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      Dirty Cowboy was originally published in 2014 under the title Layers Crossed. While the core characters remain the same, the story itself has undergone a complete transformation. What began as a light refresh quickly evolved into a full rewrite—introducing an entirely new plot, deeper emotional arcs, expanded character development, and a stronger point of view that brings fresh life to Eric and Emma’s journey.

      This reimagined edition delivers a richer, more layered romantic suspense that blends emotional tension, forbidden desire, and high-stakes drama. Whether meeting the Silver family for the first time or returning for another round, readers can expect a powerful blend of heart, heat, and heartbreak—alongside moments of levity, loyalty, and plenty of steamy chaos.

      Dirty Cowboy can be enjoyed as a standalone novel. While the series can be read in any order, we recommend starting with Dirty Cowboy, Dirty Mechanic, and Dirty Con to best follow the ongoing plot and characters.
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        He’s all boots and brooding.

        She’s all heels and city sass.

        What could go wrong?

      

      

      

      
        
        Emma Silver

        I need a ring. Not forever—just long enough to lock in the promotion I’ve worked my whole life for.

        Enter Eric Waters: grumpy cowboy, my brothers’ best friend… and the man I’ve loved since I was old enough to ride bareback.

        To him, I’ve always been off-limits.

        But now he needs a fiancée to save his family’s ranch.

        I need a fake fiancé to save my career.

        The plan is simple. The timeline is short.

        And the rules are clear: No falling in love.

        Too bad I’ve never been great at following rules—especially when it comes to the cowboy who doesn’t even know he already has my heart.

      

        

      
        Eric Waters

        Emma Silver is trouble in a sundress.

        Smart, relentless, ten years too young, and my best friend’s little sister.

        She’s also my only shot at saving the land my grandfather built.

        One fake engagement, and I get to keep the ranch. But nothing about Emma feels fake—not the way she smiles, not the way she challenges me, and definitely not the way she kisses me like I’m the only man who’s ever mattered.

        I’ve lived my life by a code.

        But for her?

        I’d break every damn rule.

      

        

      
        Originally published in 2014 as Layers Crossed, this novel has been entirely rewritten with a brand-new plot and characters. Dirty Cowboy is a complete transformation—and can be enjoyed as a standalone.
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      Long hours? Expected. Endless pressure? Comes with the job.

      But the real kicker about working for the family business? Two overprotective brothers who still think I need their permission to breathe.

      Especially when it comes to him.

      Spoiler: They don’t.

      Maybe I should’ve known it would come to this. My whole life, I’ve been asking for things I couldn’t have, and that includes Eric Waters.

      Cowboy extraordinaire. Dream-crusher. Heart-thief.

      I close my eyes, chasing calm in the antiseptic air, and suddenly I’m eight years old again, begging my dad for a pony on a perfect summer day.

      Sunlight pours in. The wind whips through the open windows, tangling my hair. A white pony grazes in a pasture nearby, its mane shimmering in the sunlight like it knows it’s majestic. I reach out from the backseat and clasp my father’s shoulder. My tiny hand clings to him like he’s my lifeline.

      “Daddy, can I have a pony?” I ask, my voice dripping with the kind of innocence that makes parents weak.

      He chuckles. “A pony? Not a full-sized horse?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m too little for a horse.”

      He reaches back and ruffles my hair. “Nonsense, sweetheart. You could handle a horse just fine.”

      The memory wraps around me, warm and sticky as caramel. I’m bouncing in my seat while  Mom sits up front with a picnic basket balanced on her lap. The winding roads of Lords Valley stretch out forever, but when we finally arrive, excitement courses through me like a cherry Popsicle sugar rush. Horses graze lazily in the paddock, their tails flicking away flies like they own the place.

      And that’s when I see them.

      Tall and wild, lining the fence like they’ve been waiting for me. The flower golden faces turn to the sky, bright and bold and full of life. I press my face to the car window, mesmerized.

      “What are those called Mom?”

      “They’re sunflowers,” she says with a smile. “Aren’t they beautiful?”

      “I think that’s my favourite flower,” I declare.

      Dad parks the car. I unbuckle and leap out. The scent of hay and leather lingers in the air, mingling with the steady thrum of hooves on dirt. As I lurch forward, my little feet can’t keep up with my body, but Eric Waters catches me before I hit the ground. My brother’s best friend, older, broader, and already more myth than boy.

      My hero then, and maybe always.

      I’ve idolized my dirty cowboy since that day. I learned about the dirty part years later, and at eight years old, I don’t know any of that yet. He’s just a towering figure with an easy smile and mighty hands that lift me onto a horse like I weigh nothing.

      “Hold tight,” he murmurs, adjusting the reins in my tiny hands. The horse beneath me shifts, warm and solid, while my heart does a somersault.

      I’m weightless. Powerful. Free.

      When I hop down from the pony, my ankle twists and I tumble, scraping my knee. Tears prick my eyes, but Eric crouches beside me like some kind of magic cowboy and pulls a sunflower-patterned scrunchie from his pocket.

