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   Every small town has that one family that’s more savage than civilized. The ones that are more myth and legend than man. In Old Settlers, Oklahoma that’s the Bomar boys. Wild, reckless and vicious, they skirt the line of criminal and trip over it more often than not. They are their own punchline: white trash but proud beyond compare. Dirty and dangerously sexy, it’s best to steer clear of them or else risk your life… and your heart. These are their stories.
 
   Jemma Buxton was running scared. She’s running home. But she had no idea she was running straight into his arms.
 
   Fleeing an abusive relationship, she left everything behind. Her life. Her hopes. Her dreams. But not her heart. She wants to move on, start over and love again, but can she trust the first boy she ever loved with her bruised heart when he’s already broken it once?
 
   Cash Bomar never thought he would see her again. Never thought she would come back to their tiny, backwoods town. Not after he cruelly and purposefully broke her heart and all but sent her away five years ago.
 
   Seeing her again is the surprise of a lifetime and the fact that she needs his help is the second chance he never expected to make things right. All his life he’s been told he was nothing but bad, worthless and white trash, but she makes him want to be better. Can he convince the only girl he’s ever let close, ever loved, that she was always meant to be his?
 
   They both have pasts they wish they could change. A history together they’ll have to overcome. Can they build a future together without a lifetime of regrets?
 
   *No Regrets is the first book in the Bomar Boys series but can be read as a stand-alone. Each book features one couple and a HEA but will build on each other so they are best read in order.
 
   **Warning** - This book contains explicit language, sexual scenes and violence. Though not depicted, mentions of domestic violence are key to the story and can be a trigger for some.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Cash Bomar was cursed. He had been from the moment he was born. The moment he was conceived even. Failure was in his DNA, embedded as deeply as the color of his hair and eyes. He may not have come into the world knowing that he’d been destined for chaos and disaster but it hadn’t taken him long to figure it out. He was a Bomar and in this tiny town and to the people of Old Settlers with their equally tiny minds that meant there was no escaping it.
 
   He was just one more in a long line of men that were born wrong. There was something inside of them, inside all of them, that made them mean. It made them violent. The Bomar boys were known criminals, liars and thieves and worse. Filthy white trash, backwoods brawlers and rowdy rednecks that drank, boozed and whored like it was going out of style. That was the family that he had been born into and by all rights, he’d earned his place in the lore.
 
   He’d done his worst, just because he could, just because it had been expected. He’d been an unholy terror as a kid. He had bullied teachers until they passed him to the next grade just to be rid of him. He’d used the same techniques to woo every girl in a fifty mile radius with daddy issues or rebellious tendencies. Any adult that had dared to reprimand or attempt to enforce a set of rules had been met with disdain and mocking but what nobody knew, what none of them knew, was just how deep his hatred ran, for them, for this town but most of all for the people that were supposed to be his family.
 
   His own father had tried to kill him once, before he was even born. Decker Bomar lived up to his name in every way. He liked to use his fists and had seen no problem decking his eight months pregnant wife. He’d numbed himself with a bottle of whiskey and then beaten her to within an inch of her life, forcing her into a premature labor that meant he and Colt were born struggling from their very first breath. That was only one in a long line of sins for which Decker would eventually rot in hell.
 
   That had been the first time Decker had nearly ended his sons but it hadn’t been the last, not by a long shot.
 
   Luckily, or not so luckily, there were rumors that the twins weren’t even really Bomars. After all, it was public knowledge that Chrissy Bomar had been friendly with any man willing to give her that next hit of the good stuff by the time they were conceived. Lucky, because his sole dream for as long as he could remember was to escape the Bomar curse. Unlucky because that rumor was the reason Decker had decided to torture him for his very existence.
 
   On his best days, Cash liked to believe that it was possible, that he and Colt hadn’t inherited every ounce of darkness that came with being Decker’s sons. But on his worst days, when he faced up to the damage he’d inflicted, the destruction he’d left in his wake and the demons that still scratched at his insides, he knew that there was no escaping either way. Whether he was a Bomar by blood or not, he was a product of his own violent, unstable upbringing.
 
   He’d taken his pain out on anyone that dared get close enough. He’d lied more than he’d told the truth and he’d cheated every chance he’d been given. He’d hurt people, physically and emotionally, and he didn’t let himself dwell on it.
 
   No looking back. That was his motto. It didn’t change things so there was no use letting it eat at him. That’s what he told himself. That was how he functioned. It wasn’t all that hard for him, another sign that at a soul-deep level he was a Bomar, that he only cared about himself. In all of his years, for all of his crimes, there was only one that haunted him.
 
   Her. She was the one thing he allowed himself to regret. The only thing he wished he could take back in his godawful life.
 
   Cash shook his head, trying to clear that random thought. He wasn’t sure where it had come from. It had been a long time since he’d let those old memories rise up on him and usually he only saw flashes of her hurting hazel eyes when he was neck deep in a bottle. He figured the only reason it had risen up on him now, at this particular moment in time, was because of the damaged, destroyed woman in front of him.
 
   Sometimes, in his worst nightmares, this was how he saw her. Beaten down into a shell of a human being. Broken in the most fundamental ways. Dead behind the eyes that had once been so full of life, numb to the horror of what she had become. Addicted to the junk that kept her sedated and emotionless if not alive.
 
   Chrissy Bomar was trapped in her drugged out fog by her own choosing just as steadily as she was trapped in this town and in her marriage to Decker. There was no way to have one without the other. And when he was with his mother, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was the fate all women that loved a Bomar boy suffered.
 
   “Deck?”
 
   Cash pulled himself out of his own fog of pain and shook away the memories, “No Mom, it’s me. It’s Cash.”
 
   “Cash?” Her eyes focused for a half-second on his face before they drifted again and she groaned, “Stop playin’ Deck, where’re the boys? You takin’ care of my boys? You best get them to school on time Decker.”
 
   He swallowed a burst of anger, as he always did, when he realized she didn’t know who he was. She rarely did. He almost never caught her in a lucid moment anymore. Hell, most of the time she didn’t know who she was so he didn’t think it should hurt so much that she didn’t understand her worry was decades too late.
 
   “Come on, put this shirt over your head and then you can go back to bed.”
 
   If he was anything like his mother, he would be able to numb himself to this. He would be able to go through the motions and ignore how wrong it all felt. But he couldn’t because that was part of his curse too. For all the hate and anger, he cared, more than he wanted to, more than they deserved, he cared enough to try.
 
   Once a week, whether he wanted to or not, he forced himself to check on his mother, make sure she was still breathing and clean her up, a chore that Decker couldn’t be bothered with though somehow he always managed to hand her another needle to poke in her arm. Cash pushed away the sickness that ate at him when he glimpsed her pockmarked flesh, scarred with a thousand old tracks. Her skin hung from her bones and was nearly translucent. Not for the first time, he wondered how she was still alive.
 
   She looked ancient. A stranger might confuse her for his grandmother instead of his still relatively young mother. She looked two decades older than her forty-five years and she would probably not survive to become the age she only appeared to be today.
 
   He thought, momentarily, about loading her in his truck, driving her over to the hospital in Falls Lake and putting her into the rehab program again but he dismissed the idea as quickly as it arose. Taking Chrissy to rehab was an exercise in futility. He’d learned a long time ago that he couldn’t save someone that didn’t want to be saved. The last time he’d attempted to get her clean she’d lasted just long enough to remember who he was, to realize how much she’d missed or blocked out, and when it all came roaring back, she’d attempted suicide.
 
   He didn’t think it was any better leaving her this way, a walking zombie, addicted to the pain that Decker inflicted as if it were her air, but he wouldn’t try to take her away from it again. He wouldn’t be the reason she put the blade to her wrist. She’d given him life and not much more but that was enough to ensure he couldn’t be the one to take hers.
 
   She dutifully raised her arms and he tugged the clean shirt over her head before carefully helping her out of the tub. When he bent to dry her legs and feet, she put a hand on his shoulder and he looked up. She grinned, a fleshy, ugly thing that showed the rotten, yellow teeth and gaps where the others had either fallen out or been knocked out, and his gut clenched with more questions that he would never have answers to.
 
   Had she been beautiful once? Before Decker stole her youth and her will to live? Had she lost her dreams when she got pregnant by one of those bad-news Bomar boys? Or had Decker been her dream all along? Had she ever loved him, or Colt, or Remy half as much as she loved that awful man? And if she had, how could she have ever let Decker destroy them, one by one, piece by piece, until they were as broken and damaged as she was?
 
   “Deck?”
 
   “Cash.” He corrected.
 
   “Deck?”
 
   “Goddamnit, I’m not Decker.” He growled, his anger surging, “I don’t even look like that bastard. You know that. If I did, maybe you would have cared when he…” He cut himself off, attempted to reign himself in, “It’s Cash, Mom. Your son. I’m Cash.”
 
   Her head tilted, like she was trying to make sense of his words, but there was nothing in the blue eyes that looked so much like his own. He sighed and went back to his task. It was no use trying to reach her. If there was anything motherly, anything human, left inside of her it was buried deep. She’d made sure of that.
 
   “Deck, where’s Remy?” She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Remy ain’t been by to see me in forever. Is he okay? You’d best tell me if you done something to keep him away. I want to see my boy. Has he got himself some girl takin’ up all his time?”
 
   Cash bit his tongue at the mention of his older brother. Somehow in the past few minutes, after her shower, she’d sobered enough to realize her sons were grown, but of course she wasn’t concerned about the one standing right in front of her. She didn’t even recognize him and likely wouldn’t have Colt either. It was Remy that she asked for, even now, even after he’d left them and never come back.
 
   “Remy’s fine Mom. He’s just fine.”
 
   It wasn’t a lie, at least as far as Cash knew. He hadn’t spoken to his older brother in a while, so it was possible he’d been hurt or worse, but Cash couldn’t believe that. Remington Bomar was too strong, too mean, too damn much like their father to go down without a fight.
 
   Cash and Colt were twins so they’d always had some sort of strange connection to each other. They’d known whenever the other was hurt even if they were separate when the pain was inflicted. They could read each other’s emotions without a word.
 
   Remy was five years older than them. He’d been the first born son and their mother’s favorite, he assumed because she’d been sober and not beaten down when he was born. As far as their father had ever been concerned, Remy was his only son.
 
   Even with the vast differences in the way their parents treated them, Remy had always been there for the twins. He’d been the big brother and their dauntless protector, right up until the day he turned eighteen, joined the army and left them behind to fend for themselves. Even still, even after all these years and half a world between them, Cash thought that if his older brother were dead, he would have known, would have felt it somehow.
 
   “Can you ask him to come see me?”
 
   Cash swallowed hard, “Yeah, I’ll ask him next time we talk.”
 
   “You’re so good to me Deck.”
 
   No, Deck wasn’t. He wasn’t good to anybody. He was the devil himself, a demon from the fiery pits of hell, unleashed to reign terror on the people he should have cared for most in the world. If he had ever been good to the woman that loved him the proof had passed long before Cash was brought into the world.
 
   Instead of hissing the venom that coated his tongue, he did the only thing he could. He helped his mother wobble her way back to the bedroom. He tucked her into the filthy bed, wishing he’d allotted enough time to wash the sheets. It would just have to wait until next week because one look at the digital clock flashing on the nightstand confirmed that Decker would be home soon from whatever whore’s bed he’d crashed in this time and Cash couldn’t risk being here when his old man arrived.
 
   He was too riled up today to deal with Decker. He was itching for a fight, itching to let the anger out, just as he always was when he finished this task. Bathing and caring for his own mother wasn’t new. He’d been doing it for years and it always brought up the worst of his memories. It always left him feeling like the scum of the earth that everyone in this town claimed he was simply because he’d been born a Bomar.
 
   Today it was worse though, today she’d confused him for the person he hated most in the world and he couldn’t abide that. He was nothing like Decker Bomar. He didn’t look like him. He tried like hell not to act like him. And instead of binding the one woman that he had ever loved to him and subjecting her to the same ruinous fate as his mother, he had let her go.
 
   He shook off the horrible memories. The things he’d done. The lies he’d told. The pain he’d inflicted. He couldn’t think about her, not here, not now, not ever. Thinking about her threatened to leave him as broken and useless as all of the rest of the Bomar men and he’d sworn that he would be better than that.
 
   No more looking back. Not anymore. He’d promised himself a long time ago that he wouldn’t let the past weigh him down, wouldn’t let the curse of his last name hold him back. He had to live and there was only one way that he knew how to do that. He had to be a better man than those that had come before him, otherwise, why had he bothered to fight to survive in the first place?
 
   If he was itching for a fight, there were healthier ways to deal with the urge than beating the shit out of his father. Colt had a fight tonight in one of those off-the-books matches out in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of guys that watched too much MMA. Cash didn’t partake, didn’t like the connection to their family that ran it, but just being around it, focusing on his twin usually helped. Colt knew that, knew where he was today, and had taken care of it in advance. Colt wouldn’t help him deal with their mother, refused to see her, but he took care of Cash in the aftermath. Always.
 
   He grabbed his keys from his pocket and headed for his truck. Already he could see the dirt billowing down the road, knew it meant another vehicle was headed his direction. He didn’t have to guess who it was. While almost all of the Bomars lived out here on the abandoned plot of land in the middle of nowhere, there was only one that would be coming home at this early hour. Decker was fast approaching but he wouldn’t arrive before Cash was gone.
 
   He was late for work as it was. As one of the few members of the Bomar family that worked for a living, he took his job seriously. He liked his job even. It allowed him to earn the things that most people took for granted. A safe place to lay his head and food on the table, things he hadn’t always had but refused to ever go without again. He would do better, be better.
 
   When the battered old truck passed him, he didn’t even spare the man behind the wheel a glance. It was better that way. Easier. It was always a good idea to get out of hell before the devil knew you’d been there.
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   Sitting on the side of a worn-out, little-used highway in the middle of nowhere Oklahoma, it was easy to see her life had gone to hell. The question of course was just when she’d gotten so off track. She knew it had happened long before her Jeep gave up on the last leg of her journey with a squelching noise even she knew couldn’t be good. The black smoke that had poured from under the hood confirmed it was a lost cause but that was only the latest in a long line of disasters.
 
   She was broke down. She was in the middle of nowhere and she didn’t have anyone she could call because nobody knew she was coming home. Yet more proof of her bad life decisions. She rubbed her eyes then put her sunglasses back on to shield them from the harsh summer sun.
 
   She could have cried but while Jemma Buxton might be many things, a crier wasn’t one of them.
 
   Her options were slim but they weren’t nonexistent. Old Settlers was seventeen miles away on one long, lonely stretch of highway. It might have been a walkable distance on a good day but this had proved anything but. It was ninety plus degrees in the stifling summer sun and she didn’t have a drop of water. If her body wasn’t already aching, she might have waited the extra hour until sundown and tried it then but she didn’t think she was up to seven miles let alone seventeen. She couldn’t walk it, not right now, which meant she had to come up with someone to call.
 
   The threat of a personal breakdown hit hard with the realization that the list of people who would drop everything to come and save her wouldn’t even require all the fingers on one hand. It took every ounce of steel in her spine to shove away the tears and swallow down her panic. She didn’t have time for a breakdown right now. Later, when she was tucked away somewhere safe, she could fall apart.
 
   Right now, she had to think.
 
   She peeled her flesh from the sticky leather seat and caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror. She’d decided to grow out her bangs a few weeks ago and they now hung in her eyes. Add in the heat and humidity and her hair was a frizzy mess of red waves that couldn’t be tamed. She used a rubber band she found on the gearshift to pull it into a messy ponytail more to get the weight of it off her neck than to make a style statement.
 
   Luckily, the silver aviator sunglasses she’d purchased for three dollars at the gas station four hundred miles ago covered the black eye that had put her on the road to begin with. The accompanying bruise that graced her cheekbone was being hidden as well as her pharmacy grade concealer could manage but even still the blue and purple shone through her fair skin as a symbol to her stupidity. The swelling had started to go down but she still looked like a badly drawn cartoon character.
 
   Her cell phone buzzed on the passenger seat and managed to pull her attention back to her more pressing problems. Her phone was letting her know the battery was dying. Problem number one hundred and three on her list of things going wrong was that she didn’t have a charger. She was running out of time to figure out her next move before her phone died and her already slim options for rescue became none.
 
   She’d tried calling her best friend in Old Settlers as soon as she pointed her car this direction but Skylar hadn’t answered her phone. She’d tried her again and again as she got closer but she feared if she heard her childhood BFF chirp happily about leaving a message one more time that she might say something she couldn’t take back. She sent up a silent prayer as it rang once, twice, three times… and then hung up before she could curse into Skylar’s voicemail for the dozenth time.
 
   Skylar was notorious for losing the thing. They had a running joke that she would lose her head if it wasn’t attached. Skylar was a loyal and caring friend but she had never been all that reliable. Odds were good she’d lost her phone or temporarily misplaced it and there was no way of knowing when she would find it and call her back.
 
   Jemma expelled a harsh breath as the phone beeped in her hand again.
 
   Calling either of her parents was a no-go. It was doubtful her father was in town and even if he was the odds he was both home and sober enough to come and get her were slim. And if she called her mother… well, that was not a conversation she felt like having right now when her face looked like it moonlighted as a punching bag. She might be running home but she wasn’t going anywhere near her parents if she could help it, at least not until her face healed and she felt up to explaining the circumstances of her return.
 
   The panic threatened to strangle her again and she dropped her head to the steering wheel with a whimper. People always said it was times like these when you found out who your true friends were… nobody ever mentioned just how much it sucked to realize you didn’t have any. She didn’t have anyone in her life that she could call to save her.
 
   All of her friends in Houston were actually his friends. Not one of them had tried to get in touch with her since she took off. She’d told herself it was better that way. She hadn’t wanted any of them to know where she was going anyway, didn’t want to risk that they would tell him for fear that he would come after her. But the realization that not one of the people she’d spent the past few years getting to know cared enough to contact her after her sudden disappearance hurt.
 
   She didn’t have any friends of her own. He’d made sure of that when he kept her from the people that mattered to her, convincing her that it was better that way, just the two of them. Her friends had never understood their relationship and so one-by-one they’d been shut out and disconnected from her life. Until she woke up one day and realized that she was in a foreign state, surrounded by strangers, with a man that cared about nothing but himself.
 
   She didn’t have anything that was her own. Nothing in her name. Not her apartment. Not her car. Not her bank account. Not even a single, solitary friend save the one childhood girlfriend that she had refused to give up no matter what he had promised or threatened, but now she couldn’t even reach Skylar which meant she was all alone.
 
   It felt like it had always been that way but she knew that wasn’t true. Once upon a time Jemma had been one of a very tight knit group of girl in Old Settlers, Oklahoma. She and Skylar and Billie had done everything together before they grew up and drifted apart. Thinking about it now, it felt like a lifetime ago. Like the memories of homecoming dances and stolen kisses under the bleachers and sleepovers talking about boys had happened to somebody else entirely.
 
   In a way, it had. She wasn’t that naïve little girl anymore. She didn’t believe the world was a big, magical place full of possibilities anymore. That girl, that dreamer, had died a horrible, painful death long before her Jeep had crapped out on the side of the road.
 
   That girl had been destroyed, little by little, piece by piece, by the callous actions of a terrible man because she’d been too stupid to see the truth before today.
 
   She was a smart girl. People had told her that all of her life. She’d been a good student and she’d used her brain to get her out of her tiny hometown. She’d gotten a scholarship to a college out of state and she’d earned her degree with honors. She was business savvy and intelligent. She had a good head on her shoulders.
 
   Her head wasn’t her problem. Her body was. Her troubles began and ended when her body decided to ignore her perfectly logical, rational brain and start making decisions on its own. Her heart was a silly, stupid thing, that she had to stop letting rule her.
 
   She should have learned after the horrible debacle that was the loss of her virginity not to let it make decisions for her. Hell, after that nightmare she should have sworn off men altogether. But she’d still been a dreamer then, still believed that love was a great and powerful thing even though it could also hurt. She just hadn’t realized how much it could hurt at the time but she did now.
 
   She’d been asking herself the same questions all day. Like, why had she stayed so long? Why had she ignored the warning signs? Why had she let it get this bad? Why hadn’t she left last night instead of waiting for morning? Why had she thought things would look better in daylight? The answers didn’t come easily and they hurt nearly as badly as the bruises.
 
   She’d stayed because she thought she loved him, at least at first, and because he had sworn that he loved her. She had stayed because, by the time she realized she needed help, there wasn’t anyone left around her to ask for it. She’d stayed because it was the only thing she’d known and most horribly, she’d stayed because she had somehow convinced herself that as bad as it was that it was still better than this, this running away, starting over, coming home. Coming back was admitting defeat and she hadn’t been ready to fold on her life yet.
 
   The first time he’d hit her, she’d sworn that she would leave. She wasn’t like those other women, the ones she’d heard of, even the ones she’d known back in her small hometown. She wasn’t weak. She was strong and independent and she wouldn’t put up with abuse. But he’d told her he loved her, apologized profusely, promised it would never happen again and she had been stupid enough to believe him.
 
   The truth was, she wasn’t better than anyone. She knew that now. She wasn’t strong or independent, not really. She’d spent most of her life running from something. From her parents, from her small hometown, from the first boy she’d ever loved, from the person she would have been if she stayed and now she was running again, running from the disaster of the perfect little life she’d created in her head, the one that had no basis in reality.
 
   She’d gotten out of Old Settlers. She’d done the impossible. She’d escaped and she’d made something of herself, whatever that meant. She’d finished college and gotten a good job, at least before he told her she didn’t have to work, that he would take care of her. She’d been in a relationship, gotten engaged and been planning for the future with a man that not only promised her the world but had the ability to provide for it.
 
   To anyone looking at her life through a telescope, it would have appeared perfect. She was living the dream. They would have needed to get close to see the cracks, to see the bruises, and nobody was allowed to get close. He’d taught her that.
 
   Even still, there was always the one person that asked the hard questions. For her, that had always been Skylar. Maybe that was why she’d never been able to cut her loose, even though Hoyt hated Skylar and Skylar hated Hoyt. She had needed her as a voice of reason, even when Jemma managed to shut out her own conscience, she’d never been able to shut up Skylar.
 
   They didn’t see one another often. Mostly spoke via text. But Skylar knew. She’d always known. Her disappointment in Jemma staying had felt like the voice of her own disappointment in herself, but it still hadn’t motivated her to leave.
 
   Nothing had. Not until this morning. Not until he’d crossed the line that she’d somehow convinced herself even he couldn’t cross.
 
   When her bottom lip started to tremble she bit into it and blinked away a flash of tears because she’d forgotten for just a second there that it was split-open. Still, the memory of what had happened was far more painful. She’d been suppressing it for hundreds of miles. She’d told herself, repeatedly, that she couldn’t think about it, not until she was done driving. She couldn’t risk falling apart until she was somewhere safe and the side of the road was not safe.
 
   Seventeen more miles. That’s what she told herself to beat back the worst of it. She had to make it seventeen more miles and then she would track down Skylar, take a long, hot shower and tuck herself into bed to cry herself to sleep. She had to keep it together just a little while longer.
 
   With the last of her strength, and her phone’s battery, she called information. If she was lucky, the auto shop in Old Settlers was still open. She didn’t know the number, didn’t have any idea who was running it these days or if they even still offered towing service, but it was her last chance. If she couldn’t reach anyone at the shop she would have to take off walking with her thumb out and pray somebody came by before she passed out of heat exhaustion and dehydration. Nobody had passed her in all the time she’d already been on the side of the road so she held her breath as she waited for somebody, anybody, to be her guardian angel and pick up the phone on the other end.
 
   Finally, after a quick conversation with an operator and a half dozen long and endless rings she heard, “Auto’s Garage. Can I help you?”
 
   Her breath rushed out in relief, “Oh thank God… I hope so.”
 
   “Whatcha need honey?”
 
   “My car broke down outside of town so I need a tow.”
 
   “Hmm…” The scratchy voice on the other end harrumphed, “How far out of town are we talkin?”
 
   “Uh… about fifteen miles.”
 
   The fact that laughter didn’t greet her was a good sign. Silence hung over the line for a long moment and she closed her eyes and sent up a silent prayer that whoever it was on the other end had a heart. She was down to her last hope so she laid it all on the line when the silence went on.
 
   “I’m just trying to get home and I’ve been driving all day. It’s only fifteen miles and I’ll… I’ll double your fee if you send someone.”
 
   It wasn’t a lie. Not really. She would happily pay double and she had more than enough in her account to cover it. Unfortunately, she didn’t have access to her bank right now and she was too scared Hoyt would see the charges to use the credit card. She would pay double, just not today.
 
   “Double?”
 
   “Double.” She confirmed to the interested party on the other end of the line. “Send someone east on the highway. I’ll be sitting in the black Jeep on the side of the road with the hood up. You can’t miss me.”
 
   “Hmm…” There was another harrumph, “You got a phone number we can reach you at?”
 
   She pulled the phone from her ear, glanced at the quickly fading light and frowned, “No. My phone is about to die. Just send someone, please.”
 
   “Okay. Okay. You hold tight and we’ll get to you just as soon as we can.”
 
   “Thank you. I really apprec…” The line went dead before she could finish her sentence and she sighed as she stared at the phone.
 
   Dead and she’d just barely gotten what she needed. The auto shop in Old Settlers was sending a tow truck. She hoped. She hadn’t given them her name or a number to reach her at. All she could do now was wait and pray that her guardian angel woke the hell up and decided to take an interest in his job tonight.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   It had already been a long day by the time Auto sent him out to haul some broke-down Jeep off the side of the road right at closing time. Cash had only just received a text from his twin confirming the time and place for tonight’s fights when the call came in. He’d have to rush to make it there before his twin’s match but he’d never turned down a job his uncle offered and he didn’t intend to start today.
 
   Auto Bomar was Decker’s brother in almost every sense. He was not a good man. He wasn’t even a likeable man. But he was the only adult in the family Cash could recall ever giving a shit if he lived or died. Like his kid brother, Auto had done time in prison for crimes against humanity and he had a violent temper that terrified grown men, him included. Unlike Decker, he had a moral code that didn’t allow for that temper to ever touch women or children.
 
   He would never forget the day Auto had shown up and found him locked in a closet with an unconscious Colt in his lap. They’d been thirteen and Remy had been gone less than two months. Two months where Chrissy hadn’t come out of her fog long enough to even remember she had two other sons and two months where Decker had gotten drunk and beaten them daily.
 
   Colt had taken the brunt of it that last day, trying to shield his twin as he always did, and Decker hadn’t stopped swinging until his son went limp. When he’d stumbled drunkenly away, Cash had dragged his brother’s body behind the nearest door in the hopes that Decker would forget they existed. If Auto hadn’t eventually shown up, he and Colt would have died of starvation in that closet before Cash dared come out and face more abuse.
 
   The next time he’d seen his father after that day, Decker had been black and blue and limping. He’d kept his mouth shut and a good distance between himself and his sons too. It hadn’t lasted long, it never did, but for those few brief weeks Cash and Colt had known peace and for that, he would owe Auto forever.
 
   He knew it wasn’t the only time Auto had intervened on their behalf. Auto had dragged Decker away when he raised his fists more times than Cash could count. He’d been their only protector after Remy left and he’d stepped in time and time again until they were old enough and big enough to protect themselves. 
 
   Giving Cash a job was above and beyond as far as he was concerned. He assumed Auto had done it because they were family but also because his own sons wanted nothing to do with the legal side of the family business. The job had started as sweeping up the garage for spare change when he was a kid and become a full-time profession the day he graduated high school. There was never any other path for him, at least not one that was legal, and so he’d latched on to it with everything he had and refused to let go.
 
   That was why he was driving out of town as the sun set behind him. That was why he was squinting, trying to spot a black Jeep on the side of the highway. That was why he was silently cursing his uncle for not getting any information that would help him find this girl.
 
   All Auto could tell him was that he’d gotten a call from an out of state number and the girl said she was stranded on the side of the road in a black Jeep. Oh, and that she’d pay double if he sent someone. That was the real reason his uncle had pulled him out from under a car and told him to take the tow truck and head east before the shop closed for the night.
 
   Cash swiped a hand over his face and checked the clock on the dash again. He’d just passed the fifteen mile marker which meant little miss double or nothing had lied. She was further out than she’d told Auto. So, either she was lost and had no idea where she actually was or she was a liar. He was never going to make it back to town in time to make the fights if she was much further out.
 
   He pulled his phone out of his pocket and hit the first number that popped up. He didn’t expect Colt to answer. He rarely did. Almost every single time he called his twin, he got voicemail and then a call back, sometimes within minutes. He’d never asked why that was, didn’t think he’d like the answer, so he was surprised when his brother picked up after only two rings.
 
   “Well if it isn’t the man in black…”
 
   He felt an old, familiar smile rise at the nickname only his twin could get away with, “Hey, what’s going on?”
 
   “Just cleaning up a little and then I’m headed out to the meet. What’s up?”
 
   “Not sure I’ll be able to make it. We got a call for a tow and Auto sent me to do a pick up out of town. Looks like it’s going to take me longer than I expected.”
 
   “Well, hell…” Colt groaned, “Abel’s had this set up for weeks. The line on it has been crazy and it’s all going our way. We’re set to make a bundle off this fight, now you’re bailin’ on me?”
 
   “I’m not bailin’ on you. I have to work. It’s not the same.”
 
   “Yeah. Sure.”
 
   He sighed when he heard the sarcasm in his twin’s voice, “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Try to delay and if they won’t let you, reschedule okay?”
 
   “Yeah, okay.”
 
   “Colt…” He tried to get another reaction, any reaction other than that solemn acceptance that said he was accustomed to being let down but his twin wasn’t having any of it.
 
   “I said its fine Cash. Do your job. I’ll be fine on my own. Just call when you get back and I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   The line clicked dead before he could respond and he thought about throwing his phone. He restrained himself and tossed it on the seat beside him instead. He did curse openly since he was in the privacy of his own truck.
 
   There was nothing in the world he hated more than letting his twin down. They were all each other had. It had always been that way. The fact that they were grown men hadn’t separated them in any way. If one of them needed something, they called the other. He worried about Colt, about the demons his twin carried and the scars he wore. He knew Colt worried about him just as much.
 
   He didn’t like the idea of Colt crawling into the cage without him being there to back him up. Colt would take his place in the cage, the fight would go on, and Cash wouldn’t be there to peel his brother off whatever sorry bastard got put in with him.
 
   “Shit.” He grumbled as his eyes finally found what he was looking for.
 
   He needed to make this quick. He had to get back to town before that fight started. Colt had been covering for him since they were kids, always stepping in to take the worst of the punishment, the worst of the beatings, but they weren’t children anymore and he wasn’t going to let Colt step into that cage without him there to back him up.
 
   Thankfully, he’d found the car in need of a tow. He did a quick drive-by, taking in the popped hood and ensuring all four tires were still intact as he made a U-turn and pulled around in front of the SUV. The sun was still setting so if he hurried he could get back to Old Settlers, drop the girl at her house, the Jeep at the shop and head straight to the meet before it got too late.
 
   He threw the truck into park and slid out. The figure behind the wheel tossed the door open as well and jumped down to the ground. She was a tiny little thing. That was the first thing he noticed. The second, a flash of red hair, stopped him in his tracks.
 
   A petite, curvy little redhead? He had to blink twice to make sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. She’d raised a hand to her forehead, attempting to block the sun that was at his back, but when she stopped cold he knew that she’d recognized him as easily as he recognized her.
 
   “Cash.”
 
   His name. Not a question. She knew it was him. She hadn’t confused him for his brother for even a second. She’d taken one glance at him from ten yards away after half a decade and known it was him with pinpoint accuracy.
 
   “Jemma?” He managed through a tight throat.
 
   Just saying her name hurt. That shouldn’t have surprised him. Thinking about her always hurt so of course coming face to face with her would feel as if he’d been split open by a sharp blade. When she took a wary step back, away from him, the knife in his chest twisted.
 
   They stared at one another for a long moment, both of them silent. A thousand questions ran through his head, questions he had no right to ask, questions with answers he didn’t deserve. He didn’t even deserve to look at her, not after what he’d done, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away.
 
   He’d told himself that he would never see her again. He’d resigned himself to that fate. Hell, he’d all but guaranteed it but here she was and he couldn’t stop staring at her, afraid if he blinked that she would disappear again.
 
   She looked the same. She looked just like he remembered. Five years older and yet, just as beautiful as she’d always been.
 
   Her long, red hair piled on top of her head in a messy ponytail exposed her delicate neck and shoulders. The simple t-shirt she was wearing did nothing to disguise her generous breasts and the denim cut-offs made her short legs appear miles long. A pair of sunglasses shielded her face from him but he didn’t need to see her eyes to know that her beautiful hazel gaze was taking him in as well.
 
   “I can’t believe it’s really you, of all people… of course it’s you.” She finally muttered, “That’s just my luck.”
 
   He had no idea what she was talking about so he only shrugged, “What in the hell are you doing here Jemma?”
 
   She wasn’t supposed to be here. She wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near here. Last he’d heard she was somewhere in Texas, living in one of the cities and building a good life for herself. He’d never asked for that update, had come by it through the kind of gossip that was as close to verifiable as existed in a small town like Old Settlers.
 
   Colt had given it to him, said it came from Skylar, her best friend, and he’d asked never to be informed of her whereabouts ever again. That had been two years ago. Not long after that, Colt had broken his promise never to speak her name and told him that she was engaged. Cash had responded by getting black-out drunk. Two days later when he sobered up to find his truck buried in a tree and the apartment torn to hell, his brother had learned not to bring her up again.
 
   “I’m allowed to come and go as I please, Cash. You don’t have rights to Old Settlers just because I was the one that left.”
 
   Her saucy tone snapped him out of his reverie and he sighed, “Of course not, that’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I don’t really give a shit what you meant.”
 
   He deserved that. He deserved worse. So he bit his tongue and simply nodded when she put her hands on her hips and tilted her chin up. Her feisty redhead personality had always been one of the things he liked most about her. It was nice to see she hadn’t lost that fire even if he was the one she burned.
 
   “If I’d known you were working at the garage, I wouldn’t have called.” She huffed, “I hate the idea of asking you for help but I need a tow and you’re here so I guess I’ll just have to take it.”
 
   “You didn’t give Auto your name.” He shrugged when her head cocked, “You didn’t give him your name when you called. I didn’t know it was you either. If I did…”
 
   “You would have sent someone else to deal with me?” She snapped.
 
   “No.”
 
   Hell no. He wouldn’t have let anyone else come in his place. Maybe he should have. She obviously would have preferred to deal with someone else. But if he’d known it was her, he would have broken the speed limit to get out here to her and he’d have told Colt to do whatever he had to because he wouldn’t be hurrying home for the fight tonight either. But he couldn’t tell her any of that.
 
   “Look, I’m sure you never thought you’d see my face again and I can promise you I’d hoped to never see yours so let’s just get through this and do as little talking as necessary huh?”
 
   If that was the way she wanted it, then that was the way it would be. He owed her that much and she didn’t owe him anything. He wouldn’t add any more strikes to his ledger where Jemma Buxton was concerned so he simply nodded and held his hands up in a show of surrender.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?” She repeated with what he thought was relief. “Okay, good.”
 
   He forced himself to only ask the one question he had a right to ask, “What’s wrong with the Jeep?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not the mechanic here.” She shrugged, “It made a loud banging noise and then black smoke started billowing out from under the hood. I barely got it off the road before it died.”
 
   “Hmm, well that don’t sound good.”
 
   “No shit Einstein?”
 
   His lips thinned but he didn’t take the bait, “You tried to start it since?”
 
   “Nope, just figured I’d camp out here on the side of the road and wait for a big, strong man to come and remind me to try the key because my tiny girl brain couldn’t possibly think to do that.”
 
   “Shit, Jemma. Cool it, would ya? I’m here to help.”
 
   She snorted when he snapped at her but shut her mouth. He slammed a hand through his hair and tried to think about what he would be doing if she were any other customer. There was no way he was going to forget who she was but he still had a job to do and he didn’t need her sassy mouth distracting him any more than it already had.
 
   “Go and turn the hazard lights on for me.” He swallowed a growl when she didn’t budge, “Please?”
 
   “Fine.” She huffed but spun on her heel to do as he asked.
 
   “And stay in the Jeep until I tell you to get back out.” He added as he watched her curvy little ass walk away from him in those tiny excuse for shorts.
 
   There was no reason for her to stay in the Jeep, not really, but she didn’t need to know that either. He couldn’t focus with her standing around watching him. And she was watching him, he could feel her eyes on him even from beneath the shade of those sunglasses she was wearing. He’d always been able to feel her gaze like a caress and he was oddly pleased to note that hadn’t changed even as he cursed his body’s instinctive awareness of her.
 
   Only, even with her out of his line of sight, he was distracted and it took him twice as long to hook the Jeep up as it should have. The entire time, he was intensely aware of the fact that he was letting his brother down by not showing for the fight. Unfortunately he was also insanely aware that Jemma was mere feet away, on the other side of a pane of glass, and watching his every move.
 
   Here. She was here. Not hundreds of miles away like she was supposed to be. Not completely out of reach like he’d thought she was. She was here, close enough to touch, not that she would ever allow him to touch her.
 
   Not after the things he’d said. Not after he’d hurt her. Not after the way he’d used her own feelings against her.
 
   “You about done out here?”
 
   Cash grit his teeth at the sound of her voice behind him, “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. I’d like to get going sometime before my next birthday if you don’t mind.”
 
   “I’m all done.” He finished latching the last lock and turned around, “Go ahead and load up in the truck and we can head out.”
 
