes, watching the way the women lined up in front of the stage caressed the span of Tyler’s shoulders and the sculpted muscles of his amazing pecs. She ground out, “Yeah, but it’s against our rules to shove bills down the front of his briefs.”

			She knew Jolene must have seen it too when her cousin said, “Hell,” and stalked over toward the stage. 

			Emily had seen the blonde with dark roots stuffing her hands, along with a few bills, into the front of the cowboy’s clingy black briefs. When Tyler stiffened and jerked back, Emily got a good look at his face. 

			He looked mad enough to spit nails, that or brand something with his red-hot gaze. She blinked. Gwen jumped into the fray and had the blonde by the arm and was leading her toward the door.

			The silent message rippled through the crowd as the women frantically waving bills paused to watch the woman who dared to go one step too far in her adoration of the handsome hunk on stage.

			Why couldn’t the women be content with just having the opportunity to look at someone as beautiful as Tyler? He was the stuff dreams were made of… well, Emily’s dreams anyway.

			Although the man on stage continued to move down the line, allowing the semi-circle of women surrounding the stage to trail the tips of their fingers on his arm, his shoulders, his chest, and for a brave few, a quick squeeze of his amazingly taut buttocks, he never once showed any emotion. Tyler had absolutely no expression on his face, but that didn’t seem to bother any one of his adoring public.

			Then he turned to face her. Their gazes met and the bottom simply dropped out of her stomach. His eyes, hot and dark, just barely visible beneath the brim of his black Stetson, seared her right through to her soul.

			He lifted his chin a notch as if daring her to comment on the fact that he stood before a group of wild women in a pair of spandex underwear. Body-hugging spandex that lovingly caressed each and every muscle of his sculpted backside. Lord above, he had abs to die for too, with roped muscles leading beneath the elastic band riding low on his hips. He sparked a series of fantasies Emily had had in mind for some time, just waiting for the right man to share them with. Her fingers itched to caress, her hands to grab a hold of him and not let go until she’d gone through her imaginative repertoire.

			“He cannot be real,” Emily whispered as the image of the handsome hunk spread eagle on her bed, eyes hot with passion, wrists securely tied to her bedposts roared through her.

			“He’s all too real.” Jolene sighed. “And mad as hell.”

			The image faded with the music. Tyler tipped his hat to the crowd and swept his chaps from the floor. Flipping them over his shoulder, he strode off stage as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

			Emily had seen that expression on her cousin’s face before. “We’ll face him together, Jolene. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about him taking out his anger on us.”

			“How do you know?” Jolene asked walking toward the door at the side of the stage.

			Emily shrugged. “I’ve got a feeling about him. He might yell some though.”

			The stage door burst open a few moments later. Emily had forgotten just how tall he was; he towered over Jolene, and her cousin had a good three inches in height over Emily.

			Tyler looked like a storm cloud about to explode with thunder and lightning. “You never said anything about women shoving their hands down my shorts and taking a layer of skin off my dick with their claws!”

			Emily hadn’t expected anyone to be that bold or that Tyler would be hurt. She felt his pain.

			“I had no idea anyone would try anything like that.” Jolene kept her voice even, her tone soothing.

			“One of your customers broke your rules,” Tyler ground out.

			“I’m sorry, but it’s not my fault—” Jolene began.

			The anger and tension coiling within the big man had Jolene backing up into Emily, yet he only pushed his hat to the back of his head, and his expression changed from visibly angry to one of cold arrogance. “It’s your club… your rules.”

			Emily looked at her cousin and was catapulted back in time to the day the Stalter brothers cornered little eight-year-old Jolene on the playground. She hugged her cousin and marched forward, drilling the tip of her pointer finger into Tyler’s rock-hard chest. “It’s our club and the rules usually work for our dancers and the club.” 

			Tyler’s gaze swung from Jolene to Emily and her heart kicked into overdrive. The anger swirling in the depths of his velvet brown eyes changed to an untamed emotion, something dark, dangerous, and compelling. 

			Emily couldn’t look away. He blinked, and for a split second, she saw his face contort in anguish. He blinked a second time and it was gone, leaving the heady mix of anger and passion that called to her on an elemental level as deeply as the anguish she’d seen there.

			Tyler Garahan was a man of many levels, and Emily planned to discover each and every one.

			“Your shift’s not over.” Jolene’s voice was soft but firm. “Are you going back on your word?”

			Tyler’s anger seemed to dissipate. He shook his head. “Once a Garahan gives his word, you can count on him to keep it.”

			“You looked like you were getting ready to walk.”