      “No real cowgirl leaves home without the right gear,” he says, tying it gently into my ponytail.

      The pain fades instantly, replaced by a swell of pride.

      I close my eyes now, trying to hold onto that moment, but the past melts away too fast, replaced by the monitor’s steady beep and the sting of antiseptic. The beep is too steady. Too calm. Like it doesn’t know my world is falling apart.

      He squeezes my hand—so weak, it feels like a whisper.

      And just like that, I’d trade the city, the career, the whole damn skyline...

      For one more summer day.

      For one more chance with the man who caught me then—and might just break me now.

      My father coughs softly from his bed, the sound cutting through me like a jagged blade. I squeeze his frail hand, hoping—no, praying—that my grip will somehow tether him to this world a little longer.

      “Hello, darling,” he croaks, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Hi, Daddy.” My throat tightens. “How are you feeling?”

      Mom breezes into the room, setting a teapot on the nightstand before pulling back the curtains. Sunlight floods in, too bright and too cheerful for the gravity pressing down on my chest.

      “Good morning, Fred,” she says, her voice like a soft embrace. “How was your night?”

      He tries to smile, but it’s weak. “Slept like a rock. Feel like a newborn.”

      Liar.

      His nighttime groans haunt the walls, the sound rattling through my ribcage. I moved back home a week ago, unable to be anywhere else but by his side. He has two more chemo treatments left, and we cling to the hope that they’ll be a miracle.

      Mom stirs his tea, leans in, and presses a kiss to his forehead. He reaches up, fingers brushing her chin, and pulls her into a slow, tender kiss that feels like a goodbye wrapped in a memory.

      “I love you, Wilma,” he whispers.

      She blinks rapidly, swiping at her eyes. “I love you too, Fred.”

      The grandfather clock in the corner ticks away the seconds, cruel and unyielding.

      We’re not wondering if anymore. We’re counting down the when.

      He shifts, turning his attention my way. “Tell me about work, Ems.”

      I swallow hard, forcing a smile. “Julian and Tristan are still treating me like their personal intern instead of a partner.”

      His brow furrows. “Still beating yourself up about the Markham case?”

      I groan, throwing my head back. “Oh my God, are we still talking about that? Those photos were staged!”

      “But your brothers took the credit, didn’t they?” he counters, his gaze sharp despite the weakness in his body.

      Bingo.

      I cross my arms. “It doesn’t count against my success rate.”

      He chuckles. “Thorough investigators don’t act on impulse. Trust your gut and your smarts.”

      My head drops forward. Trust my gut? Sure. But how can I prove myself when my brothers shove me into the background like an afterthought?

      He taps my chin, forcing me to look at him. “You’re a Silver, Emma. You find a way.”

      I wipe my eyes. “Thanks, but if that were true, Eric Waters wouldn’t still see me as the girl who tripped in a field.”

      He smirks. “Ah. That day in Lords Valley?”

      Heat creeps up my neck. “Shadow was the foal’s name.”

      “And you swore you’d ride her until Eric noticed you.”

      I groan. “Can we not?”

      He chuckles again, but then his expression shifts. “Eric’s struggling with Shadow.”

      My spine stiffens. “He is?”

      He nods, shifting in the bed. “I’d give anything to help him, but my body won’t let me. Maybe you can?”

      The carefree moments of horse riding flash through my mind, but I can’t leave my dying father in his last days of life. My stomach twists. “I live in New York.”

      “But your heart doesn’t,” he says simply.

      Damn it. He’s right.

      The clock ticks, the sound loud in the silence between us.

      “Why would I go to Lords Valley?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “To prove you deserve that partnership. “You want a shot? Go to Lords Valley. Help Eric. There’s gotta be something to investigate in that town. Show your brothers what you’re really made of.”

      I blink. “What?”

      He smirks. “You know the partnership clause, Emma.”

      Is he actually suggesting I propose to Eric Waters?

      “We both know how you feel about Eric. Go see him.”

      “This isn’t a Hallmark movie, Dad. Besides, he’s forty-one.”

      “Who wrote the rule book on age gaps?” Dad asks, his tone light.

      “BookTok,” I reply with a chuckle.

      “BookTok is all about age-gaps,” he rolls his eyes.

      “You know about BookTok?” My brows lift.

      “Too much spare time in this bed,” he replies with a wry smile. “Go to Lords Valley and see how it goes.”

      “That’s a million miles away.” I tell him.

      He laughs. “Greater distances have been conquered for love.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t leave you.”

      He cups my cheek, his palm warm but weak. “Well, you can’t stay here just to listen to me fart in bed.”

      A bubble of emotion lodges itself in my throat until I can’t hold it in and burst out laughing, the absurdity of the situation momentarily lightening the mood.

      “What do I always say?” he asks.

      I exhale. “Seize the opportunity.”

      He grins. “Exactly.”

      My heart does gymnastics as I stare at him. Could I really leave when he’s sick? But when he smiles at me like that, like he already knows I will, something shifts inside me.