   She was closer than she’d been before, an arm’s length away now, and he froze solid when he saw that she’d taken off her glasses. The sun had gone down when he was working. She didn’t need them to block the bright setting sun but it was in the light of the flashing hazards that he got a clear view of her for the first time and a cold chill ran up his spine.
 
   “Holy fuck, Jemma, what happened to your face?”
 
   Her eyes, those glorious green eyes with the flecks of gold, shuttered shut and she stared at the ground instead of at him for the first time. She was silent and completely still, as if she wasn’t even breathing. Her shoulders curled into herself and a flash of white-hot rage flared in his veins. She was black and blue and he’d been hit enough times to know where bruises like hers came from.
 
   She had a black eye. Her lip was busted and her pretty cheekbone was swollen and bruised as well. The bright colors told him it hadn’t happened long ago, a day, maybe two, but no more. She was fair-skinned, always had been, and his eyes immediately skated over the rest of her with a more discerning eye, searching for more damage and only returning to her face when he didn’t find any.
 
   “Jemma, answer me.” He took a step towards her and then slammed on the brakes when she scrambled backwards.
 
   Was she scared of him? An icy shard of certainty pierced his chest and he knew that he was right. Somebody had hit her. A man had hit her. She had reason enough to hate him. He’d given her just cause to despise him but he never would have raised a hand to her and she knew that. She wasn’t scared of him. She was scared in general because someone had hurt her. He knew the look well.
 
   “Jem…” He softened his tone, “Who did that to your face? Who hurt you?”
 
   Her chin tilted up and she shook her head, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I fell down a flight of stairs.”
 
   The blatant lie hit him like a ton of bricks. She was lying. To him. He gaped at her for a long moment. The Jemma he had known was a terrible liar. The truth always shown through in her eyes, in the way that she couldn’t help but fidget. This woman held herself perfectly still, icily still, and had clearly told her fair share of lies because if he hadn’t known better, he would have believed her.
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “Goddamnit Jemma, somebody hurt you and you’re going to tell me who it was so I can track the fucker down and return the favor.”
 
   Her aloof mask faltered and her brows furrowed, “I… but… you would do that?”
 
   “Not would. Will. I just need a name.”
 
   “Wh… why?”
 
   Because nobody should ever raise a hand to a woman. Because she had belonged to him once and the idea of another man touching her in any way infuriated him. Because he’d let her go so that she would be safe, so that she could find someone better than him, someone that deserved her and would give her the world, not so that some other asshole could beat her black and blue.
 
   “Because any man that would dare raise a hand to you, isn’t a man.” He edged closer to her and winced when she took another step back, keeping space between them, “I would never hurt you, Jemma. You know that.”
 
   “I know.” She nodded slightly, her gaze dropping again and her voice barely a whisper when she added, “Not physically at least.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   There were a hundred things he wanted to say to that. A thousand things that he wanted to explain. But when she glanced back up, all of his excuses faded, words escaped him, and he couldn’t manage another syllable.
 
   “Cash, I can’t do this…” Her bottom lip began to tremble and he closed the space between them before she could object.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and tucked her against his chest. He thought, for a painful split-second, that she was going to shove him away when she stiffened. Then, just as quickly as the tension had flared through her body, she melted against him. She leaned against him and he felt a shudder roll through her small body before she raised her arms and put them around him as well.
 
   Jesus, was she crying. Jemma, his Jemma, wasn’t a crier. She hadn’t cried even when he stomped all over her heart and called her those awful names. She hadn’t cried when he walked out on her. She hadn’t cried when she got in her car and drove out of this godforsaken town and promised never to come back.
 
   But here she was, running home because someone else had hurt her even worse than he had. He could put that much together. It was the only thing that made sense. She wouldn’t have ever come back here unless it was her last resort.
 
   It gutted him, absolutely destroyed him, to see her in pain, but he was thankful that she had come here if she was in danger. If she was here, he could protect her. She couldn’t have come here thinking she was coming home to him, but she had. She just didn’t know it yet.
 
   “Jem, who did this to you?” He gently stroked her back.
 
   “A bastard.” She sniffed, her words muffled by his shirt. “A bastard even worse than you.”
 
   “You’re not going to give me his name?” He ignored the rest, because he deserved that, even if he hated that particular word and she knew it.
 
   He might very well be a bastard in the literal sense. He’d wished he was for too long. If he was a bastard, then he wasn’t Decker’s son. And yet, in another way, being a bastard meant he was exactly like Decker.
 
   “No.” Her fists balled against his back, weakly hitting him before she pulled away, “I hate you.”
 
   “I know.” He let her go, “I accepted that a long time ago.”
 
   “Don’t you dare pity me Cash Bomar.” The fire returned to her eyes as she attempted to wipe away the tears and he caught a flash of light that made his stomach turn all over again. She was wearing a huge diamond ring on her left hand. Her engagement ring. “You of all people do not get to pity me. I don’t need your pity and I don’t need your help.”
 
   A flare of his own temper had him fighting the urge to flex his fists even if he would never use them on her. It wasn’t the ring that made him angry. That’s what he told himself. It was the way she said his name, as if he was the lowest of the low, the scum of the earth. He had done something unforgivable to her when they had been nothing more than stupid kids but it was more than that. It was the same kind of nasty judgement he saw on the faces of all the supposed upper-class citizens of Old Settlers when they looked at him, simply because he was a Bomar and therefore beneath them.
 
   “You’re right. You don’t. I’m sure you can find another way back to town. I’ll just get going.”
 
   He turned on his heel and heard her gasp. He made it all the way to the door of the truck before he felt her behind him. She grabbed his arm and he pulled up short.
 
   “You’re right. I do need your help. I’m sorry.”
 
   Cash turned back to face her, “You don’t apologize to me Jemma. Ever.”
 
   Her eyes darted over his face and he watched as she physically pulled herself back together. Her back straightened and her chin came up again. Her eyes, those eyes that he had fallen into more times than he could count, threatened to swallow him with the emotions she couldn’t hide. Finally, she gave a short nod of acceptance.
 
   He sighed, “Get in. I’ll get you back to town. We don’t have to talk if that’s really the way you want it.”
 
   She nodded and then headed for the passenger door. He swiped a hand over his face again and tried to find his balance. Her sudden reappearance in his life had knocked him sideways. He wasn’t sure he knew up from down right now or if he ever had where she was concerned. She’d tied him up in knots from the time they were kids and only one thing had ever mattered to him. Protecting her. Five years apart hadn’t changed that. Nothing would.
 
   If she didn’t want to talk, he would find some other way to learn her secrets. He would talk to Colt after he got her somewhere safe. Colt was friendly with Skylar and the other woman knew all of Jemma’s secrets. It was possible his twin knew something or could find out if he asked him to.
 
   It was sneaky and dishonest but it was in no way the worst thing he had ever done. He’d do far worse to protect her. He already had.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   She could only assume the big man upstairs was having a good long laugh at this turn of events. Not only was she broke and stranded, reduced to running home to a place that was no longer home, but she was now at the mercy of the last man on earth she’d ever hoped to see again. Well, after recent events Hoyt had smoothly transitioned into first place of that race but the menacing man-beast beside her still ran a close second.
 
   Jemma squirmed in the passenger seat of the tow truck, trying to find a comfortable position. It was impossible. Her entire body was sore and she ached, physically as much as emotionally. She was bruised and dirty, irreparably damaged, and yet somehow, amid all of that, more than anything she was embarrassed.
 
   She hated that he was seeing her like this. Hated that flash of pity she’d seen in his eyes on the side of the road. Hated that it had taken her less than a handful of minutes in his presence for her pride to falter and the tears that she had sworn were under control to break free. She hated that she’d clung to him like a lifeline when Cash Bomar was the furthest thing from a safe zone imaginable.
 
   She pretended she didn’t feel his eyes on her as he put the truck into gear and got them on the road. She’d known she had bad luck but this was a little extreme. The first boy she’d ever opened herself up to, trusted and loved, the same boy that had ripped her heart out and sent her fleeing their small hometown only five short years ago, was the man her guardian angel had sent to save her.
 
   Cash was no angel though. Far from it. She knew that. There was no halo lurking over his handsome head, dusty or otherwise. He might not have horns and a pointy tail but then again, the devil himself had once been God’s most beautiful angel hadn’t he?
 
   Even knowing that, it was impossible not to notice that he’d grown into his good looks. He’d always been handsome in a rough, reckless sort of way. With his square jaw, dented chin and boyish dimples he was all hard angles and unexpected softness. His hair was a shade darker, sandy brown with natural streaks of gold. It was longer too, tumbling over his forehead in that haphazard way that made a girl itch to push it back out of his eyes.
 
   Because his eyes were beautiful pools of sparkling blue intensity. Whoever had said that eyes were the windows to the soul must have been talking about Cash because his held all the secrets he thought were so well hidden. It was those eyes that had given him away when he’d been trying so hard to convince her and the world at large that he was an asshole and it was his eyes that even now, hinted he cared more than he should.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   She strangled a whimper at the sound of her name in that deeply familiar voice, and refused to meet his probing gaze, “You said we didn’t have to talk.”
 
   A heavy sigh filled the cab of the truck and she fought a glance as he shifted in the seat next to her. They were too close. This close to him she could feel his body heat and she had to fight against the lulling sense of safety his distinctive masculine scent created. Soap and sweat shouldn’t have been sexy, particularly not after what she’d been through, but somehow Cash broke through all of that.
 
   He broke through everything; he always had.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me what happened but…”
 
   “I already told you. I fell down a flight of stairs.” She lied even though she knew he didn’t believe her.
 
   How could he? If there was one person on the face of the planet that knew what abuse looked like, it had to be Cash. She knew his history. She knew his family. Which meant he knew what a black eye from the swing of a fist looked like. She pulled the cuffs of her long sleeve t-shirt down to her fingers, ensuring the marks on her arms were covered.
 
   She expected him to yell at her for lying. The Cash she’d known would have. His temper might not have been as quick to ignite as some of his other family members’ but it was still there. She’d seen the flare of anger in every fiber of his big, muscular body when he’d realized she was hurt and maybe that should have scared her after what Hoyt had done but it hadn’t.
 
   Because she knew Cash wasn’t that type. He’d never scared her with his size or his temper. The things he made her feel however, those things had always scared her.
 
   She was far more worried about the weakness inside her when it came to Cash than she was his violent nature. She’d been so certain that after what he did she could hate him forever, but one glimpse of his concern had opened up some dark well of emotions she’d thought was sealed shut. He’d tugged her against his hard chest, offered comfort, and that chasm had widened into something with sharp, dangerous edges when he offered to hurt whoever had hit her, no questions asked.
 
   “You don’t have to lie to me, Jem.”
 
   She bit her lip then winced because she’d forgotten it was busted again, “I don’t have to tell you the truth either.”
 
   That earned her another heavy sigh and she fought the urge to curl against him and accept the comfort he offered. What was that? She hated him. She did. She’d spent a lot of time and energy turning her feelings against him after what he had done. She couldn’t take comfort in the arms of a man that had lashed out at her with words just because another one had lashed out at her with his fists.
 
   “No. I guess you don’t.”
 
   They rolled down the highway in silence for a couple of miles and she stared out the window as darkness closed in all around her. It was all so strangely familiar. Nothing had changed. The same flat, dusty plains stretched out on either side of her and if she closed her eyes and let the equally familiar scent of Cash envelope her then she could almost pretend that she was just an innocent teenage girl riding around with the boy she loved.
 
   Almost. She opened her eyes and blew out a long breath. But not quite.
 
   “Where do you need me to drop you?”
 
   She jerked to face him at that question, “Uh, the garage?”
 
   “Garage’ll be closed by the time we get back into town.” His eyes narrowed, “I can drop your car for Auto to take a look at but tomorrow’s Sunday so I can’t make any promises he’ll get to it. You can check on it Monday. Where are you staying in the meantime?”
 
   Her throat tightened as that now familiar panic began to claw at her. She hadn’t thought this through that far. She’d only let herself think of her next move. Use the phone to call a tow truck before it went dead, get to town, then she’d told herself she would figure things out from there. Now, town was closing in, she was stuck in a truck with a man she was supposed to hate and she was at a loss for how to answer that particular question.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “Are you staying with Skylar?”
 
   She softened slightly at the mention of her best friend and the fact that Cash knew that was where she’d been headed. He’d known her once, known her better than anyone, so of course he’d know that. She hated that he still knew her so well.
 
   “Yeah, well, no…” She groaned, “I haven’t been able to reach her to let her know I’m coming. You know how she is about her phone.”
 
   “I’ve heard.”
 
   Her curiosity got the better of her, “You’ve heard?”
 
   He shot a dark look at her out of the corner of his eye, “Yeah, I’ve heard. Me and Skylar, we don’t exactly sit around eating ice cream and reading each other’s diaries but I’ve heard.”
 
   A laugh escaped her before she could pull it back and she quickly covered her mouth. Laughter. My God, how long had it been since she laughed? Too damn long, she decided, shooting a suspicious gaze at the man that had managed to pull it out of her with nothing more than a snide remark. This man had far too much power over her emotions. He always had.
 
   He smiled softly, his eyes drifting over her before returning to the road, “You think that’s funny?”
 
   “Yes.” She confirmed with a nod.
 
   “She’s a good friend to you. Threatened to cut off my, what did she call it, my manhood I think it was. Hasn’t spoken to me since unless you count doubling down on her threat.”
 
   She almost laughed again, “Like you said, she’s a good friend.”
 
   “The girl can hold a helluva grudge. She hates me. Crosses to the other side of the street when I pass. So no, I’m not personally aware of her phone habits but yeah, I’ve heard she has a tendency to lose the thing almost daily.”
 
   “Heard from who?”
 
   “Colt.”
 
   Hearing his brother’s name felt like a punch to the gut. Cash and Colt. They were a set, a pair. You couldn’t have one without the other. They even looked exactly alike. But they’d never been exactly alike, not to her, not until they’d both broken her heart. The memory of that one awful day still stung but it was a good time for a reminder of what they’d done before she softened towards Cash out of some misplaced sense of nostalgia.
 
   “Oh...” She fidgeted, trying to figure out why Colt would know Skylar’s phone habits, “That’s weird.”
 
   “Weird?” His eyebrows winged up as he shot her a sideways glance, “What’s that mean?”
 
   “Doesn’t mean anything.” She sighed when his tone went defensive, “I don’t even know why I’m pretending to make small talk with you like we’re friends or something. We know the same people. That’s it.”
 
   That darkened his frown to a scowl, “We know the same people? You’ve gotta be kidding me with that shit. Jem, we know each other in every way two people can.”
 
   “No. We don’t. You don’t know a thing about me, not anymore.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s so.” She rolled her eyes when he growled at her.
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Bullshit?”
 
   “Yeah. Bullshit. I know you.” He kept talking when she started to cut him off, raising his voice to speak over her, “I know you’re stubborn as hell and you always have to have the last word. I know that you never, ever cry and I know that something horrible must have happened to send you running home or you wouldn’t be here.”
 
   She huffed out a breath, “I do not always have to have the last word.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   “And you’re not exactly a genius for figuring out something horrible happened. My face looks like somebody used it for target practice.”
 
   His eyes narrowed, “So you admit somebody hit you now?”
 
   “Stairs. I fell down a flight of stairs.”
 
   “I’m going to kill that fucking flight of stairs.” Cash grumbled as he tapped the brakes and they eased past the welcome sign at the edge of Old Settlers.
 
   Jemma took a deep breath, let it out and forced herself not to prove him right by saying anything else. He didn’t know her. He couldn’t. She’d been gone five years. She wasn’t the same girl she had been when he had known her. Too much had changed, she had changed.
 
   She touched her lip, aware that she’d bit it again and the cut had split open. She dabbed it as they rode in silence, trying to stem the bleeding. She kept her profile turned to the side but she could feel him watching her again when his eyes should have been on the road.
 
   “Here.” He tapped her shoulder so that she would turn back to him, “Here. Use this.”
 
   “Thanks.” She took the napkin he offered and pressed it to her mouth.
 
   She hated that he was being so nice to her. It made it hard to hold onto her hate. And she needed her hate. It was a comforting thing that had kept her company for too long to abandon her now when she needed it most.
 
   He wasn’t looking at her anymore and for that much, she was grateful. She pulled her gaze off him as well. She silently hated herself for noticing the way his muscles filled out the simple gray t-shirt he was wearing. She should definitely not be noticing that right now.
 
   She forced herself to take in her surroundings as he turned off the highway and into town instead. Old Settlers had never been one of those pretty, Norman Rockwell type of towns. There was no picturesque main street with little shops and parks. It was a dusty old oil town that had been slowly trying to die for half a century but never quite succeeded in fading out of existence because there was nowhere else for the people that lived here to go.
 
   It was a tiny map dot set just off the highway that most people didn’t even notice when they passed. There were a couple of convenience stores for the travelers that did. There were two diners, both family owned, and neither serving anything that resembled a health-food option and one shady, backwoods bar. There was the school, the bank and the post office in the center of town. A handful of small salons had popped up and were only outnumbered by the selection of churches. The small grocery store they passed was new, as was the liquor store next to it.
 
   There was also the one auto shop on the edge of town. It was a gigantic, dusty, tin building that she had forgotten was owned by a member of the Bomar family. Not many of them were big on working, one of the numerous running jokes about the family throughout town. For the most part they were criminals or bums, but for some reason she wasn’t surprised Cash hadn’t turned out like that.
 
   She sighed when her gaze automatically drifted back to him. She’d known him since elementary school because that was the way things worked in a town like Old Settlers. He and Colt had been impossible to ignore even then. They’d disrupted class, caused trouble, and eventually become the bad boys that every single girl crushed on in high school.
 
   She’d told herself she wasn’t one of those girls because she’d been good at lying to herself even back then.
 
   She had crushed on them, on both of them, but it had been Cash that intrigued her even then. Colt was the one that basked in the attention, stood on his desk and caused scenes to be heard but Cash was more subtle. He was the quiet one, the controlled one, and when they’d gotten paired for that stupid paper in English Lit senior year, she’d marveled at the intelligence he’d managed to hide behind his Bomar bravado.
 
   Oh, she had fallen fast and she had fallen hard. The first time he’d kissed her, she remembered thinking that was it. She was done. She’d found her other half. They fit together like two pieces of the same puzzle, despite all of their differences they were same. They’d wanted the same things, or at least she’d thought they did.
 
   When she’d found out it was all a lie, she’d been destroyed. He’d taken her virginity. No, it would be easier if she could say he’d taken it but he hadn’t. She’d given it to him. She’d given him her heart as well.
 
   She’d told him that she loved him but he hadn’t said it back. In fact, he’d told her that she was stupid to love him, that she was a stupid, naïve little girl with no idea how the real world worked. He’d pushed her away and when she did the clingy, needy thing that any teenage girl in love did and begged him to love her in return, he’d told her his own version of their relationship.
 
   He didn’t love her. He didn’t care about her. He’d taken her virginity just to see if he could, because the good girl wasn’t quite so squeaky clean after he’d touched her with his dirty Bomar hands. He’d laughed at her dream of them being together forever. The sound of that laughter still haunted her, as did the image of him turning and walking out while she was still naked and in shock.
 
   He had proven himself right. Loving him had been stupid and idealistic. She’d fallen in love with an idea that didn’t exist, a Bomar boy that was kind and sweet and had a heart. But he’d been no better than the rest of his family. He’d been vicious and heartless and cruel. He was trash and he’d treated her just the same way.
 
   Turns out, she had a type.
 
   Tears welled in her eyes again and she curled up in the passenger seat, pulling her knees to her chest and trying to hide a sniffle against her kneecaps. Damn it, he’d been right about that other thing too. She wasn’t a crier and she hated that he’d already seen her do it once tonight. She wouldn’t let him catch her a second time, particularly not since this round had more to do with him than it should.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   She swiped at her cheek, “What?”
 
   “I need to know where I’m going. You mentioned Skylar but...”
 
   “But?” She pulled her head up to look at him when he trailed off.
 
   “She’s not home, Jem. She went out of town a couple of days ago.” He winced when he glanced her way and then looked back at the road, “You don’t have any reason to believe me, to believe that I would know that I guess, but I do. She was in the garage earlier this week and she mentioned she was going camping over at the falls this weekend.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at that, “Camping? Skylar? No way.”
 
   “That guy she’s been seeing? Trey something? He’s a big outdoorsman type. Hunting. Camping. Fishing. The whole thing. She might not talk to me but he does.” Cash shrugged, “He was with her at the garage.”
 
   Damn it, she frowned when she realized he was right about that too. Skylar had mentioned a new boyfriend. She’d started dating some rig hand that her older brother Owen had dragged to town like a stray. The last time they’d talked Skylar mentioned he wanted her to go camping and they’d laughed endlessly about her attempting to traverse the wilderness in the four inch heels she preferred.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “That would explain why she isn’t answering your calls. Even if she didn’t lose her phone, there’s not much service out by the falls.”
 
   She glared at Cash when he sounded apologetic, “You’re just now remembering all of this?”
 
   “I was going to mention it earlier but you didn’t want to talk. Now we’re here and I need to know, do you have a way into Skylar’s apartment or do you need somewhere else to stay?”
 
   Skylar wasn’t just ignoring her calls. She wasn’t here. She wasn’t around. She couldn’t save her if Jemma couldn’t even get in touch with her. The last of her options slipped through her fingers and her brain shut down. The tears she’d been fighting fell down her cheeks unchecked.
 
   This was it. She’d hit the end of her road. She had nothing and nobody. She was all alone.
 
   “Fuck.” Cash groaned and she felt him shift a moment before a big hand landed on her knee.
 
   She jerked away from him and swiped at her cheeks, “Don’t touch me.”
 
   “Okay. Sorry.” He pulled his hand back, his voice low and even again.
 
   Had she hurt his feelings? Well that was just too damn bad. He’d shattered hers once and now he was here to witness her falling apart all over again. She hated herself for crying in front of him, for showing weakness, but she couldn’t stop the sobs that tore through her as the worst day of her life continued to unfold steadily in front of her.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay. You’re going to be okay.” Cash offered soothing platitudes that only managed to piss her off.
 
   “How… could… you possibly… know that?” She managed as she tried to rein in the sobs.
 
   “Because I’m not going to let anything else happen to you.”
 
   Through the sheen of tears, she blinked at him. Surely, she’d heard him wrong. He couldn’t have just offered to take care of her. He hadn’t just sounded as though he cared what happened to her. And even if he had, she knew better than to trust him.
 
   “I already told you… to take your pity… and stick it up your ass.” She wiped at her tear-streaked face and winced when she hit a particularly sensitive area of the bruise that covered her cheek.
 
   “It’s not pity. It’s…” He swiped a hand over his face and sighed, “Look, I don’t expect you to believe me, not after what I did, but I care about you Jemma. I always have. I hate that somebody hurt you and I want to make sure you’re safe. That’s all I ever wanted for you.”
 
   “You had a strange way… of showing it.”
 
   “Yeah. I deserve that, so go ahead, hate me, but we both know you need somebody right now and I’m going to be that guy.”
 
   He’d pulled the tow truck into the parking lot of the garage by the time he finished talking and he turned to face her now. She swallowed hard at the look in his eyes. His features were firm and solid, uncompromising, but his eyes were as soft as she’d ever seen them and full of things that confused her already too confusing life.
 
   She sniffled, “I don’t need you.”
 
   “Bullshit.” His jaw twitched and she wondered if he was fighting the urge to reach over and grab her, maybe shake her until she saw things his way, “You don’t have anyone to call. You don’t have anyone here to help you. You don’t even have somewhere to stay.”
 
   “I’ll get a hotel.”
 
   “The closest motel is thirty miles the other way and you didn’t stop when you passed it so try again.”
 
   “I could call my parents.”
 
   “You could, but you won’t.” He snorted, “If you were going to call either of them you would have done it already. You don’t want them knowing you’re here. That’s fine. But stop lying to me Jemma and more importantly, stop lying to yourself. I’m your only hope right now so cut the shit, stow the attitude and deal with it.”
 
   She was still trying to work up to her next denial when he surprised her by popping his seatbelt and jumping out of the truck as if the argument was over. She blinked as she watched him go. The only sign of his frustration the vibration of the truck when he slammed the door behind him as he walked away.
 
   Only when she was certain he wasn’t leaving her behind did she stop watching him and lean back in the seat. He was unhooking her car from the truck so she listened to the sound of the chains clinking and the motor whirring and took the moment of peace to collect herself. She took a couple of deep breaths, tried to think things through logically and rationally and when she did, she had to admit that she was at a loss.
 
   She wasn’t calling her parents. She couldn’t reach Skylar. And she didn’t have anyone else.
 
   It was surreal that it was Cash sent to retrieve her from the side of the road. That he was being so helpful despite her bad attitude. That he was right and he truly was her last hope. She was down to the last straw, her well-being riding on a man that had already proven himself untrustworthy.
 
   Cash jerked the door open, “Well?”
 
   “Well, what?” She snapped back at him.
 
   “You come up with a better option than trusting me?”
 
   “I… well…”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” He pulled himself up into the truck and tossed her bag, which he must have pulled from the Jeep, at her feet, “You can stay with me tonight and… Don’t fucking look at me like that Jemma! You can have my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch. We’ll figure out how to get in touch with Skylar in the morning or I’ll drive you out to the falls to find her myself.”
 
   She shook her head, hating the tightness in her chest that made it hard to breathe, “No. No. No way I’m going home with you. I’ll sleep in my car.”
 
   “Not a good idea. It’s not as safe around here as it used to be.”
 
   “Gotta be safer than spending the night with you.”
 
   He growled, “I’m trying really hard not to take any of this personally but you’re pushing me Jemma. I’m not a goddamned animal. I would never raise a hand to you and I’m sure as fuck not going to force myself on you. You might not think much of me but I’m not a rapist or a…”
 
   She flinched. She must have. Because one second he was railing at her and the next his jaw had snapped shut and his anger faltered. She saw it happen. She saw it the moment understanding lit his intelligent blue eyes and he realized the full extent of the damage she was carrying because pity filled them once again. She looked away but not quickly enough and she was certain he’d seen everything she was trying to hide.
 
   “Jesus…” His tone was soft, barely audible as he cursed a blue streak, “Jemma, I didn’t know, I didn’t realize… I’m sorry.”
 
   “No reason for you to be sorry. You weren’t there. You didn’t do it.” She wiped at a stray tear that managed to escape as it rolled down her cheek, “And just for the record, neither did he. He tried. I stopped him.”
 
   “If I’d known I wouldn’t have said… fuck, I’m going to kill him.” His voice was deadly calm, dangerously even, “You’re going to tell me who he is and I’m going to end him because that piece of shit doesn’t deserve to walk this earth.”
 
   The tears rolled faster at his promise of retribution. Cash Bomar running to her defense, offering violence on her behalf. It should have seemed absurd but it wasn’t. Because despite what she’d been telling herself for the past five years, Cash wasn’t the worst of the worst, not even close. There were men out there a hundred times worse than him and she’d managed to find one that would violate even the most basic of moral codes.
 
   “No. I’m not.”
 
   “The hell you’re not.”
 
   “You’re not going to kill anyone, Cash. I appreciate the offer. Don’t think it doesn’t tempt me. But I won’t have you going to prison for my mistake.” She swiped at her cheeks and stared out the windshield at the black sky, “I trusted the wrong man, again. I fell for the wrong man, again. That’s on me. It doesn’t have a thing to do with you.”
 
   “It has everything to do with me.”
 
   Since that didn’t warrant a response she only sighed, “I need a hot shower and I need to get some sleep. Everything else is just going to have to wait until tomorrow. I can’t deal with anything else today.”
 
   “You’re staying with me until we work all of this out.”
 
   She sighed, “I’m going to accept your offer of a place to stay because you’re right. I don’t have another choice tonight and I know you would never hurt me, not like that. I’m sorry I even implied it.”
 
   “I told you that you never have to apologize to me and I meant it. We’re going to figure everything out and I promise, I’m not going to let anyone else hurt you.”
 
   For reasons she didn’t want to look at too closely, she believed him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Cash was keeping a tight rein on his anger and it was still riding too damn close to the surface. It had been a long time since he felt downright murderous. That moment on the side of the road when he’d seen Jemma’s face, the urge to hurt the asshole that had dared to mark her beautiful skin had flared, but finding out that the sick son of a bitch had tried to rape her… Jesus, he was barely holding it together and the only reason he hadn’t flown off the handle already was because she needed him to be calm right now more than she needed his promise of vengeance.
 
   She’d gone quiet again when he got them back on the road and headed through town towards the apartment complex where he lived. He let the silence surround them instead of pushing her to talk again. He shouldn’t have pushed to begin with, he could see that now, but he’d been so damn worried when he realized she was curled up in a ball crying that he couldn’t help himself.
 
   He could deal with her being mad at him. He could deal with her hating him. He couldn’t deal with that hurt, betrayed look in her eyes. Five years hadn’t changed that either.
 
   She’d said she didn’t want his pity but that wasn’t what he was feeling. He was angry and he was confused but there was also a decent sized chunk of guilt. He knew she was right. It wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t have known what she’d been through or what had happened, but none of that silenced the voice in the back of his head.
 
   The voice that said he’d made a mistake by letting her go. He’d sent her away, he’d all but run her out of town. He thought he’d come to terms with what he’d done because he’d told himself that it was better this way. She deserved better than him, better than the pain and destruction that was an inherent part of his life.
 
   But she’d been alone out there. She’d put her trust in another man that had hurt her far worse than he ever would have. And he couldn’t undo that, couldn’t take back any of the things that had brought them to this point, all he could do was try to be there for her and hope that she would let him.
 
   He took care of people, or at least he tried. When the people he loved couldn’t take care of themselves, he did it for them. Even when those people didn’t want him to.
 
   He turned into the parking lot of the only apartment complex in Old Settlers. It was a complete shit-hole. It had been built back in the seventies when somebody got the idea that Old Settlers was going to be a booming oil town. It hadn’t worked out that way and like every other building in town it looked half abandoned.
 
   There were cars on cinder blocks. Beer cans littered the ground. Plastic lawn chairs and worn-out couches served as the patio furniture in front of most of the units. Several small children ran circles on their bikes in the hazy, yellow streetlight. A group of men sat around a small fire pit smoking cigarettes and drinking out of brown paper bags.
 
   It looked like hell but it wasn’t. Cash knew a thing or two about hell. Nobody had ever broken down his door or tried to kill him in his sleep here. That was more than he could say about the house where he’d grown up. He paid the bills and the water and electric stayed on. It was the most comfort he’d ever known.
 
   Cash didn’t bother trying to pull the large tow truck into one of the spaces. Instead he circled around the side of the building and parked against the curb. When he killed the engine and flipped off the lights, Jemma pulled herself up from her huddled ball and glanced around, her lips pulling into a frown before she turned to face him.
 
   “You live here?”
 
   “Yeah.” He growled, waiting for her to offer some sort of insult.
 
   She’d never been shy about calling him out. Her earlier insults hadn’t surprised him. Knowing what she’d been through, he found it oddly reassuring that she could still stand up to him, didn’t fear his reprisal for doing so. Even still, he felt himself cringing as he thought of what she might say about his living conditions.
 
   “Oh… it’s just… Skylar never mentioned you lived in the same complex she does.”
 
   He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was even holding, “There’s not a lot of housing options in Old Settlers but I can’t imagine it would have come up.”
 
   If she was anything like him, he figured she hadn’t wanted to hear about him from her friends either. It had hurt too damn much to hear her name. Maybe it made him an asshole but some part of him actually hoped she’d cared enough not to be able to deal with hearing about his life.
 
   “You uh…” She glanced around as she stepped out of the truck, tossing the bag he’d grabbed from her car over her shoulder, “You live alone?”
 
   He hesitated at the front of the truck, “Uh, well, no.”
 
   “Colt. Of course.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes and blew out a breath, “Don’t know why I would have thought you two wouldn’t still be attached at the hip.”
 
   He fought another growl. He would take shots about him, about his last name, even about the rest of his family. But not about Colt. He and Colt protected each other and that extended to more than just physical threats.
 
   “Let’s get inside.” He motioned towards the door to change the subject, “I don’t think anyone will recognize you but if you want to lay low we shouldn’t stand around out here and risk it.”
 
   Jemma ducked her head, “Probably a good idea.”
 
   He unlocked the door, aware the entire time that she was hovering just next to him. Close enough that he could have wrapped his arm around her, as if she trusted him to protect her, though he know it was probably unconscious. He didn’t dare reach for her, simply opened the door and moved aside so that she could enter.
 
   Colt had been home last so he wasn’t entirely sure what they were walking into but he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the apartment wasn’t completely trashed. There was a small pile of clothes in the battered old easy-chair where his brother must have been sorting laundry for something clean. There were dishes in the sink and trash in the garbage but it didn’t smell and it wasn’t nasty.
 
   He watched as she glanced around warily, “You can put your bag in my room if you want.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head quickly, “I mean, no thanks. I uh… I’ll take the couch.”
 
   “You’re not sleeping on the couch. It’s old and uncomfortable as hell. You can take the bed.” He motioned down the small hallway, “Mine is the one on the right.”
 
   “Look, it’s nice of you to let me stay here tonight and I appreciate the offer, but I’d be more comfortable on the couch.” She shook her head again.
 
   Cash thought he understood, but he couldn’t let it go that easily. She might not like the idea of sleeping in his bed. She might not want to be shut in a room alone with no easy way out. But he’d been serious about the couch being uncomfortable and she looked like she needed a good night’s sleep. She wouldn’t get that on the couch.
 
   “Colt will be coming home later and if you’re on the couch, he’ll wake you up.”
 
   He watched her face drop. She visibly paled at the mention of his brother coming through that door. He tried not to scowl that she kept flinching at every mention of Colt. For the first time in his life, he had the strangest feeling that he was missing some important piece of information about his twin and what he had done to make Jemma hate him.
 
   “I’d rather Colt not see me here if possible. I’m not ready for my parents to know I’m in town. I don’t want them to see me like this. And if Colt tells anyone, they’ll tell someone else and it will snowball, you know that.”
 
   He frowned at that, “He won’t say anything.”
 
   She gave him a skeptical look, “You’ll understand if I don’t believe you. When your brother runs his mouth, people tend to listen.”
 
   Confusion flickered inside of him before that something important he was missing fell into place, “Wait… you know, don’t you?”
 
   “That Colt was the one to tell the entire school you pulled a dick-and-dash on me? That he all but hand-drew the scarlet letter that marked me as easy and dumb? Yeah, I know.” She sighed, glanced away and then shrugged, “I never blamed you for that part of it, Cash. You’re twins but you’re not the same person. You may look alike but you’re not your brother and he isn’t you.”
 
   He fought the urge to rush towards her and scoop her up. She wouldn’t like that, would most likely flinch away from him again, and he wasn’t sure he could handle that a second time. He didn’t want to scare her, but she had to know how much those words meant to him.
 
   He wasn’t Colt. They might look alike but they weren’t the same person. The fact that she knew the differences made something warm and familiar stir in his chest, something he’d have sworn was long gone, if not dead then at least buried deep.
 
   He cleared his throat and tread away from that dangerous territory, “We don’t look identical anymore. Colt has tattoos now. People don’t confuse us nearly as often as they used to.”
 
   That flicker of a smile hit her lips again, “You were never identical to me. I always knew you weren’t the same person. That’s how I knew it wasn’t you that spread that awful gossip. You hated the talk about your family. Colt on the other hand played up to it.” Her smile fell and she glanced at the door, “I should really find somewhere else to stay.”
 
   “No!” He stepped in front of the door, blocking her path, and watched a hint of surprise and something else cross her face. He softened his stance and moved back again, knowing that had been the wrong move. She was hurt and scared and any show of strength on his part was going to send her running straight for the hills. “I’m sorry, just… no, you don’t need to leave.”
 
   “I should…”
 
   “Stay. Please? Colt won’t say anything to anyone, I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   The wariness had returned to her gaze, “You can’t be sure of that.”
 
   Damn it, did she really hate Colt that much? She was standing in his apartment. She’d let him bring her here, let him offer comfort and safety. After what he’d done, she was giving him some small semblance of a chance to make things right, whether she knew it or not. But she couldn’t look past Colt running his mouth about it?
 
   “He’s not the same punk kid you remember.”
 
   “Maybe not, but he’s still a Bomar and I’ve learned to expect the worst where you all are concerned.”
 
   Unfortunately, she was right and that low blow hit exactly where she’d aimed it. He’d taught her that. He couldn’t hold it against her.
 
   He could ask Colt not to say anything and his brother would swear the words wouldn’t cross his lips. His twin would never do anything to hurt him, or by extension to hurt Jemma, not on purpose. Not unless he didn’t think he was hurting them. Not if he thought he was helping. And he just might considering Cash’s breakdown the last time the girl was even mentioned.
 
   “I’ll call him, tell him to find somewhere else to crash tonight. He doesn’t need to know you’re here.”
 
   “You’d do that? Kick your own brother out? For me?”
 
   “He might not come home anyway.” He hedged on explaining why.
 
   He didn’t think it would earn his twin any points with Jemma if he explained that Colt used his fists to earn extra money. Well, the extra money was nice but mostly it was to work through his anger issues. Whatever the case, fighting was a skill they’d learned and used but one that Jemma didn’t need to be reminded of after what she’d been through.
 
   Colt usually liked to find some willing female to soothe him after a fight. If he’d continued with the fight like Cash suspected, he wouldn’t be home for hours. It was likely he wouldn’t be home until morning light. He’d be worried about that under normal circumstances but with Jemma standing in his living room, everything else became secondary.
 
   Colt could take care of himself for one night.
 
   “I can stay in my car if you’ll take me back to the garage.” She hiked the bag higher on her arm and he groaned.
 