			He closed his eyes and sighed. “I’m sorry, Jolene. I’m not used to being on stage standing in front of God and every one of those screaming women like that.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he struggled with what he was feeling. “I didn’t count on getting mauled like that. My temper got the better of me.”

			“So I can count on you to stick?”

			Tyler looked from Jolene to Emily and then back. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve never gone back on my word before. I’m sorry for giving you reason to doubt me.”

			Jolene nodded. “I need to be sure I can count on you, Tyler.” 

			Emily knew why they needed to keep The Lucky Star afloat and making money; what she didn’t know yet was why Tyler needed the money when he so clearly didn’t want to be up on the stage at The Lucky Star stripping for tips.

			***

			Damn. Even before he started, fate had stacked the deck against him. Grandpa’s ranch would be lost to them if he didn’t get the promised pay. “You can count on me.”

			He swayed on his feet and realized that he hadn’t stopped to eat before his shift. Although he wasn’t a great dancer, the moves Jennifer and Natalie had taught him, combined with the fact that he’d been up working since four o’clock this morning, hit him like a ton of bricks. He needed to sit down, eat, and sleep, and not necessarily in that order. Pride kept him going, but he was smart enough to know he’d have to work hard to make up for nearly quitting on Jolene. “I need some air, but I’ll be back in a few minutes to help clean up.”

			Jolene nodded. “Take a break. You earned it.”

			He moved through the crowd.

			“Hey, handsome, where are you going?”

			Tyler sidestepped the leggy blonde reaching for him and bumped into a pretty little thing with long dark hair and a mouth just made for sin. “Excuse me, ma’am.” Tyler touched the brim of his cowboy hat.

			“Do you always talk like that?” the brunette purred.

			Tired enough to be confused, he asked, “Like what, ma’am?”

			The woman giggled and slipped her arm through his. “Why don’t we go someplace real quiet?”

			He was the first to admit he enjoyed women, but one at a time. His attention had been snagged by a chocolate-covered redhead earlier. Now that the anxiety of performing his first strip/dance number was abating, all he really wanted was a cold beer, a hot meal, and a soft bed—preferably empty—because as soon as his head hit the pillow, he’d be down for the count.

			Looking down at the dark-haired woman and her slick, red, I-just-want-to-suck-you-dry lips, he shook his head. “Maybe some other time.” Tipping his hat, he kept walking.

			“Don’t get lost, Tyler!” He looked over his shoulder and there stood Emily, Jolene, Jennifer, and Natalie. His sigh was long and deep. “I swear I’m just going outside for a breath of air that doesn’t smell like perfume.”

			Damn if Jolene and Emily didn’t look at him like he was crazy. “Doesn’t the mix of half a dozen different scents make your eyes water?” Hell, it did his. When they just stared at him as if he were from another planet he shook his head. “Ten minutes, and I’ll be back.”

			Emily moved toward him. “You look like you could use a hot meal.”

			Relieved, he nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be right back.”

			She reached out to grasp his hand. “I’ll rustle up some bacon and eggs for you.” She squeezed his hand before letting it go. “Come on upstairs—”

			“You can cook just as easily in the downstairs kitchen, Em.”

			Tyler looked from his boss to the lovely Emily and shrugged. “I’d appreciate it no matter where you cook it, ma’am.”

			Emily frowned at Jolene. “Fine. Come on back to the downstairs kitchen; it’s behind the bar.”

			Tyler touched his fingers to the brim of his Stetson and made his way through the crowd. 

			He felt someone slipping their hand into his back pocket, leaving what felt like a credit card or a room key. He was too proud to accept the first, and he’d be damned if he’d accept the second. The promise of sexual release just wasn’t what he was after. Now that his anger left and he was able to think straight, all he wanted was to breathe air that wasn’t laden with too many sweet-smelling perfumes so he could clear his head and chow down on the promised meal. He reached into his back pocket and handed the room key back to the sultry looking brunette. When she pouted, he shrugged and kept walking.

			Once he made it outside, he breathed in deeply. Cool night air filled his lungs. He marveled that Texas air could smell so good. He’d been all the way to Tennessee once, and the air just didn’t smell the same there. No offense to folks from Tennessee, but he’d take a lungful of good old Texas air anytime.

			Staring up at the stars, he ignored the steady stream of women moving past him, trying to get him to talk to them. His mind wandered until it settled on the chocolate-covered redhead who’d gotten under his skin. He’d been poleaxed by Emily Langley, and he intended to explore his fascination with the woman, her excellent curves, and her sweet-looking mouth. Ten minutes later, he made his way to the downstairs kitchen and found Jolene sipping from a steaming mug while Emily had her back to him frying bacon. “Ain’t nothing that smells better to a man with an empty stomach than well-cured pig frying.” 