      “I’ll think about it,” I whisper.

      Maybe it’s time to seize the opportunity. I lower to the bed and hug him tightly, etching the moment into memory. I should have etched more of those.

      I stop at the threshold, blow my dad a kiss, and step into the hallway. Fresh determination to make the most of whatever time we have left ignites in my chest. I snag my briefcase and car keys off the counter. “Love you!” I call to Mom as I rush out the door, the morning sun stretching long shadows across the pavement.

      By the time I pull into the parking garage, my stomach is in knots. The gnawing worry about Dad chews through me, like a relentless, insistent thing that won’t back down. I inhale deeply, straighten my spine, and march toward the office building. I am a force to be reckoned with. I am a professional. I am⁠—

      “Running late?” Greg, the company secretary, waits in the lobby with a steaming cup of coffee in his perfectly manicured hand, one eyebrow arched in challenge.

      I roll my eyes and kiss him on both cheeks. “How can I be late when there’s nobody waiting for me?”

      He shifts a stack of folders to his other arm, falling in step beside me. “Fair point.”

      “I need some good juju today.” I sigh dramatically. “Is your cousin still doing card readings? I could use some top-tier witchcraft. Maybe a spell to cure my dad. Or a love potion to finally land me a man.”

      Greg chuckles. “Sweetie, you’re going about love all wrong.”

      The coffee nearly sloshes out of my cup as I side-eye him. “I’m serious, Greg.”

      We reach my office door, and I swipe my access card against the keypad. The satisfying ping gives me the barest sense of control over my life. Greg steps in first, sets the folders down, and flicks on the Tiffany lamp. Its warm glow lands on my very cluttered desk.

      I kick off my heels and collapse into my chair.

      Greg smirks. “You’ve got all the juju you need right here.” He nods toward the pile of files with the usual mix of lying, cheating, no-good spouses. I sigh. As much as I love my brothers, they always give me all the crappy cases. Anything different at this point, would be a step up.

      “Ems, are you even listening?” Greg snaps his fingers in front of my face.

      “Yeah?” I blink.

      “How’s your dad?” He crouches beside me, his hand warm on my arm.

      I exhale, my shoulders sagging. “He’s the strongest man I know. He’ll get through this. He has to.” I say it more for myself than for him. Greg nods, but his eyes hold the undeniable truth that my father’s days are numbered.

      He smacks the files on my desk like he’s trying to ground me to reality. “Well, this should keep your mind occupied.” He stands, smoothing his shirt. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do.”

      He starts to leave but pauses at the door. “It’s gonna happen, Ems. You’ll get your breakthrough case and the promotion, because you deserve it.”

      I watch him go, my heart pinching.

      I glare at the stack of files like they’ve personally offended me. Because they have. I flip open the first one and it’s another wife convinced her husband is cheating. Rinse. Repeat. I slam it shut and spin in my chair.

      Thirty-three floors below, Manhattan hums with a morning rhythm that doesn’t give a damn about my personal turmoil. The skyline stretches forever with Central Park sprawled out like a quilt. People walk, laugh, live.

      And all I can think is that I want more. More than tracking down serial cheaters. More than playing second fiddle to my brothers. More than sitting behind this damn desk, watching the world happen without me.

      I kick my feet up onto the windowsill, admiring my perfectly pink toenail polish in the morning sun. From thirty-three stories up, I feel like I could do anything, but family cancer sucks.

      Then I see the reflection.

      My feet hit the floor, and my heart slams against my ribs as Eric Waters swaggers past my office.

      What. The. Hell.

      He tips his cowboy hat my way, winks—oh my God, winks—and strolls down the hall like he owns the place. His worn jeans mold to his body like they were sewn on and his Metallica t-shirt pulls at the shoulders in ways that should be illegal. The sound of his boots echoes against the marble, blending with the erratic pounding in my ears.

      My heart forgets how grief works. Or boundaries. Or common sense.

      I lurch to my feet, ready to investigate, but my damn rug betrays me. My foot catches, my balance evaporates, and I slam into the wall like Wile E. Coyote after a malfunctioning ACME purchase. My cheek presses against the glass as I watch him stop outside the conference room. He pulls off his hat, runs a hand through his shoulder-length hair, and disappears inside, closing the door behind him.

      Why is he here and why am I not part of this meeting?

      I roam the office like a restless ghost for two solid hours. By the third, I wander into the staff kitchen and make tea, hoping to calm my nerves. I stir in a spoonful of honey, bring the cup to my lips⁠—

      And walk straight into a wall of muscle.

      The tea spills, scalding my chest.

      “Hot, hot, hot!” I yelp.

      I set the mug on the counter, yanking at my shirt like it personally betrayed me, fanning the burning tea from my skin. Before I can blink, Eric grabs the hem and—whoosh—there goes my top, sailing over my head and landing somewhere behind me.

      Oh. My. God.

      I’m standing in the middle of the office breakroom in my bra.

      And Eric Freaking Waters is right in front of me.