   “No. You don’t want me to tell him you’re here? Fine. You want me to give him a reason to stay away? Fine.” He swiped a hand over his face “I’ll text him that I brought a chick home with me. I’ll tell him I need the place to myself for the night.”
 
   “Oh…” Her eyes drifted to the floor and her shoulders hunched. “I see.”
 
   Sadly, he knew she didn’t, and he hated that he had no right to explain himself. He wasn’t a saint. He’d never come close. But he wasn’t a man-whore either and the number of women he’d seen in the years since Jemma left town was small and unimportant. He had only rarely brought women home with him and they were always gone by morning. He hadn’t cared for a single one of them, how could he when he’d never gotten over the girl he let get away? But now wasn’t the time to get into that so he let her think the worst of him, knew he’d brought that on himself and let it go.
 
   “I’ll text Colt and he won’t come home tonight. You can stay here. Nobody has to know.”
 
   “Our little secret huh?” She winced as if the idea hurt her as much as the insult did him and then she sighed, “I think I’ll go take a shower now if that’s okay with you.”
 
   “Through that door.”
 
   She disappeared into the bathroom and he only realized he was still standing there staring at the closed door when the water came on. He scowled and swiped a hand through his hair. On the other side of a flimsy door with a broken lock was the girl of all his dreams. Naked and wet and… bruised.
 
   He shook away his inappropriate thoughts. She was hurt. She was on the edge of being broken. He knew the look. He’d seen it enough in his life. And he’d already hurt her enough to last a lifetime, wouldn’t risk doing it again.
 
   He pulled his phone out and text his brother. He kept it short and succinct. He didn’t think for a second that he would be able to keep Colt in the dark long. His brother was going to know something was up. Last they’d talked he’d told him he was going to pick somebody up off the side of the road and the news that he had a girl in the apartment would be a shock either way. He wasn’t going to lie if Colt asked him outright who it was.
 
   When a response didn’t immediately come back, he didn’t know whether to be worried or grateful. He tossed the phone down on the coffee table and spent far too long staring at the bathroom door, imagining Jemma on the other side. He shook his head, trying to dissuade his very vivid imagination from lingering on that path. Jemma was here, in his apartment, with him, but if he’d ever imagined her walking back into his life, this wasn’t the way he’d wanted it to happen.
 
   He went to the kitchen and grabbed a beer out of the fridge. After taking a long drink, he leaned against the counter and found himself staring at the closed bathroom door again. He popped a second beer, figuring she could use one whenever she decided to come back out and face him.
 
   By the time he was halfway through his beer, he was starting to get worried. He knew the limits of the hot water heater and there was no way the water running was even lukewarm at this point. Another eternity passed before it squeaked off but even still, Jemma never emerged from the other side and his concern only doubled.
 
   Was she huddled in a ball in there all alone? Was she crying again? Was she hiding on the other side so that he wouldn’t see? It had killed him to see her cry earlier but he hated the idea of her hiding from him almost as much.
 
   He crept towards the bathroom door. He couldn’t hear anything on the other side. No sobbing, which was a good sign, but nothing else either. He was just raising his hand to knock when the door swung inward and Jemma screamed when she ran smack into him.
 
   “Shit.” He stumbled backwards, nearly tripping before he could right himself.
 
   “Oh my God! Cash!” Jemma squealed, “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I was worried that you’d been in there so long and…”
 
   He trailed off the second his eyes finally worked their way past her shocked face. Steam billowed out all around her but the fact that he’d started sweating had nothing to do with the heat of the shower. Her red hair was wet and it hung loose around her shoulders. Her pale skin was flushed pink and she’d changed out of the cut-offs into a pair of equally pink plaid pajama pants that he shouldn’t have wanted to tug from her body because they were cute, not sexy. She looked sweet and innocent and young. He had to clench his fists to keep from reaching out to touch her, wanting to find out if she was still as soft as he remembered.
 
   “Cash!”
 
   “Sorry, what?” He jerked his eyes back to hers.
 
   “You’re blocking me in.” She licked her lips and shifted from foot to foot, “And staring.”
 
   “Sorry.” He moved out of her way and motioned towards the couch, “I popped you a beer, thought maybe you could use one as much as I could.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She sat on the edge of the couch, almost as if she was contemplating making a break for it. He didn’t put himself between her and the door again. Instead he circled around the chair to the other end of the couch and sat down, careful to keep space between them.
 
   He picked up his beer, took a long drink, and watched her do the same. He tried not to notice the way her breasts pressed against the tank-top she was wearing but it was impossible. She’d taken off her bra and he could see her nipples against the thin fabric, a fact he knew she wasn’t aware of or she would have been trying to cover herself. She lifted the bottle of beer to her lips, took a sip and then winced.
 
   “Still hate the taste of beer I see.” He grinned when she nodded.
 
   “Still tastes like piss.” She offered a hint of a smile, “You have anything stronger?”
 
   “I’m sure Colt has a bottle of something hidden in the kitchen.” He nodded, “I’ll take the beer.”
 
   She handed it over and their fingers brushed. He paused because she sucked in a gulp of air. Her eyes widened as their gazes collided and something he was sure she didn’t want him to see flickered across her face. Her body still reacted to him and he had to fight his to let her go when she retreated with a flush and an awkward cough.
 
   He went back to the kitchen, dragged a bottle of whiskey out of the cabinet and then scrounged up a shot glass as well. The entire time he moved, he could feel her watching him. His body reacted to her gaze, to her nearness, to the fact that her body reacted to his even if she probably hated herself for it. He’d managed to cool down the heat in his blood by the time he dropped everything he’d gathered on the dinged up coffee table in front of her.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He settled back on the couch, a foot closer to her but no more, “You don’t have to keep thanking me Jemma.”
 
   “Yeah, I do.” She turned to face him with a sigh, “I’ve been kind of bitchy to you all night and you haven’t said a word.”
 
   “It’s not a chore for me to be nice to you.”
 
   “It’s more than that though.” Her eyes searched his face before she looked away, “Isn’t it?”
 
   She’d always looked at him and seen more than he wanted her to. He shouldn’t have been surprised she still did. He wasn’t just being nice because he was a nice guy. He was helping her because she was Jemma, his Jemma. But that opened up a whole can of worms he didn’t think either of them was ready to deal with so he kept his answer simple.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Jemma sighed, as if that one word weighed heavily on her, and poured herself a shot of whiskey, downing it before she spoke again, “I think there’s something you should know.”
 
   He leaned forward, started to reach for her and then pulled his hand back, “You don’t have to tell me anything if you’re not ready.”
 
   “I know, but you’re letting me stay here and... and you make me feel safe. I don’t know why or how to explain it but it’s easier to think about facing things tomorrow knowing I’m not completely alone.” She looked on the verge of tears again when she met his gaze, “The guy that hit me and tried to… rape me… he’s my fiancé.”
 
   He tried to focus on what it was she was telling him but his chest ached when she said that she felt safe with him. He hadn’t thought that was possible. Not after what he’d done. But he realized now that to her, maybe his sins were so far removed from her current terror and pain that there wasn’t room for her to hate him right now.
 
   “I figured.” He finally admitted when she continued to stare at him.
 
   “You did?”
 
   “You mentioned that you fell for the wrong guy, again.” 
 
   And he couldn’t stop staring at that damn ring on her finger, wanting to rip the offending piece of jewelry off and crush it to pieces. Why the hell was she still wearing it if the bastard had hurt her? He bit his tongue to keep from saying anything about it since she was only just beginning to open up to him.
 
   “Oh…” She poured another drink and tipped it to her lips, “I didn’t realize I’d said that.”
 
   She looked exhausted. She was stressed out and emotional. He tried to remember where it was she’d been living. Houston, or at least that had been it the last time he heard. For her Jeep to have died outside of Old Settlers when it did, she’d been driving all day. She needed sleep but he wasn’t ready to let her out of his sight yet, not now that she was finally talking.
 
   “You going to tell me his name?”
 
   “You’d find out eventually I guess.” She shrugged, “Hoyt. Hoyt Bates.”
 
   He made a mental note to look the guy up after she went to sleep, “What kind of name is Hoyt?”
 
   “Says the guy named after Johnny Cash?” Her eyes softened slightly as she teased him and for that much, he was thankful he’d thought to make a joke.
 
   “Johnny Cash was cool. This guy sounds like his family owns the Bates Motel.”
 
   “Bates Engineering and Technology, actually. His family owns a company that contracts with NASA. They help build rockets.”
 
   He scoffed, “So he’s a rich, abusive bastard.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “This the first time he’s ever hit you?”
 
   She was silent for a long minute as she poured another drink and his gut clenched. He wanted to curse when she refused to look him in the eye. He took a deep breath, tried to hold onto his anger and not let his murderous intentions show on his face when she finally shook her head.
 
   “No.”
 
   “What the hell Jemma?” He snapped and immediately regretted it.
 
   She launched off the couch like she might burst through the door and just keep running. Instead of running away, she paced to the other side of the room and then spun on her heel and came back. She grabbed the whiskey, downed a long gulp straight from the bottle, and then pointed it at him.
 
   “Don’t you judge me, Cash. Don’t you dare!” She was yelling at him but her voice cracked and her eyes watered, “Yes, I was stupid to stay and it was childish to believe him when he said he loved me and he was sorry every time it happened but you know what, I didn’t have anyone else and you can sit there and think that I should have just left the very first time, but I didn’t and I’m the one that has to deal with that for the rest of my life so just… don’t.”
 
   The tears in her eyes threatened to gut him as much as the words. That fucker had hit her, more than once, and she had stayed. He knew better than to reduce it to that. There was so much more to abuse than that. He knew. He’d seen it every day of his life growing up, but even still, the thoughts were hard to deny. He’d asked himself a million times why his mother didn’t leave, didn’t pack up her sons and get as far away from Decker as possible. It wasn’t easy or pretty or even understandable. Abuse never was.
 
   “I’m not judging you, Jemma.” He kept his tone soft when he felt the urge to yell right back at her.
 
   “Yes, you are.” She sniffled, taking another long hit off the whiskey and then letting out a sad whimper, “How could you not be? I’m judging me. I hate me for being so stupid and so weak. I always thought I was strong but I wasn’t… I’m not.”
 
   “Hey…” He reached out and grabbed her wrist when she continued to pace and when she didn’t immediately jerk out of his grasp he tugged her towards the couch, “Sit down. Please. You look like you’re going to bolt and I don’t want to scare you but I’d chase you down if you did.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere. I wouldn’t be here if I had anywhere else to go, remember?”
 
   She collapsed back on the couch next to him. She curled up over her knees and sipped at the whiskey. Her body heat warmed him instantly and he fought the urge to stroke his hands over her. Even if he only meant it in a soothing gesture, she wouldn’t welcome his touch and he couldn’t convince himself that it wouldn’t be just as much to soothe himself so he didn’t.
 
   “You know…” She finally broke the silence with a snort, “If anyone had told me even this morning that I would be sitting in my ex-boyfriend’s living room crying like a baby because my fiancé beat me up, I would have laughed in their face.”
 
   “He did a lot worse than just beat you up, Jemma.”
 
   Her hands shook slightly as she took another sip of the whiskey, “No, he tried, but he didn’t.”
 
   He stared at her as she gazed down into the quickly diminishing bottle. He didn’t know if he believed her or not. She vehemently denied he’d succeeded but her hands shook and her entire body shuddered at the mere mention. He’d damaged her whether or not he’d succeeded and for that, the bastard was going to pay.
 
   As she drank, he took the opportunity to look her over more closely. She had more bruises he hadn’t noticed before because she’d been wearing long sleeves. The black eye had pissed him off. The busted lip had made his fists clench. But the bruises marring her arms, the ones that looked like fingerprints, made that murderous instinct rise up in him again.
 
   Fingerprints. Handprints. Because that bastard had grabbed her, hard. Had he held her down when he tried to violate her? He saw a flash of red haze, anger rising up in him so swiftly he had to fight not to grab his keys and head towards Houston with every intention of committing murder.
 
   “Cash?”
 
   He swallowed the rage the instant she said his name, “Yeah babe?”
 
   Her lips twitched, “You called me babe.”
 
   Since she hadn’t hit him for the old endearment, he brushed her hair out of her eyes, “Yeah, I guess I did. Sorry, some habits are hard to break.”
 
   “I should probably mind… but right now, I don’t. It’s something familiar and familiar is… nice, right about now.”
 
   An admission he’d never thought to hear and a boon he wouldn’t have asked for all rolled into one. His hand had a mind of its own and lingered against her cheek. He wanted to hold her and promise her that everything would be okay. She surprised him again when she closed her eyes and leaned into his touch. The pain that had sparked in his chest the second he saw her again became an intense, overwhelming thing that made it hard to breathe.
 
   “I was going to say something.” She opened her eyes after a long moment and her lips curled slightly, “I don’t remember what it was.”
 
   He pulled his hand away when she scrunched her nose, “I think you’re drunk.”
 
   “Hmm, I think you might be right.” She swayed slightly and then snorted, “I think admitting you’re right about anything proves it.”
 
   How many drinks had she had? Too many. He shouldn’t have just handed her a bottle of whiskey and let her go at it knowing she was already upset. Alcohol solved nothing. He knew that better than most. And it also explained her sudden softness towards him when before he’d only earned her fire. She was drunk and vulnerable and he wouldn’t take advantage of that.
 
   “I’ll help you to bed.”
 
   “No!” She yelped and then shook her head, her eyes widening as she scrambled away from him, “If you touch me right now, I’m going to let you and I can’t… Cash… please… I can’t.”
 
   He stared at her. He didn’t want to like the admission that she would welcome his touch. He didn’t want to hate that she only said it because she was drunk. He couldn’t stand her thinking he would take advantage of her though and that was the thought that won out.
 
   “I’m not going to touch you, Jemma. Not like that. I swore not to hurt you.”
 
   “I know. I know you’re nothing like him.” She curled up on the other end of the couch, her eyes drifting shut as she found a comfortable position, “He liked hurting me and you would hate yourself for it.”
 
   “I already do.” He admitted as he watched her settle in, “You’re sleeping out here aren’t you?”
 
   “Better this way.” She opened her eyes to peer up at him, “I can’t be in your bed, not tonight, and before you argue, it’s not that I don’t trust you. I just can’t okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He couldn’t argue with her. If that was how she felt, then that was how she felt. There was nothing wrong with it and he was certain he shouldn’t feel hurt that she refused to sleep in his bed, even without him in it. Instead he only sighed and retreated down the hallway. By the time he returned with the blanket he’d pulled off his own bed, she had stretched out on her side and was watching him from those beautiful gold-flecked eyes.
 
   Without a word, he tucked the blanket around her. She pulled it up to her chin and he started to step back. She surprised him when she reached out and stopped him with her hand on his.
 
   “Thank you.” She whispered softly, “For everything.”
 
   Since his throat felt tight, he didn’t answer. He only nodded and then retreated when she let him go and closed her eyes. He filled a glass of water, put it on the table in front of her and then headed for his own bed, alone.
 
   After flipping the lights off, he watched her for another long moment. She looked so damn small and vulnerable out there alone, on his couch. He wanted to earn the right to curl up with her, to hold her and help her through this. He would earn it, he told himself.
 
   He’d made the decision as soon as he’d realized the kind of trouble she was dealing with. She’d come rolling back into his life in the worst possible way. But she was here now, and he wasn’t letting her go again, not without a fight.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Jemma woke up with a headache that hinted at a hangover and the strangest sensation that she was being watched. She blinked, wincing when her bruised eye objected to the sudden movement. She darted a glance around the room and screamed when she saw the source of her creepy feeling sitting in a chair just a few feet away.
 
   She scrambled upright, struggling to hold the blanket over her breasts and breathe. It took a moment for the flicker of familiarity to hit her. Blue eyes, intense, intelligent blue eyes, on a hard, square face that could only be considered ridiculously handsome since his wide smile flashed dimples at her. She forced air into her lungs as recognition hit and she shivered when his gaze trailed over her slowly.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “I’d say the one and only but since there’s two of me…” His head turned as a door crashed open down the small hallway.
 
   Jemma turned at the noise as well and what small amount of air she’d succeeded in pulling into her lungs after her surprise wake-up call left her. She’d woken up face-to-face with one half of the Bomar twins looking her over like she was fresh meat. All she’d felt with Colt’s eyes on her was the chilling sensation that he could see too much of her, that she needed to cover up, hide even. But when Cash stumbled into the room, clearly still half-asleep and full of concern as he looked her over, her entire body sat up, wanting more of his attention.
 
   He was wearing only a low-slung pair of mesh shorts and shirtless he was even more impressively built than she’d dreamed. And he was all she’d dreamed about. He was all hard lines and coiled muscle. The only marks on his gorgeous body were the occasional raised slash of a scar and a tattoo on his chest, just over his heart, that she would have to see closer to believe.
 
   She’d known a handsome boy but she was looking at a full grown man now.
 
   With his hair mussed, sticking up in every direction and stubble on his jaw, he managed to look boyish despite his big build, and her mouth practically watered. Her nipples pebbled and she shifted awkwardly as a rush of desire pooled between her legs. She tightened her hold on the blanket covering her and swallowed past the lump in her throat when their gazes collided and held.
 
   Desire, it was there, swift and fast and consuming.
 
   How could she want him like this? After everything she’d just gone through, she shouldn’t be thinking about anyone or anything sexually. After everything he’d done to her, she shouldn’t even be able to look at him. But last night, he’d been so good to her, been there for her when she’d had nobody else, that something inside of her had shifted.
 
   All of the hate that she’d held onto for so long wasn’t there this morning. In fact, for the first time in a long time, she could admit that it wasn’t hate at all. Mostly, it was hurt. Oh, there was a sizable helping of anger but for the most part it had always been hurt. It was strange that she could face that now, when she never could before, but she supposed until yesterday she’d never fully understood the concept of hate.
 
   She didn’t hate Cash. She never had. She’d felt a lot of things for him but hate had never been one of them. Love. Anger. Lust. Pain. Longing. Confusion. But never hate.
 
   “You okay?” His gruff voice made her shiver.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I heard you scream and I thought…” He shook his head, as if he didn’t want to give voice to those thoughts and he didn’t have to, she could see that he’d thought the worst.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She tried to offer him a comforting smile, “I was just surprised to see Colt when I woke up.”
 
   Cash looked away from her for the first time since he’d come rushing into the room. His lips thinned and she glanced between the twins as they stared one another down. Clearly they were having some sort of telepathic conversation because Cash looked more and more annoyed but Colt only tipped up one eyebrow, his smile growing bigger and bigger.
 
   She took the opportunity of having his intense gaze elsewhere to look at Colt. Last night, she remembered Cash telling her they didn’t look identical anymore. She remembered him saying it was because Colt had tattoos but even if her brain had been working properly she wasn’t sure she could have imagined this.
 
   Colt’s hair was the same sand color as his twin though it was cut differently. He had the same piercing blue eyes, the same strong chin and dimpled cheeks, and where Cash’s body was big, Colt was built just as impressively. To a stranger, to even someone with a passing interest, they would have looked identical… except for the tattoos.
 
   Cash’s body was clean. He was standing shirtless in the hallway and there was only one visible tattoo that she could see. She was still shocked by the one word imprinted on his flesh, curious as to when he had gotten it, and why, but it was still only one small tattoo. On the other hand, every visible inch of Colt’s arms were covered in ink.
 
   Strange, but her first thought was to question if they’d done it on purpose to differentiate themselves. They’d always secretly hated when people confused them for one another, as if they wasn’t their own person, as if they were interchangeable. They weren’t, not even close.
 
   Her second thought was that Colt being covered in beautiful yet foreboding artwork wasn’t surprising at all. Art was the only area of school he had ever excelled at to her recollection. She remembered him curled over his desk, etching designs into the wood tabletop and getting detention for it even though the forest he’d designed had been intricate and eerily beautiful. His wrist had a similar forest, done in ink, with ominous black birds rising up his forearm, hinting that he had drawn his own tattoos.
 
   “Well…” Colt turned back to her and winked when he caught her staring, “Clearly I missed a lot last night. Who wants to fill me in?”
 
   “Nobody. What are you doing here?” Cash growled.
 
   “Uh, I live here?”
 
   “I told you to stay elsewhere last night.”
 
   “I did. It’s morning.” Colt’s grin only grew.
 
   “I told you I had a guest.”
 
   “Calling her a guest is a little like calling Decker a dad. It sounds nice but it just don’t feel right does it?” Colt chuckled. “Besides, guests usually stay in a room. She’s on the couch. That makes her fair game.”
 
   “Colt. Don’t.”
 
   Ignoring his brother, Colt stood up and leaned over her. She didn’t even have time to think about cringing away from him. She wasn’t sure if she would have given the chance because he simply brushed his lips against her temple as he spoke softly, just for her to hear.
 
   “Welcome home sweetie. He missed you.” He winked again when Cash growled behind him.
 
   “Don’t touch her.”
 
   “Possessive.” Colt chuckled as he moved away, “Some things never change.”
 
   “Protective.” Cash cleared his throat, as if the mention of his clearly possessive behavior embarrassed him, “She’s hurt and she doesn’t need you crowding her and making her uncomfortable.”
 
   “Yeah, I was gonna ask about that.” Colt retreated to the kitchen and propped the fridge open, “Who are we killing for damaging her pretty face?”
 
   Just like that, with a few words, her tension over seeing Colt again eased. Of the two of them, he’d always been the more easy-going one. Not that she would call him relaxed, not by a longshot. If Cash was quiet and moody then Colt was loud and volatile.
 
   His moods might be unpredictable but no matter what he was feeling, he had no problem expressing it. If he was happy, he smiled. If he was pissed, he scowled. He wasn’t as difficult to read as his twin. He said what he meant. He meant what he said. She’d never wondered where she stood with Colt and she didn’t have to now.
 
   She was back. He’d accepted it just that easily. Just like that, she was one of them again, someone to take care of, because that was what the two of them did. They took care of each other. Things changed and people changed but that never would.
 
   “His name is…”
 
   “Not important.” She spoke over Cash, shooting him a warning look, “Neither of you are killing anyone. I took care of it.”
 
   Colt grabbed the milk out of the fridge and paused in the middle of lifting it to his lips, “You took care of it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I knocked him out.”
 
   Cash gaped, “You did what?”
 
   “I take it you knew nothing of this?” Colt raised an eyebrow when his twin scowled, “Yeah, I don’t know why I thought you two would’ve spent the night talking.”
 
   “Careful.” Cash warned.
 
   “Just saying…” Colt held his hands up innocently, “So, this guy that knocked you around, you somehow managed to incapacitate him and get away?”
 
   “Yeah. I broke a lap over his head. He was unconscious and bleeding on the floor when I grabbed my stuff and left.”
 
   She felt a strange sense of pride when Colt gave her a thumbs up. She’d taken care of herself. Maybe it had been a little too late, but she’d done it. Even still, the memory of Hoyt forcing her down onto the bed, his big body holding her down, made her nauseous. It had taken everything in her to reach for that lamp and bring it down on his skull. If she hadn’t been able to reach it, if she hadn’t managed to knock him out, she shuddered when she thought about what he would have done.
 
   “Jesus.” Cash scratched his jaw, “You didn’t tell me that last night.”
 
   She shrugged. It hadn’t come up. She hadn’t wanted to relive her worst nightmare. She still didn’t. Because Colt had no idea the sensitive area he had tread into with nothing more than an innocent question but Cash did. She’d told him about Hoyt, about what he’d done, about what he’d tried to do. And she hated that flash of pity that showed through his eyes when he looked back at her.
 
   “Was he breathing?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good?” Her eyebrows rose, her mind unable to process why the man that had offered to kill Hoyt would be worried about him all of a sudden.
 
   “Yeah, good sweetheart.” Colt wiped milk from his upper lip with the back of his hand, “If he’s breathing, you can’t go to jail for murder. No offense, I know orange is the new black and all, but I don’t think it’s your color.”
 
   The air in her lungs clogged. She hadn’t even thought about that. She’d tried not to think about Hoyt at all after she got away from him. She’d been so focused on moving forward, on putting one foot in front of the other, figuring out her next move, and holding herself together, that she hadn’t paused to even think about what he was doing.
 
   He’d had an entire day to process his anger and figure out a way to get back at her. Did he know where she was? She’d run home to Oklahoma, not exactly to Antarctica. Had he frozen the bank account? It was joint and he was the primary. Had he reported the Jeep as stolen? It was in both their names too. Or had he foregone all of that and gone straight to the police to accuse her of assault?
 
   “Oh God…” Her stomach turned and she curled up into a ball.
 
   She wouldn’t put it past him. He was controlling and self-righteous. He was also prideful. She’d hurt him and left him and if people found out he would look like an idiot or worse, like the abusive piece of shit he actually was. Every fight they’d ever had, he’d managed to turn back around so that the blame firmly rested on her shoulders, why hadn’t she thought about any of this?
 
   “Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.”
 
   “Hey, it’s okay.” Cash was at her side suddenly, a big hand resting on her shoulder as he eased down on the couch next to her, “We’ll figure this out.”
 
   “He’s going to blame me for this, turn it back on me somehow, that’s what he does.” She felt her bottom lip tremble and hated the flash of tears that accompanied it.
 
   “He can try, but he’s not going to win.” He pulled her into his side and she went willingly.
 
   “He always wins.”
 
   “Not this time.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Not. This. Time.” Cash tilted her face up with a gentle finger under her chin, “You’re not alone. I’m going to help you through this. I told you that and I meant it. Understand?”
 
   He touched her as if she was fragile glass, apt to shatter, but even still, the current that moved between them was hot and electric. She felt it. She’d felt it last night when she was warm from the whiskey and she’d wanted to wrap herself up in him. If she’d wanted to chalk it up to alcohol, this moment, this one right here, thoroughly proved her wrong.
 
   His eyes darted to her mouth and she knew he felt it to. He swallowed hard, forced his gaze away and released her. She breathed a sigh of relief that he was a good guy, despite all previous evidence to the contrary, and he wasn’t going to press his position with her right now.
 
   “Understand?” He repeated himself.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Good.” He sighed and then swiped a hand through his disheveled hair, “Look, Jemma, I didn’t want to push you last night because you were exhausted and hurting, but we need to take some pictures of your face and your arms before the bruises fade.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   She hadn’t thought about that. She should have. She should have taken some pictures yesterday when they were fresh and new. Proof. She needed proof before it faded. She needed proof of what Hoyt had done so that he couldn’t use his manipulation and lies to twist the truth. Not this time.
 
   “I think I tossed my phone in my purse yesterday. It was dead but if you have a charger, we can use it.” She stood, dropping the blanket to go in search of her things.
 
   “Your bag is over there.” Cash pointed and then his eyes darkened before he glanced away, “Why don’t you go get changed in the bathroom and I’ll plug it in for you?”
 
   Changed? She paused, looked down at herself, and felt a fresh wave of heat color her face crimson. Her tank top was so thin it was practically see-through. Her nipples were clearly visible through the pale pink cotton that clung to her like a second skin.
 
   Right. She’d forgotten about that last night. By the time she’d finished scrubbing her skin hard enough to sting to get the feel of Hoyt off of her and crying her eyes out, she hadn’t been thinking about much of anything else. She cringed with the knowledge that she’d all but given Cash a peep-show while they’d been talking last night and he hadn’t said a word. The way he glanced away, shoulders slightly hunched, hinted that he knew it as well as she did and expected her to start yelling at any moment. His gaze went to his brother and he cleared his throat, a low warning growl that had her turning to catch Colt lewdly wagging his brows at her.
 
   “Like I said… clearly, I missed a lot last night.”
 
   Instead of commenting on that, she turned on her heel. She darted behind the bathroom door after scooping up her bag. The latch had barely clicked into place when she heard the brothers arguing on the other side of the door. Cash was laying into Colt for staring at her, for touching her, for making her uncomfortable, and from the sound of it, for just generally being anywhere in her vicinity.
 
   She turned the water on in the sink to drown out the words. She appreciated Cash standing up for her but she knew what was going to come next. Cash was going to fill his brother in on what had happened to her, or at least as much of it as he knew, and she didn’t feel like reliving all of it again. With unsteady hands, she dug through her bag and found her toothbrush and then borrowed toothpaste from the tube in the cabinet.
 
   There wasn’t much else in the bag. After she’d knocked Hoyt out, she hadn’t wanted to risk sticking around to find out how long it would take him to wake up. She’d swiped a hand over the bathroom counter and come away with a variety of makeup, her brush and toothbrush. Other than that, she had the clothes she’d tossed on yesterday, the pajamas she was currently wearing and a couple of clean pairs of panties.
 
   That was it. That was the sum total of her life. All of her earthly possessions reduced to less than two full outfits.
 
   After brushing her teeth and combing her hair back into something that didn’t resemble a rat’s nest, she stared at her reflection in the mirror for a long moment. Her face looked exactly how she’d imagined it would. Bruised and turning an array of colors, but the swelling had gone down at least.
 
   The knock on the door pulled her out of her depressing thoughts and she sighed, “Just a second.”
 
   She flipped the water off and stashed her pajamas in the bag. She felt dirty and disgusting pulling on the same clothes she’d been wearing the day before but that was her only option. She tugged her long-sleeve shirt on over the tank top after putting her bra back on. It wasn’t much as far as armor went but it was all she had.
 
   The knock came again, “Jemma? You okay in there?”
 
   Her brow furrowed as she pulled the door open, surprised to find it was Colt standing on the other side and not Cash. She glanced behind him but his brother was nowhere to be seen. She immediately cringed when she noticed the serious expression on his face. In her experience, when this half of the Bomar twins was sans his dimpled smile, it usually meant trouble.
 
   “Cash went outside to take a phone call. He’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   “Oh… okay.”
 
   “You want to hand me your phone? I’ll plug it in for you.” He offered.
 
   “Um... yeah.” She stammered again as she pulled it from the bag and handed it over, “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.” Colt shifted, glancing over his shoulder before he lowered his voice, “Before he comes back, I uh… I wanted to say… I mean… I wanted to say I’m sorry… for what I did, or said, when we were kids.”
 
   She knew immediately he was talking about what he’d done back in school and she didn’t miss the significance of this moment. Colt was not a man that was big on apologies. In fact, she wasn’t sure he’d ever apologized for anything in his life. He was what he was and he didn’t shy away from that or make excuses for it. The fact that he’d just apologized to her was a big deal and they both knew it.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I had my reasons. It’s no excuse but I did it for him.” His eyes met hers, as troubled as she’d ever seen him, “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I was trying to protect him.”
 
   She blinked in confusion, “From me?”
 
   “From you, from himself, from the world.” Colt scratched his stubbled jaw and sighed, “He’d already decided that he couldn’t keep you here and he knew that he couldn’t go with you. He was set on pushing you away and I did what I always do… I helped him. That’s all it was and I’m sorry that I hurt you. For what it’s worth, I meant what I said earlier. I’m glad you’re back. He’s missed you.”
 
   Jemma’s head felt like it was going to implode when her brain processed what it was that Colt had just told her. He’d said Cash had decided he couldn’t keep her. He had said Cash pushed her away. What he meant was…
 
   “Oh. My. God!” It clicked into place and she swayed when the shock hit her.
 
   Cash had lied. He’d lied to her so that she would leave. He’d lied to her because he couldn’t go with her. He’d broken her heart, broken them up, because he had thought that was the best thing for her.
 
   How had she not seen it before? How had she not seen the truth? He’d pushed her away for her own good because that’s what Cash did… he took care of the people he loved, even if he hurt himself in the process.
 
   “Shit.” Colt’s eyes widened when she gasped, “You didn’t know.”
 
   “Of course I didn’t know!”
 
   “He said you guys talked last night, that you were giving him this chance to help you and make things right and I thought…” Colt cursed like a sailor, “Shit! Shit, he’s going to kill me for telling you before he could.”
 
   “All this time I thought he used me and discarded me like trash because he didn’t care about me.”
 
   Colt groaned, “Oh come on, Jemma. Don’t bullshit me. Maybe it was easier to think that way but deep down you knew he was crazy about you. How could you not?”
 
   She struggled to make sense of it all. Her entire life had imploded just a day ago. Her present and her future were completely up in the air. Now she was staring into her past and finding out that nothing was as it seemed there either. Her entire life was a lie.
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t know… Damn it Colt, I can’t deal with this right now.”
 
   “Shit.” He shook his head, “I thought you knew or I wouldn’t have…” He stilled and frowned again, “Jem, Jemma, listen to me. You can’t tell him I told you.”
 
   “What?” She blinked when Colt grabbed her arm.
 
   He winced when she jerked back from him, “Shit. Sorry, I keep fucking up. I didn’t mean to grab you. Just, you can’t tell him I told you, Jemma. Please, promise me you won’t tell him.”
 
   “What? I can’t…”
 
   “He’ll tell you himself. You know he will, don’t look at me like that. It’s haunted him for five years and you’re finally back and you’re finally here and you need him. He’ll tell you, it might not be until he thinks you’ve worked out all this shit with the fiancé but he will.”
 
   Her brain was whirling again as Colt pleaded with her. A part of her knew that he was right. The part of her that had never liked to believe that Cash used her for sex and discarded her so easily because the whole thing had been a lie. The part of her that had been madly in love with the boy that broke her heart knew that Cash was better than that. That same part knew that with some time and some distance from her current problems, that Cash would eventually tell her the truth.
 
   Because there was still something between them. There was no denying that. Even amid all of her pain and anger, she was attracted to him, intrigued by him, wanted to be near him. She could have refused to get in that tow truck, could have insisted he take her to a hotel no matter the distance, she could have ignored him or yelled at him, but instead she’d let him take her home with him, comfort her and protect her.
 
   “That tattoo… on his chest… that’s real?”
 
   Colt winced as if he’d already admitted too much but he nodded, “Yeah, it’s real.”
 
   She gaped. Cash had her name tattooed on his chest. Over his heart. A tattoo that hadn’t been there before she left town.
 
   “Jemma.”
 
   “What?” She huffed when Colt said her name again.
 
   “You can’t tell him I told you. Not yet. He has enough to deal with right now without being mad at me. I can help with all of this but he won’t let me if he’s mad at me.”
 
   “Colt I…”
 
   “I’m serious. Don’t say anything. Please?”
 
   She was still trying to figure out why Colt wanted her to keep the newly revealed secret to herself when the door to the apartment opened behind him and Cash came through it. He’d pulled on a t-shirt with his shorts but his hair was still adorably disheveled. He paused, sensing the tension in the room. His mouth thinned and his eyes narrowed as he glanced between them and she realized how close they were standing, realized that it would look as though Colt had blocked her from leaving the bathroom.
 
   “Damn it Colt.” Cash growled and started forward, “I told you to give her space. I told you to leave her alone. I leave for five goddamned minutes and you’re already giving her hell?”
 
   “No.” She stepped between them as soon as Colt moved back, out of her way. “No, Cash, stop.”
 
   He pulled up short when he reached her. She could tell he wanted to go around her. He wanted to grab her, move her to the side, and fight with his brother. He wouldn’t though, because he didn’t want to scare her. He would protect her, even from him. Whatever doubts she might have had about that before, Colt had wiped away with the truth only minutes ago.
 
   “Cash, stop.”
 
   “Are you okay?” He pulled his glare off his brother and his gaze softened the instant it met hers.
 
   “I’m fine.” She reached out and put her hand against his chest, the chest that was marked with her freaking name, “I’m fine. You know Colt wouldn’t hurt me. Don’t insult your brother like that just because you want to protect me. I don’t need protection from him and you know that.”
 
   His jaw twitched, “You looked upset.”
 
   “We were just having a discussion.”
 
   “An upsetting discussion.” He glared over her head at his twin, “What were you talking about?”
 
   “Look…” Colt started but she cut him off by talking over him.
 
   “Colt was apologizing. He wanted to clear the air about what happened when we were in high school.” She smiled softly when Cash raised his hand, put it over hers, holding her palm against his chest where she’d placed it, just over his heart, and had to focus to keep her words steady after the intimate gesture, “Colt apologized and I forgave him. We’re fine. We’re both fine.”
 
   Since her hand was against his chest, she could feel him exhale a breath of relief. She felt the urge to step closer to him, offer him some sort of comfort. He didn’t want there to be bad blood between his other half and her. Just like she couldn’t stand the idea of being the thing that came between these two brothers who obviously cared so much about one another.
 
   She’d known them all of her life. She’d known the twin terrors that tried to burn Old Settlers Public School to the ground. She’d known the Bomar boys that came to school with bruises and sometimes broken bones, in dirty clothes and with dirty hands. And she wanted to know these big, strong men that they had become.
 
   She could only imagine the horrors they’d faced, had only ever heard the rumors and seen the things they couldn’t hide, but she knew, instinctively, that they wouldn’t have made it through their childhood without each other. They were a team. They always had each other’s backs. And she wouldn’t be the one to come between that, particularly not when Colt had just opened her eyes to what was standing right in front of her.
 
   Cash had loved her once. Loved her enough to let her go. Loved her so much that he’d broken both of their hearts rather than see her live her life full of regrets. Loved her so much that sometime after she’d left he’d still had her name permanently branded into his chest.
 
   It was a big, gigantic, life-altering revelation. It was something she needed to think about. She needed time to process what it meant then and what it meant now, five years later. She needed to decide how to handle it, and him, and Colt had been right. She couldn’t do that until she figured out the rest of her life, which was also a gigantic mess right now.
 
   “Who were you calling?”
 
   “What?” Cash looked confused by the change of topic.
 
   “Colt said you went outside to make some calls. Who were you calling?”
 
   “I uh…” He dropped her hand and moved away from her, a chill seeping in where before there had been nothing but his warmth, “I talked to Auto. He’d left a message asking about the Jeep with out of state tags in the lot.”
 