			Jolene chuckled and smiled. “Have a seat, cowboy.”

			He sighed. “Name’s Tyler.”

			Jolene grinned. “I know it, but you all dressed up like a cowboy is going to help bring business into The Lucky Star. It’ll be good for the both of us.”

			Emily had yet to turn around, and he had a deep-seated urge to see if her face was as pretty as he remembered. “Everything OK over there?”

			She turned around and his heart just flipped upside down and sideways. She had a smear of bacon grease on her tank top right between her amazing breasts. He tried hard, real hard, not to notice. But when her gaze dipped down to where he’d been staring, he knew he’d failed. “You… um…”

			“Darnit.” She sighed. “I get so involved cooking, I don’t always notice when I get some of it on me.”

			Jolene laughed, drawing his attention back to his boss. “I’ve got some stain lifter that’ll take that right out, Em.”

			Emily turned back to the frying pan and lifted the rest of the bacon out to drain on the paper towel–lined plate next to the burner. “How many eggs and how do you want them cooked?”

			If Tyler wasn’t so tired, he’d offer to help; even so, he felt he owed it to her to explain. “Thanks, Emily. I’m so tired, I don’t think I could stand up long enough to fry up some eggs.”

			She grinned and his heart flipped back into place. “Fried it is. How many?”

			He wasn’t starving, so he only asked for three.

			While he ate, the women kept him company. He listened to their quiet conversation and was surprised at how comfortable he felt. He hadn’t expected to be. When Jolene pushed her chair back, he got up and held her chair for her. “See you tomorrow… er, later tonight, boss.”

			Jolene smiled at him—a genuine smile and not the phony one she’d given him during his interview. “I’m counting on it.” She patted Emily on the shoulder. “See you in the morning.”

			Now that they were alone, Tyler didn’t know what he wanted to say first. He’d been struck by her beauty first thing… the chocolate had just added to his fascination with her. He lifted his mug to his lips and sipped. “Thanks for the hot meal.”

			She smiled at him. “My pleasure. You looked like you were going to keel over any minute if I didn’t feed you.”

			Lord, her smile tied his tongue up in a knot. He loosened it enough to say, “Might have.”

			When he got up and started to rinse his plate in the sink, she joined him. “Here,” she said, placing her hand on his. “Let me.”

			They both stopped and looked into one another’s eyes. Tyler couldn’t say he minded that she was quiet around him. Maybe he got to her the way she got to him and her tongue tangled up a bit. The thought of tangling tongues with Emily Langley had his libido warming up. He’d been fed and now had energy to spare.

			“Emily, I—”

			“Need to put something on that scratch.” 

			The pained look in her eyes had him wondering what caused it. Her next words answered his unasked question. “I’m so sorry I didn’t think about it before I fed you.” She glanced down reminding him of the reason he’d nearly thrown away his chance to save the Circle G.

			“It, uh, doesn’t bother me all that much.”

			Her face flushed a lovely shade of pink. Mesmerized, he reached out and touched the tip of his finger to the delicate line of her cheek, stroking it down to the edge of her jaw. “You’re distracting, Miss Emily Langley.”

			She cleared her throat and managed, “Likewise, Mr. Garahan.” She blinked and seemed to get her thoughts back in order. “Still, you don’t want an infection, and you seriously don’t know where that woman’s nails have been.” 

			Emily’s words had his stomach clenching. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be sure to take care of it.”

			She visibly relaxed and brushed her hand along the top of his shoulder. “Promise?”

			The feather-light stroking motion was doing crazy things to his insides. He covered her hand with his and pulled her up against him so her hands were trapped between them. “You’re gonna make it hard for me to sleep tonight.”

			Her eyes widened. “Really?”

			He bent his head until their lips were a breath apart. “Let me show you why.” She licked her lips, and he shuddered with need but held back. He didn’t want to scare her off. She was like a filly that needed gentling, coaxing. 

			Tyler brushed his lips across hers once, then twice, before settling them against her full lips. Her honey-sweet taste shot to his head like three fingers of his grandpa’s favorite Irish whiskey. He struggled against the need to devour and settled for a taste of her creamy skin, pressing his lips against her temple and the tip of her nose, before he finally pressed them to the top of her head. 

			Holding her against him was pure torture. He didn’t know how long he’d have to wait before convincing her he would be worth the time to get to know. One thing he did know was that he’d be locking lips with Miss Emily again… soon… real soon. 

			He eased back from their embrace, running his hands from her shoulders, along the surprisingly toned length of her arms, until he had her hands in his. It felt right. 

			“’Night, Emily.”

			She tilted her head up to meet his gaze and softly smiled. “Goodnight, Tyler.”
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