      His breath ghosts over my skin, cooling the scalding heat on my chest, but igniting something far more dangerous. My gaze skims from his well-worn cowboy boots, up over the perfectly faded denim that hugs his thighs, past a belt buckle the size of Texas, and up to a chest so broad I could set up camp on it.

      And then—his face. That impossibly rugged, unfairly gorgeous face.

      “Does it hurt?” His voice is a low rumble, equal parts concern and something else. Something that makes my brain short-circuit.

      I realize I’ve been staring at him like he’s the last piece of chocolate cake at a wedding, so I snap out of it.

      “Nope, barely felt it.” I fold my arms across my chest, as if that’s going to undo the fact that he just undressed me like it was nothing.

      “Hello, Emma.” His voice does something to me and a shiver slinks down my spine.

      “Hi. What... What are you doing here?” I manage, though my brain-to-mouth coordination is clearly malfunctioning.

      In one effortless motion, he peels off his Metallica T-shirt, and my neurons officially explode. Because wow. Just wow.

      His torso is sculpted. Like, Michelangelo-would-cry sculpted. My ovaries file a formal complaint. HR would like a word. He’s tan, muscled, and there’s just the right amount of dark hair dusting his chest. I’m mesmerized, watching the way his abs flex under the fluorescent lighting like they have a personal vendetta against my common sense.

      I am officially doomed.

      But then, he’s pulling the shirt over my head, and reality crashes back in. That signature Eric scent of leather, hay, and soap envelopes me, and for a second, I forget what words are.

      “Thanks,” I say, my voice slightly strangled.

      “You’re welcome.” He leans back against the counter, arms crossed, and muscles bunching like a human Greek tragedy. “I was hoping you’d be in the meeting.”

      I blink. “Meeting?”

      “The one your brothers scheduled. You weren’t on the invite list?”

      I scoff. “Why would I be? They barely let me handle cases bigger than lost pets and cheating spouses.”

      His eyes twinkle with something—pity? Amusement? “That’s a shame, because I need your help with a case.”

      My ears perk up. Finally. “Tell me more. I’m looking for a challenge.”

      “Didn’t I see a mountain of case files on your desk?” He quirks a brow, teasing.

      I wave a hand. “Nothing worth my time. Now, tell me about this case.”

      “It’s serious.” His voice drops, thick with intensity. “And you’re the only one who can help me.”

      My heart does something wild in my chest. “I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming. Is there a but coming?”

      “But…” He exhales. “It’s not up to me.”

      And there it is.

      “It’s up to your brothers.”

      Of course, it is.

      I groan. “Don’t you have any say in this?”

      He chuckles, his abs flexing in a way that should be classified as a crime. “Do you even know your overprotective brothers?”

      I roll my eyes. “Unfortunately.”

      “Aren’t you too young to handle dangerous cases?”

      I straighten, squaring my shoulders. “I’m twenty-five. And my case record is better than Tristan’s—one hundred percent success rate.”

      His smirk deepens. “Tristan says ninety-eight percent.”

      I lift my chin. “That’s his. Mine’s a hundred. That’s one-zero-zero-point-zero, and zero fails.”

      His gaze flickers with amusement. He takes a step closer, heat radiating off him like a bonfire. “If you’re really interested, you should ask your brothers about it. Tristan might actually need the help.”

      I swallow. “Okay. I will.”

      A devilish wink. A slow, teasing grin. And then he does the thing—the thing that fries my brain completely. He reaches out and brushes his fingers over my cheek. Just a whisper of a touch, but it might as well be a lightning strike.

      “I’m sorry, but I have an errand to run,” he says, voice low and husky. “And I need a shirt before I go.”

      My gaze drops to his bare chest again.

      Brain. Offline. Please try again later.

      “I’m sorry about your shirt. I’ll have it washed and returned,” I manage.

      I’ll wash it. Or frame it. Not weird, right?

      “Nah. Keep it. Metallica looks good on you.” A pause. “Do you even know who Metallica is?”

      The moment he says it, I decide I’m never washing this shirt again. Ever. And it’s getting a prime spot on the pillow next to mine.

      “Ems?” His voice snaps me out of my thoughts.

      Desperate to focus, I drag my gaze away from his chest. “Yeah, I know Metallica. I also know Luke Bryan, Johnny Cash, Blake Shelton⁠—”

      His lips twitch. “I get it.”

      He checks his watch. “I should get going.”

      “So, do you want me?” I blurt.

      His brows shoot up, and I turn into a human fireball. “For the case,” I clarify quickly.

      He tilts his head, studying me. “Like I said, ask your brothers. Good seeing you again, kid.”

      And just like that, he gives me a slow, warm, entirely unfair smile, fist bumps my arm, and saunters away.

      Kid? Seriously? What am I, a Disney Channel rerun?

      I watch his retreating back, wondering how many women have fallen under his cowboy spell. I saw him in that barn years ago, banging into a woman, so I know how he operates.

      But none of that matters if he still thinks I’m just some girl with a childhood crush.

      “What the hell happened here?”