   “You didn’t tell him…”
 
   “No.” He cut her off with a shake of his head, “Just said it was from the tow and to get back with me when he had an estimate. He didn’t ask any more questions than that and he won’t.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Colt cleared his throat as he moved around them back into the living room, “Not all the cars that go through the garage are on the up-and-up sweetie. Ask the wrong questions and you end up with answers you don’t want to know. It’s the Bomar way. Your car will be fine and nobody’s gonna ask about it.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “I’m not part of that side of the business but the anonymity will work in our favor this time.” Cash quickly explained, “Auto won’t ask for your name until the bill comes due and by then you’ll have decided what you want to do.”
 
   “What I want to do?” She was beginning to feel like a parrot, repeating him because she didn’t understand.
 
   “If you’re going to head out of town or if you’re going to stay.”
 
   The hope in his gaze was clear and she sighed. He was right. She didn’t know what she was going to do yet. She’d run home without a single plan or thought towards the future.
 
   But was she staying? Or was this a temporary hiding place? All she’d been thinking when she got in her car was that she needed to get someplace safe, find someone she trusted, and go from there. She’d found Cash but he wasn’t who she’d come for.
 
   “Skylar.”
 
   Colt jerked upright from where he’d only just collapsed on the couch, “What?”
 
   “I still need to get in touch with Skylar.”
 
   “She’s camping with her boyfriend out by the falls this weekend.” Cash explained when Colt looked between them questioningly. “Jemma tried calling her last night but couldn’t reach her. That’s why she stayed here.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why.” Colt smirked.
 
   Jemma ignored him, “Did you try calling her while you were outside?”
 
   “No. I don’t have her number.” Cash flashed a sarcastic smile, “I wasn’t joking about her not talking to me.”
 
   “Colt just plugged my phone in and it’s still dead. Once it powers up, I’ll try her again.”
 
   “Yeah that’s as good a plan as any.”
 
   “You’re not going to be able to reach her.” Colt spoke up and then shrugged when they both looked at him, “Not on the phone. If she’s at the falls, there’s no service out there. She won’t even get your messages until she gets back on the highway to head home.”
 
   Jemma swiped her bangs out of her eyes, “It’s Sunday. Surely she’s planning to come back today right?”
 
   “Doubtful.”
 
   “What?” She frowned when Colt stood up again.
 
   “Her salon is closed on Mondays. She might not come back until tomorrow.” His lips twitched into what could only be called a scowl, “And if she’s out there with that rock-hugging rig rat, she might not even be back Tuesday since he’ll be on leave all week.”
 
   Since he was speaking a language she hadn’t heard in years it took her an extra second to decipher what he was talking about. Rig-rat was a nasty slang term usually reserved for the women that camped out near one of the oilfield rigs in order to land a man. The hilarity of Colt calling Skylar’s boyfriend by that term wasn’t lost on her.
 
   Neither was the fact that Colt seemed to know an awful lot about Skylar’s schedule.
 
   It took longer for her to figure out what he meant about the guy being on leave. Rig workers generally worked in two-week shifts, which meant depending on when they left, Skylar could spend another week minimum in the woods with her boyfriend.
 
   “Skylar won’t stay in the woods for a whole week. I’m shocked she made it a full weekend.”
 
   “She hasn’t. Not yet.” Colt’s scowl turned feral at the edges, “You can’t reach her by phone so that only leaves one option. Somebody should go out there and get her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You need her here. She’d want to be here for you if she knew you were in town. I’ll go pick her up and bring her back.”
 
   “Colt…” Cash shook his head.
 
   His mood switched again just that fast and he grinned, “I don’t mind. Really. I want to help and this is something I can do. Just let me freshen up and then I’ll head towards the falls. Only so many places they could be camping out there. Should have her back to you in a couple of hours tops.”
 
   Colt winked as he moved past her towards the bedrooms. Jemma watched him go, confusion hitting her again as she tried to process how he’d gone from smiling to scowling to that almost evil grin in the matter of a minute and somehow it all had something to do with Skylar. Cash was still shaking his head when she looked back at him.
 
   “Do I even want to know what that was really about?”
 
   “Probably not.” He scratched his head when she only raised her eyebrows, “Colt hates that guy Skylar’s been dating.”
 
   “Because he’s some random rig hand nobody in town knows anything about?”
 
   “Yeah, that… and because he’s got it bad for the girl.” Cash grinned.
 
   Jemma couldn’t help herself. She laughed. It was such a foreign feeling to want to smile and laugh that it surprised her, almost as much as the idea of Colt having a crush on her friend.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah, seriously, now come on, I’ll give you all the details but only after we snap some pictures of your bruises.”
 
   Her laughter died just that fast and painfully. There, for just a second, she’d forgotten about her troubles. She’d just been a girl, laughing about something silly and inconsequential. But right now, there was nothing so frivolous as a crush for her to deal with. She had real problems but the sooner she dealt with them, the sooner she could get on with her life.
 
   For the first time in a long time she was looking forward to what came next.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Something was different this morning but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. It wasn’t one thing. It was everything. It was Jemma. The way she looked at him. The way she talked to him. The way she touched him… or rather, the fact that she touched him at all. Something had changed and even without knowing exactly what it was, he was grateful.
 
   She wasn’t picking fights with him. She didn’t argue with him over every word that came out of his mouth. She didn’t jump out of her skin when he got close to her and she didn’t look at him like she was expecting the worst.
 
   He didn’t know what had caused the change. Maybe it had been a good night’s sleep. Maybe it was just a little time alone, some distance from what had happened. Maybe she’d finally accepted that he wasn’t the enemy or the devil he’d painted himself as.
 
   Whatever it was that had softened her towards him, he silently gave thanks for the opportunity and promised himself that he wouldn’t make her regret it. Not this time. He wouldn’t let her down, not again, not ever again. He’d destroyed her faith and her trust in him once already and he’d never expected to get a chance to right that wrong. Now that she was here, he would. Whatever it took. He would protect her.
 
   Cash swiped water out of his hair with the towel and then tossed it over the shower rod to dry. After his brother had bolted from the apartment to track down Skylar, Jemma had looked at him, all big eyed curiosity and humor and he’d wanted to hold onto that moment for just a little while longer. He’d wanted to let her think about lighter things, silly things like Colt’s fascination with the pretty blonde that lived next door. So he’d filled her in while they had cereal for breakfast and then excused himself to take a shower.
 
   Showering with Jemma in the other room had proven to be impossible. Every time he ran his hands over his body, he imaged it was her smaller, softer hands. He’d turned the heat off but not even the cold water had helped.
 
   Because he didn’t have to imagine what that would be like, he had the memory of it from years ago to taunt him. Memories that he’d worked hard to tie up, tie down, lock down somewhere deep inside him, somewhere they were safe. But Jemma had touched him earlier and broken through all of his locks and chains.
 
   He closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. The image of Jemma putting her hand on his chest earlier rose up to haunt him again. Such a small gesture, but it changed everything.
 
   She’d touched him, willingly, and looked up at him with so many emotions swirling in her hazel eyes, that he’d had to touch her too. He’d covered her hand with his and she hadn’t pulled away from him. That simple touch had been more meaningful than any full-on naked, sexual exchange he’d had in five years.
 
   “Fuck.” He muttered as he resituated himself inside his jeans.
 
   This was going to be harder than he’d thought. Literally. He had to walk the line. If he did anything to scare her, anything that came on too strong, he had a feeling he would ruin any good will he’d earned. And he couldn’t risk losing her again.
 
   He tugged his t-shirt back over his head and then, once he was certain he had himself under control, he opened the bathroom door. Jemma was sitting exactly where he’d left her. She was curled up on the couch again, her legs pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. She looked so small and delicate that the air in his lungs hardened and he forgot to breathe.
 
   She had her hair pulled back from her face again and it fell from her ponytail in soft natural curls. His fingers itched to pull the clip away, watch it fall around her shoulders. He’d had the right to do that once.
 
   The first time he’d taken the liberty they’d been huddled over their textbooks in the library after school. She’d leaned close to him and he hadn’t been able to help himself. He’d smoothed a wild curl back out of her eyes, and he’d been entranced by the soft, silky strands so he’d pulled the clip away and earned her surprised giggle in return.
 
   The memory was one of a hundred. Her hair, that gorgeous red mane with the golden undertones, had fascinated him long before he got his hands on her. He’d pulled her hair once, in elementary school, just because she’d had it in pigtails. She’d kicked him in the shin for it. He might have fallen for her right then and there.
 
   “Jem?”
 
   She glanced up and his heart thumped too hard in his chest. Something was wrong. The light that had been in her eyes earlier was gone now. She looked like she was on the verge of tears again. He started to cross the space towards her and then stopped himself from rushing over and sweeping her into his arms.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “My phone is charged.” She lifted it to show him.
 
   “Okay?”
 
   She sighed, released her knees and put her feet back on the ground, “I tried Skylar again but she didn’t answer.”
 
   “Oh, well, we figured as much.” He tried for a smile to lighten the mood, “That’s why Colt went to get her.”
 
   “I have a feeling Colt went to get her for a lot of reasons, the least of which was to help me.”
 
   “That’s not true. He might have had his own reasons for going but helping you was definitely one of them. He cares about you too, Jemma.”
 
   “I know.” She dropped her gaze.
 
   “So what’s really got you upset?”
 
   She didn’t look up, “I had a couple of messages from Hoyt.”
 
   Fury flamed inside of him, hot and fast, and he was glad that he hadn’t moved closer to her. He thought that the clench of his fists might scare her. He grit his teeth and fought down the wave of anger that wanted to erupt in violence. He swallowed the curse that sat on his tongue and took an unsteady breath.
 
   He was going to kill that bastard. He was going to hunt him down and when he found him he was going to unleash all of the rage that he kept caged inside of him. He let bits and pieces of it out when he dealt with Decker, but he tried to never let it all out at once for fear he wouldn’t be able to put it back in the cage afterwards. He wouldn’t bother holding back when he unleashed on the asshole that had hurt Jemma.
 
   “He called you?” He could hear the venom in his voice but he couldn’t help that, not now, not with all of his anger issues riding so close to the surface.
 
   Jemma nodded.
 
   “What’d he say?”
 
   “The usual.” She shrugged, bit into her bottom lip and then winced and soothed her tongue over the cut there, “He said he was sorry, that it was all a big misunderstanding and that he loves me.”
 
   “Bullshit.” He snapped, “If he loved you he never would have…”
 
   “I know.” Jemma cut him.
 
   He forced a deep breath, trying to find solid ground again, “Jem, you can’t go back to him.”
 
   A hurt expression crossed her face and he watched her shoulders curl in on themselves. She didn’t physically move but the expression on her face put a mile of distance back between them. She all but recoiled from him as anger quickly covered the hurt.
 
   “You think I don’t know that?” Her chin tilted up, defiance making her words sharp, “You think so little of me that you think I would hear his apology and go running back to Houston?”
 
   “No, I just…
 
   “Think I need a reminder about what he did? About what he tried to do?” Her bottom lip quivered, taking away some of her righteous anger, “Because I’m the one wearing the bruises, Cash! I’m the one that can still feel the weight of him, holding me down and…”
 
   “Jesus, Jem… no.” He started towards her again and when she stood up to try and get away from him he wrapped an arm around her and refused to budge when she shoved him, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Stop fighting me. I didn’t think before I spoke, I’m sorry.”
 
   Jemma went limp against him. She didn’t wrap her arms around him but she didn’t knee him in the balls or try to hit him either. He shifted his hold to something gentler and stroked her back. He hated the slight tremor in her, knew it was his fault, that he had put it there this time, and he could think of nothing but wiping the awful moment, and feeling, away.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t think before I spoke. You know me, I’m not so good with words. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I don’t want to go back to him.” She whispered against his chest.
 
   “Then don’t. Stay. Stay here.” His voice broke and he knew he shouldn’t but he couldn’t stop the words, “Stay with me.”
 
   He hadn’t asked her that last time. He hadn’t even thought about it. He’d known that it wasn’t fair to ask then and it wasn’t fair for him to ask now either. Not when she was in turmoil, with nothing of her own and nothing to hold onto. But he wanted her to hold onto him and he wouldn’t make the same mistake again.
 
   Jemma rubbed her cheek against his chest, “I’m not going back to him, Cash.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   She pulled back slightly and he let her, “But I spent years being told what I could and couldn’t do, being told what to feel, so don’t tell me I can’t do something again, okay?”
 
   He nodded as understanding sank in. It wasn’t that he’d brought up the asshole. It wasn’t that he’d thought she might be considering forgiving the bastard. It was that he’d told her what to do. His statement had sounded like an order to her, even if that wasn’t how he’d meant it. What she had heard was colored by her experience so he made a note to be more careful, not about what he said but about how he said it.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   She nodded slightly.
 
   “I just meant, you shouldn’t go back to him.” He brushed her bangs out of her eyes, “He doesn’t deserve you.”
 
   “I think that’s the first time anyone has ever said that to me.” Jemma dropped her forehead to his chest and sighed, “For years, he’s been telling me I don’t deserve him. His family never liked me. His friends thought he could do better. It’s been a long time since I had someone on my side.”
 
   His heart broke for her all over again, “You didn’t deserve him, Jemma. You didn’t deserve to be treated that way. You didn’t deserve to be hurt or abused. You deserve the fucking world and I’m sorry that you ever had to deal with a man like that.”
 
   She finally wrapped her arms around him. She didn’t say anything but she didn’t have to. The words he hadn’t said were there, hanging in the air. She never would have had to deal with a man like that if she’d been with him, if he’d asked her to stay instead of pushing her away last time.
 
   He started to open his mouth, the words on the tip of his tongue. He needed to tell her the truth. He needed her to know that he’d lied. Maybe it wouldn’t make a difference to her. He couldn’t take it back. But he needed her to know that he had lied about not loving her.
 
   The truth was, he’d loved her more than he’d ever loved anything.
 
   The fact that he still did was what stopped him. Because he wanted her to know, now, because he needed it. Not because she did. What she needed was to feel safe and know that he would be there for her. She didn’t need him clearing his conscience and adding to her problems right now.
 
   “Come on…” He forced himself to pull away from her, “We still need to take those pictures.”
 
   She frowned but let him move away from her, “You really think it’s necessary? He seemed pretty intent on apologizing and getting me back. I don’t think he’s going to try and press charges.”
 
   “Right now, he’s trying to make nice. When he realizes you’re not coming back, that might change.” He picked up her phone, “Better safe than sorry.”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “Careful. I might get used to hearing that.” He smirked and earned a small smile for his joke.
 
   “Where do you want me?”
 
   In his arms. In his bed. In his life, every damn day from here to eternity.
 
   “Bathroom?” She asked when he remained quiet.
 
   He cleared his throat, “Nah, the light in there is terrible.”
 
   “Kitchen?”
 
   “Yeah. Hop up on the counter and I’ll open the blinds to let more light in.”
 
   He felt her move as he leaned over the couch to flip the blinds open. The crappy old plastic knob squeaked as he turned it. Summer sun poured in and when he turned he got a good look at Jemma leaning over the sink to do the same with the small window there. His eyes lingered on her ass, her cute, curvy little ass, barely concealed under those tiny denim cut-offs, and he narrowly escaped being caught staring when she spun back to face him.
 
   “Better?”
 
   He nodded and watched from a few feet away as she put her hands on the counter and then hopped up. If he’d been closer, he could have put his hands on her hips. He could have lifted her and stepped between her legs. He’d purposefully kept those few feet between them so that he wasn’t tempted to do just that. He was still tempted but the distance kept him from acting on it.
 
   “Hand me the phone and I’ll unlock it.” Jemma reached a hand out and he dutifully stepped forward to hand it over.
 
   “You keep it locked?”
 
   She flickered a sad smile up at him before turning her attention to the phone in her hand, “Yeah, I didn’t want Hoyt getting into it, not that there was anything for him to find. The only person I ever had the balls to talk bad about him to was Skylar and he already hated her. I guess I just thought if he kept his locked, I should too.”
 
   “He kept his locked too?”
 
   “Yeah. Trust. It’s the foundation of a relationship right?” She snorted and handed the phone back to him, “Just none of mine.”
 
   He felt that like a low blow. He’d broken her trust too. He hated himself for it, but it didn’t make it any less true.
 
   “Jem…”
 
   She shook her head, “Just take the pictures, Cash.”
 
   He flipped the phone around and sighed, “Lift your chin up and look at the door. Yeah, like that.”
 
   He pushed the button and took a series of pictures of her face. His anger grew the longer he lingered over the marks. Black eye. Bruised cheekbone. Busted lip. He took the photos and bit his tongue until it bled before he gave up and finally asked.
 
   “You want to tell me what happened?”
 
   Jemma stiffened, “Not really.”
 
   He sighed, “Okay, I get that… just… the bruises are healing.”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “So, they didn’t happen yesterday.”
 
   Her chin dropped and he knew his gut instinct was right. He’d spent most of last night staring at his ceiling, trying to work through what he knew and fill in the giant, gaping holes where he didn’t. He knew a lot about bruises. He’d suffered through more than his fair share and he’d watched just as many, more probably, heal on Colt’s body. He knew everyone bruised differently. He knew with Jemma’s pale skin that hers would hold color longer. But these were already healing, which meant they weren’t brand new.
 
   “No. They didn’t.”
 
   He fought not to spill the venom in his mouth. He didn’t understand. He wanted to, but he didn’t. Just like he had never been able to understand his mother. The comparison, the line that connected Jemma and that broken, damaged woman, nearly gutted him and the anger disappeared. Worry took its place.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   She sighed and he thought for a second she was going to keep quiet. He thought she was going to change the subject or tell him it was none of his business. He was surprised but grateful when she started talking, even though she refused to look at him.
 
   “When I got home Friday night, he was drunk. He only ever gets violent when he’s drinking. The rest of the time it’s verbal reminders that I’m just oilfield trash and if I didn’t have him I’d have nothing.” She swallowed hard, “I don’t remember what started the fight. I’m sure he’d tell you it was something I said or did. It always is, my fault. So he slapped me and when I fought back, he knocked me around.”
 
   He struggled to ask, knowing he wouldn’t get the answer he wanted, “So you left, right?”
 
   “No.” She whispered softly, “I got away. I locked myself in the bedroom. He beat on the door for a while but then he must have passed out. That’s how it usually goes.”
 
   He hated this. Hated that she had to use the word usually when it came to something like this. He hated that she had gone through any of this but he couldn’t undo it. He could only help her get past it.
 
   “I thought, come morning, that he’d be full of apologies like he usually was so I checked on him, made sure he was breathing, and went back to bed.” Jemma winced at the memory, “I didn’t lock the door back.”
 
   “So he woke up and came after you?”
 
   “Something like that. He came to bed and tried to cuddle and when I was still angry, when I didn’t accept his apology, that’s when he held me down and… and…”
 
   Cash growled and stepped into her, pulling her into his arms, “You don’t have to tell me what he tried to do, baby. I know. I know and I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.”
 
   Jemma shuddered and wrapped her arms around him. He held her until he had himself back under control. He didn’t think she was the one on the verge of falling apart right now. He was far closer to the edge than he’d let himself get in five years, because Jemma was his emotional trigger, she always had been.
 
   “It shouldn’t have taken him crossing that line for me to leave.”
 
   He sighed, “I know a thing or two about abuse, Jem. I know it isn’t that easy.”
 
   “Your mom.”
 
   Not a question, because she knew him just as well as he knew her. He pressed his lips to her temple. It was more affection than he’d ever thought she would let him show again so he took the moment and backed off before his body risked trying for more. Now wasn’t the time.
 
   He pulled back and nodded, “I hate the idea of you ending up like her. Hurt. Broken. All because of a man that wasn’t worth your love to start with. That was always my worst fear for you.”
 
   Those expressive hazel eyes darted over his face and he fought the urge to slip back behind his mask of uncaring indifference. He’d never used it with Jemma. He’d never had to. Not until he’d lied to her, not until he’d decided telling her the truth would hurt her worse than letting her go. Before that, he’d let her see everything, every broken piece of him, and some part of him hoped that she still could. That she could see what he wasn’t saying. That he’d done what he did because he hadn’t thought he was worth her love either.
 
   “Oh Cash…” She reached up and cupped his jaw.
 
   He leaned into her touch when she trailed off. He thought she wanted to say something else but when he met her gaze, his breath caught again. There was more than just softness and understanding there this time.
 
   He knew her so he knew what she was going to do before she did it. He could see it all over her face. Every thought, every emotion, was written there in a language he’d been able to speak since they were kids. He knew and he did nothing to stop her when she leaned up and brushed her lips against his.
 
   Every nerve ending in his body hissed to life when Jemma kissed him. Her mouth on his, it had always been that way. Like two pieces of a puzzle sliding into place, magnets drawn together, destined to smack into one another again and again with enough force to break them apart if they weren’t careful.
 
   It was her. Jemma. His Jemma. So despite all of the reasons he knew it was a bad idea, he couldn’t stop himself from kissing her back.
 
   He slid his mouth over hers, keeping it as light and fleeting as the kiss she’d initiated until she made that tiny little noise in the back of her throat, the one that he had never been able to forget, the little moan that was her need tore at the chains he used to tie everything up inside him and he unraveled.
 
   When he deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue over her bottom lip, she opened for him willingly. His hands were on her before he’d ever thought to grab her. He angled her head and she arched up, moving closer instead of away. It was that, the blatant trust she had in him when she should have known better, that stopped him.
 
   It took every strand of his moral fiber to wrench his mouth from hers. He couldn’t bear to break the connection so he held tight to her. He kept her close, tilting his head down until their foreheads met and their lips were a breath apart. They were both breathing hard and when he opened his eyes he groaned aloud at the heat and expectations that shone behind her eyes.
 
   “I can’t, Jem. We can’t. Not like this. Not yet.”
 
   And just like that, with a few simple words, he was forced to watch that spark recede from her eyes. That awful sadness began to permeate her again and she tried to slink back from him. He refused to let her, refused to let her think that he was rejecting her when that was the furthest thing from the truth.
 
   “I want to. I want you, but if I kiss you again I’m going to want you in my bed and if I have you in my bed, I’m going to want to tie you to me so I don’t ever lose you again.” He swallowed hard, “I don’t think you’re ready for that.”
 
   Her eyes searched his face, her brows furrowing slightly, “You don’t get to decide what I’m ready for.”
 
   He smiled at her argument, “Fine. I’m not ready for that right now. I need more time. We need more time before we make any big decisions.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because the first time you gave yourself to me, I made you regret it and this time I don’t want you to have any regrets.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “You will.” He twirled her hair between his fingers, “If you make this decision when you’re vulnerable, you’ll regret it and after everything you’ve been through, baby, I don’t want you to have any more regrets.”
 
   She pouted, “But I want you.”
 
   Her honesty nearly wrecked him and he had to brush his lips over hers again quickly, “You’ll have me. Tomorrow. Next week. Next year. Whenever you’re ready, I’m yours.”
 
   He bit his tongue. He wasn’t sure either of them was ready to face the rest of what he’d almost said. He’d always been hers. From the first time he’d touched her, he’d belonged to her. He hadn’t understood it then. Hell, he wasn’t sure he understood it now, but they belonged to each other. She was his and he’d hurt her once already. He hadn’t taken care of her. He hadn’t protected her and he couldn’t bear the thought of causing her pain again.
 
   He’d spent five years living with the regret of the pain he’d caused her. He thought, maybe, she’d spent those years regretting him too. So now that they’d found their way back to each other, he wouldn’t let either of them regret what happened next.
 
   Jemma ducked her head against his chest and sighed, “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a really good guy Cash Bomar?”
 
   He snorted, “Definitely not.”
 
   “Then I’m glad I can be the first.”
 
   Instead of arguing with her, he only hugged her and held her close again. He wasn’t sure he could be categorized as a good guy in anyone’s book. He wasn’t as bad as some but he also wasn’t as good as most. He’d tried though, since he lost this woman, or rather since he drove her away. He’d tried to be a better man than people expected him to be. So maybe that counted for something.
 
   “Cash?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “We should probably take some pictures of the bruises on my arms.”
 
   He groaned and pulled away from her, “Yeah, we probably should, but I’m not sure having you take your shirt off in front of me right now is a good idea. You might think I’m a good guy but I’m not a saint.”
 
   She smirked, “You’re tough. You can take it.”
 
   When she started to pull the long-sleeved shirt up, over her head, he sighed and helped her. His pulse pounded and his erection strained his jeans when she wiggled out of it. His eyes automatically dropped to her chest. Her full, beautiful breasts were concealed beneath only that flimsy tank top and a bra and he groaned when he saw her nipples were stiff. She was as turned on as he was. She really did want him.
 
   Jemma licked her lips, “I know what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m not sure you do.” He grumbled.
 
   “Sure I do. You’re thinking that after everything I’ve been through, I shouldn’t be reacting to you like this.” She sighed when he met her eyes, “I know because I’m thinking the same thing.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   She traced her hand across his chest, and the tattoo he realized she must have seen earlier, the one he would have to explain, “But I never did have any control over the way you make me feel.”
 
   “Jemma.” He growled at that admission and barely resisted touching her, “I’m going to take the pictures and then you’re going to put your shirt back on and then we’re going to call Colt and see where the hell he is with Skylar. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay.” He repeated with a huff, “Now, let’s talk about something else, something that doesn’t make me want to do things to your sexy little body we both know we shouldn’t.”
 
   “Hmm… How about we talk about my engagement ring?”
 
   And just like that, his erection wilted. Engaged. Jesus, she’d been prepared to marry that asshole. She had promised to marry another man. That definitely had the power to break through his lust but it also sent him careening back towards his bottomless pit of anger. She belonged with him, damnit!
 
   “Good choice.” He grumbled as he snapped the first picture, “What about it?”
 
   Jemma dutifully twisted her arms so that he could take the photos and even as he noticed for the first time that she wasn’t wearing that damn ring anymore he felt his anger swell. He noted the bruises as thumb prints and then the other fingerprints. There was more than one set on each arm which meant she’d struggled, broken free, and that bastard had grabbed her again. He had to work to keep his anger in check and focus on what she was saying.
 
   “I was thinking I might be able to pawn it. I mean, it’s real and at least a couple carats. It’s worth a small fortune and I could really use the money. My only worry is that he might ask for it back.”
 
   “Fuck that. He gave it to you. It’s yours.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly…” She nodded, “So is there somewhere around here I could take it?”
 
   “Big Mike still owns the pawn shop over in Falls Lake. I’m sure he’d give you a reasonable price. Of course, he’s also the biggest gossip this side of the Red River so I wouldn’t venture his way until you get a chance to tell your parents you’re back.”
 
   Falls Lake was the next town over, the last one she would have driven through before her Jeep broke down. It was only slightly bigger than Old Settlers but had all the amenities a town like theirs couldn’t support. Motels, chain stores, fast food joints, Falls Lake had gotten a Wal-Mart when they were in high school and that had been big news. All of the people from the other smaller, surrounding towns went there to do their shopping and so the odds of seeing someone she knew was just as high there as it was right here in Old Settlers.
 
   “Yeah, I might need the money before I’m ready to face them.” Jemma snorted, “Maybe you could take it over there for me and just bring me back the profits.”
 
   It was his turn to snort, “Babe, in case you’ve forgotten, I’m a Bomar. Big Mike won’t give me anything but hell if I show up with some hefty diamond ring. He’s liable to call the cops to check if it was stolen before he’d give me a nickel.”
 
   “That’s not fair. You don’t have a record.” She paused, scrunched her nose up, “Do you?”
 
   “No. Of course not.” He shrugged, “Nothing new since I turned eighteen anyway. I’ve been picked up a few times but they had to let me go. I told you, I don’t mess with that side of the family business but it took the cops a little while to figure that out.”
 
   He tried not to take offense at the question she had every right to ask and told her as much of the truth as he could face. He was a Bomar. He did have a record. His juvie record was longer than his arm but he’d straightened up by the time he turned eighteen. He didn’t think now was the time to tell her she’d been a big part of that.
 
   “I’m sorry. I had to ask.”
 
   “It’s okay.” He shrugged, telling himself that it didn’t hurt to have her think so little of him.
 
   She sighed, “No. It’s not. It’s just, I’ve been away a long time…”
 
   “And things change. People change. I get it.”
 
   “I didn’t honestly think for a second that you had somehow become a drug kingpin or a thief, Cash.” She nudged him when he didn’t look at her, “I’d expect if you had you’d be living somewhere a little bit fancier than this.”
 
   He chuckled, “Maybe I’m just hiding my money from the IRS.”
 
   “Yeah, you and me both.” She giggled.
 
   He grinned, happy that he’d made her laugh. It was a sound that he’d missed. Light and carefree, it had always made something tighten in his chest and now was no different.
 
   They stared at one another as their laughter trailed off. Tension sparked and the heat that had always been between them flared again. He moved back into her and cupped her cheek, gently swiped his finger over the bruise that marred her beautiful face. She leaned into him and closed her eyes, covered his hand with her own and held him to her.
 
   “I missed this.” She whispered softly.
 
   His heart squeezed, “What?”
 
   “Us. How easy it always came, talking, touching, everything.” She opened her eyes and looked right at him, looked deep, right down to his soul, “I missed you.”
 
   The entire world dimmed down to this one moment with this one girl. Because this was what his dreams had looked like, sounded like, for five years. This was everything he had wanted but never expected to get because he’d ruined it, ruined them. And she deserved to know why.
 
   “I missed you too.”
 
   “I know.” She smiled softly, “Colt told me.”
 
   He snorted, because of course his brother had. He’d left them alone for five minutes. There was no telling what all Colt had told her, but he knew there was one thing that he hadn’t, wouldn’t, because he knew Cash had to do it himself.
 
   “Jemma, there’s something you need to know.”
 
   She tilted her head slightly, “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, I…”
 
   A loud bang sounded across the room and Jemma shrieked. Cash whirled, putting himself between her and the door instinctively. At first glance, he thought he had overreacted. The pretty blonde storming into his apartment wasn’t a threat. But then he got a good look at her face and realized he was wrong. She looked ready to throttle him.
 
   Skylar stopped in the middle of the room, her eyes flashing from open hostility to curiosity to disbelief. He stood his ground. Jemma had reached for his arm but dropped her touch away just as fast. Colt had come in behind the other woman, his hands jammed into the pockets of his jeans, an annoyed look on his face that said all he needed to know. Skylar was on a warpath.
 
   “Cash, move away from her, slowly, or I’m going to kick your nuts so far up your ass God himself will not be able to recover them for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Jemma had laid her soul bare with Cash. She’d opened up to him. She hadn’t held anything back. She’d told him everything about the situation with Hoyt. She’d told him about her doubts and her worries. She’d told him how she felt, how he made her feel, and she’d told him that she missed him.
 
   Maybe she should have held back. Maybe she should have kept some piece of herself back from him. Maybe she should have played it safe and not risked her already bruised and broken heart. 
 
   Hadn’t she just been telling herself that it was her heart that got her into trouble? But her head and her heart were in agreement when it came to Cash. He could have taken advantage but he hadn’t. He’d put her first, even when it had hurt him to do it. It couldn’t be wrong to trust him now, could it?
 
   She felt like if she locked her heart away that would be giving Hoyt more power than he already had. He’d changed her in so many ways. He’d taken a strong and carefree girl and twisted her ability to love and to forgive into a weakness. She had let him put her in a cage but she’d busted free of him. If she chose to stay in it now, then he won and she really was broken.
 
   That was my worst fear for you.
 
   Cash’s words would haunt her for the rest of her life if she let that happen. There were so many things he hadn’t said. There were so many more that he had with just that one simple yet complex statement.
 
   He’d thought that he would break her. She could see that now. Put together with what Colt had already told her, she understood Cash far better than she had when she was a seventeen year old girl and better still than she had when she woke this morning. She’d known he had issues with his family, with his father and with his mother and even with his twin, though he would never admit to that one. What she hadn’t known was just how tied to those issues she was for him.
 
   She was hurt. She was hurting. But she wasn’t broken. She might have thought she was. There might have been a lot of evidence to support that theory in the past twenty-four hours, but she was stronger than she’d given herself credit for. She’d hurt Hoyt. She’d gotten away. And now she was going to stand up for herself.
 
   It wasn’t much, not in the grand scheme of things, but it was a start.
 
   “Take it down a notch Skylar.” Colt growled as he trailed her best friend into the room. “I told you they were fine.”
 
   “You told me a whole helluva lot of shit that made no sense. That’s why I’m here.” She snapped and then narrowed her eyes at Cash, “I don’t see you moving so I hope you haven’t grown attached to those new balls you’ve grown.”
 
   “Skylar!” Jemma gave her a warning look, “Stop threatening his balls.”
 
   Colt smirked, “Yeah, she likes them right where they are.”
 
   “Colt.” It was Cash’s turn to issue a warning. “Shut it.”
 
   His twin only smirked and nudged Skylar, “Told ya.”
 
   Skylar looked between the two of them and Jemma fidgeted. She’d never been able to hide anything from her best friend. She knew her better than anyone. Even if they hadn’t seen each other in years, even if Skylar had been in the room less than five seconds, she knew there was no hiding the fact that something was happening between her and Cash. Skylar’s jaw fell open and her eyes went wide.
 
   “Well, well, well, someone want to tell me what I interrupted?”
 
   “Nope.” Jemma nudged Cash aside and hopped down from the counter. “I’m so glad you’re here. Give me a hug.” She moved towards her friend and opened her arms.
 
   Skylar harrumphed but accepted the hug. She wrapped her arms around her and squeezed her tight. Jemma squeezed right back. It felt good in a way that hugging Cash couldn’t give her. He offered comfort through strength. Skylar was smaller but she was no less fierce when it came to her friends and family than Cash was. She threatened the very air in her lungs she squeezed her so hard.
 
   “You okay smalls?” Skylar whispered against her hair and Jemma smiled at the childish nickname.
 
   “Yeah-yeah. I’m doing better.” She whispered back and felt Skylar tremble slightly.
 
   “I’m so sorry. My phone didn’t have service.” Skylar pulled back to look her in the eye and she winced at the tears she saw gathering there, “I’m so sorry I didn’t get your calls or your messages. I would have been here if I had. You know that right? When Colt showed up I…”
 
   “Hey.” She cut her off with a shake of her head when Skylar’s voice broke, “I know. You don’t have to apologize. I know you would have been here if you could have.”
 
   “I told Trey going to the falls was a horrible idea. I mean really, me and the woods are a terrible combination.” Skylar tried for sassy but couldn’t pull it off with a wobbly bottom lip, “Me going camping should have been the first sign of the apocalypse.”
 
   “I thought so too.”
 
   “Never again.” Skylar pulled her back in for another bone-crushing hug, “I’m never going camping again. It was the worst three days of my life. Shit, what am I saying? You’ve had it so much worse. I’ll stop whining now. I’m sorry.”
 
   Jemma smiled, “Hey, I’m okay. I promise.”
 
   “Colt said you stayed here last night.” Skylar lowered her voice, confusion darkening her eyes when she pulled back enough to look at her again, “Are you sure you’re okay? Because I feel like I’ve slipped into some weird twilight zone thing.”
 
   “Oh, Sky…” She swallowed a laugh, “There’s a lot I need to tell you, clearly, but right now, these two are the smallest of my concerns.”
 
   “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever been called small.” Colt chuckled as he moved past them, winking for good measure.
 
   “Oh, honey… I promise you, it’s not.” Skylar shot back with a smile made entirely of sugar sweetness.
 
   “I’d offer to prove you wrong but I wouldn’t want to ruin you for that little boy toy of yours.” He wagged his eyebrows playfully. “On second thought…”
 
   “Oh my God, Colt!” Skylar smirked when his hand went to the button on his pants, her eyes following the movement before he stopped with a chuckle, “You’re such a tease. You never follow through.”
 
   Jemma watched the interaction and felt her eyes growing wide. She shot Cash a glance and he smirked. She had to look away to keep from laughing. Earlier, he’d told her Colt had it bad but Skylar refused to give him the time of day. From her perspective, Skylar was giving him way more than time or attention. That was something she was adding to her girl-talk topics just as soon as they got away from the twins.
 
   “Colt?” She turned to where he’d moved to stand next to Cash.
 
   “Yeah sweetheart?”
 
   “Thank you for going to get Skylar.”
 
   His eyes drifted momentarily before returning to her, “No problem. Happy to help.”
 
   Her eyes drifted too and Cash met her gaze. There was a strange look on his face now and it took her a moment to place it. Resignation. Her chest felt heavy when she took her next breath. He was preparing to let her go all over again.
 
   Skylar was here. Her friend was here. The person she’d really been running to, the person she had been looking for. Skylar was here to take care of her, to offer the comfort and understanding she needed, to take her away from him.
 
   “So…” Skylar broke the silence, “I guess we’re finally going to get that chance to live together huh?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” She cringed and turned back to her friend, “I was kind of hoping you’d let me crash with you until I can figure everything out.”
 
   “Of course. It’s not even a question. I have a spare room and everything.” Skylar glanced around the apartment and frowned, “My place is smaller than this. Why is my place smaller than this? It should be identical.”
 
   “It’s not smaller, you probably just have more stuff taking up space than we do.” Cash offered and earned only a glare from her friend.
 
   “It’s fine, Sky. I didn’t bring much, just a change of clothes and my toothbrush.”
 
   Skylar huffed at that, “You didn’t bring anything with you?”
 
   Jemma shifted uncomfortably, “I didn’t have a lot of time to pack. I had to get out so I grabbed what I could and bolted.”
 
   “But…” Skylar started but a growl cut her off.
 
   Cash glared at her, “We can replace what she left behind, Skylar. We couldn’t replace her if she’d stayed and that asshole hurt her worse.”
 
   “Oh…” Skylar stopped arguing and nodded slightly, “Okay, yeah, I guess I knew that. Sorry. This is just... all I know is what Colt filled me in on during the drive here and I’m confused about exactly what happened and how the four of us have come to be standing here if I’m being completely honest.”
 
   Jemma glanced between the twins. She’d assumed Cash filled his brother in on everything but she hadn’t actually heard him say a word. Obviously Colt had figured out a few things on his own and from the conversation they’d had, but she got the feeling if he hadn’t warned Skylar then he didn’t know the whole story either.
 
   Her heart softened in her chest all over again and she was moving before she could talk herself out of it. She walked straight to Cash and threw her arms around him. It took him only a second to react and then he was wrapping his arms around her, shifting her closer so he could hold her more tightly.
 
   “Thank you.” She murmured so only he could hear, “Thank you for trying to protect me.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a whimper at that admission and winced. She’d probably split it again but she couldn’t care. Not when she was wrapped in Cash’s arms and he’d kept her secrets, tried to protect her, even from the person he cared about most in the world.
 
   “Um, okay…” Skylar’s voice behind her was full of barely restrained judgement, “I guess I should get fitted for ice skates because hell just froze over.”
 
   Colt scoffed, “Like you know a thing about hell.”
 
   Jemma pulled away from Cash when Skylar shot something equally sarcastic back at the tattooed twin. Cash let her go. She smiled when she felt him brush a kiss against her temple. It was such a small act, it shouldn’t have meant the world to her, but it did. It was a promise that what they had was still there but that he wasn’t going to push her, not now, not yet. In fact, he’d been the one to pull back… because he was always trying to protect her, even from herself apparently.
 
   “I should get my stuff.”
 
   Cash nodded, “You can take the charger for your phone, if you need.”
 
   “I have an extra.” Skylar spoke up.
 
   “Oh… okay then.”
 
   Jemma winced when he shifted, shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned against the counter. So far, nothing between them had been awkward. They’d been slammed back together in the most unexpected ways and it had been painful and emotional and difficult, but it hadn’t been awkward. Not until now, when she didn’t need him to be her savior anymore.
 
   It was a strange feeling, wanting to offer him comfort. She wanted to tell him that Skylar coming home didn’t change what had happened between them. It had been a rough twenty-four hours but it had been an eye-opening day too. Her entire world had been blown apart and she needed some time and some space to figure out how the pieces went back together, but there was one thing she already knew.
 
   Cash was a piece of the puzzle. He always had been. Even when she’d wanted to hate him, he’d been a part of her. What he had done had colored her decisions since, just like everything that he had said and done since he found her on the side of the road, at her wit’s end, would color her decisions going forward.
 
   “I’m going to Skylar’s but I’m not leaving okay?” She met his gaze and hoped that he would understand what she was really saying, “I’m not running away and I’m not going back.”
 
   His intense blue eyes held hers captive for a long moment before he nodded, “Good.”
 
   “Good.” She echoed softly, “I’ll see you soon Cash.”
 
   “See you soon Jemma.”
 
   She ignored the confused look Skylar gave her as she slung her bag over her shoulder. She traded a quick hug with Colt and thanked him again for his help. Both brothers looked downright sheepish at the idea of anyone owing them gratitude but they accepted it with quiet acknowledgement. Skylar didn’t say another word, not to them and not to her, not until the door shut behind them and they were alone.
 
   “Jemma Marie Buxton, you have a lot of explaining to do.”
 
   She let Skylar all but drag her down the sidewalk. She glanced back once but it was useless. The door was shut and there was nobody there. Somehow, walking away from Cash felt wrong. It hurt a hundred times worse than her bruises, than leaving behind her entire life in Houston. The only reason she could fight her feet when they wanted to stop, wanted to go back, was because Skylar had a good grip on her arm and she knew that she wasn’t going far.
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   Several hours later, Jemma was curled up on Skylar’s couch with her feet under her, a blanket wrapped around her and an empty packet of Kleenex littering the table in front of her. She wasn’t a crier but she hadn’t been able to help herself, again. Seeing the look of concern on her best friends face, the horror and shock and finally the anger and regret, she had broken down and admitted everything that she had been keeping locked up inside of her for so long.
 
   The years of verbal abuse, of being talked down to and told that she was nothing but trash, that she wasn’t good enough, pretty enough, successful enough. The numerous bouts of physical abuse where the evidence had been easy to hide with long-sleeves and pants and the few where it had been more difficult and she’d hidden in the apartment until she healed. The multiple women she’d known about Hoyt cheating on her with and the threats, the constant threats that she would never be able to get away from him.
 
   She told Skylar everything. Things she’d never told a soul. Because if she had, she would have had to face it and she hadn’t wanted to. She still didn’t. But she’d found the strength to leave, finally, and she wouldn’t go back to him, so she knew it was time. She had to say it all, admit what she’d let happen out loud and to someone else, someone that would love her through to the other side so that she could start to heal.
 
   Of course, it hurt almost as badly seeing Skylar cry for her. Knowing that neither of them would be crying now if she had done something sooner. If she had stood up for herself a long time ago then she would already be over it by now. She’d be able to move on with her life as soon as she managed to deal with it and put it behind her. That’s all she could do now.
 
   “I just… I knew it was bad but…”
 
   “I know.” Jemma tried for a wobbly smile when Skylar only shook her head, “I hid it well. He hid it well. He made sure I was far away from here, from you and anyone that could have talked me out of staying.”
 
   “Your parents?”
 
   “Don’t know. Not a bit of it.”
 
   “Jem, I know you said you hadn’t called them but…”
 
   “I’m not ready to face them.” She shook her head, “Dad will feel bad, like it’s somehow his fault for not being there for me or being a better role model or something.”
 
   Halfway through her story Skylar had popped open a bottle of white wine and filled them each a glass. She took a long drink from the oversized cup she’d been using and held up what was left of the bottle as if in offering. When Jemma shook her head, she shrugged and poured the remains into her own glass.
 
   “And your mom?” She said after another strong sip.
 
   “I don’t want her to see my face like this.”
 
   “Maybe she should, Jem.” Skylar hedged carefully, “I mean, its one thing, you telling me about everything that bastard put you through. I talked to you enough to pick up on some of it. I saw the signs. But your mom…”
 
   “Thinks Hoyt hung the moon? Yeah, I know. I painted him in the best possible light I could. Hid everything bad and only showed her the good. I made my bed and I’ll have to lie in it.”
 
   “You really think she’s going to take his side don’t you?”
 
   She winced, because Skylar had hit the nail right on the head with that assessment, “I don’t know, yes, maybe, in my worst nightmares I see her asking me what I did to make him so angry, why I couldn’t make him happy, like it’s my fault or something.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   When Skylar gave her that soft, pitying look she wished she’d accepted some more wine. She curled up around her legs and dropped her chin to her knees. She hated herself for saying it, for even thinking it, but she’d learned that lies hurt just as much as the truth. She didn’t know how her mother was going to react to her running home and she wasn't ready to face her not knowing.
 
   Terri Adams Buxton Newton wasn’t a bad mother. She’d been there for Jemma when she needed her. She’d never forgotten to pick her up from school because she was too drunk or stoned to remember she had a child. She’d never sent her out in public dirty or let her go hungry. She’d never raised a hand to her and when she’d raised her voice she’d usually had good reason.
 
   There were a lot worse mothers in the world, Jemma knew that, but she’d also never been close to the woman either. As she’d grown up, she’d realized an invaluable truth. Her mother loved her, but she also hated her for ever having been born.
 
   Young Terri had big dreams of running off to the city and becoming a star. She’d gotten pregnant, as so very many small-town girls did, and married, all within months of graduating high school. Jemma’s birth had meant the death of the future she’d wanted for herself and though she’d loved her, she’d never wanted the daughter that kept her trapped in this town.
 
   She’d never said that. She’d never had to. Jemma was smart after all. She’d put it together. First when she’d gotten speeches about keeping her body covered and not leading the boys on and later when she’d been lectured on not making the same mistake her mother had and ending up trapped here with a husband and a kid she didn’t want as well.
 
   Terri had blown her top when she found out about Cash. She had called him every awful, dirty name in the book and forbidden Jemma from seeing him. Of course, what she hadn’t known at the time was that Cash would do what even her mother hadn’t been able to. He’d driven her out of town, forced her to go out into the world in search of something better.
 
   Sadly, she thought she had found it and for the first time in her life, she could remember her mother looking proud of her.
 
   Terri had divorced Jemma’s father at the first opportunity and taken up with Dewey Newton. The nerdy high-school principal was her type only in that his name held a level of respect in their small hometown and his bank account supported her shopping habits. If that was what her mother wanted for her, Jemma had gotten all of that and more when she’d gotten involved with Hoyt Bates.
 
   Her mother loved him, or the idea of him at least. He was everything she’d ever wanted for Jemma. Rich and successful, he could give her the kind of life that would make others jealous. And Jemma had played that up for her mom’s benefit for so long that when things twisted and went bad, she hadn’t known how to tell her. So she hadn’t. The idea of coming clean now, made her physically sick.
 
   “She’s going to be disappointed.” She finally sighed.
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   She shot Skylar a skeptical look, “I was engaged to a Bates. I’m wearing a gargantuan diamond on my hand. I was rubbing shoulders with Houston’s finest. Now I’m back here in this dusty little town with nothing to show for the last five years, a broke down Jeep and no husband, job or money. She’s going to be disappointed.”
 
   “Look…” Skylar put her wine glass down, “I know Terri has never been a candidate for mother of the year. I haven’t forgotten that she used to steal your clothes okay. She got bit by the green-eyed monster when you turned fourteen and got boobs but she’s also your mother and she loves you. If you tell her the truth, show her the truth, she’s going to understand.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Just think about it okay?”
 
   She nodded and worried her bottom lip. It didn’t hurt so bad today which meant it was starting to heal. She ran her tongue over the scab and despite the hundreds of things she should have been thinking about, her mind raced back to the memory of Cash kissing her. Or, rather, her kissing Cash. Then Cash kissing her. She shivered as heat suffused her veins just that fast and easily.
 
   As if she could read her mind, Skylar picked her wine glass back up, “So, now that we’ve covered everything about the most recent bastard in your life, I’m breaking the truce and asking, again, just what the hell was going on with the first bastard to break your heart when I walked into that apartment earlier.”
 
   Jemma sighed, knowing the reprieve was over. She’d put Skylar off when she asked earlier. She’d told her there were so many other things she had to tell her that it would just have to wait. They’d both showered and she’d borrowed some ill-fitting clean clothes and then she’d dragged Skylar down the Hoyt rabbit hole. But it had been hours and if her best friend was anything, it was tenacious. She’d escaped this conversation for as long as Skylar would allow. And since she was coming clean, she figured now was as good a time as any.
 
   “Don’t call him that.”
 
   “What? A bastard?” Skylar blinked, her blue eyes widening with confusion and concern all over again, “I thought that was what we’d agreed to call he who shall not be named years ago?”
 
   “We did. I did. I just… I was wrong Sky.”
 
   “About Cash?”
 
   She nodded. Skylar frowned, hard. She avoided the probing gaze that saw straight through her.
 
   “He’s not the devil. I know that. I always knew that I just… I needed him to be, so I could hate him, you know? But he helped me last night and he was there for me and… I don’t hate him Sky. I don’t think I ever did.”
 
   “Oh…Kay…” Skylar dragged out the word and held her glass of wine close, “I’m going to say something but first you have to promise me that you won’t get mad.”
 
   She nodded. Because what else was she going to do? She didn’t know what her best friend was going to say so she couldn’t promise not to react badly to it. She could try not to though, so she nodded again when Skylar looked skeptical.
 
   “Okay, here goes… You just went through something seriously traumatic. You’re getting out of an abusive relationship and you’re in no position to be making decisions about getting into another one, particularly not with a man that hurt you once before.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “Do not… I repeat do not get involved with Cash Bomar right now.”
 
   She winced at the scorn her friend didn’t try to hide when she said his name. She couldn’t blame Skylar for it either. She couldn’t get mad because she knew she was right. She knew everything she’d said was true. But that still didn’t stop her from coming to his defense.
 
   “I’m not. I…”
 
   “Don’t lie to me.” Skylar cut her off by raising her voice, “I saw you two with my own eyes. You were cuddled up like long lost lovers when I walked in and the way you two were looking at each other was... intense.”
 
   She shrugged, “He was my best friend once, other than you of course, and I don’t know how or why but there’s a reason he was the one that saved me last night. He took care of me and… something happened and I see him more clearly now than I ever have. I was wrong about him.”
 
   “Yeah, I can guess what happened.” Skylar only snorted, “You saw his gorgeous face and bulging muscles and forgot to use your brain. Those Bomar boys should come with warning labels just like cigarettes or alcohol. They’re bad for you.”
 
   She deflected with a smirk, “We still talking about me?”
 
   “Of course we’re still talking about you.” Skylar narrowed her gaze, “What else would we be talking about?”
 
   “You and Colt.”
 
   “There is no me and Colt.”
 
   She might have believed her if she didn’t know Skylar so well, “That’s not what it looked like from where I was standing.”
 
   “I have a boyfriend, remember?” Skylar stood up suddenly and headed for the kitchen, empty wine bottle in hand, “There’s nothing going on with Colt.”
 
   “He was flirting with you.” She frowned when Skylar threw the bottle into the trash harder than necessary and it banged loudly.
 
   “He flirts with anything with a vagina. I know you’ve been gone a long time, but you can’t have forgotten that. Hell, I’d be willing to bet he hit on you even though it’s perfectly clear that you still only have eyes for his brother.”
 
   Jemma watched Skylar stomp around the kitchen, banging cabinets and frowned. She had a point. She remembered the way he’d looked at her breasts. That was just Colt. And if he was the only one that had been flirting, she might have believed her friend, but he wasn’t, and she didn’t.
 
   “You never mentioned that you two had gotten friendly.”
 
   Skylar shrugged, “You didn’t want to hear about them, either of them.”
 
   “No. I didn’t. You’re right.” She sighed, “What are you looking for?”
 
   “More wine. If we’re going to talk about the twins, I’m going to need more.” Skylar slammed another cabinet, “Besides, I did mention Colt, in passing, just not by name.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told you that somebody had put in a tattoo parlor next to the salon.” Skylar shrugged, “It’s Colt’s.”
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise and she ignored her friend when she gave a shout of glee and came up with a bottle of wine from the bottom of the fridge. Skylar had mentioned a tattoo shop opening in their hometown, next to her salon even, but she’d never said who owned it and Jemma had never asked. She remembered all of the beautiful, intimidating artwork covering Colt’s arms and then let her eyes trail over her best friend once again, this time with a skeptical eye, as she came back into the room.
 
   Skylar had developed a fascination for ink when they were still relatively young. It had started as part of her rebellion against her overprotective parents and become an expression of her true self. The few tattoos Jemma could see now were intricate and detailed and she knew for a fact that there were more beneath Skylar’s clothes. What she had not known was just who had been putting all of that beautiful ink on her friend’s skin.
 
   “He did yours didn’t he?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Don’t hmm me like you didn’t understand the question. Colt. He drew that.” She motioned to the pattern of delicate lace and roses that caressed Skylar’s shoulder and upper arm.
 
   A small smile lit Skylar’s face as she glanced down at her own skin. Softly, she traced the pattern with her finger, as if she couldn’t help it. When she glanced back up and Jemma raised an eyebrow, her smile didn’t fade but her cheeks flushed a light pink.
 
   “This is the first one he ever did for me.”
 
   Her eyebrows went higher, “The first?”
 
   “He’s done a few more since.” Skylar nodded, “He’s an incredible artist.”
 
   “Yeah, he is.” She agreed easily.
 
   “That’s how we became… friendly. He put in the shop and we kept running into each other. I gave him the cold shoulder for months before he reminded me of something you always said.”
 
   “Me?” She asked in surprise.
 
   “He isn’t his family.” Skylar shrugged, “That’s what you used to say about Cash. He’s a Bomar but that doesn’t mean he’s a bad person. He and Colt are twins but they aren’t the same person either. I figured, maybe you had a point, and hating Cash for hurting you didn’t have anything to do with Colt.”
 
   Skylar had never told her any of that. Hating Cash on her behalf, she’d known. Skylar was a good friend, a loyal friend, and she would hold what he had done over Cash’s head until hell froze over. She hadn’t known that Skylar was holding it against Colt too but she supposed she should have. They’d always been a package deal. But Skylar had softened towards Colt at some point in the last five years and she hadn’t said a thing about it.
 
   That had to mean something.
 
   “Anyway, we got to talking and I mentioned wanting a tattoo and he offered to draw something for me.”
 
   “And that’s what he came up with?”
 
   Skylar smirked, “Mmm, yeah, no… well, eventually.”
 
   “Roses. Like your middle name.”
 
   “He has no idea my middle name is Rose.” Her friend smiled again, “But yeah, roses with thorns. I think that’s why I finally said he could do it, because he didn’t forego reality. He included the pretty parts and the rough all together. It felt like me.”
 
   Jemma nodded because she thought that summed up Skylar perfectly. Beautiful and perfect from a distance but when you tried to get close, you had to watch out for the sharp edges. Soft but dangerous. She wasn’t one thing or the other. She was both.
 
   “He did an incredible job.”
 
   “He did.” She agreed with a laugh, “Or I wouldn’t have ever let him touch me again.”
 
   “Touch you?”
 
   “These things don’t magically appear, Jem. It took hours in his chair for him to create this masterpiece.” Her cheeks flushed again, “Hours of him, quite literally, holding me down as he put the needle to my skin.”
 
   “Sounds painful.”
 
   “It was.” Skylar grinned, “It was also, really, really hot.”
 
   Jemma laughed as her friend finally gave her the information she’d been digging for. There it was. Skylar thought Colt was hot, which… yeah. Even from Jemma’s completely objective point-of-view the man was gorgeous and that had nothing to do with his face being so similar to Cash’s, or maybe it had everything to do with it, they were twins after all. But they weren’t identical, not anymore, she smiled.
 
   “His tats are kind of sexy huh?”
 
   “No. I mean, yes, they are, duh.” Skylar giggled, “But…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But…” Skylar got a far-away dreamy look on her face, “It’s not just that, it’s… there’s something about being in that chair and hearing that buzzing sound and feeling the sting of the needle while that big, dangerous man has his hands on me.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows again, “And you said there’s nothing going on.”
 
   “There’s not.” Skylar’s face fell, “We’re friends. We flirt. The only time he touches me is when I’m in that chair getting a tattoo.”
 
   “I’m not sure I believe you.”
 
   “You should, because I’m telling you the truth. He flirts with everyone like that. I’m nothing special.” She frowned, “Or maybe I am, because out of all the women he flirts with, I’m pretty sure I’m the only one that’s never been invited through the revolving door the skanks use to get in and out of that apartment over there.”
 
   “Maybe because you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “Maybe.” Skylar snorted and then propped her feet up on the coffee table, “And don’t think for a second I don’t see what you’re doing, turning this back around on me. We were talking about you and the other half of the Bomar twins.”
 
   Jemma let her get away with the change of subject, for now, “You’re right. We were.”
 
   “You were trying to convince me you weren’t going to get involved with Cash I think.”
 
   “Cash is… complicated.” Jemma sighed, her mind already wondering where he was, what he was doing, if he was thinking about her, “We’re not jumping into anything. I promise.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   She nodded, “He said the same thing you did. I’m not ready and I need time to think.”
 
   “Oh, he did, did he?” Skylar smirked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. Maybe I won’t have to threaten his balls again anytime soon.”
 
   “Good.” She grinned, “Because Colt was right, I do kind of like Cash’s balls right where they’re at.”
 
   The two of them burst into a fit of giggles. Jemma laughed harder as her best friend teased her about a boy. It was all so simple and silly. They’d done it a hundred times in high school. And like this, it was easy to forget that whether or not she and Cash decided to give it another go wasn’t her biggest problem.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Cash cursed under his breath when he looked out the window and caught sight of his every late-night fantasy.
 
   Her red hair was tied up in a messy ponytail and she was wearing the sorriest excuse for a sundress he’d ever seen. The white material was completely see-through, not just hinting at the curves beneath but highlighting the lines of what he hoped and prayed was a bikini and not her underwear. Not that it mattered. Her hips swayed as she crossed the street towards the pool and he was hard, just like that.
 
   “Shit.” He watched her disappear behind the small white gate that served as the privacy fence for the complex pool and tried to convince himself of all the reasons following her was a bad idea.
 
   It had been a little over two weeks since he picked her up off the side of the road. Two weeks since she came storming back into his life and turned him inside out. Two weeks since she’d looked up at him with those beautiful hazel eyes like she trusted him to keep her safe and two weeks since she’d kissed him all sweet and soft and told him she wanted him.
 
   Damn, that wasn’t helping his erection any.
 
   Neither had two weeks of random run-ins. She was staying with Skylar, right next door, and it didn’t matter if he was coming or going, his gaze always strayed to that door hoping for a glimpse of her. He’d had more than his fair share of those in the past two weeks, probably because he’d reduced himself to stalker status and kept the blinds in the living room open so he could see her if she walked past.
 
   She’d come by to thank him for his help the day after she went home with Skylar. He’d dropped over with the excuse of updating her on her Jeep a couple times. They’d run into each other at the mailboxes. She’d waved when he parked the truck coming home from work a few times. He’d helped her carry in groceries once.
 
   They’d made small talk. They’d chatted about the weather. She’d asked him how work was going. He’d asked how she was settling in. They’d barely delved deeper than that and he’d already felt skeevy enough keeping an eye on her that he hadn’t wanted to push for details of her life if she didn’t feel like opening up.
 
   For that, he’d been reduced to pleading with Colt for information. His brother and Skylar saw each other daily because their shops were so close. They did more than make small talk apparently. From his brother, Cash had learned that Jemma wasn’t planning to go back to Houston, or anywhere else for that matter, that she was looking for a job and intended to move in with Skylar for good.
 
   She was back, officially, and she intended to stay.
 
   And he was overjoyed. She was here. She was sticking around. She was moving in next door. He would get to see her. He would get to talk to her. He might even be able to convince her to give him another chance and let him take her out. If she was here, he might get to keep her this time. But then his old worries and doubts would start to rise up again.
 
   Jemma was made for better things than Old Settlers could offer her, than he could offer her. She’d left once. She could do it again. Not everything about her life away from here could have been bad, could it?
 
   If he got close to her again, and she left, it would hurt all over again. He’d be opening himself up to having his heart broken all over again. And, his conscience never missed an opportunity to remind him, he’d yet to come clean about his lies so even considering being with her wasn’t a possibility right now.
 
   Even knowing that he would be better off, that she would be better off, if he kept his distance, he couldn’t stop himself from going to his room to change. It was Jemma and he’d been drawn to her like a magnet since they were kids. She was right on the other side of that fence, most likely in some tiny excuse for a bikini, and so he dragged his work clothes off and pulled on his board shorts and a t-shirt to go to the pool.
 
   Cash grabbed a towel out of the cabinet, tossed a pair of cheap sunglasses on, and then headed across the street. The pavement was rough and burned his feet but he skipped his way across it like any kid that had grown up running wild on the plains could. He flipped the latch on the gate to let himself into the pool area and he didn’t have to look far to find Jemma.
 
   If he’d thought he was hard before, he could use his dick to pound nails now.
 
   She hadn’t gone for a swim yet. Instead, she’d placed her towel on one of the chaise lounges and was lying on top of it. Her arms were stretched over her head and she had one leg bet up slightly at the knee. She’d taken off the cover-up and was wearing what amounted to tiny neon pink triangles over all of her best parts. He had a flash of memory, of having her beneath him in just that position, and damn near forgot how to walk. He pulled his towel from his shoulder and held it in front of him to hide his erection as he walked towards her.
 
   She was wearing those same sunglasses she’d had on when he found her on the side of the road. The little silver aviators were wide and covered a good portion of her face. Her eyes were covered but that didn’t matter, he could feel them on him and his body reacted just as it always did to her perusal. 
 
   God, he’d always loved the way she looked at him. Plenty of women over the years had stroked their eyes up and down him and made him momentarily forget how much he hated his Bomar genes. Only Jemma had ever looked at him and made him feel like she appreciated more than just his God given good looks. She looked at him like he was capable of conquering the world and for her, he would damn sure try.
 
   “Hey babe.”
 
   Her lips twitched up into a smile, “Hey yourself.”
 
   “Whatcha doing out here?” He grinned back at her when she didn’t call him out on the endearment, “Trying to bake that pretty porcelain skin?”
 
   “I put on plenty of sunscreen.”
 
   “Damn, and here I was gonna offer to rub it on your back.”
 
   She giggled, “I think I got it covered but I could probably be talked into helping you with the hard to reach places if you need.”
 
   He groaned and snapped at her with his towel, “Sassy girl, you better watch what you offer. I just might take you up on it.”
 
   She squirmed and laughed again, “Sit down you giant, you’re blocking my sun.”
 
   Cash slid onto the chaise lounge next to her and watched as she resituated herself to face him. Her breasts were barely contained and they bounced as she moved. He swallowed another groan and tried to think about baseball stats to control the situation in his pants but it was useless with Jemma within reach.
 
   “So, what’re you doing out here?” She turned her head to face him once she got comfortable.
 
   “I saw you come out and thought I’d say hi.” He told her honestly and watched her smile widen. “You don’t mind the company do ya?”
 
   “Not if the company is you.”
 
   He relaxed a little at the pleasure in her voice. He’d hoped she wouldn’t send him away but he hadn’t really known for sure. Things were still so up in the air between them. Until two weeks ago, he’d known without a doubt that she hated his guts for what he’d done. That night he’d picked her up had changed things, had proven there was still something between them, but he’d tried to convince himself not to read too much into her reactions to him that day.
 
   She’d been emotional. She’d been vulnerable. And she’d clung to him because he was familiar. He’d forced himself to back off that day and he’d tried to give her time and space to deal with things since. She was coming off a highly traumatic experience. She didn’t need some old boyfriend lurking around, getting hard, thinking about kissing her and stripping her naked every time she breathed in his direction.
 
   “I heard you’d decided to stay in Old Settlers.” He prompted when she was quiet.
 
   “Yeah. I’m moving in with Skylar for good.” She paused, a frown momentarily marring her beautiful face, “Well, I mean, I will be moving, if I ever work up the courage to go back to Houston and get my stuff.”
 
   He sat upright immediately, “You’re going back to Houston?”
 
   “To get my stuff.” She nodded, “I left everything, remember?”
 
   “I know but can’t you just replace it?”
 
   He hated the idea of her going back to Texas, even if it was just to get her things. He didn’t want her anywhere near the bastard that had hurt her. He didn’t want her in the same state as the guy, let alone the same city or apartment. Hell, he realized he didn’t even know if she’d been living with the guy, though since they had been engaged he assumed she probably had been. He hated that too.
 
   “Unfortunately, no. Not everything.” Jemma shook her head, “I’ve bought some new clothes and stuff like that but there’s personal stuff I’d like back.”
 
   “Like what?” He growled.
 
   “I left all of my jewelry supplies. I spent years saving up and buying those tools and materials. I’m good at it and Sky says I can sell my stuff in her salon but I can’t do that without my tools.”
 
   He scratched his head, “You’ve been making jewelry?”
 
   “Yeah.” She nodded and glanced away, “It’s a hobby mostly but it’s something I love doing and I could use some income until I find a full-time job or figure out what I’m gonna do with my life.”
 
   “I remember you making jewelry in school. You sold bracelets to all the cheerleaders and jocks with their boyfriends and girlfriends initials and names carved into them.”
 
   Her smile returned instantly, “You remember that?”
 
   “Of course I remember that.” He fought the urge to reach over and brush her bangs back, “I still have the necklace you made me in a drawer somewhere.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I would have thought you’d gotten rid of it.” She bit her bottom lip, which he was pleased to see had healed.
 
   “Because it reminded me of you?” He shook his head when she nodded, “That’s why I kept it. You gave it to me so it was important to me. It still is. I’ll have to see if I can still get it around my fat neck just to show ya.”
 
   She giggled, lightening the mood, “Your neck isn’t fat. Nothing about you is fat.”
 
   He almost smiled but then he remembered what she’d said, “So you’re really going back to Houston to get your things?”
 
   “Yeah. Eventually.” She fidgeted, tugging at the string holding her bikini bottom together, “I haven’t decided when I’m going yet but I need to go, to put it all behind me once and for all.”
 
   “You think you can do that? Just pack up your things and forget all about it?”
 
   “I don’t know if I can ever forget, or that I’d want to. It’s a part of my life, part of who I am now. But I have to put it behind me before I can move on.”
 
   He found himself wishing he could see her eyes when he asked, “Are you ready to move on?”
 
   She was silent for a long moment. He could feel her gaze on him. He didn’t move, didn’t even breathe. She stared at him from behind the safety of her sunglasses for a long time before a hint of a smile curled at one corner of her mouth and he let himself release the breath he had been holding.
 
   “I want to be.”
 
   “That’s a good start.”
 
   Her smile inched higher, “I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”
 
   He felt his own answering grin but forced himself to focus on the conversation and not on his wildly beating heart, “Do me a favor, let me know when you’re ready to go get your stuff too. I don’t want you going alone.”
 
   “I didn’t intend to go alone. Skylar was going to drive me.”
 
   He shook his head, “Two women driving to Texas to confront your abusive ex? No. No way you two are going alone.”
 
   “Cash…” She said his name in a warning voice.
 
   “Jemma.” He shot back, “I’m not telling you what to do but I am asking you not to do this. You’re smarter than that. This isn’t going to be some fun road-trip you and Skylar can crack jokes about later. That bastard might try something and I don’t want you going alone.”
 
   She huffed, “He’s not even going to be there.”
 
   “How would you know?”
 
   She shrugged. He glared at her. He tipped his sunglasses up off his eyes when he realized she couldn’t see his glare. She pursed her lips and crossed her arms over her chest. He refused to get distracted by her breasts at that moment.
 
   “Jemma, how would you know if he was going to be home or not?”
 
   “Because he told me he’s going out of town next weekend.”
 
   It felt like taking a blow to the head. Everything was fuzzy for a long second and when it came screaming back into focus his head hurt and his heart was pounding for a completely different reason. His fists had clenched and his muscles were tight with the sudden threat of his anger boiling over.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me? You’ve been talking to him?” He hissed through clenched teeth because if he’d opened his jaw he would have screamed at her.
 
   She had the nerve to simply raise an eyebrow at him.
 
   He sucked air in through his nose and tried to think straight, “Why in the hell would you talk to him, Jemma? Why? I know the bruises have faded but you swore to me you didn’t need a reminder about what he’d done. Remember that?”
 
   She sat upright, “Of course I remember!”
 
   “Do you? Because we took pictures. You should look at them if you’re having trouble remembering.”
 
   “I’m not having trouble remembering anything. Stop it Cash!”
 
   “No. Not until you tell me why you would ever consider talking to that bastard after what he did to you.” He started to reach for her, realized his hands were still clenched and dropped them to his side, struggling to make sense of the tumult of emotions roaring inside of him, “Damnit Jem, he hurt you. He could have killed you. Have you forgotten what he tried to do to you?”
 
   Rage, swift and strong, more powerful than anything he’d felt in a long time swept through him. Anger was such a weak word for what he was feeling. But wrapped up in it was a sense of loss, of regret, and the guilt was still there too.
 
   He couldn’t lose her again. He couldn’t. He couldn’t sit on the sidelines and watch her go back to someone that would hurt her. He wouldn’t let her.
 
   “Of course not.” She gaped at him.
 
   “Then what the hell? He could have killed you. Don’t do this. Don’t give him another chance. I can’t…” His voice broke and he realized he was panting, he shook his head and pushed to his feet, trying to find solid ground, “I can’t bear the thought of you being hurt. Not like that. Not again.”
 
   “Cash…” Her voice was behind him now and he shuddered through the anger.
 
   “I’ll kill him, Jemma. If he lays a hand on you again, I’ll kill him.”
 
   “Cash…” Small hands touched his back and he spun back to face her.
 
   She took a step back from him, surprise and concern painting her face. She’d pushed her sunglasses up on top of her head and her eyes were wide. Fear. It was there, stark and real, and it hit him harder than any left hook ever could have. He’d scared her and he scrambled backwards, trying to keep his anger from touching her.
 
   “Shit. Jemma, I’m sorry. I…”
 
   “No. I’m sorry.” She moved towards him, her hands up as if she intended to reach for him, “I’m sorry, Cash.”
 
   He gaped down at her, “Why are you apologizing to me?”
 
   “Because I hurt you.” She said simply, her palms resting on his chest, warm but soft, “I didn’t mean to but I hurt you by refusing to explain and I’m sorry.”
 
   “Damnit Jemma, didn’t I tell you that you never have to apologize to me?” He growled, scooping her up into his arms and hugging her, “Stop apologizing. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   She didn’t fight him. She slid her arms up around his neck and held on as he lifted her off her feet. He hugged her close, buried his face in her neck and breathed her in. She shouldn’t let him this close to her, not if she knew what was good for her, not after he’d just threatened to kill a man and meant it, completely, but he’d take it, just this one moment with her, to breathe some calm into his overheated system.
 
   “You didn’t scare me.” She wiggled against him, “Okay, you kind of did, but not because I thought you’d hurt me. I know you wouldn’t. But I believed you there for a second, I believed you really would kill him if he touched me again.”
 
   “I would. I will.”
 
   “You won’t.” She pulled back just enough she could look him in the eye, “You’re not capable of murder, Cash.”
 
   “I might be when it comes to you.” He admitted.
 
   He only ever lost control of his temper when it came to her. He knew that. He’d known that when he let her go last time. It was one of the reasons he’d let her go.
 
   To his utter surprise, she smiled softly, “No. You’re not. You’re a good man.”
 
   He sighed and dropped her back to the ground. He shouldn’t have her in his arms. He didn’t deserve her. He wanted to though. He wanted to be a good man, for her. But he wasn’t, because he really would kill that fucker if he had a chance, no matter what she thought.
 
   “You know me better than that.” He tried for a smile but it felt forced and from the way she shook her head he knew she saw it.
 
   “Cash, you’re not going to scare me off this time so don’t even try it.”
 
   His brows furrowed at that strange statement, “I’m… what?”
 
   She shook her head and smiled, “Nothing. Never mind. Just… will you let me explain how I know Hoyt’s going to be out of town?”
 
   He hated that bastard’s name on her lips. He swallowed a growl and nodded. He let her lead him back to their chairs. When she pushed him down on his she surprised him again because she didn’t release his hand, just held onto him as she sat directly across from him and met his eyes.
 
   “I haven’t been talking to him, not really.” She started, “He’s called a few times and when I didn’t pick up he sent texts. They didn’t stop, coming in at all hours, so I finally gave in and responded the other night.”
 
   He scowled, “Why?”
 
   “Because I didn’t want him to think I was coming back for him. Ever. I told him that it was over. We’re done. I told him that nothing he could do would convince me to come back to him.”
 
   “How’d that go?”
 
   “Not well. He tried arguing. He used some threats.” She squeezed his hand when he cursed, “I told him I have pictures of what he did to me and he backed down. He said he wouldn’t fight me on it, that clearly we were bad for each other and he should have gotten rid of me years ago.”
 
   “That son of a bitch, he tried to make you feel bad?”
 
   “That’s his M.O.” Jemma shrugged, “It doesn’t matter, what matters is that he finally told me if I wanted to come and pick up my stuff that he’d prefer I did it when he wasn’t there. I agreed. He said he had some meetings coming up and would be out of town next weekend through the one after that. I can go either.”
 
   Cash forced himself to regulate his breathing. That fucker had tried to turn it all back around on her. He’d threatened her. He’d tried to make her feel bad, feel guilty, when he was the one that had hurt her. His fists would have clenched again but he managed to control the urge because he was afraid of breaking her fingers which were still clutching his tightly.
 
   He blew out a breath, “So you’re going to Houston next weekend?”
 
   “Or the one after that.”
 
   He did the math in his head. It was possible. Auto might throw a fit but he’d get over it. Cash had never taken as much as a sick day in five years. He could make it work.
 
   “If you wait another week, I can take you.”
 
   She blinked, clearly surprised by the offer, “What?”
 
   “I have some time off I can take. I just have to let Auto know in advance. I’d take you next weekend but its end of the month and he has a lot of extracurricular activities around that time so I’ll have to cover the shop. Wait the extra week and I’ll take you.”
 
   “Cash, you don’t have to do that.”
 
   “I want to.” He squeezed her hand, “Please let me take you? I’ll feel a lot better about the whole thing if you let me drive you down there. I know you say he won’t be there but still, it’s a long drive and you shouldn’t go alone.”
 
   Jemma stared down at their linked fingers for a long moment and sighed, “I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She looked up at him and he had to fight the urge to lean forward and kiss her. Her eyes, those beautiful green and gold-flecked eyes, were warm and soft again. Her gaze dipped to his mouth and he swallowed hard. Because he knew that look, knew she was thinking the same thing he was, and damn it but as much as she might think he was a good guy, he wasn’t. She was going to have to be the one to stop them this time because he just wasn’t up to it right now.
 
   “Jem…” He muttered a warning.
 
   “Thank you, for offering, and wanting to take care of me.” She licked her lips, “But this is why I think it’s a bad idea. All we have to do is look at each other and the sparks fly. I can’t be near you for more than ten minutes without wanting you to kiss me.”
 
   “Ten minutes? Try ten seconds baby.”
 