      I yelp as Tristan appears, eyeing the Metallica T-shirt and the puddle of tea.

      “I, uh, bumped into Eric.”

      Tristan narrows his eyes. “I see that.”

      I clear my throat. “Eric mentioned a case.”

      Tristan sighs. “Be in my office first thing in the morning.”

      The early bird catches the worm. And finally, something good.

      I mentally high-five myself. By tomorrow, I might be closer to Eric—and my promotion.

      Maybe even both.

      “Maybe wear something different?” Tristan tugs at the shirt. “Doesn’t Greg keep spare clothes in your office?”

      I glance down at the oversized tee, my fingers curling into the fabric. “I’ll change later.”

      With a shake of his head, Tristan leaves.

      I ditch my case files, swap shirts, and grab my purse. Grace’s salon is two blocks away. If I’m going to prove I’m not a kid anymore, I need a little help.

      I ditch my case files, swap shirts, and grab my purse. Grace’s salon is two blocks away. If I want Eric to see the woman I’ve become, not the girl he left behind, I need backup.

      Step one: make them eat their underestimations.

      Step two: hair. Preferably with volume, pheromones, and cowgirl sex-appeal.
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      The shrill ring of my phone slices through the quiet morning, yanking me from the kind of deep sleep that leaves a man groggy and confused. At five in the morning, I lurch out of bed, my legs tangled in the sheets, and slam into the wall as I grab for my phone.

      “Can you make it this morning?” Tristan’s voice is clipped, urgent.

      I scrub a hand over my face. “Yeah, sure. I’ll be there.”

      Four hours later, I push through the heavy glass doors of Silver Securities. The lobby hums with energy, but I barely acknowledge the chaos as I make my way toward the conference room. I should head straight there. Tristan’s call made it clear this isn’t a social visit, but instead, I take the long way. Past Emma’s office.

      I tell myself it’s a coincidence. A total accident that my boots carry me past her door, and that my gaze drifts through the glass. But when I catch sight of her lounging in that oversized chair, legs stretched long, and bare feet propped up on the windowsill, pink toenail polish wiggling in the morning sun, I know that’s no accident.

      And just like that, pink officially becomes my favorite color.

      A sharp, unwelcome tug hits my chest. She’s not a kid anymore. She’s not the girl who followed me around the ranch, wide-eyed and determined. She’s a grown woman, and seeing her like this—relaxed, and framed against the New York skyline—it damn near knocks the breath out of me.

      She catches my reflection in the window, and spins around in slow motion, her dark eyes locking on mine. Recognition flares, then surprise, then something else entirely. Something that makes my dick flex. I tip my hat, her lips part in a smile, and I force myself to keep walking, as her gaze burns into my back all the way to the conference room.

      “Morning, Silvers,” I say, striding in like my heart isn’t still hammering in my chest.

      “Hey, buddy. Thanks for coming on short notice.” Tristan stands, claps me on the back.

      “Coffee?” Julian offers.

      “Nah, had breakfast on the train.” I slide into a chair, leaning forward. “Your call sounded urgent.”

      The brothers exchange a look, and my stomach knots.

      “Our father’s not doing well,” Tristan says. His voice is low and controlled, but there’s an edge to it. “Doctors say he’s got a couple of weeks, maybe less.”

      The news hits like a punch. Fred Silver is a legend, and the kind of man you think will live forever. But worse than that—Emma. She worships her father. 

      “I’m sorry,” I say, meaning it.

      Julian nods. “Emma can’t handle it. She’s hovering over him from morning till night. We need her to get away for a while.”

      I frown. “And?”

      “We want you to take her to Lords Valley,” Tristan says, his gaze pinning me in place. “She could stay with your folks.”

      I blink. “You want me to take your sister home with me?”

      Tristan’s eyes narrow. “You will not fucking touch her.”

      Julian leans forward, voice dangerously calm. “And you’ll keep your whips and hands to yourself.”

      My brows lift. “Whoa there, papa bears. Emma’s like a sister to me.” The lie rolls off my tongue so smoothly, even I almost believe it.

      Tristan snorts. “Fetishes don’t change.”

      I push up from my seat, meeting his glare head-on. “You walked in at the wrong time that night. And you’re the ones asking for a favor, so are we doing this or not?”

      The tension stretches, then Julian exhales. “Yeah. We’re doing this. But if you touch her⁠—”

      “I won’t.” Another lie. “I want to help. I promise.”

      Because here’s the thing: Emma is my best shot at saving my family’s ranch. And the Silvers? They don’t need to know what they don’t need to know.

      Tristan clears his throat. “The problem is, Emma won’t leave. Not unless she has a damn good reason.”

      “She won’t go willingly,” Julian adds. “She’s glued to Dad’s side.”

      “And Fred’s okay with her leaving?”

      Julian shakes his head. “We haven’t told him. He wouldn’t allow it.”

      A slow smirk tugs at my lips. “Then sweeten the deal.”

      Tristan’s brow furrows. “And tell her what?”

      “You’re the investigators. Make something up.”