   “I’ve tried to stay away from you.” She whispered, leaning forward slightly, her hand still in his, stroking softly over his skin, “My life is a mess right now. I don’t know how you fit into it until I figure things out.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to give you time to work it out.” He struggled between doing the right thing and pulling back or pulling her closer.
 
   “I don’t want you to feel obligated to get tied up in my mess.”
 
   He stroked her hair back, hadn’t even realized he was reaching for her until he was sliding his hand around the nape of her neck, “Obligation isn’t even close to what I feel for you.”
 
   “You can’t come with me to Houston.” She licked her lips again, fascinating him, so it took him a second to register her words.
 
   “The hell I can’t.” He tightened his grip on her.
 
   “I won’t tell you when I’m leaving.”
 
   “I’ll dismantle your car. I don’t want to but I will if you make me.”
 
   “Cash, that’s crazy. No.”
 
   “I’m coming with you or you’re not going, Jemma.”
 
   Her breaths were coming fast, “Damn it, I can’t say no to you. I don’t want to, not even when you’re being bossy and demanding.”
 
   He groaned and tugged her forward. She fell into his lap and straddled him. Her tiny body wrapped around his. He could see her hard nipples through the thin barrier of her bikini top. He could feel her heat through the skimpy bottoms. She shifted but it wasn’t to pull away and what little rational thought he had left fled as she rubbed against his erection.
 
   He would be demanding on this point and tugged her chin down so she had to meet his eyes, “Say it. Say you’ll wait for me to drive you to go to Houston.”
 
   She whimpered softly and arched into his touch, “Kiss me. Please. Kiss me and you can drive…”
 
   He didn’t make her finish the sentence. His mouth was on hers before she could utter the last words. He slammed his mouth to hers. Too rough, his head reminded his body. He groaned and pulled back, softening the kiss until she moaned and opened for him. Her tongue was there, eager and ready and it nearly destroyed him when she kissed him back as if she needed it as much as he did.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight, his palm skimming her perfectly round ass. His mind wheeled with the possibilities. They were barely clothed. He could have himself out of his board shorts in one move, shove her bottoms aside and drive inside of her. He could pound into her tight, wet heat until she screamed his name, make her his again, for good this time.
 
   She shifted against him and he groaned. So close. She wanted it as badly as he did. Needed it. She sighed into his mouth when he gripped her hips and rocked her against him, hitting her in just the right spot. The movement was easy, natural, because everything between them had always been that way.
 
   Right. Perfect. They fit together because they’d been made for each other.
 
   He was reaching for the tie on her hip when he heard the wolf-whistle. He froze. Jemma froze. Neither of them moved. There was the sound of childish laughter and then several admonishments to look away and he groaned as he was forced to break the kiss. Jemma started to scramble off of his lap but he wrapped his arms around her and held her in place.
 
   “Uh-huh, you’re not going anywhere, baby.”
 
   “Cash.” She hissed, her cheeks turning as pink as her bathing suit.
 
   “You jump up right now and I’m going to scar that kid for life.”
 
   Her cheeks continued to color, “Oh…”
 
   “Yeah. Oh.” He brushed her bangs aside and then cupped the back of her head with his free hand, “Come here, they don’t have to see you babe. I’ll handle this.”
 
   She ducked her head against his shoulder as he guided her down. He cringed when the movement gave him a clear view of the people behind her. Just as he’d suspected, it was a family that lived in the complex. He’d gone to school with the mom and Nicky Hernandez was glaring at him like he was pond scum as she covered her son’s eyes with her hands.
 
   “Sorry about that y’all.” He cleared his throat, realizing his voice was still husky, “Didn’t know I had an audience.”
 
   “It’s a public pool. Have some decency.” Nicky hissed at him.
 
   “We’ll clear out if you’ll give us a couple of minutes.”
 
   “No need. We’re going.”
 
   “Aww, mom, but I want to swim!” The little boy whined.
 
   “Not in that cesspool you don’t.” She snatched the little guy by the arm and started back for the gate.
 
   “Oh, come on honey, they weren’t doin’ nothing we ain’t done when…”
 
   “Shut it Hector.” Nicky hissed when her husband tried to intercept. “We’re going.”
 
   Cash scowled when he heard her utter something about Bomars and their filthy ways but he kept his mouth shut. Now wasn’t the time to argue his status. After all, if they’d revealed their presence even a minute later he feared he would have had his dick out right there at the very public swimming pool. He didn’t have a lot of moral high ground with that being the case.
 
   “See ya around, Cash.” Hector waved as he trotted after his family.
 
   “Sorry man.”
 
   “No worries, just maybe take it indoors next time.”
 
   He nodded and watched the gate click shut behind them. The pool was quiet again and they were alone. He turned his attention back to the woman in his arms and winced when he realized she was trembling.
 
   Shit. He’d screwed up. Again. He shouldn’t have pushed but he’d thought she was right there with him. She was the one that had asked him to kiss her but he shouldn’t have given in. It had gotten out of control, fast, just as it always had with them. She wasn’t ready and he might have blown his second chance before she’d ever agreed to really give it to him.
 
   “Hey, baby… I’m sorry.” He tried to ease her back upright. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let it get that far. Are you okay? I…” He trailed off when he got a glimpse of her face.
 
   Jemma was grinning. She wiped at her eyes and he realized tears were running down her cheeks. It took him a second to put it together but when laughter finally poured out of her, he breathed a sigh of relief and gave in to the smile that wanted to form. She was shaking from trying to hold in her laughter.
 
   “Oh. My. God.” She panted between fits of giggles. “I can’t believe we just got caught making out like a couple of horny teenagers.”
 
   He chuckled, “I can because that’s exactly what I feel like around you.”
 
   “You’re a public nuisance Cash Bomar.”
 
   Since she was clearly joking he smiled, “You started it.”
 
   “Mmm, maybe.” She tucked her head against his shoulder again and he smiled into her hair when she traced her nails across his chest in a pattern he thought was her name.
 
   “Jem?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   He figured now was as good a time as any, “There’s something we need to talk about. I…”
 
   “Cash?” The sound of another voice behind her made him groan. “Cash! You out here? Hector said you were out here!”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He growled as Jemma scrambled off his lap and out of reach.
 
   He glared at his brother as he came pounding through the gate. He was sick of being interrupted with this woman. They needed to talk, alone, and sort some things out, especially after that kiss.
 
   He was all prepared to send Colt away but then he got a good look at his brother and his heart sank. There was a wildness to Colt’s gaze that he knew all too well. His brothers hands were fisted and his face was red, his jaw clenched. Something had happened, something bad, and Colt was already starting to spiral out of control.
 
   “Shit.” He jumped to his feet, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Decker.” Colt paused, seeing Jemma and pulling up short, “Uh… sorry, if I’m interrupting. I can handle it myself if you want.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.” He cut him off, “Go back to the apartment. I’ll be there in a second.”
 
   “Cash, I can…”
 
   “Go, Colt, I’m right behind you.” He growled and his brother turned on his heel and left.
 
   He sucked in a gulp of air, trying to steady himself for the second time in a matter of minutes but for a whole other reason. He was not in a good place to be dealing with this. Not right now. Not after being with Jemma. She put him on edge as it was. Going from turned-on and emotional to angry and emotional wasn’t going to end well. Not for him and definitely not for Decker.
 
   “Cash?”
 
   He turned when Jemma said his name. She was looking at him differently now and he hated that this had come between them. There wasn’t heat and passion in her eyes now. There was only concern and a sudden wariness that he wanted to dispel but couldn’t.
 
   “I have to get going.”
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Probably.” He swiped a hand through his hair, “There always is when Decker is involved.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh…” She fidgeted, her gaze darting to his feet and he knew his tone had been too harsh.
 
   “Remember when you said you didn’t want to drag me into your mess?” He held his hands out, palms up, “Decker is my mess.”
 
   “Oh… okay.” She nodded again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I really have to go.”
 
   “It’s okay. I understand.” She moved towards him and surprised him when she leaned up and brushed a kiss across his cheek, “Just be careful okay?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He watched her walk back to her towel. Had he ever hesitated to go after his twin when he needed help with their father before? Never. But he’d also never had to walk away from Jemma to deal with this dark part of his life.
 
   “I’ll see you around Jem.”
 
   She slipped her shades back into place, “Don’t forget to write down your vacation at work.”
 
   “What?” He paused.
 
   “If you’re driving me to Houston in two weeks, you need to let your boss know.”
 
   He grinned when she smiled up at him. And that was enough, he realized as he headed through the gate and towards his apartment. The instantaneous anger and fear, the jumble of emotions that always accompanied a trip to see Decker, mellowed to something controllable.
 
   He could handle this. He would handle this. Because he had something better to look forward to than these dark nights.
 
   He could still feel Jemma’s body against his. He could still smell her sweet, feminine scent. He could still taste her on his lips. And it gave him hope for a better life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Jemma purposefully stayed at the pool until after sundown. Everything inside of her had been screaming to go after Cash earlier. To follow him, to find out what was going on, to help him in some way, any way, but then she would remember the look of horror that had crossed his face when she offered her help and she’d sink back into the water. Now it was dark, her fingers were wrinkled like an old lady and the twin’s apartment was still dark and empty.
 
   She hustled back towards Skylar’s when she noticed her car was parked out front. Her friend was home from work. Finally! And if anyone knew anything about what was happening, it would be Skylar.
 
   As she had quickly figured out, Skylar and Colt were friends. Not just friendly. They were actual friends. Strange but true. They talked every day and if what she had pieced together in the past few weeks was true, they had lunch together almost every day as well. Skylar hadn’t said much else about that particular half of the Bomar twins but she was more than happy to talk about Cash.
 
   First had been the cautionary tales about rushing in too fast and the reminders of what he’d done. Jemma still felt a little bad that she hadn’t told Skylar the truth. Then again, technically Cash hadn’t told her the truth yet either so she was only keeping her word to Colt not to out the secret until Cash was ready. It helped ease her guilt that every time she’d run into Cash he looked on the verge of telling her something he thought was vastly important and though he’d yet to explain she knew he wanted to and that was enough. For now.
 
   Skylar had filled her in on plenty of other stories as well. She’d told her all about the revolving door of women the twins brought home. Of course, most of those stories seemed to be about Colt but the message was the same. Women weren’t invited to spend the night next door but they came and went willingly and often.
 
   She’d also told her all about their extracurricular activities, namely the fights they took part in. Jemma assumed that was meant to scare her and in a way, it did, just not the way Skylar intended. She didn’t like the idea of Cash fighting in a cage for money, or using his fists for anything.
 
   He’d always had such a love hate relationship with his family, with that side of himself, that she couldn’t imagine he took it well even if he won. Maybe he’d changed. Maybe it was easier for him to let the violent side of him out and not blame himself for it afterwards, but she didn’t think so.
 
   Particularly not after his reaction to Colt’s interruption at the pool.
 
   Something had been wrong, badly wrong. She’d known that the instant she turned around and saw Colt with her own eyes. His usual smile hadn’t just been gone, it had been nonexistent. He’d been red-faced and breathing hard, his eyes wide and his fists clenched. He might not be identical to Cash anymore but the warning signs were all the same.
 
   He’d been on the verge of losing control and he’d come to get Cash. Almost before her very eyes, the man she’d been making out with had transformed. A darkness had fallen over his features, dimming his bright eyes with something painful and hard. The lights had gone out, as if he was shielding himself, his true self, from whatever he had to do next.
 
   And now they were gone. The tow truck Cash used for work was still in the lot but the old pickup Colt drove wasn’t there. They’d gone somewhere together which wasn’t odd at all but still worried her. Because they’d mentioned their father and nothing good ever came from that man being involved in the twins’ lives to her recollection.
 
   She remembered the one and only time she’d made the mistake of driving out to the Bomar house. She and Cash were supposed to study together and he hadn’t shown up. She’d been annoyed and instead of letting it go she’d decided she would track him down and yell at him for wasting his potential. Only, when she got to his house, he hadn’t been there either.
 
   Instead she’d been met by Decker Bomar, a man she’d heard of but never met. She wished she could still say that. He was a looker, nobody could say he wasn’t. Big and brawny, he’d had the same kind of chiseled features that each of his sons used to make the girls go ga-ga. Only where Cash and Colt were light-colored with blue eyes and sandy-brown hair, Decker was dark. Dark eyes, dark hair and a soul so dark the devil himself must have been jealous.
 
   She still shivered when she thought about him asking her inside to wait for Cash and then cornering her. He’d pressed her up against the wall, using his big body as a weapon and he’d gotten right in her face. He’d reeked of alcohol and cigarettes but that wasn’t what had scared her. That had come when she heard what he was saying.
 
   He’d spit some vile nastiness at her about his wife being a whore, Cash and Colt not being his sons, and him having free license to make their lives hell because of it. He’d laughed at the idea of taking Cash’s pretty little girlfriend and turning her into a junkie whore just like his mama. It was right around that point Cash must have walked in because after that all she remembered was screaming and fists and blood. So much blood.
 
   By the time it was over, she was certain the older man was dead but Cash had assured her it took more than that to kill a demon. She could still remember clearly the cuts on his knuckles from the blows he’d rained down on his father. She could vividly recall the look of utter surprise in his blue eyes after he’d done it too, as if he hadn’t just beaten a man, his father no less, to near unconsciousness, as if someone else had and he had only just arrived and discovered the mess.
 
   She’d known then that there were two distinctive men living inside Cash Bomar. There was the boy she knew and loved. The one who was quiet and rational, intelligent and thoughtful. The boy that wanted so badly to be more than the nothing he’d been told he was. And then there was the angry, damaged boy that couldn’t escape what he’d been born to be even as he raged against it. The one that got into fights and flunked classes because it was expected. The one that slept with a girl and then laughed about it and told the whole school so her reputation was ruined forever and she had to flee the only home she’d ever known to start over.
 
   Only, she’d learned that wasn’t entirely true hadn’t she? It wasn’t the angry boy that had done that to her. It had been the kind one, thinking he was saving her heartbreak by delivering it in one blow instead of tying her to a life that might have turned her into his mother. And that was the conundrum that was Cash Bomar, good intentions bound up in so much pain that he would always have to be a little bit of both boys even now, as a grown man.
 
   “Sky?” She let herself into the apartment but didn’t see her friend.
 
   “Back here!”
 
   She headed towards the bathroom, “Hey!”
 
   “Hey, where’ve you been?”
 
   “Went to the pool for a couple of hours.” She leaned a shoulder against the open doorframe and watched Skylar brush her long blond hair out, a pink silk robe wrapped around her after her shower, “Where’ve you been?”
 
   “Had a client come in late for highlights.” Skylar glanced at her in the fogged-up mirror and paused, “Uh-oh, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Did you talk to Colt today?”
 
   That got Skylar’s attention and she dropped her brush, turning to face her, “Yeah, earlier, why?”
 
   “He came storming into the pool an hour or two ago and he looked like he was itching for a fight. He said it had something to do with Decker and he and Cash took off. Neither of them are home and I’m worried about them.”
 
   Skylar’s face twisted, “Decker?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s not good.”
 
   “I figured.” She fidgeted when Skylar didn’t elaborate, “I asked Cash if I could do anything but he said no.”
 
   “No.” Her friend shook her head, “There’s nothing you can do. Whatever it is, it’s best you stay out of it. You don’t need their daddy drama clouding up your life.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “Look, I know that sounds mean but I’m being serious. You can’t help them and even if you could, they wouldn’t want your help, not with him.”
 
   Her worst fears confirmed, she sighed, “So he’s as bad as I remember?”
 
   “That man only gets more evil with age, honey.” Skylar turned back to the mirror and started brushing her hair again but when Jemma didn’t move she sighed, “Decker probably got drunk and started a fight. Sherriff Trebly throws him in the tank and calls one of the twins when that happens. They go down there, pick his sorry ass up and cart him out to that desolate little shack he calls home before he can hurt anybody else.”
 
   Jemma winced at the matter-of-fact way Skylar said it. As if it were public knowledge, and maybe it was. But God, she knew how Cash must hate it if that were the case. Probably as much as he hated being called to take care of a man that despised him for ever having been born.
 
   “If all they had to do was toss his drunk ass at home, why’ve they been gone for hours?”
 
   Skylar frowned at the mirror, “You think Decker Bomar makes it that easy on them? Come on Jem, you know better than that.”
 
   “Are you saying he puts up a fight? When they’re just trying to help him?”
 
   Her friend nodded and she felt sick to her stomach. Why would they go knowing full well they’d have to fight their father just to get him home? Why didn’t they leave him in jail? Why bother, knowing they’d get nothing but pain for their effort? Sadly, she thought she knew the answer.
 
   Cash. He couldn’t help himself. He had to try, no matter the odds, no matter how much it might hurt, he had to try to help his father. Because Decker was the only one he’d ever had and they might hate each other but family meant something to Cash, just in a different way than it did to the rest of the Bomars.
 
   “I get why Cash would go…” She winced when Skylar gave up on her hair and turned to face her again, “But I didn’t think Colt had anything to do with their father.”
 
   “He doesn’t have anything to do with their mom, not since they were kids. That’s what you’re thinking of. He sees Decker. Hates it, but he does. He’d never send Cash alone to deal with that man.”
 
   God, her heart just about broke when Skylar explained that because it made sense. The twins were a team. They took care of each other. They protected each other but recognizing that was true, she knew it didn’t paint the entire picture. Because Cash might be the one with the heart of gold, the one that tried to hold them together, that cared more than he should, but he wasn’t the born protector.
 
   That had always been Colt.
 
   Even when they were kids he’d been just a little bit bigger and he’d dubbed himself the big brother because of it. He’d put himself in front of Cash in fights on the playground and he’d taken the blame with teachers to get Cash off the hook. He wouldn’t have left Cash to fight it out with Decker one on one, not in a million years.
 
   She could easily remember Colt’s words from that morning in the bathroom. He’d said he did what he always did for Cash. He’d tried to protect him. From her. From himself. From the world. Because Cash might be just as big, just as strong, but his heart was soft and it needed protecting.
 
   “When do you think they’ll be back?”
 
   “Hard to say.” Skylar shrugged, “Could be any minute, could be hours, depends on how much fight Decker has in him tonight and whether or not Cash can keep Colt out of the bar after.”
 
   “The bar?”
 
   “Dealing with Decker, it leaves its mark and it’s more than physical. Some people drink to remember I guess. Colt drinks to forget and there’s nothing he wants to forget more than Decker.”
 
   Jemma watched the expression on her best friends face change and knew she wasn’t the only one that cared about those two Bomar boys. Skylar could deny it. She would deny it if pressed, but her friendship with Colt was clearly important to her. She knew things about him, about them, that even Jemma didn’t. She’d be willing to bet, boyfriend or not, Skylar cared about Colt just as much as she cared about Cash.
 
   “I think I’m going to wait up for them to get home.”
 
   “Jem…” Skylar shook her head, “They won’t like that.”
 
   “Oh come on, you want to make sure they get home okay just as much as I do. And if they won’t let us help, the least we can do is be there for them right? They’re our friends.”
 
   “Is that what you’re calling Cash these days?”
 
   “Do you want to call Colt something else?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head quickly, “But like I said, it might be hours and when they do come rolling in, they’re not going to want to deal with some whiney girls throwing a fit about their bruises. Trust me on this.”
 
   Jemma winced, “I want to be there for Cash.”
 
   “Fine. Do what you want. Just ignore me when I say I told you so later.”
 
   Skylar brushed past her towards her bedroom and Jemma sighed. She hurried through taking a quick shower and changing. Skylar only shook her head when she came out of the bathroom thirty minutes later. Despite her protests, she’d popped the blinds open and was sitting on the couch with a glass of wine, staring out the window in the direction the twins would come from when they returned.
 
   Jemma accepted the extra glass her friend held out for her and took up a spot next to her on the couch to wait.
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   Cash winced when he took the turn into the apartment complex too sharp and Colt’s head banged into the window. He glanced over to find his brother scowling at him. Considering the blood that had dried beneath his nose and the busted lip he was sporting, Colt didn’t need to take any more hits tonight.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Just get us home in one piece would ya?”
 
   “Almost there.”
 
   Colt was silent so Cash didn’t apologize again. It wouldn’t matter if he did. All he would earn in return was a snort at best and a cursing at worst. Colt hated it when he apologized for anything, particularly when it came to dealing with Decker.
 
   They both knew that he only dealt with their father because Cash did. He would have cut him out of his life long ago if only Cash would do the same. But Cash wouldn’t, couldn’t, and so Colt was forced time and again to be part of the rescue squad when the Sherriff called saying Decker needed a ride home.
 
   He owed his brother. Cash knew that. He had stepped in for him time and again when they were kids. He still did. If it wasn’t for Colt, he never would have been able to free himself from the criminal life the rest of their family lived. Colt was the one that had given him a chance at something better. If he couldn’t force himself to walk away from their parents once and for all for himself, he should have been able to do it for Colt.
 
   Colt needed distance from them to survive. He couldn’t face them or what they’d done to them. Either of them. Not the mother that had all but abandoned them for her drugs and not the father that denied them and hated every breath they took. He couldn’t look at them and see anything but pain and destruction. Neither could Cash but whereas his brother chose to deal with it by not dealing with it, he had never been able to go that route.
 
   Everyone assumed Colt was the fighter of the two of them. He was slightly bigger. He’d been born slightly earlier. He was the one that stepped up and took the first punch or delivered it depending on the fight. He was the first to stand up to draw attention to himself, good or bad. But the truth that nobody could see was that Colt was far more sensitive about their family than Cash was.
 
   Maybe he hid it better. Maybe it was just that he never let anyone else close to him. But nobody saw through Colt but him.
 
   He felt everything, intensely. If he was happy, he wore it square on his face. If he was angry, you were going to hear about it. And he could switch from one to the other at whiplash speed. Most people wouldn’t have noticed the reasons behind those changes but Cash did because he’d been seeing it all his life.
 
   Colt’s moods always came down to whether or not he had to deal with their family at any given time.
 
   If it were up to him, Cash would deal with Decker alone just as he dealt with Chrissy, but Colt refused to let him. He insisted on being included whenever the calls came in about Decker. The one or two times Cash had tried to deal with their father alone, he’d come home to find Colt in even worse shape than he usually was after a fight with their old man. For the entirety of their childhood they had survived because they were a team. Two against one were better odds. Colt wasn’t risking Cash’s life now by leveling it to one-on-one even if Cash would have preferred it that way.
 
   So the calls continued to come. They continued to drag Decker’s sorry ass home. And, as had become the norm, the bastard fought them every step of the way.
 
   Tonight had been particularly brutal. Not only had Decker physically attacked them, he’d opened his mouth to spew as much vile hatred at them as humanly possible. Cursing their very existence, blaming them for the their mother’s addiction, even telling them that Remy had run away so he wouldn’t have to deal with them anymore, but none of that was new.
 
   Apparently as drunk as he usually stayed, Decker wasn’t completely oblivious to his sons’ lives. He’d known that Jemma was back and waxed poet about the fiery little redhead and how he’d get her underneath him sooner or later. Cash had almost broken his fingers he swung at him so hard for bringing up those awful memories. His hand still throbbed and he’d have to put some ice on it when they got inside.
 
   But even bringing up Jemma hadn’t been the worst of it.
 
   Decker had turned his full attention on Colt as had become habit and taunted him mercilessly. He’d called him the stupid one. He’d called him the worthless one. He’d even said he wished he’d finished the job and killed Colt in the womb because clearly he’d damaged him mentally. It was the one insult Decker used that Colt couldn’t take in stubborn silence.
 
   He’d never been able to take the taunting about being dumb. Never. Not from anyone. Not from a bully on the playground that picked on him because he read slowly and not from the father that had done the same every day of their childhood.
 
   Colt had launched himself at the old man and nearly beaten him unconscious before Cash managed to pull him off. Even still, the bastard was big and he got in a few decent hits. Cash wasn’t entirely sure Decker hadn’t broken Colt’s nose, again, but his brother wouldn’t let him look at it. He’d only stomped back to the truck, climbed inside and remained quiet and solemn the entire drive home. As mercurial as his moods might be, nothing could pull Colt out of the darkness once he breached it. He had to drown in it before he could find the surface again.
 
   Cash had given up trying to reassure his twin that nobody truly thought he was mentally handicapped years ago. Colt wouldn’t hear him anyways, not about that. His brother wasn’t stupid, not even close. He excelled at everything he’d ever applied himself to.
 
   Schoolwork had just never been one of those things.
 
   He’d barely graduated and most of his better grades had come off Cash passing his own work off as his twins. Not because Colt couldn’t do the assignment, but because he wouldn’t. Because where Cash refused to give the people what they expected and lower himself to the Bomar name, Colt had gone the other way and clung to it with every fiber of his being, using it as a shield.
 
   For a long time now, he’d thought that Colt would grow out of that and realize he was an intelligent, worthwhile human being. He’d pulled himself together after school. He’d done some work, not all of it legal but all of it had paid, and he’d saved to buy the shop in town and open his tattoo parlor. He was a successful business owner and a hell of an artist but nobody would let him ever forget he was also a Bomar, not even himself, maybe especially not himself.
 
   “Well… hell.” Colt drawled suddenly, pulling Cash out of his dark thoughts.
 
   He glanced across the lot as he shifted the truck into park and killed the engine. It took a second for his eyes to adjust but when they did he easily placed the two figures standing on their front step. The porch light was dim and yellow but the willowy blonde and curvy redhead were so familiar they would have been impossible not to recognize.
 
   “This is your fault.” Colt scowled as he threw the door open and jumped down out of the truck.
 
   Whatever pleasure he had felt from seeing Jemma standing there waiting on him ran hard into a wall of guilt. Colt was beaten and bloody and he couldn’t stand for anyone to see him hurting. It was bad enough Cash had seen him that way but for the two girls to be there, it was only going to send his twin spiraling further into the endless well of pain and anger he harbored inside of him.
 
   “I didn’t tell Jemma to wait up.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.” Colt snapped, marching across the dark lot without looking back.
 
   Cash winced, “Don’t make this any worse. They’re here because they care.”
 
   “Then they’re as fucked in the head as we are.”
 
   He hurried after his brother, not entirely sure what he would say or do when he reached the girls. He kept one eye on Colt as they trudged closer but his gaze kept swinging to Jemma. She’d showered and changed since he left her at the pool earlier. Her hair was down now and despite the fact she was wearing those plaid pajama pants and a plain white t-shirt, he thought she looked just as sexy as she had in her little pink bikini.
 
   There was worry on her face and his heart swelled in his chest. It didn’t matter what Colt thought. He hadn’t told her where he was going. He hadn’t told her anything. He certainly hadn’t asked her to wait around for him to come home but a big part of him leapt at the idea of coming home to her.
 
   He liked that she was here. Liked that she was waiting for him. Liked that she’d been worried about him.
 
   “Move.” Colt grumbled as he barreled past them onto the small porch.
 
   Jemma’s eyes went wide at the harsh order and she stepped back. A gasp sounded and Cash automatically looked at her but it was Skylar that stepped forward. The pretty blonde was wearing a horrified look, her face pale and her blue eyes big as she reached for his brother.
 
   “Oh God… Colt, you’re hurt.”
 
   “I’m fine.” He jerked his arm away from where she’d put her palm against his bicep. “Don’t touch me right now, Skylar. It isn’t safe and that’s the only warning you’re going to get.”
 
   “I… sorry.” She dropped her hand to her side. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Stupid question, do I fuckin’ look okay?” Colt snarled at her.
 
   Skylar recoiled, her mouth snapping shut even as her eyes went wide at the venom being hissed at her.
 
   “What the hell are you even doing here? Go home Sky. I don’t want you here.”
 
   Colt didn’t pause to watch his verbal swing land. He barreled through the door and disappeared inside the dark apartment. Cash winced when his gaze snapped back to the blonde. Her cheeks flamed pink and her eyes watered noticeably before she ducked her chin to her chest. Jemma reached for her but she jerked away as well, stumbling backwards towards her apartment.
 
   “I told you.” She whispered, “Now’s the part where I get to say I told you so.”
 
   “Skylar, wait…” Jemma tried but her friend only shook her head and then turned and fled up the sidewalk, disappearing behind her door with a loud thud, “Shit.”
 
   “Hey.” Cash caught her by the wrist just as she turned to go after her, “Wait a sec.”
 
   “Hey.” She turned back to face him warily, “I can go. Sky said you wouldn’t want us here but I thought… I guess I just needed to make sure you were okay. Now that I know you’re not, I can sleep easier or something.”
 
   He held tight when she tried to pull free of him, “I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But Colt doesn’t speak for me.” He tugged gently on her wrist and breathed a sigh of relief when she walked into his arms, “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   She hugged him and he held her tight. Just touching her calmed his nerves. He breathed in her familiar scent and his heartrate slowed. He held her until his brother came storming back out of the apartment, liquor bottle in hand, and then he sighed and forced himself to let Jemma go.
 
   “Hold up.”
 
   “Fuck off Cash.”
 
   “Where the hell do you think you’re going with that?” He tried to take the bottle of whiskey but Colt was faster and he blocked him easily.
 
   “I’m not driving anywhere. You have the keys. I need some air.” He glanced at Jemma and his anger flickered for just a second, a mountain of pain showing in his eyes before he forced it back, “You two can have the apartment for the night. I’ll sleep somewhere else.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that.” Jemma frowned.
 
   “I don’t have to do anything.” Colt flashed a grin that was probably supposed to be reassuring but only came off sad. “But I’m going to get drunk and find somebody to keep me warm so y’all have fun. I know I will.”
 
   He took off into the darkness and Cash let him go. There was no use chasing after him. He wouldn’t come back, not tonight. He needed air or to get drunk or both. He just needed to forget for a little while. So he let him go and turned back to Jemma when she touched his arm.
 
   “He took the worst of it tonight?”
 
   “Always.” He nodded and kissed the top of her head when she simply wrapped her arms around him instead of asking what he meant.
 
   “He’s really not coming back tonight?” She asked after a few minutes passed.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh…” She leaned back, looked up at him, and his heart almost stopped when she said, “Do you want me to stay with you?”
 
   His fingers tightened on her instinctually, “Is that an option?”
 
   “Just to sleep. No funny business. Promise.” She smiled, “I don’t have to if you’d rather be alone. I just thought, maybe you didn’t want to be, alone that is.”
 
   “I don’t.” He answered quickly, “Stay. Please?”
 
   “Just sleep.” She reiterated and he felt his first smile since he’d left her side earlier slide up his face.
 
   “Promise.”
 
   It wouldn’t be easy but he was just exhausted enough that it might be possible. He led Jemma inside and shut the door behind them. He was fully aware that the last time she’d been in his apartment she’d refused to sleep in his room even alone. Now she followed him silently down the hallway, her small hand in his, and she didn’t say a word when he shut that door behind them too, sealing them inside together.
 
   God, something about seeing Jemma here, in his room, standing beside his bed felt so damn right his chest hurt again. He moved towards her and she didn’t back away. When he cupped her cheeks she grabbed his wrists, holding him close and tilting her head up so he could brush a kiss against her lips.
 
   “Thank you, for coming to check on me and for staying.”
 
   “I was worried.” She frowned when she glanced at his bruised knuckles and then gently kissed them as well, “I am worried.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re not fine, but you will be okay. I know that.” She released him and reached for his shirt, pushing it up until he had to raise his arms to help her take it off of him.
 
   “I should probably go take another shower but I’m too damn exhausted.” He swayed on his feet.
 
   “I don’t mind. Just get in bed before you fall down.”
 
   He peeled off his shoes and jeans, letting her help steady him and then did as she said once he was down to his boxers. He held the blankets up and Jemma crawled right in beside him. She snuggled up against his side, resting her head against his chest and he wrapped his arms around her. After a couple of moments, the tension inside him began to uncurl and sleep crept up.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   She smiled against his chest, “You already said that.”
 
   “If I weren’t so tired, I’d probably break my promise and try to get you naked.” He yawned and resettled her a little tighter to his chest.
 
   “No, baby, you wouldn’t.” She kissed his jaw, “Now go to sleep.”
 
   He did, with a smile on his face, something he hadn’t known was even possible after dealing with Decker, and it was all because she was here, in his arms, in his bed, right where she was supposed to be, and she’d called him baby.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Every single mile that inched them closer to Houston, Hoyt and her horrible old life made Jemma rethink the decision to go after her things. She shouldn’t have come. There was nothing back here for her. She knew that. She should have just called it a loss and replaced everything, started from scratch. There was nothing here that she couldn’t live without and the dark memories that the past few hours in the car had dredged up were threatening to eat her alive.
 
   She took a deep breath, let it out and closed her eyes. Watching the road rush past was giving her a headache. Seeing all of the places she’d contemplated stopping when she was on the run didn’t help either.
 
   The hotel she’d refused to stop at because she’d worried Hoyt would see the charge on the credit card and come to get her. The convenience store where she’d purchased the sunglasses to cover her black eye. The gas station where she’d stopped to use the bathroom and ended up crying for twenty minutes before she managed to pull it together. There were a thousand other landmarks on the seven plus hour drive but she only seemed to notice the ones that hurt.
 
   Once they’d entered the city and she’d pointed the way towards their destination, it had only gotten worse. She didn’t miss this city, not really, but it still left a funny taste in her mouth to be looking at it as an outsider. Maybe she always had been. Maybe that was the point. She’d never felt at home here, had always known that it belonged more to Hoyt than it ever would her, mostly because he’d never failed to point out that she wasn’t local, wasn’t a city-girl and never would be.
 
   She hadn’t been happy here. She knew that now. She’d thought that would make coming back easier but it didn’t. If anything, it made her sadder. Because she’d known she wasn’t happy and she hadn’t done anything to fix it, to get out, not until she’d lost everything, not until it was almost too late.
 
   “Hey…”
 
   Jemma released the breath she hadn’t even realized she was holding when a warm, familiar hand slid into hers. She turned to face the source of that just as familiar, just as warm voice. The worry on his handsome face made her heart hurt and she squeezed his hand, letting her fingers automatically intertwine with his as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
 
   Those intense blue eyes studied her for a long moment before flickering back to the road, “You okay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   It wasn’t a lie if she didn’t say it out loud. That’s what she told herself at least. Even she didn’t believe that lie though, because Cash could see through her.
 
   He saw her in ways nobody else ever had, or ever would. He knew her history because he was a part of it. At first, she’d thought that was a bad thing, because he knew all of her baggage, all of her damage, better than anyone. But over the past few weeks, she’d come to realize that it wasn’t, because he would never use it against her.
 
   Since the night she’d spent curled up beside him in bed, they’d rarely gone a day without seeing each other. They hadn’t slept together again, literally or sexually. He hadn’t pushed her for more, had in fact drawn them back from the ledge more than once when a simple kiss had turned into a steamy make-out session.
 
   He said they didn’t have to rush. She agreed. What she hadn’t brought herself to tell him, at least not yet, was that it didn’t feel rushed. Not with him. It felt like she’d been without him too long already, as if he was a limb she hadn’t known she was missing, and now that she had it back, him back, she was ready to move forward.
 
   Before she did that, she had to put her past behind her.
 
   “We’re going to get in and get out okay?” Cash squeezed her hand as he eased through an intersection, “Only what you need. There’s enough room in the back for a few boxes but we can’t take anything big like furniture.”
 
   They’d gone over this at least five times already. She knew. He knew she knew. He was just tense and edgy. So was she. It had been a quiet trip for the most part because Cash wasn’t a big talker on a good day and also because she was lost in her own head. Now that they were close, the tension in the cab of the truck had become suffocating and somebody had to say something.
 
   “I know. I don’t need much. There’s not much that’s mine anyways.”
 
   “We have the suitcases Skylar sent. You can jam as many clothes in those as will fit and…”
 
   “Cash.” She cut him off with a sigh, “I know, okay? I’m ready. I just want to get this over with.”
 
   He was silent as he made the turn into the parking lot of the building she’d pointed out. Since he needed both hands, she let him go and stared out the window as the large hi-rise where she’d lived with Hoyt loomed. Get in and get out. This was it, the last step she had to take before she could move on with her life.
 
   A low whistle sounded from the back seat, “Whew, that’s one hell of an ivory tower, Jem.”
 
   She shot Cash a look out of the corner of her eye and saw his jaw twitch. Their chaperone had been quiet most of the trip as well but he sat forward now, sticking his head between them to look out the front windshield. Jemma scooted over to give him more room when Colt wedged his broad shoulders between the front seats of the old truck.
 
   She’d been surprised to find he was joining them but when she’d shot Colt a questioning look as he climbed into the truck this morning he’d simply shrugged and said more hands meant it would go faster. Neither of them had said a word about the look they’d shared when she said Skylar wasn’t coming and they’d been downright evasive when she asked about Colt closing down his shop for the day for something they could have handled on their own. Cash had scowled at him but remained quiet about his brother despite the hours they’d all spent together on the road.
 
   “Shut it Colt.” He growled through clenched teeth now.
 
   “I was just saying…”
 
   “I know what you were saying. Shut. It.”
 
   Colt rolled his eyes before leaning back in the seat with a muttered, “Rich bastard is gonna get a rude fucking awakening when he sees us is all I’s sayin’ bro.”
 
   Jemma scrubbed a hand over her face and sighed, “He’s not going to see any of us because he isn’t here. He told me he’d be out of town or I wouldn’t have even come. I’m going to go up, get my stuff and then I’m out of here.”
 
   Cash growled, “Hold up, I know you don’t think we’re letting you go up there alone, right?”
 
   “We.” She corrected with a small smile, “We’ll go up and get my stuff and then we’ll be out of here.”
 
   “Better.” He grumbled.
 
   She pointed out the guest parking near the door and he flipped a turn, backing into the spot. A Mercedes that had been following behind them honked but Cash flipped them off out the window. Colt grumbled from the backseat about rich people having no manners and she fought a snort at hearing the Bomars talk about etiquette in any capacity. They all piled out of the old truck but Jemma hesitated when the doorman eyed them warily.
 
   “Hey… um, maybe somebody should stay with the truck.” She fidgeted when two sets of intense blue eyes focused on her, “I don’t want them to tow it just because it looks out of place.”
 
   Colt hissed something else about fancy bastards and then nodded, “I’ll stay. Cash, go help the girl pack up.”
 
   “Thanks.” She squeezed his arm before accepting the suitcases he handed over and then heading up the sidewalk and inside the building with Cash close on her heels.
 
   People stared as they walked through the lobby to the bank of elevators and she fought a laugh when Cash only tensed further. He might have thought they were staring because he looked out of place in his faded jeans and t-shirt to their pressed suits but she knew better. The women literally stopped in their tracks to stare at him, some of them gasped, and she was fairly certain a couple of them drooled.
 
   Like she could blame them?
 
   Cash had always looked like a walking, talking sex god to her and today was no exception. His light hair was ruffled and wind-blown from where he’d rolled the windows in the truck down. He hadn’t shaved and the rough, day old stubble on his square jaw gave a dangerous edge to his good looks. In his dust covered boots and faded gray t-shirt, he did look out of place but only because he could have stepped off one of those old-school billboards for bourbon and cigarettes. He was a towering, muscled giant compared to these scrawny businessmen and he was glorious.
 
   “What’re you grinning about?” He rumbled as they stepped onto the elevator.
 
   “You.”
 
   An eyebrow winged up, surprise shining in his eyes, “What about me?”
 
   “You’re sexy.” Her grin widened when he only blinked, “You are and every woman in that lobby wanted a piece of you.”
 
   He moved closer to her, his eyes dropping to her mouth, “You think so?”
 
   “I know so.” She sucked in a breath when he planted his hands on either side of her head and leaned close, a breath that only drew in his musky, masculine scent and made her insides summersault.
 
   “I didn’t notice but even if I had, it wouldn’t have mattered. I’m taken.”
 
   She swallowed a moan when he dropped his mouth to her ear, his stubble raking over her sensitive skin and making every nerve ending in her body hiss, “You are?”
 
   “Mmhmm.” He hummed, “There’s this pretty little redhead I’ve got it bad for.”
 
   He drew out the word bad… and then he licked her. The tip of his tongue on the sensitive flesh just beneath her ear. Her legs nearly buckled and she had to hold onto him to stay upright when he blew cool air over the damp spot and then pressed his lips firmly against her skin.
 
   She shivered as want and desire flamed through her veins. Her head fell back, giving him more room, and he took it. He pinned her to the wall with his big body and they both groaned at the contact. The sparks between them caught fire just that fast and easily and when he raised his head and took her mouth it burned out of control.
 
   This man was so damn dangerous… So damn good to her, but so damn dangerous all at the same time.
 
   It had been a little over a month since she stumbled back into his life. Four weeks since she’d kissed him and told him that she wanted him. Two weeks since she’d slept in the same bed with him and he’d promised not to push her.
 
   In all that time, he had never been the one to initiate contact, had held himself back, waiting for her to come to him, to come around, to be ready. Every time she’d been the one to make the first move and a little piece of her loved him for that, for holding back, for wanting to take their time and make sure she was ready, but a big part of her had been waiting for this.
 
   Because this was the Cash she remembered. Bold and dominant, he didn’t wait and he didn’t ask permission. He simply trapped her small body with his big, powerful one and took what he wanted. His mouth on hers, his tongue greedily laying siege, his big hands tangling in her hair and then tracing her body, pulling her hips up to meet his so that there was no denying another big part of him wanted her.
 
   She whimpered from the loss of his kiss when the bell dinged that they’d reached their floor and he broke away. They were both panting and out of breath. Neither of them budged from the others embrace for a long moment, not until the ding sounded again and the doors started to close.
 
   “Damn it.” Cash grumbled, letting her go and jamming a suitcase in front of the door to block it from closing.
 
   Her eyebrows winged up as his chest heaved and a scowl marred his handsome face, “Damn it?”
 
   “This isn’t the time or the place, baby.” He reached for her, tugging her into his side and planting a sweet kiss against the top of her head, “You need to finish this, put this guy and this mess behind you before you’ll ever be ready to give me what I want from you.”
 
   She buried her head against his chest, afraid to look him in the eye when she asked, “What do you want from me?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   Her heart fluttered and she was glad she’d hidden her face. The smile would have completely given her away if she hadn’t. Because that was Cash, the boy she’d known and the man she was only beginning to understand, equal parts sexy and sweet, angel and devil. He was everything.
 
   “Come on, we need to get my stuff and get out of here.” She finally pulled away from his embrace and dragged him down the hallway.
 
   The tension that had been beating off of him all morning only grew as she pulled her key from her pocket. She’d already explained to him that she would use her key to get them in and then leave it behind when they left. She thought that was the reason he was scowling again, the reminder that she’d been living with another man only a month ago, but when she stopped in front of one of only two doors on the floor his unease was explained.
 
   “That bastard owns the entire floor?”
 
   “Half of it.” She admitted with a nod, “The top floor is considered the penthouse and we’re one floor down from that. There’s an east and west suite on this floor.”
 
   His scowl twitched, “Fucker must hate having someone above him.”
 
   She nodded and unlocked the door. She didn’t think there was any use explaining that Hoyt’s parents actually owned the penthouse as well. They only used it when they were staying in the city, a fact that did, actually, annoy Hoyt because he wanted it for himself. Cash seemed to like the idea of her ex being a step below someone and she wouldn’t take that away from him.
 
   As they entered the massive condo, she purposefully avoided looking directly at Cash. If his eyes went big or his jaw fell open, she would feel even worse. She knew this kind of grand luxury was out of his realm of comprehension. It had been out of hers until she met Hoyt. The town they’d grown up in, the people they’d grown up with, the rich kids were the ones like Skylar that had grown up with an extra bedroom in their house for games and toys. This level of extravagance had been reserved for movie stars and royalty in her imagination. At least until she’d met Hoyt.
 
   “Son of a bitch.” Cash grumbled, “You lived here?”
 
   She nodded again, avoiding his gaze as she dropped the key to the table in the entryway. She made her way into the living area, dragging the suitcases behind her. She heard Cash’s boots falling on the marble floor behind her but she didn’t turn back to face him even when she heard him give a low, appreciative whistle.
 
   “Hell of a view.”
 
   “Yep.” She said in a clipped tone, not even bothering to glance out the floor to ceiling windows that looked out over downtown and then further out to the bay. “I’m heading to the bedroom to load up my stuff.”
 
   Every bit of warmth Cash had given her in the elevator with his passionate embrace, seeped away when she entered the bedroom. She moved through the room, breathing a sigh of relief when she went to the closet, flipping on the light to find that there were boxes there marked with her name. The boxes held the few things she’d really come for. Her tools and materials for her jewelry, the things she couldn’t replace easily.
 
   She’d honestly been surprised when Hoyt told her she could come pick up her stuff. A part of her had thought the prideful bastard would torch her things or give them to Goodwill if he was feeling particularly spiteful. Instead, all of her clothes were still neatly folded in the dresser drawers and carefully hung on the hangers in the closet.
 
   The hair on the back of her neck stood up and she spun to the doorway. The air in her lungs rushed out when she saw it was just Cash that had followed her into the room. She would have thought it was relief she was feeling but then she got a good look at his face and her stomach twisted all over again.
 
   He was wearing his mask. His jaw twitched but he didn’t give anything else away. He’d crossed his arms over his chest and leaned one shoulder against the doorframe in a casual gesture but nothing about him said casual. Tension radiated off of him, anger practically seeping from his pores, and her unease doubled when he didn’t say anything.
 
   “Give yourself the grand tour?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I think…” He said, his voice as hard as stone, “That I get it now.”
 
   Her heart tripped over itself at the coldness in his voice. She’d heard him talk to other people like that, but never her. He might be hard and distant with everyone else but he was always warm with her. Except, he looked like a glacier right now.
 
   “You get what now?”
 
   “Why you stayed with him as long as you did.” He motioned around the opulent room, “All of this. It can’t be easy to leave it behind after getting a taste of the good life.”
 
   This time her heart stopped, because it froze solid in her chest. She didn’t gasp or react. She didn’t feel tears prick at her eyes. He’d just insulted her but she didn’t feel like crying, she didn’t feel like lashing out. She didn’t feel anything but the cold awfulness of what he’d just said.
 
   He thought she’d stayed for the money. Like a whore. He thought she’d put up with Hoyt and his verbal attacks and his abuse because of the lifestyle he provided.
 
   She tried to breathe through the hurt but her voice wobbled despite her best attempts, “Yeah, that’s me, all about the money.”
 
   Cash sighed, his mask falling away as regret flashed in his eyes, “That’s not what I meant, Jem.”
 
   “No?” Her bottom lip trembled as he came closer.
 
   “Damnit, no, of course not.” He caught her by the wrist when she started to evade him and held her still, “You know me better than that don’t you? It just came out wrong. I never say the right thing when it comes to you and that fucker because I hate thinking of you with him.”
 
   She tried to think rationally thorough what he was saying and shook her head, “Tell me what you meant then, because all I heard was that I’m a gold-digger that let Hoyt hit me because I liked the kind of life he could give me.”
 
   “Jesus…” Cash pulled her against his chest, his chin resting on top of her head, “He did a number on you didn’t he, babe? I know I just… I’m not so great with words on a good day and seeing you here, in his place… It makes me angry and I didn’t mean to take that out on you.”
 
   Since he was apologizing, she didn’t try to get away from him, just circled her arms around his waist and rest her head against his chest, “What were you trying to say?”
 
   He blew out a rough breath, taking a moment to prepare his thoughts before he started to speak, “You had a life here, Jemma, and maybe some of it was shitty, but I can’t believe all of it was, and leaving behind everything you’ve worked for couldn’t have been easy for you. That’s what I meant. Coming home must have felt like giving up to you and I hate that, even if it brought you back to me.”
 
   She bit her lip and fought a flash of tears. She was not going to cry. Not today. Not even for this strong, incredible man that understood her so well but claimed not to have the words. He did. It might not come out right the first time, every time, but when he laid himself bare, his thoughts and his feelings, like he just had, she couldn’t help but fall for him all over again.
 
   “It did feel like giving up.” She admitted.
 
   “I know.” He stroked her back softly, “And I’m sorry I can’t give you anything like this.”
 
   “What?” She pulled back to look at him.
 
   He motioned around the room, “I can’t give you grand views or diamond rings or fancy things.”
 
   Her heart nearly shattered at the worried look on his handsome face. As if any of that mattered to her? It didn’t. It never had. But she understood what he meant this time, because he’d already told her that he hadn’t thought he deserved her.
 
   “I don’t need any of those things, Cash. I just need you.”
 
   He cupped her cheek gently, “You have me.”
 
   She tiptoed up and kissed him, trying to tell him what she felt without the words. He was so good to her, good for her. He understood her on a level that nobody else did, not even Skylar. He’d been her best friend once, known everything about her, all of the good and bad. He’d known her greatest fears and maybe, after what he’d done last time, she should be afraid that he would use all of that knowledge against her, but she wasn’t. Because the truth was she knew him just as well and she knew that he was a good man.
 
   He kissed her back, sweet and soft for a long minute before he pulled away with a groan, “Not here.”
 
   She dropped back to her heels with a sigh, “Yeah, okay, it’s a little weird I’ll admit.”
 
   “If I look at that bed again I’m gonna start thinking about you in it with that fucker and then I can’t be held accountable for whatever I break on the way out.” He dropped a sweet kiss to her forehead as he released her, “I have to get out of here. I’ll go get the boxes from the truck.”
 
   She nodded, “Take the boxes that are in the closet with you would you?”
 
   “He boxed your stuff up?” Cash crossed to the closet and dragged the two small boxes out.
 
   “It’s my jewelry stuff so be careful with it.” She lifted the second box and put it on top of the first he’d hefted into his arms already, “You sure you can get both at the same time?”
 
   “I got this.” He winked, “Hurry up and pack your clothes in the suitcases so we can blow this town.”
 
   “I’ll hurry. Be careful with those.”
 
   “I said I got it.”
 
   She watched him leave the room with a smile on her face and then sighed once he was gone. She looked around the bedroom she’d shared with Hoyt and snorted. Cash was right, it was a little weird him being in here and she wouldn’t hold him responsible for breaking things. If their roles were reversed and she had to help him pack up at some ex-girlfriend’s house, she’d likely break a few things herself.
 
   Getting to work, she pulled drawers open and tossed everything she could find into the suitcases. She skipped the contents of her bra and panty drawer without a thought to the delicate silk and lace. Hoyt had bought most of it back when he was still playing the devoted boyfriend role and the very thought of putting a single piece of it against her skin now made her physically sick.
 
   By the time she emptied the contents of the dresser, one suitcase was completely full and as she looked between the large walk-in closet and the small suitcase that was left she knew that she was going to end up leaving a lot of things behind.
 
   She slid a hand lovingly over her favorite pair of red leather stilettos. She loved shoes. She’d always loved her shoes. Every style and color lined up neatly on the shelves of the closet but she only grabbed the ones that she knew she would wear again. Sneakers and flats and sandals, she left most of the heels behind. There wasn’t much call for stilettos in a place like Old Settlers but she packed a couple of pairs anyway.
 
   She figured she could give them to Skylar to cheer her up out of the funk she’d been in the past few weeks. Skylar might not be a city girl but she loved her heels. An expensive pair of blood red stilettos might be just the thing to break through her best friend’s bad mood.
 
   Jemma frowned just to think about it. Skylar was one of the happiest, most up-beat people she’d ever known. She wasn’t a positive polly, only ever seeing the good in things. She’d suffered life’s tough blows early on but she’d survived so she didn’t let the little things get her down. That was how Jemma knew that the tattooed Bomar downstairs was no little thing to her friend. Skylar had been upset ever since Colt sent her away that night weeks ago and she refused to talk about it, or him.
 
   God, were they both complete idiots letting the twins be part of their lives? Liking them and wanting them? Sure they were good looking and if you managed to scrape past all the Bomar bluster and bullshit there was something inside them that was good and decent. But it was an awful lot of bullshit and there were some seriously sharp edges to navigate with no hope of not getting cut in the process.
 
   She only dealt with it because she loved Cash. She bit her lip to stifle the smile that thought brought. It wasn’t the first time she’d thought about him and used that word in the past few weeks. It was crazy and fast and there was no way she should have even let herself consider jumping into this thing with him again right now but the truth was hard to deny.
 
   She loved him. She always had. Even when she also kind of hated him.
 
   Because that was how love worked. It didn’t disappear because the other person didn’t say it back. It didn’t care if it broke your heart in the process. It didn’t go away because of time or distance. It was still there, still beating between them, bringing them closer, and it was impossible to deny now that she was finally packing up her old life and looking forward to her new one.
 
   Home. She’d gone home. She’d run home to Old Settlers because she’d been scared and hurt and looking for somewhere safe. She’d run home to Cash… she just hadn’t known it at the time. But that’s what he was, what he could be, what they could be together.
 
   “Time to head home for good.” She mumbled to herself as she zipped up the last suitcase.
 
   “And here I thought you were already home.”
 
   She spun towards the doorway with a gasp. She had to blink twice, certain that she was seeing ghosts. When the figure in the doorway only smirked, she knew that she wasn’t dreaming. This wasn’t a nightmare. It was real.
 
   Hoyt was here.
 
   She stepped back, trying to put more space between them instinctively, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Is that any way to greet your fiancé after a month apart?” His smirk rose and sent a cold shiver down her spine.
 
   He wasn’t supposed to be here. He’d said that he wouldn’t be here. That was the only reason she had come.
 
   That lead ball that had been rolling around in her stomach all day doubled in size as she stared at him, knowing that he had lied. How had she not realized this was another of his tricks? He’d known the only way she would come back was if she thought he was far, far away so that was what he’d told her. In reality, he’d always planned to be here no matter when she came back for her things.
 
   A fleeting part of her wondered where he’d been hiding when she’d arrived. Had he been upstairs in the penthouse waiting for word she was here? Had he been biding his time while she packed? Or had he simply waited until Cash had left her alone?
 
   Cash! Where was he? He hadn’t come back though he’d had plenty of time to take the elevator down and make it back by now. He would be back any minute, at least she hoped so.
 
   She forced a shaky breath and tried to be civil, “I’m not your fiancé anymore.”
 
   “That so? I don’t recall you giving me my ring back.” Hoyt’s eyes narrowed.
 
   She would have laughed if he weren’t so damn unstable. Unstable yet predictable. Everything came back to money and possessions with Hoyt. She’d known better than to pawn that ring once she calmed down and looked at things rationally. She hadn’t needed the money badly enough to take it off something that belonged to this man.
 
   Pulling it from her pocket she deliberately placed it on the dresser instead of holding it out to him, “It’s yours and you can have it back. I’m sorry it came to this but I think we both know we’ll be better off apart.”
 
   He raised a hand to the back of his head as if remembering where she’d knocked him out with that lamp, “Yes, I believe you’re right. I took the girl out of the country but I couldn’t take the country out of the girl.”
 
   She goggled at him, her own temper flaring despite her brain telling her to cool it, “Are you kidding me? You think any of this has to do with where I’m from? Are city girls just supposed to let their boyfriends beat the crap out of them and try to rape them in silence?”
 
   He hissed a breath out between his teeth, “I did not try to rape you.”
 
   “The hell you didn’t! I said no and you held me down! You forced yourself on me!”
 
   His eyes flashed with fire but his words were calm, “You were my fiancé and I was trying to make love to you, to show you that I loved you and that I was sorry about the fight we’d had.”
 
   “That’s how you wanted to apologize for slapping me? For punching me? For trying to drag me to the ground when I ran away? You gave me a black eye and busted my lip and when I said no you held me down and ripped my clothes off like a maniac.”
 
   His chest heaved as he took a deep breath, “Look, I am sorry for that. I was drinking and things got out of hand. You never understood the pressure I’m under and when you back-talked and undermined me… I lost it.”
 
   “So you’re going to blame me for it? If I hadn’t questioned you, then it wouldn’t have happened?”
 
   Jemma stared at him, knowing full well that she needed to be quiet, that she didn’t want to antagonize him anymore. She needed to be nice and kind and say her goodbyes. She needed to figure out a way to get past him and get out of the apartment. But no matter what the reasonable, rational part of her brain told her, she couldn’t just walk away and leave him thinking that what he had done was okay, knowing that whoever came after her would only suffer the same treatment.
 
   “Jemma, you’re overreacting as usual.”
 
   She lost it, “Don’t tell me what I’m feeling! Don’t you dare! You are a piece of shit, Hoyt.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I might be poor and I might even be what you consider white trash but I would never, ever think that it was okay to hit a woman just because she disagreed with me. For years you told me that I wasn’t good enough, but you know what I realized after I left? I’m better than you will ever be because I’m a decent human being and you’re just a spoiled asshole that thinks he can get away with anything because Daddy and his money will save you.”
 
   By the time she was done letting loose, her voice was shrill and high-pitched. She was panting. And she knew that it was wrong, that she should have kept her mouth shut, but she’d needed to say her peace. And she knew even before she met his eyes, that they were full of dangerous rage that would only get her hurt again.
 
   “You think you can talk to me like that and get away with it you little bitch?” Hoyt took a step towards her and she shrank back.
 
   “You touch me again and I’ll call the cops this time.” She warned.
 
   “Not if you can’t pick up a phone you won’t.”
 
   And with that threat hanging in the air, Jemma realized that her outburst, just might cost her life this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Cash cursed as the elevator rose slowly and steadily back towards hell. Funny he felt that way going up maybe but he’d always known hell wasn’t a place just beneath his feet. He’d lived it and breathed it when he was growing up. He still did every time he went to check on his mother or the phone rang with a call from the Sheriff about his father. Never, not once in all of his years had he equated Jemma with hell… not until today.
 
   He’d walked into that apartment upstairs and he’d felt the blood in his veins boil, felt every dark thought he’d ever buried rise up to taunt him, and he’d known that he was in hell.
 
   Because how could he possibly expect Jemma to choose him when faced with all she had become accustomed to? He’d told her to leave him years ago. He’d all but sent her away. He’d wanted the best for her and despite that asshole she’d been seeing she’d gotten it for herself.
 
   She’d told him bits and pieces over the last few weeks. She’d had a good job before he made her quit. She’d had people that she thought were her friends, though nobody close to her. She’d put some money in the bank through selling her jewelry. He’d thought he understood the kind of life she was leaving behind by choosing to stay in Old Settlers but he hadn’t, not until he’d seen it for himself.
 
   He couldn’t give her anything in comparison to what she was leaving behind. He worked as a mechanic and he lived in a shit-hole apartment that he shared with his brother. He didn’t even have his own vehicle other than the tow truck he used for his job. He was a beer and nachos guy and she’d become a champagne and oysters type of girl.
 
   He wasn’t good enough for her. The little voice inside his head that he’d been steadily ignoring for weeks had piped up loud and clear when he stepped into that apartment. And the longer he’d been in it, the louder it had gotten, until that was all he could hear. It was Decker’s voice telling him that he was stupid to ever believe Jemma would want a man like him, a bastard Bomar.
 
   Fuck he hated that voice. Hated the things it made him do. Hated the things it made him say.
 
   He hadn’t intended to insult Jemma when he found her in the bedroom packing but he understood why she had taken it that way. He’d only meant that it must have been hard for her to leave behind everything she’d worked for. But it had come out wrong.
 
   It had come out as an insult because he was feeling weak and defensive. And he was lucky that she had let him explain. Lucky that she had believed him when he told her how he felt. She understood him, his faults and his issues, better than anyone except maybe Colt, and she’d looked at him and told him he was enough.
 
   That was a high he could ride forever. She wanted him. She was coming home with him. She was going to be his again and he didn’t want anything to come between them this time. Not secrets or lies or their own issues. They’d work all of it out together because that was the way it was supposed to be. The two of them, together.
 
   The sooner he got her out of that apartment and then out of this city and even this state, the better he would feel about their chances.
 
   He’d told her for weeks that she had to put her old life behind her to start over. This was that last step. She was packing her things and moving on. He wanted to do that with her, wanted her to move on with him, move in with him, just be with him. So once he got her home, he was going to drop to his knees and tell her everything, the truth this time, and beg her to forgive him for being such a bastard.
 
   Since he was in such a rush to find her, he almost missed the fact that the door to the apartment was shut. He went through it and then paused in the entry. He was certain he’d left it open behind him earlier. He glanced around, thinking maybe he’d missed Jemma on a trip down but he knew that couldn’t be right. She’d told him there was only one elevator that went to the top floors so they would have had to pass if she’d left the apartment.
 
   A cold chill crept up his back and his fists clenched. Something was wrong. He could feel it in his gut like a snake uncurling and readying to strike.
 
   He didn’t say a word. He didn’t call out. He just stormed through the massive apartment towards the last place he’d seen her. Before he even got to the door he heard her voice, a hissing, angry voice that trembled with fear, and when he burst into the bedroom, one look at the situation made his head explode.
 
   Jemma was pressed against the wall by another man. That alone would have been enough to spark his anger, but the fact that there was a red mark stinging her cheek sent him over the edge. The bastard had her pinned in place and he’d struck her.
 
   He was going to die.
 
   Cash lunged for him. Somewhere in the back of his mind he registered everything as it happened. His brain catalogued the details for him but it wasn’t making the decisions. His body was in control when he grasped the back of the guy’s collar and jerked him off of Jemma, wheeling him around and planting his fist firmly in his gut all in one smooth move.
 
   He doubled over, all of the air expelling from his lungs, but that wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. Cash jerked him upright, slamming his back against the opposite wall. His brain processed a moment of startling confusion as he got a good look at the guy that had earned a place in Jemma’s life and then forfeited it with his abuse and cruelty. His fist was already barreling forward, the crunch of the bastard’s nose breaking a reassuring sound of the destruction he deserved to suffer for what he’d done.
 
   Cash punched again, and again, and again. A torrent of anger he’d held back for years spewed out of him and he took it all out on this sorry excuse for a man that liked to hit women. He beat him for Jemma, that’s what his brain told him, but that little voice, Decker’s voice, laughed with glee at the screams of agony he wrought.
 
   Somewhere, in the back of his mind, he heard Jemma scream his name. He felt her eyes on him, watching him do this godawful thing, beating a man senseless, but he couldn’t stop. He heard her beg him to stop but he couldn’t give her what she asked for.
 
   He wasn’t in control.
 
   His fists flew and the bastard got in a couple of lucky shots. He knocked him in the jaw once but it was a measly scratch compared to the pain he was delivering. It felt good. Made him feel alive. He was defending the woman he loved or showing her why she should never let him near her, he couldn’t be sure, maybe it was both.
 
   “Cash! Stop! Please!”
 
   A small body hit him, knocking him off balance and he whirled, dropping the bastard to the ground, preparing to take on his next assailant, only the fear on Jemma’s face stopped him in his tracks. Reality came barreling back in like a freight train and he was the brick wall it smacked into. He sagged back, stumbling away from her, blinking and trying to figure out why she looked scared of him.
 
   Fuck, what had he done? His mind clearing, he tried to process the last few minutes. Coming in the door, knowing Jemma was in trouble, seeing her red cheek while that fucker pinned her to the wall to do God only knew what else to her. And then nothing… a red haze of anger and darkness the likes of which he’d hadn’t suffered in years, not since that one day with Decker and Jemma when he’d realized he couldn’t let her be part of his destructive life.
 
   “Oh God…” Jemma whimpered now, her eyes wide and full of tears, “What did you do? Cash, what did you do?”
 
   A strangled voice in the doorway had him spinning again to see his twin pause as he quickly took in the scene, “What the fuck?”
 
   “Colt!”
 
   Cash stumbled, feeling half-drunk and woozy, crashing after the rush of adrenaline. He blinked, watching in confusion as Jemma raced into his brother’s arms. Wrong, it was all wrong. Jemma crying into Colt’s chest and being scared of him was all wrong and he had no idea how to come back from this, how to fix it, because this was exactly why he’d needed her to stay away from him.
 
   He stumbled into the wall, slumped down to the floor and dropped his head into his bloody hands. Vaguely, he heard Colt saying something to Jemma about getting her stuff and getting downstairs while he cleaned up the mess. He watched as if from a distance as his brother flipped the bastard on the floor over and then picked him up and dropped him to the bed. He thought he heard Colt threatening that if any of this was reported that they would come back and finish the job, kill him and dump the body where nobody would ever find it but he couldn’t be sure if that was the voice in the back of his head or reality anymore.
 
   He had gotten his eyes to refocus by the time Colt knelt in front of him with a wet towel and cleaned off his hands, talking all the while in a low voice, a gentle soothing voice. In the back of his mind, he knew this was wrong too. Colt was covering for him, again, taking care of him, again. Just like last time when he’d needed Colt to help him convince Jemma to leave him because he was no good for her.
 
   “I fucked up.” He muttered under his breath.
 
   Colt paused, met his gaze with a serious frown and nodded, “Yeah, you fucked up brother but I’ll clean up what I can.”
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   “Is scared and panicking, I sent her downstairs. That part I can’t help you with. What the hell happened up here?”
 
   “He hit her again.” Cash blinked, seeing the room more clearly as his head stopped swimming, “I told her I’d kill him if he touched her again.”
 
   “Fuck, I can’t even fault you for it. I would’ve done the same damn thing.” Colt grumbled, “Can you walk? We gotta get out of here.”
 
   He wasn’t entirely sure but he nodded, “Yeah.”
 
   Colt helped him to his feet and as his sanity returned he realized just how badly he’d fucked up. It wasn’t that the bastard could come after him for this. He knew he wouldn’t. He was a loser that got off on hitting women. Now that he’d dealt with a man he would be too scared to try anything else. Colt’s threat to finish the job only helped on that front.
 
   But Jemma was scared of him now and he knew there was no coming back from that. She’d been abused by that bastard and she knew the kind of damage a man could do with his fists. And now she’d seen him use his to maim and destroy another man.
 
   She would be smart to stay clear of him and Jemma had always been a smart girl.
 
   He’d seen the fear in her eyes when she looked at him. She’d recoiled from him. She’d run to Colt for protection, from him. She’d finally seen him, the real him, and he would never be able to hide it from her again. The monster had come out of the closet, he had gone full Bomar, and it had cost him everything just as he’d always known that it would.
 
   Colt pressed the button to call the elevator and they stood there, side by side in front of the reflective doors waiting for it. For the first time in a long time, he admitted just how alike they really were. Despite the tattoos and haircuts, they were mirror images.
 
   He wasn’t any less damaged or any more in control. He was just better at hiding his demons. Colt had never bothered to hide his, proudly wore them for the world to see, and at that moment he envied his brother that honesty. His twin had accepted what he was a long time ago and Cash was still fighting it.
 
   He was so damn tired of fighting. Fighting with his parents to break free of their curse. Fighting with the world to give him a fucking chance. Fighting with his true nature, with himself.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   They entered the elevator and the doors swished shut behind them. He noticed the blood on his brother’s shirt from helping him and frowned at the mess he’d made. He waited until the doors shut behind them and they were descending before he spoke again.
 
   “I lost it in there but I need to know if I imagined it or not…” He blew out a harsh breath, “He looked like me?”
 
   Colt groaned and shifted uncomfortably “I don’t know, man. He was pretty messed up by the time I got there.”
 
   It was deflection and there was only one reason his brother wouldn’t have just answered him straight, “He looks like me… us.”
 
   This time Colt sighed, “Kind of, yeah, I guess there was some resemblance.”
 
   The bastard that Jemma had tied herself to after leaving him looked like him. He hadn’t imagined it. She’d chosen a man that looked like him and then let him get away with hitting her. What the fuck was that about?
 
   “His hair was darker.” Colt cleared his throat, “Tall, lean, dark hair, blue eyes from what I could tell…”
 
   “He looks like Remy.” He finished the thought that his twin hadn’t and received a shaky nod in response.
 
   Exactly what he’d been thinking when he jerked the guy around by the collar and got a good look at him for the first time. There was a split second where he’d wondered if he wasn’t punching his older brother and then another where he’d let himself pretend he was. It was sick and twisted but he was a Bomar so what else was he supposed to be.
 
   He loved Remy, that’s what he told himself every time he thought about his older brother, but he also hated him. So when he’d seen the resemblance, he’d gone right ahead and hit the guy, unleashing everything he couldn’t on his older brother.
 
   Despite what people in Old Settlers might say, and despite what he himself sometimes hoped, Cash knew he was a Bomar. Not just because he’d inherited Decker’s temper but because despite not looking all that much like the man, he and Colt looked like their big brother.
 
   Remington Bomar was even taller than them. He had Decker’s dark hair instead of their mother’s sandy strands. They all three had her blue eyes but they all three had the Bomar square jaws, dimples and cleft chins too. He and Colt were identical twins, they were supposed to look alike but their resemblance to Remy had always been uncanny. He’d always figured either they all three had Bomar blood running through their veins, or they all three didn’t… and Remy took after their old man too much not to be his biological son.
 
   “Is that why you lost it on that fucker? Because you saw Remy in his face?”
 
   Cash hefted himself up from where he’d leaned against the wall when the elevator dinged in the lobby, “I don’t know, maybe that was part of it.”
 
   Colt nodded as he guided them towards the door, “I get it. You fucked up but I get it.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yeah. You let it build up too long and something set you off.”
 
   “He hurt Jemma.”
 
   “Yeah, seeing him smack Jemma would’ve been enough to make either of us come unglued on a good day but add in the resemblance to Remy, the shit with Decker and you refusing to let off steam in the cage or with another chick since the moment Jemma showed up in town… I figure it was bound to happen sooner or later.”
 
   Cash trudged out of the building after his brother in silence. Colt didn’t stop talking. He hadn’t expected him to. That was one area they’d always differed and always would.
 
   “You knew something like this could happen or you wouldn’t have asked me to come with you.” Colt added, “You wanted me there to pull you off him in case he showed up. Those were your words last night. So I came but it didn’t matter because you didn’t tell Jemma what you were afraid you would do.”
 
   “I didn’t want her to know how easy it would be for me to go over that edge.”
 
   “And look where that got you.” Colt stopped clear of the truck but pointed to it and to the shadow sitting curled up in the back seat, “You need to figure your shit out, figure out a way to talk to her and be honest with her or you need to stay the hell away from her.”
 
   His jaw instantly clenched. Stay away from Jemma? He’d managed it for five years but only because she was long gone and he’d forced himself not to think about her too much, too often.
 
   But he may not have a choice now. She’d seen him at his worst. She wouldn’t want anything to do with him now. If she ignored him like he didn’t exist, he would crumble. If he told her the truth, tried to let her in, would she even listen? Or was staying away from her what was best for her now just as it had been five years ago?
 
   “Is that what you’re doing with Skylar?”
 
   Colt’s eyes flashed fire and warning, “We’re not talking about me.”
 
   “I’m not asking to bust your balls about the girl. I’m really asking. Is that what you’re doing with her? You let her close enough to see you, I know you do, but you still keep her at arm’s length. I’m trying to figure out if that’s because you’re afraid you’ll end up hurting her or if you’re scared she’ll walk if you’re honest with her.”
 
   Now wasn’t the time to broach the subject of Skylar. He knew that. But he’d been letting it go for months and he honestly wanted to know what Colt thought he was doing with her. She was Jemma’s best friend, maybe whatever it was they had in common extended to being able to put up with him and his brothers damage.
 
   “As soon as I figure that out, I’ll be sure to let you know.” Colt only growled and took off towards the truck again, “You have bigger issues to deal with right now, like spending seven hours in a car with me and your girlfriend who may or may not be terrified of you.”
 
   Cash winced and followed his brother towards the truck. He was right of course. He needed to be focusing on his own problems for once instead of everyone else. He didn’t think there was any chance in hell that Jemma would want to talk to him, let alone give him another chance after what she’d witnessed upstairs, but he crawled into the truck and glanced into the backseat at her.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   She met his gaze with a wariness that tore his heart apart. Everything he’d worked the past month to put back together, he had obliterated today in one fell swoop with a swing of his fist. The pink spot on her cheek was already fading but her beautiful hazel eyes were glassy and tear tracks marked her face.
 
   “You okay?” He asked softly.
 
   She nodded, bit her lip and looked away, “You?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He answered honestly.
 
   Colt climbed behind the wheel and silence fell over the cab as he started it and got them on the road. He watched Jemma out of the corner of his eye as she curled up into a ball, tucking her knees to her chest in that defensive way she’d done the first night she was in his apartment. Shielding herself from the outside threats, hiding her face against her knees. He hated himself for making her retreat back into that scared, lonely place.
 
   “Jem…” He cleared his throat when they finally hit the highway.
 
   “Not now, Cash.” She answered without looking at him, “I need some time to think so just… give me some time.”
 
   He nodded even though he knew she wasn’t looking at him. Colt shot him a glance and then checked the rearview mirror, checking on Jemma. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes, praying that sleep would come and take him away but he wasn’t that lucky. He rode the full seven hours in the truck completely awake and in complete silence knowing full well that when they reached the end of their journey Jemma was going to walk away from him once and for all.
 
   He’d lost her, again.
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   At a truck stop just north of the Red River, Colt pulled over to get gas and Jemma watched as Cash lumbered from the truck. He didn’t say a word. He just pulled his big body out with a groan and headed inside. She watched his broad back retreating until he disappeared on the other side of the store and then she uncurled herself from the ball she’d spent the past few hours wrapped in and cracked the door of the truck.
 
   Colt was standing next to the fender, holding the pump in place, and his gaze flickered to her. She winced at the flood of emotions she saw there. This half of the twins didn’t hide anything from her, not like his brother who had all but shut down. The concern and the worry on his handsome face was tinged in something darker this time, something that looked like despair.
 
   “You need to go to the bathroom?”
 
   She shook her head and he scowled. He shot a glance at the store and then turned his back to it. He faced her head on, his eyes serious and she knew she wasn’t going to like what he had to say before he said it.
 
   “I’ll go in with you if you’re worried about being alone in there with Cash.”
 
   “What? No, I’m not afraid of him.”
 
   Colt’s lips thinned, “Nobody would blame you if you were after what you saw today.”
 
   She frowned right back at him but remained quiet. She couldn’t tell Colt that his brother hadn’t scared her earlier. That would be a lie. But she’d spent the past few hours trying to sort through all of her feelings and emotions, to put aside her knee-jerk reaction to the blood and violence, and figure out what she was actually feeling. There was some fear there, she couldn’t say there wasn’t, but there were so many other things too, like her concern for the man she’d already fallen in love with again.
 
   God, she was a mess. She knew that. Her life was a mess. Everything was up in the air and changing but somehow, amid all of it, Cash had become a rock for her. Solid and dependable, he’d been there for her every step of the way. It didn’t seem fair or rational to disregard all the good they’d had together the past few weeks even if his actions in that apartment had scared the holy hell out of her.
 
   “I don’t have to use the bathroom.” She only said instead.
 
   “Whatever.” Colt grumbled.
 
   They sat there like that for a long moment. The only sound was the steady glug of the gas pump filling the tank and crickets singing off in the grass a few feet away. Jemma twisted her hands in her lap, wondering where Cash had gone and what he was doing. Colt finally sighed, collapsing against the truck and drawing her attention again.
 
   “Jem, what the hell happened up there?”
 
   She winced at the question she had no idea how to answer, “I don’t know.”
 
   “Don’t give me that bullshit response. I need to know what happened or I can’t make sure it never happens again. I can’t keep you safe if you won’t talk to me.”
 