      Julian folds his arms. “It needs to be believable.”

      Tristan hesitates, then his gaze sharpens. “Weren’t you and Annabelle kidnapped when you were kids?”

      A muscle in my jaw jumps, and the air in the room shifts.

      “I’d rather forget that,” I mutter.

      But I can’t. Not really. The memories are always there, lurking beneath the surface. The muffled screams. The cold cellar. The night that changed everything. My sister was eleven. I was fifteen. And we barely made it out alive.

      Julian watches me closely. “Emma won’t fall for a lie.”

      I force my face into something neutral. “Good thing it’s not a lie.”

      Silence stretches, heavy with unspoken words.

      “Fine,” Tristan finally says. “If it gets her out of here, we’ll tell her John Huntz was spotted in town.”

      My jaw tightens; I don’t love the idea of lying to her. I exhale. “Fine, then let’s hope she takes the bait.”

      But as soon as the words are out, guilt scrapes the back of my throat. Emma deserves honesty, not smoke and mirrors. She's not just a pawn in some long-game plan—she’s the smartest damn woman in the room. Still, we need her out of the city. And I need her back home.

      Tristan doesn’t look convinced. "What about Caroline? Her parents mentioned a family crisis," he says, his voice edged with something that makes me want to punch a hole in the wall. "You should talk to her."

      What the hell does she have to do with anything? My jaw locks. The mention of her name leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. Tristan knows I can’t stand the woman.

      "Let’s just stick to Huntz," I say firmly. Better the devil you know than the one that can plunge a knife in your back.

      I don’t like the idea of lying to Emma, but I need her help. And, if I’m being honest, she could probably use the distraction. A few years ago, she was just my best friend’s little sister, but that changed in Costa Rica at her best friend’s wedding. The moment I saw her walk into that reception, wearing a dress that should’ve been illegal, everything shifted. She wasn’t just Emma anymore. She was a walking temptation, burned into every late-night thought, and every frustrated moment alone in the shower.

      It’s not just her beauty. It’s the way she moves. The way she lights up a room without even trying. But wanting her? That’s dangerous. That’s a fast track to ruining everything: my dignity, my friendship with her brothers, and the fragile balance we’ve managed to maintain over the years.

      She might’ve been a kid once, but at twenty-five, Emma Silver’s a goddess men would go to war over. Not that I’m telling her brothers.

      We finalize the plan, but before we wrap up, we slip into old habits, reminiscing about the past. Our parents were friends once. Mine moved out to the country while the Silvers stayed in the city. It worked out, until I fucked up.

      I fill them in on Annabelle’s latest accomplishments, how she’s making a name for herself in San Francisco, and casually mention my neighbor Blake’s recent two-hundred-pig investment. The conversation drifts, but my mind keeps circling back to Emma.

      "Is Shadow still giving you trouble?" Julian asks, breaking my thoughts.

      I smirk. "From what I hear, not as much as Emma’s giving you. Your mother told mine about the fire she started in the kitchen."

      Tristan groans. "She should stick to ordering in, not cooking."

      The humor fades fast, though, and the conversation takes a turn I’ve been dreading.

      "What happens when Emma finds out she missed those last moments with your dad?" I ask, voice low.

      "She won’t find out," Julian says, without hesitation.

      Tristan checks his watch like he’s got this all mapped out. "When the time comes, we’ll bring her back."

      My stomach sinks. John Silver—Fred to his closest—has been the backbone of Silver Securities for decades. Losing him is going to devastate the family. But Emma? She won’t just be devastated. She’ll be wrecked. And their plan? It’s the dumbest one I’ve ever heard. Emma’s sharp. Keeping her in Lords Valley won’t be easy. While I’m not a fan of lying to her, I need her help.

      And if I’m being honest? Spending time with little Emma sounds…enticing. 

      I rub my hands together. "So, when’s this happening?"

      "Can you stay the night and come by in the morning? I have an appointment I can’t reschedule."

      "No problem. I’ll be here first thing."

      As we say our goodbyes, the brotherly hugs feel heavier than usual. On my way out, I take the same route back—past Emma’s office.

      But she’s gone. Her chair sits empty, and disappointment knots in my chest.

      I round the corner toward the staff room, and there she is, standing by the counter, utterly oblivious to my presence.

      I stop, taking in the view. The curve of her ass in those tight pants, the way her braid falls over her shoulder, exposing the graceful slope of her neck. My fingers itch to touch. My mind whirls with a thousand inappropriate thoughts, but before I can say a word, she turns—and collides straight into me.

      Scalding tea spills down her shirt and she yelps, "Hot, hot, hot!"

      Instinct takes over. The fabric clings to her skin, steaming at the contact, so I grab it, peel it back, and before I can stop myself, I’m tugging the soaked blouse over her head.

      She gasps. "Eric!"

      "Does it hurt?" I murmur, blowing a cooling breath against her chest.

      She opens her mouth—then closes it again, lips trembling on the edge of a thought.

      "Emma," I press, my voice dipping into something darker. Something more dangerous.

      She blinks up at me, those blue eyes wide, pupils dilated. There’s something between us, something unspoken and electric, and I can feel it crackling in the space between our bodies.

      "No, barely felt it," she whispers, her voice breathless. 

      Liar. The Silvers are so good at their little innocent lies.

      But when her cheeks flush pink, and her breathing turns shallow, I know she’s feeling it too.

      "Hello, Emma." My voice is rougher than I intend, but my body is barely holding it together.

      "Hi," she breathes. "What...what are you doing here?"

      Good question. One I should probably think about before one of her brothers finds us like this.

      Instead, I yank my shirt over my head and slide it over hers, guiding her arms through the sleeves. The fabric swallows her whole, but damn, if she doesn’t look good wearing my clothes. Then again, she’d probably look good in a garbage bag.

      Or a Lady Gaga meat dress.

      That’s it. I need to think about meat dresses. Anything to keep my brain from imploding under the weight of how badly I want to touch her.

      "Thanks," she murmurs.

      "You’re welcome. I was hoping you’d be in the meeting."

      She crosses her arms. "Meeting?”

      “The one your brothers scheduled. You weren’t on the invite list?”

      She rolls her eyes, then scoffs. “Why would I be? They barely let me handle cases bigger than lost pets and cheating spouses.”

      “That’s a shame,” I say, tossing out the bait. “Because I need your help with a case.”

      She straightens, all business. "Tell me more. I’m looking for a challenge."

      I smirk. Oh, sweetheart. You’re about to get one.

      The space between us crackles, thick with something neither of us is ready to name. Bringing Emma to Lords Valley is going to change everything. Now, I just need to figure out how to get her there.

      “Didn’t I see a mountain of case files on your desk?”

      Her eyes flick between me and the door, her usual professional demeanor tinged with a spark I can’t quite place, but it fuels my determination all the same.

      She waves a hand. “Nothing worth my time. Now, tell me about this case.”

      "It’s serious," I say, my voice dipping lower, "and you’re the only one who can help me."

      She shifts on her feet, that spark flickering hotter. "I feel like there's a 'but' coming. Is there a but coming?"

      "But… It’s not up to me." My jaw tightens, irritation prickling beneath my skin. "It’s up to your brothers."

      Her eye roll is so dramatic, I almost laugh. 

      "Don’t you have any say in this?" she asks.

      “Don’t you?” I counter.

      She pauses, lips parting slightly like the thought just formed.

      "Everyone thinks I’m predictable,” she murmurs, almost to herself. “Maybe I should surprise them. Say I’m taking the case—end of discussion. Surprises always work out for me… eventually."

      I smirk. "Do you even know your overprotective brothers?"

      She puffs out an exasperated ‘unfortunately,’ and damn, if I don’t want to find a way to channel that frustration into something much more enjoyable.

      "Aren’t you too young to handle dangerous cases?" I tease, though the air between us barely eases.

      Her eyes flash with something fierce. "I’m twenty-five. And my case record is better than Tristan’s—one hundred percent success rate."

      I tip my head, impressed despite myself. "Tristan says ninety-eight percent."

      "That’s his. Mine is one hundred. That’s one-zero-zero-point-zero, and zero fails," she says, punctuating each word with the kind of confidence that makes my chest tighten.

      I should back off. I should keep this professional, but instead, I lean in. "If you’re really interested, you should ask your brothers about it. Tristan might actually need the help."

      Her shoulders relax, just a little. Then, she gives me the smallest, most gratifying smile.

      "Okay. I will."

      I reach out without thinking, my fingers grazing the soft skin of her cheek. It’s reckless. I should step away. But she’s not a kid anymore, and pretending otherwise is getting harder every second.

      "I’m sorry, but I’ve got an errand to run," I say, forcing myself to step back. "And I need a shirt before I go."

      Her gaze flicks over my chest before snapping back up to my face, her cheeks blooming with fresh pink. 

      "I’m sorry about your shirt. I’ll have it washed and returned," she offers, voice soft.

      "Nah. Keep it. Metallica looks good on you. Do you even know who Metallica is?"

      Her lips part, close, then part again, like she’s running through a whole internal debate I wish I was privy to. "Ems?"

      She snaps back to reality, her eyes glinting with challenge. "Yeah, I know Metallica. I also know Luke Bryan, Johnny Cash, Blake Shelton⁠—"

      Cute.

      “I get it.”

      I check my watch, even though I have nowhere to be. If I stay here another second, my body’s going to betray me in ways I can’t afford. "I should get going."

      Then, she throws a grenade right at my chest.

      "So, do you want me?"

      I nearly choke. My gaze sweeps over her, from those distracting pink toes, up over the curves I’m desperately trying not to notice, before I finally land back on her eyes.

      "For the case," she clarifies, the teasing lilt in her voice nearly killing me.

      Right. The case.

      I clear my throat. "Like I said, ask your brothers."

      She’s fire. Completely intoxicating, and impossible to ignore. I should step away. I really should. But instead, I lean in just enough to catch the faint scent of her perfume. Then, Tristan’s voice echoes down the hall, and reality slams back into place.

      I take a step back, forcing a smirk. "Good seeing you again, kid."

      Kid.

      Shit.

      The second the word leaves my mouth, I know I’ve screwed up. She’s not a kid. Not even close. My mind replays every inch of her. The way her curves fill out my shirt, the flush on her cheeks, and the subtle, perfect way her body moves, like a goddess.

      That tracks. The brothers love keeping her in the dark—especially when they’re up to something. 

      But this isn’t the same girl they’re trying to protect. The one who dressed up as a cowgirl every Halloween is long gone—and if I’m not careful, she’s gonna wreck me.

      I force myself to leave, head straight for the first thrift store I see, and grab the first shirt in reach. Only when I’m at the counter do I bother looking at the garment in my hand.

      "JoJo?" The cashier eyes the fabric skeptically.

      "Excuse me?" I glance down.

      It’s covered in pink and purple unicorns. Christ.

      "Yeah, I guess," I mutter, too distracted to care as I slip on the shirt.

      "Matches the boots," she muses, clearly amused as she rings it up.

      I grunt. "Thanks."

      She reaches forward and snips off the tag. "You’re welcome."

      I head outside, exhaling hard before pulling out my phone. I call Cash Wagner, and we schedule a time to meet up that evening. If anyone can help me figure out the legal mess of my inheritance, it’s him, because the last thing I want to do is get married.Plus, his family owns the Infinity Club chain, which makes them perfect for our meeting spot.

      Because nothing says ‘let’s discuss my financial crisis’ like a high-profile law firm that doubles as a strip club and sanctuary for women escaping their pasts.

      When I step through the club’s doors, a wave of familiar scents slams into me. Sweet hay mixed with the mustiness of old wood and worn leather. Whiskey lingers in the air, blending with the sharp bite of perfume. The neon lights pulse in time with the bass, casting jagged shadows over the faces of cowboys and city strays alike.

      It’s a different kind of wild here—controlled, but barely. The twang of guitars rolls over the room, thick with Western energy, like a bronc bucking in the chute, just waiting for the gate to fly open. A dancer struts across the stage in a vest and a pair of chaps, hips swaying to the rhythm.

      I weave through the crowd until I spot Cash at a corner booth, lounging like he owns the place—which, technically, his family does.

      "Good to see you. What the hell are you doing in the city?" he greets me, eyes sharp with knowing amusement.

      "Helping the Silvers with some family stuff." I slide into the seat across from him.

      His boots rest on the seat beside him, revealing two mismatched socks—one jet black, the other white with cartoon halos. Contradiction in cotton form. Typical Cash.

      His smirk deepens. "Still got a thing for Emma Silver?”

      I ignore that and nod toward a lasso hanging from a saddle suspended from the ceiling. "Did you plan this?"

      He laughs. "No, you just have impeccable timing."

      A server drops off my usual, and I take a sip, watching the stage as the next act gets ready.

      "Does watching women strip ever get old?" I ask, half-joking.

      Cash shrugs. "They’re reclaiming their confidence. It’s therapeutic." And he means it. The Wagner brothers turned Infinity from a Mafia-run sleaze fest into a safe haven for women looking for a fresh start. The men might throw their cash, but here, the women hold all the power. And they make a damn fortune doing it.

      I lean in. "Did you go over the papers?"

      Cash’s easygoing demeanor tightens slightly. "Yeah. There’s no way around it. Your grandfather’s terms are ironclad. He wants you settled, and he’s not signing over the ranch unless there’s a future great-grandkid in the picture. Engagement is the bare minimum."

      My stomach knots like a lasso in a storm. Damn it.

      A familiar guitar riff slides through the speakers, the intro to a song I know too well. My sister played it on repeat growing up. Then, the inevitable words drop:

      Let’s go, girls.

      The crowd cheers as a new dancer takes the stage. My attention flicks to her legs—long, toned, encased in white cowgirl boots. One hand rests on her hip, the other tipping the brim of a hat just low enough to shadow her face. The fringe along her shorts sways as she moves, dragging my gaze up over her curves, and up to the aquamarine navel ring glinting under the stage lights.

      My pulse trips.

      I know that navel ring.

      I know that body.

      She kneels at the edge of the stage, pumps her hips once, twice, then lifts the hat.

      Fuck me.

      My lungs seize.

      That aquamarine navel ring. That body.

      She peels off a glove and tosses it into the crowd like a dare.

      Emma Silver. On that stage. Stripping.

      I glance over at Cash, who shrugs as if to say ‘I don’t know; I just work here,’ before looking back at Emma.

      A slow, wicked smile curls her lips, and I swear, the floor tilts beneath me. Disbelief crashes into something darker, something hotter, something that turns my blood to liquid fire.

      The roar in my ears drowns out Shania Twain as I watch Emma own the stage like she was born for it, like she knows exactly what she’s doing to me.

      Fuck me, indeed.
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