   Her head whipped up to find Colt scowling at her again and she opened her mouth, closed it without words coming out. He was completely serious. She could see that from the tense lines bracketing his mouth, dimples nowhere in sight. The pain in his intense blue eyes was overwhelming but he meant what he’d said which broke her heart all over again.
 
   “I don’t need protection from Cash.”
 
   “No?” One eyebrow winged up sarcastically.
 
   “He would never hurt me, not like that.” She recoiled from the very idea, “He has a temper. He gets angry and he fights. So do you. But he would never raise a hand to me in violence. You know him better than anyone, how could you even think that?”
 
   Colt scuffed his boot against the tire, “I don’t but I needed to know you felt the same way. If you thought he could hurt you, I would have made sure you were taken care of but far away from him.”
 
   A breath whooshed out of her when she saw the protective gesture for what it was, “I don’t. He scared me but… not because I thought he was a danger to me.”
 
   “So tell me what happened, for real, before he gets back.”
 
   She worried her bottom lip, “He didn’t tell you?”
 
   The twins had been in the apartment a long time after Colt sent her away. She’d tried not to think about what they were doing up there. Some dark part of her had wondered if they were finishing the job Cash had started killing Hoyt but she knew them better than that. Colt had said he would clean up the mess so she assumed that was what he had done. From the way they were in each other’s faces when they came out of the building she’d thought they were arguing about what had happened but if Colt was asking her maybe she’d been wrong
 
   She’d been wrong about a lot of things lately. Hoyt and herself and now Cash. Why shouldn’t she add Colt to the list?
 
   “He was pretty out of it.” Colt scuffed his boots again, avoided looking at her, “When he breaks, he doesn’t seem to remember much about what happens.”
 
   Her chest hurt just hearing that admission. It was a big one. It admitted that this wasn’t the first time Cash had unleashed that kind of unholy terror on someone. And how could that have surprised her? She’d seen it herself that day in the Bomar house when he’d attacked his father after finding them in almost the exact same position he’d found her in with Hoyt today.
 
   She’d known then that Cash had built some sort of dam inside himself. He put all of the bad on one side of it and tried to keep it contained. But it was impossible to keep that much pain and anger bottled up and there were cracks.
 
   She’d seen him crack when he got into fights at school but she’d also seen him break completely that day with his father. She’d seen it overtake him, pounding at him and threatening to rip away all the better parts of him. And when it had receded and his eyes had cleared, she could still remember the blank stare of someone that had lost control and was battling to regain it and stack that wall back high.
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “You’ve seen him like that before?” Colt paused, his head tilting curiously.
 
   “Just once…” She hesitated and then figured Colt would only ask if she didn’t elaborate, “I went to your house once, back in school, and Decker cornered me. When Cash saw us like that, he lost it. I thought he was going to kill your dad.”
 
   “It takes a lot to kill the devil.”
 
   She winced at the statement that sounded so much like what Cash had told her that day. These boys with their hate and their anger threatened to break her heart over and over again. But she couldn’t stop caring about them, not knowing that all of the fighting they did was to try and be better than the hand they’d been dealt.
 
   “Cash only stopped when I pulled him off and when he looked at me, it was like he had no idea what had just happened.”
 
   Colt nodded, “I know what you’re talking about. That happened right before you two broke up.”
 
   “I…” She paused, her breath stuttering out as she retraced the timeline and nodded, “Yeah, yeah it did. How do you remember that?”
 
   “That was the day he asked me to help him protect you.” Colt winced as if he regretted admitting that immediately, “I came home that day and Cash was just sitting on the end of his bed, covered in blood, and he told me that he had to get you away from him before he hurt her.”
 
   “Oh God…”
 
   The sharp edges of her broken heart cut at her insides as Colt once again admitted something to her that Cash hadn’t. That was the day he’d decided to push her away for her own good. He’d lost it that day, lost control, and he hadn’t trusted himself to keep her safe, to keep from hurting her. Even if she had never questioned it, he had.
 
   “Oh God…” She muttered again, her hand going to her mouth, “He’s going to do it again isn’t he?”
 
   Push her away. Distance himself. Try to keep her safe by removing himself from her life.
 
   He’d convinced himself a long time ago that she couldn’t handle that side of him and after what she’d been through, the abuse, he would be even more sure of it. He hadn’t said a word since she asked him for some time to think earlier because he would give her whatever she asked for. He would give her what he thought was best. Even if it hurt him in the process.
 
   “He already is. He hasn’t said a word in five hours, Jemma. He’s shutting down.” Colt nodded, “My question is, are you going to let him get away with it this time?”
 
   “No.” She answered instantly.
 
   She looked up and met Colt’s familiar blue eyes. They really did look so much alike sometimes it was eerie. At that moment, the hope shining in those crystal wells matched the look she’d seen on Cash’s face so many times these past few weeks. And God, that hopeful look on both of their faces shot her straight back to her childhood self, when she’d been half in love with the both of them.
 
   “No?”
 
   “No, he’s not getting away with it this time. I’m not a kid anymore. Nobody else gets to decide what’s best for me, not even him. He’s going to have to talk to me this time because I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Colt looked at her for a long moment as the pump clicked off and then he nodded, “He won’t make it easy. We’re not easy men, Jem. We have… issues. I think you know that.”
 
   “Nothing good ever came from easy right?”
 
   He snorted but shook his head, “I don’t know. Easy ain’t in my wheelhouse, babe.”
 
   She frowned at that, “Hey Colt, can I ask you something?”
 
   He jerked the pump from the truck and shook his head, “If it’s about Skylar, the answer is no. I’ll tell you the same thing I told Cash. You two deal with your own shit and stay out of it.”
 
   Jemma swallowed a smile and nodded. She hadn’t been going to ask about Skylar but she figured it was pretty telling that was where Colt’s head was at. She’d been prepared to ask about their parents and how the two of them dealt with Chrissy and Decker. Skylar had already told her to stay out of her friendship with Colt, that they’d work it out themselves or not. Instead of saying any of that, she let it go.
 
   Colt was right. She and Cash had issues, big issues that needed to be resolved. She glanced up as he came back out of the convenience store holding several bottles of water and one can of her favorite green tea. That shredded organ formerly known as her heart leapt at the small, kind gesture and she accepted it as he silently crawled back into the truck.
 
   They had a couple more hours before they would be home and the truck was no place for the conversation they needed to have. Not with Colt driving and eavesdropping. He had been a huge help, would be a huge support, but this was between her and Cash. Once they were home, they were going to work this out or die trying.
 
   She wasn’t giving up on him, not now not ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time Colt pulled the truck into the parking lot of their apartment complex, it was after midnight. Cash groaned and stretched as he crawled to his feet. The longest day of his life was officially over. He was tired, depressed and all he wanted was to go to sleep so he could wake up and find out today had been nothing but a nightmare.
 
   Jemma hadn’t uttered more than one single word to him the entire trip. When they’d stopped for gas, he’d bought her a drink and she’d thanked him for it. That was it. They’d been reduced to common courtesy, a polite nod and unbearable silence.
 
   As darkness had set in, he’d tried to convince himself that it was better this way. Better that she saw this side of him now. He’d tried to hide it from her when they were kids and he’d failed. He’d tried to hide it from her now and he’d failed again. This shit was a part of him, a dirty, violent part that he tried to control but couldn’t and she shouldn’t be close to that, or him.
 
   She’d come home to start fresh. She’d just gotten out of an abusive relationship. She’d been through something traumatic. The very last thing she needed was to tie herself down with someone right now, particularly not an ex-boyfriend that had purposefully broken her heart and hurt her once before. She didn’t need another man in her life with anger issues.
 
   And as much as he hated admitting it, he was stuffed full of anger. Anger at his parents, at his brother, at his entire family. Anger for this town that was all about unity and friendliness, except when it came to his family. Anger at himself for not getting away when he had a chance and anger for even thinking about leaving his twin behind. He was angry at the world because it seemed no matter how hard he tried, no matter what he did, he hurt somebody and mostly he was angry that he wasn’t the man he wanted to be, not yet.
 
   He managed to contain it most days but it was always there, sitting just beneath the surface, waiting for an opportunity to explode. In those first few months after she left, he’d let it out easily and often. He’d started brawls and taken beatings just to feel something other than the lonely emptiness of his hurt. Once he’d sobered up, smartened up, he’d made better choices, decided to be a better man, but it still came out too often.
 
   The scraps with Decker, those were small tastes of the true violence he had inside of him. He hadn’t let it overtake him like he had today in a long time. Not since the last time he’d seen a man try to take advantage of the woman he loved. He’d done what he had to do then, after he’d come to and realized the destruction he’d wreaked with his fists. He’d pushed her away to protect her and he would do it again. He’d do anything to protect her, even walk away.
 
   That was what he told himself. That was what he’d been telling himself for weeks. But convincing himself to walk away from her the first time hadn’t been easy and doing it a second just might kill him. He needed to sleep, needed to rest. He had to give her time to think. And after that, after they’d both had some time and some distance, if she didn’t want him to be part of her life anymore, he would step back and figure out a way to live without her… again.
 
   “I’ll get this stuff inside for Jemma.” Colt clapped him on the shoulder as he came around the front of the truck.
 
   “I’ll help.”
 
   His brother shook his head, “I got it. Go on in.”
 
   Cash scowled when he met his brother’s eyes and saw the concern there. He glanced over his shoulder but Jemma wasn’t paying them any attention. She’d started pulling her things from the truck and he knew what Colt was really saying. If he tried to stick around and help unload, Jemma would tell them both to leave her alone. If Cash walked away, she’d at least let Colt help her with the heavier stuff so he nodded and resigned himself to the fact that he had to leave her, now, when he was nowhere near ready.
 
   He took the keys from his brother, “Take care of her for me okay?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   That was all he could ask for in this situation. The last time he’d had to step out of her life, he’d left her alone. She’d left him behind, left Old Settlers and her entire life behind, and she hadn’t had anyone out there she could trust. And the man she’d chosen had hurt her, irreparably.
 
   This time, she would be right here, just out of reach, but he would know she was taken care of. Skylar would take care of her. And Colt. His brother could watch out for her as an extension of himself since he couldn’t be with her and that would have to be enough. It wouldn’t even come close but it was better than nothing.
 
   He shot her one last glance even though he knew it wouldn’t be the last time he saw her. He would see her again, just as often as he’d been seeing her for the past month. Most likely every day, he would be able to catch glimpses of her, glimpses that would rip his heart to shreds, glimpses that he would look forward to as if they were his air.
 
   Her red hair was down for once, falling over her shoulders in messy curls. She wouldn’t look up at him but he could feel the tension vibrating off of her. She held her shoulders back but her chin dipped, hiding her face from him. She was hurting too and all he wanted was to wipe it away. He wanted to pull her into his arms and comfort her, tell her that it would all be okay, that they would work it out, but he couldn’t. She’d said she wanted time to think and he needed distance to keep her safe.
 
   He sighed and forced his feet to carry him to his apartment and away from her. He tossed the keys on the table and stared around the dark room for a long minute. It had never looked quite as empty to him as it did in that moment. Knowing that he would never see Jemma curled up on his couch again, never have her up on the counter in his kitchen again, never watch her come out of his bathroom in a cloud of steam and he couldn’t even imagine sleeping in his bed without her. Empty, the apartment was empty because his life was empty without her.
 
   She’d only been back a few weeks but that didn’t matter. His entire world had been upended the moment he saw her on the side of the road. The second he’d realized that she was back and that maybe, just maybe, he might be able to have her in his life again, everything had changed for him. His days had been brighter this last month and not even dealing with his parents had been able to bring him down. Not when he knew he would get to see Jemma at the end of the day.
 
   Now, without her, again, his life would go back to the dark, endless cycle he’d known in her absence. Working. Eating. Sleeping. Fighting. Trying to hold himself and his family together the only way he knew how. It sounded awful.
 
   Cash stripped down to his boxers and tossed his blood stained clothes in the hamper. As exhausted as he was, he knew that sleep wouldn’t come to him right now and he needed to clean up anyway. His knuckles were bruised and stiff, the skin peeling back from several as well. He’d cleaned most of the blood off but he still needed a hot shower to wash away the worst parts of this day.
 
   He grabbed a towel and shut himself in the bathroom, flipping the heat to full blast and then stepping beneath the scalding water. It burned but in a good way. He needed to wash off every spec of that bastard’s blood and find some way to put it behind him.
 
   It wouldn’t be easy but he’d done it before. He’d figured out a way to move on from her once and he could do it again. The Jemma sized hole in his chest was huge and would hurt forever but he’d survived it once and he could do it again if he had to.
 
   If that was what she wanted then…
 
   Cash turned when he felt a chill run down his spine. He’d shut the door hadn’t he? The bathroom had been hot, steam rising, but it was clearing. He frowned as he jerked the curtain back, fully prepared to tell his brother he was fine and to leave him the hell alone but shock hit him when he saw that it wasn’t Colt.
 
   Jemma was standing just inside the bathroom door. Jemma was in his apartment, in his bathroom, and she was in the process of pulling her shirt over her head. Jemma was taking her clothes off and looking at him with longing and desire and determination in her beautiful hazel eyes.
 
   She hadn’t looked at him outside. Hadn’t looked at him since they walked out of that apartment in Houston. But she was looking at him now like he was hers, and he couldn’t look away from her.
 
   He couldn’t think of anything to say. Couldn’t even think to figure out what it was she was planning. All he could do was watch as more and more of her perfect porcelain skin was revealed until she was standing naked in front of him and with her eyes on him, his body couldn’t help but respond.
 
   His heart thumped too hard in his chest. And he was hard, instantaneously. All of the blood left his brain. That was why he couldn’t think to say a word, or do a thing, when Jemma walked toward him, stepped over the lip of the tub and pulled the curtain back shut behind her. She joined him in the shower, enclosing them in completely naked with the hot water raining down on them, steam rising, and all he could do was stare.
 
   What was happening?
 
   Had he fallen asleep in the shower? Were they even home yet? Was it all a dream? If he woke up and they were still in the truck, driving those endless hours home in that dreadful silence, he might open the door and throw himself out into traffic. It was the best and the worst dream he’d ever had if that was the case because he’d only ever imagined seeing Jemma like this again and waking to find out he never would was going to kill him for sure.
 
   “Jem?” He felt like he was moving in slow motion, afraid she was a ghost and nearly jerking in surprise when his fingers slid through her hair and down to the smooth plane of her shoulder.
 
   “Shhh, I’m here.” She smiled softly, as if she’d read his mind and knew he didn’t believe her. “I’m here, Cash.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “No. No talking. You’re going to listen okay?”
 
   She slid her small palms over his chest and he shuddered under her hands. Need rocked him to the core. Since he was still having a hard time accepting that this was really happening, that she was here, he simply nodded.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She whispered softly, “I’m so sorry, baby.”
 
   He found his voice, grasping her wrists to stop the distracting path they were carving over his chest, “No. No apologies. You don’t apologize.”
 
   “Shhh, I told you to listen.” She met his gaze, serious and intense, “I do apologize Cash, because that’s a relationship. We have to be equals or this is never going to work.”
 
   He stared down at her. Relationship? Did she still want a relationship with him? Was that even possible? He’d already convinced himself he had to let her walk out of his life but here she was, storming back into it, refusing to be left behind. What was going on?
 
   “It’s not all your fault and I’m done letting you blame yourself for every misstep and hurtful moment between us.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   She slid into his arms and he fought a groan. Her body against his and he was already hard. His brain was barely functioning. Her breasts were against his chest and he knew she could feel his erection against her belly. She didn’t react, only wrapped her arms around him and pressed her cheek to his chest.
 
   “I’m done letting you push me away, Cash. Do you hear me? I’m not going anywhere so you better get used to me being around.” She kissed his chest, water dripping down both of them in rivers and he tightened his grip on her. “I’m staying so cut the shit, stow the attitude and deal with it. Please.”
 
   His words. He’d said that to her way back in high school when they were assigned to that English assignment together and she’d immediately flinched at the pairing. She’d been an honors student, and he hadn’t been. It was one of the first things he ever said directly to her and she remembered. She’d added the please though.
 
   “I’m trying to protect you, Jem.”
 
   “I don’t need or want to be protected from you. Not from you.” She planted kisses across his chest, “You don’t scare me.”
 
   “I should.”
 
   He didn’t believe that she wasn’t scared of him. He couldn’t. Not after what she’d witnessed today. He’d completely lost control. He’d blacked out. He barely remembered moving let alone swinging his fists and anything that violent and wild couldn’t be trusted. She should be scared of it. He was.
 
   “Well you don’t scare me, so get over it. Yes, you are big and yes, you are strong but I know you would never use that strength against me.” She pulled back to look up at him, “You scared me today because I knew you were hurting, that you were in pain and I’m so, so sorry that I put you in that position.”
 
   It wasn’t her fault. How could she think it was her fault? He could have controlled himself. He should have. But he’d never been able to control himself with Jemma. She made him feel everything too much, too deep, and it was overwhelming.
 
   Like now, he knew he needed to be thinking with the head on top of his shoulders. They needed to talk this through more. There were so many more things he needed to say. But she was pressing her naked body against his and he was losing the thread of the conversation.
 
   Why wasn’t he kissing her? Touching her? Making love to her? Why hadn’t he done that yet?
 
   He was having a tough time remembering why it was he’d stopped them time and time again for the past few weeks. Every time they’d been together since that night she waited up for him and slept over, they’d ended up kissing and groping and grinding against each other. They were both desperate for it. They both wanted it so badly. Why had he stopped them?
 
   A glimpse at his bruised knuckles reminded him and his conscience overrode his body’s needs. He couldn’t push her, not on this, not this time. She wanted him just as much as he wanted her but it couldn’t happen, not until they’d talked. Right?
 
   He swiped her damp hair off her forehead, trying to focus on her words and not her gorgeous, naked curves, “Jemma, baby, there’s something inside of me that I can’t control and you shouldn’t be anywhere near it.”
 
   “I should be with you. That’s where I belong. Right here, with you, is where I belong.”
 
   Jemma tiptoed up and pressed her mouth against his and every argument he had faltered and then fell. Beautiful, naked Jemma pressed against him, water running over her body as she kissed him, his brain didn’t just shut down. It exploded. He kissed her back, because what else could he be expected to do when the woman of his dreams wrapped herself around him and forced her tongue between his lips?
 
   He leaned forward, taking control of the kiss as the sparks between them steamed the shower stall. Their tongues tangled and Jemma moaned into his mouth. Her nails scratched him as she wrapped her arms around his neck, dragging him closer, holding him tight but it wasn’t enough. He circled her small waist with one arm, dragging her up off her feet and pivoting, pinning her against the shower wall beneath the spray of water.
 
   He broke the kiss and pulled back enough to look at her when his head cut in with a warning. It was too much, too fast. It was too rough. He shouldn’t hold her so tight. He shouldn’t pin her to the wall.
 
   Had he hurt her, scared her, did she want him to back off?
 
   She simply stared right at him, bold and confidant, as if she knew he was questioning himself but didn’t want him to. She knew what she wanted and she was here to take it. Those gorgeous hazel eyes were clouded with desire and need and the softness he saw there threatened to choke him up. He leaned his forehead against her shoulder, trying to regain his precious control but Jemma only squirmed against him, threatening to shatter it all over again.
 
   He was too close to the edge. He had been all day. He had been for weeks. With Jemma, he was always riding that dangerous line because she made him feel so much, so easily. He wanted her so much it scared him. How could it not scare her?
 
   “Jem…” He groaned as he nipped at her shoulder with his teeth, “Hold on. Give me a second. I’ll be able to stop.”
 
   “I don’t want you to stop. I want you.”
 
   He growled when her wet breasts brushed his chest, her hard nipples driving him out of his mind, “Not like this.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “No.” He growled near her ear, “Not like this. I’ve spent too long dreaming of this for it to happen in the goddamned shower.”
 
   Jemma shivered, “But Cash…”
 
   “I want to lay you out and learn every inch of you, touch every inch of you, kiss every inch of you, and I can’t do that here. I don’t know if I can do that at all, at least not this first time. I want you too bad to go slow but I’m not going to pin you against a wall and fuck you no matter how much you might think you want that.”
 
   Seeing her pinned against that wall by another man was what had torn him apart today. The idea of another man holding her that way, immobile and at his mercy, sliced at his insides. The fact that if he had stayed downstairs even five minutes longer then he might have been too late to stop that fucker from hurting her far worse, that was what drove him absolutely insane.
 
   So no, he wouldn’t pin her to the wall like an animal. Not now. Maybe not ever.
 
   He forced himself to unwrap her from his body and put her back on the ground. She pouted, which was too damn cute for words, so he kissed her again, quickly, and then smacked her ass lightly when she tried to deepen it. She squealed and enough of his darkness had receded so that he could manage a smirk as he flipped off the water and dragged them both out of the shower.
 
   He’d tried to send her away. She’d refused. He was in no state to argue with her. If she wanted him, she was going to get him, but not like this. He could at least get her to a bed this time. She deserved that much. He was going to have her in his bed, where she belonged, and where she would be staying for good this time.
 
   Softly, gently, he used the towel to dry her off. Her beautiful body was flushed pink from the heat of the shower and the intimacy that they shared. He knelt down, tracing up her little legs, planting kisses to her knee and inner thigh that made her sigh. He cupped her ass, dragged the towel across her belly and then lingered on her breasts far longer than he needed. Her head fell back on a moan as he caressed her skin and by the time he stood back up, she was shivering and he didn’t think it had a thing to do with being cold.
 
   “Cash, please…” She begged, reaching for him as he quickly swiped the towel over himself and then tossed it aside.
 
   “Come here baby.” He let her wrap her arms around his neck and then lifted her again.
 
   She circled her legs around his waist and he groaned. She was still wet in all the best places. And she fit him so well, as if she’d always been made to wrap around him like this.
 
   It shouldn’t have been possible. He was too tall and she was so short. She was a tiny, petite little thing and he was a giant. But when they were horizontal that didn’t matter at all and like this, it didn’t either. They lined up in all of the right places.
 
   As he carried Jemma out of the bathroom, he momentarily worried that Colt was in the apartment. He hoped his brother was smart enough to have left the premises but he honestly didn’t care if he was in his room. Luckily, he wasn’t sitting in the living room where he would have gotten a look at Jemma’s naked body which would save him a beating of his own. Still, he didn’t want to just assume Colt had the foresight to be long gone.
 
   “Where’s my brother?” He growled against her throat.
 
   “Don’t know. Don’t care. Not here. Told him to get lost.”
 
   He smiled against her skin because he loved that answer. Jemma had kicked his brother out of their apartment before coming to seduce him in the shower. His girl knew what she was doing and hadn’t intended to take no for an answer.
 
   They were both completely naked and he groaned as she peppered kisses against his neck, his jaw and up to his ear as he walked. He palmed her cute, round ass as he slammed the bedroom door behind them and then dropped to sit on the edge of his bed with her firmly planted in his lap. She shifted until she was right against his erection and he struggled to keep his brain firing on all cylinders.
 
   “Jemma, look at me…” He tilted her head back until their eyes met. “What do you want, baby? Tell me what you want.”
 
   “I thought I’d made myself clear.” She bit her lip, a soft smile spreading across her face, “I want you to make love to me.”
 
   His heart tripped up in his chest. There it was. The thing he’d been waiting to hear from her again for five long years. But it had been a long and emotional day. There were so many things between them that were still up in the air. So many things they still needed to talk about. He had to make sure she understood what he wanted too.
 
   “Are you sure?” He brushed her damp hair back, purposefully meeting her eyes, “You need to be sure because I told you before, when I take you to my bed, you’re mine Jemma. I’m never letting you go again.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   He choked at her easy nod, “I don’t want to lose you again.”
 
   “You won’t.” She brushed his damp hair back too, “Don’t shut me out and you won’t.”
 
   Cash groaned and before he had even make a conscious decision, he was kissing her. Lips and tongue and teeth, the teasing kisses from the past few weeks were gone, buried under the need to claim this woman as his once and for all. He was done walking away from her. She didn’t want him to so he wouldn’t. She wanted him, then he was in. All in. He plundered her mouth, marking it as his territory. He wrapped a hand in her hair, holding her close, barely resisting the urge to pick her up and slide her down on top of him right then and there.
 
   He broke the kiss to twist them around, laying her down on his bed so he could loom over her. He took a precious minute to suck in much needed air and stared down at her. She was gorgeous, curvier than she’d been the last time he had her naked. He’d seduced a girl that first time. This time, he had a woman beneath him, his woman.
 
   “Last time we did this, we were kids. It was fast and sloppy and I know I hurt you.” He planted a soft kiss to her forehead, “I don’t want to hurt you this time.”
 
   He knew she understood what he was saying when her gaze met his and held. He had hurt her in every way that first time. He was built big and she was so small. He’d stretched her and since they’d been so young, so inexperienced, the both of them, he hadn’t taken the time to prepare her. She hadn’t cried, not when he took her virginity. That had come after, when he took her heart and smashed it to pieces.
 
   “You won’t. I trust you.”
 
   He swallowed hard, “I don’t want you to regret us this time.”
 
   Jemma smiled softly, warmth filling her eyes as she reached up and cupped his cheeks, “No regrets, not anymore. I want you to make love to me, Cash.”
 
   He tilted his mouth to her palm, planting a kiss there as well. He couldn’t stop kissing her. For all of his years, even all of their time apart, Jemma’s were the only kisses he remembered. Strawberry lip-gloss kisses when they were kids and slightly sloppy kisses the first time they’d come together. Stolen kisses and passionate kisses since they found their way back to each other. He could spend the rest of his life kissing this woman.
 
   He trailed his lips across her jaw, “I’ve missed you so damn much baby.”
 
   “I missed you too.” She whimpered and twisted as he trailed his hands down her body, pausing to tug on her nipples, “Cash, please, I need you now. No more waiting. No more teasing. Now.”
 
   His fingers slipped down her belly, earning another shudder and causing him to growl when he discovered how wet she was for him. He wasn’t going to hurt her this time. He swore he wasn’t. It felt just as rushed, just as frantic, but it was all different this time. They both knew what they were doing now. They were making a conscious choice to be together, despite the hurt, despite their past. They chose each other. They chose this. Now.
 
   “Cash…”
 
   He groaned when his name came from those lips in that needy voice. She was hurting and she needed him to relieve the ache. She was begging him, begging for him. He’d take care of her this time, make sure she was always taken care of, always had what she wanted, what she needed. She would always have him.
 
   He slid over her, positioning himself and then forcing her to meet his gaze, “You’re mine Jemma.”
 
   “I always have been.”
 
   With her words ringing in his ears, he pushed himself inside her. She cried out and he groaned as he worked himself in, deep inside her tight little body. Heaven. Home. Warmth. Safety. Acceptance. Love. Jemma was everything he’d ever missed in his life. He paused for a moment, buried deep inside of her and tried to regain his bearings, tried to fight the reckless urge to lose control and thrust hard, but she was having none of his control now.
 
   Her nails scored his back as she lifted her hips, taking all of him, forcing him deeper than he would have gone so soon, “More. Everything. Don’t hold back.”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   He began to thrust and she met him, their bodies colliding as nature took over. He kissed her as their bodies pounded together hard and fast. Her nails dug into him and he relished the bite of pain. He loved thinking about how he would look after. Marked. She was marking him. The look of pleasure that took over her features had him rushing towards his own ecstasy and he knew that he was totally and completely screwed.
 
   For so long he’d told himself that this was the only woman for him. He’d always known it was true. There had been other women but none of them had come close to taking her place. He hadn’t felt anything for them. Being with them had been a physical function for his body but his heart hadn’t been involved. His soul certainly hadn’t. But with Jemma, every part of him was involved, all of it, physical and emotional tied together so tightly that there was no denying that joining them was an act of completion.
 
   There would be no going back from this. Not this time. There would be no moving on, not that he’d ever really succeeded at that. It was Jemma or it would be nothing for him from this moment forward so he had to find a way to keep her.
 
   He couldn’t let her go again. He wouldn’t lose her. Whatever it took, he was keeping her with him, where she belonged. He would just have to do better. He would have to be a better man. He had to do whatever it took to deserve her this time.
 
   “Oh God. Oh Cash.” She moaned as her body began to clench beneath him, “I… I…”
 
   “Come for me baby, give me everything.”
 
   “Cash!”
 
   She screamed his name as her orgasm hit her and he growled as her body tightened around him like a vise. The primal, animal part of him howled with pleasure that it was his name on her lips. He wanted everyone to hear, wanted everyone to know that she was his. He wanted to mark her, claim her in some way, every way, so that the world would know that she belonged with him.
 
   That was the last semi-coherent thought he had before his own release dragged him under. He groaned, holding her tight, pumping deep as he came inside of her. He heard her gasp, felt it the moment his release spilled into her and triggered another orgasm from her, dragging him even deeper, taking him into her body. She wrung every drop from him before he collapsed against her.
 
   “Oh… my… God…” Jemma panted as they both struggled to regain their breath. “We’ve gotten sooo much better at that.”
 
   A smile curled at his lips as he kissed her softly, groaning as he rolled to the side before he crushed her, “Damn right we did.”
 
   “You learned some new tricks.” She giggled and he pulled her into his side, pleased to note her ludicrously happy expression.
 
   He’d made her happy. That was his new sole mission in life and he’d accomplished it tonight. On what had been one of their worst days. He was tired, exhausted, but sated and satisfied. He had Jemma in his arms and he’d managed to make her happy which put a smile on his face that nothing could erase.
 
   “No, it’s just never like that with anyone else. Only between us. It’s never been that good with anyone else because it was always supposed to be us. We belong together.”
 
   “Mmm…” She cuddled against him, “That’s what I was trying to tell you.”
 
   “I’ve been waiting five years for that, for you. Five years of expectations and you blew them completely out of the water. You’re better than any fantasy I could have dreamed up and trust me, I dreamed of this a lot in the years you’ve been gone.”
 
   “Let’s not wait another five years to do it again.” She grinned as she rolled up onto his chest and he groaned as her legs spread wide around his hips.
 
   Good lord, she was incredible. She sat upright, her red hair wild about her shoulders, one stray strand curling lewdly around the tip of her nipple. His palms immediately rose up to her chest, cupping her full breasts. She moaned, her head falling back as he toyed with her nipples.
 
   “We’re going to have to wait at least five minutes, babe. I need some time to recover. I’m not as young as I used to be.”
 
   She bit her lip, her smile bright as she met his gaze again, “I’m sure I can think of some way to spend the time.”
 
   Jemma teased his body with kisses and touches. Caresses that made his every nerve ending sing. And his body responded just as it always did with her, coming to life. Minutes? With Jemma, it took moments.
 
   Because their bodies were meant to come together, be together. Because she had been made for him and because he had been made for her. She wanted and so he would give. He’d give her everything. She already had his heart. She always had.
 
   “Again, baby?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunlight was filtering in through the cheap blinds on the window, casting golden shadows across the most beautiful chest she’d ever seen. Jemma had barely slept. They’d both barely slept. They’d been up all night, making up for lost time. They’d kissed and touched and made love until they fell asleep for a few hours and then they’d reached for each other and started all over again. They’d finished their last round of mind blowing, body numbing, oh my God sex an hour ago and Cash had finally succumbed to the mortal need for rest.
 
   The man was… incredible. Strong and confident. Gentle and sensitive. He was the most difficult kind of complex, the kind that was hidden beneath a façade of simple. Because on the outside, that’s what he was, a simple man.
 
   He’d scraped by in high school and never gone to college. He worked with his hands doing hard manual labor and lived paycheck to paycheck. He was a jeans and t-shirt guy and he didn’t need anything more than what he could earn honestly. He was a simple man that cared more for the people he loved than for himself and that was what made him so impossibly complex.
 
   He would choose everyone else’s happiness over his own. He would willingly go without for the people he loved. He would hurt himself in order to protect her, would walk away from her, again. And she didn’t know how to get past something so deeply ingrained inside of him, not when she loved that part of him just as much as she feared it.
 
   His anger issues didn’t scare her. She knew he would never raise his fists to her, not in a million years. Not after seeing the kind of damage Decker had done to Chrissy with his, not after being on the receiving end of those outbursts. His temper didn’t scare her. She would fight and argue with him until they were both blue in the face. She was a redhead. She had a temper too. What scared her was his ability to completely shut down and shut her out.
 
   Last night, he’d been prepared to walk out of her life for good. She’d realized that somewhere between Houston and Old Settlers and spent a good portion of the drive watching him from beneath her lashes, trying to figure out what to do about it. Even still, actually seeing him turn and walk away without so much as a word had shocked her and chilled her to the bone.
 
   So she’d done what she had to do. She’d gone after him. She’d gotten naked. She’d seduced him. She’d also tried to talk to him and make him see reason but she didn’t know if she’d truly gotten through to him or not. And even if she had, she didn’t have any guarantee that the next time he got upset about something that he wouldn’t try to shut her out all over again.
 
   All she could do was try to be there for him and pray that he let her in. She hoped he would, that he could, because after last night, she knew she didn’t want to live without him. Maybe it was because of their history, or the fact that they both had issues to overcome, maybe it was simple chemistry or maybe it was something bigger than either of them but the fact was this: They were meant to be together.
 
   She traced her fingers over the dark lines of the ink that branded his chest for the twentieth time since she woke in his arms. He’d tattooed her name on his body when she’d already been long gone, when he couldn’t have known she would ever come back. He’d marked his body, permanently, with her name and the symbolism of what he had done, the magnitude of that kind of commitment, touched the very depths of her soul.
 
   “Mmm…” Cash groaned, shifting as he woke so that his arms wrapped around her and tugged her closer, “Is this a dream or are you really here?”
 
   She smiled against his shoulder, “I’m really here.”
 
   “Thank God.” His voice was gruff from sleep, gravel and steel, “I’ve had these dreams about you for so long, if I woke up to find out last night was another one I’m not sure I would have survived.”
 
   “Yeah? What kind of dreams?”
 
   “Keep touching me like that and you’re gonna find out.” He caught her fingers and pressed her hand firmly against his chest, stopping her teasing motion.
 
   “Promise?” She grinned when he chuckled and then, when they fell into silence she sighed and broached the far more serious topic at hand, “I was worried you’d try to kick me out when you woke up.”
 
   His eyes finally opened, those intense blue orbs searching her face out instantly. His brows furrowed and his lips thinned. Something dark clouded his face and she squealed when he flipped them easily, putting her back to the mattress as he came up on an elbow to loom over her.
 
   “Why would I do that when I’ve finally got you exactly where I want you?”
 
   “The same reason you let me go last time, to protect me.”
 
   He only shook his head, “Baby, I told you last night. You’re mine.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I let you go once. I gave you a chance to go and find someone else, find someone better, and you failed. You came back to me. Now you’re mine and I’m not letting you go again. You’re stuck with me Jemma.”
 
   Her heart thumped hard in her chest. She thought she’d seen all of the many faces of Cash Bomar but this one was new. Sweetly possessive. She’d seen him cocky before sure, but this was tinged in something softer. He wasn’t convinced he was the best thing for her but his words told her he didn’t intend to push her away again.
 
   Sweet, complicated man.
 
   “There’s nowhere else I want to be Cash.”
 
   “Good, because this is where you belong.” He brushed a light kiss across her lips and her heart melted.
 
   She traced the edges of the tattoo again, still marveling that her name was imprinted on his skin. She didn’t have any tattoos. She’d always thought they were a beautiful way of expressing oneself but she’d never found anything she liked enough to want it on her body for the rest of her life. Despite his brother’s profession, Cash had only the one, just that one word in simple black ink, which somehow made it even more important.
 
   “You can ask you know.” He sighed, rolling back to the bed and pulling her against him again.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Anything. Everything. Whatever you want to know, just ask.”
 
   Somehow, she doubted it would be that easy. Cash was an intensely private person. He wasn’t a big talker, about anything, particularly not his emotions. He kept his feelings tied up inside of him but if he was offering to let her wade around on the other side of his wall, then she was fully prepared to go marching through laying siege and claiming her territory.
 
   “When’d you get it?” Her hand rose to the tattoo again and his much larger palm met hers, wrapping their fingers together and resting their joined hands over his heart.
 
   “The day you left town…” He frowned, “Or a few days after. I don’t really remember.”
 
   “You don’t remember the exact date or you don’t remember getting the tattoo?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   She groaned when he went quiet, as if she would ever be satisfied with that answer, “Explain?”
 
   “Okay…” He took a deep breath, blew it out and then began slowly, “I knew you were leaving but the day you actually packed up and drove out of Old Settlers, it really hit me that I’d probably never see you again. I knew I’d lost you for good that day so I did what you’d expect any man to do when the love of his life left him… I got drunk.”
 
   Jemma shifted closer to him, resting her head on his shoulder and pretending to ignore the fact that he’d just called her the love of his life, “You were eighteen. Where’d you get the alcohol?”
 
   “I’m a Bomar. We’ve got anything even half illegal stockpiled. I stole a case of whiskey out of Decker’s stash and drank until it stopped hurting so damn much.” He sighed, “Or I didn’t… I don’t know because I blacked out. I don’t remember much about those first few days you were gone. I got drunk and I stayed that way until Colt finally managed to get the bottles away from me and sober me up.”
 
   The hurt in his voice as he told her about the days after she left town made her ache. She’d been hurting too. She’d packed up her things and driven out of Old Settlers knowing full well that she would be on her own in the big, bad world. It hadn’t been easy to leave everything she knew behind and if she hadn’t been reeling from Cash’s breakup she might have faltered. But she’d needed to get as far away from him as possible after what he’d done and from the sound of it, he’d wanted to forget just as badly.
 
   “So you don’t remember getting the tattoo?”
 
   “No, but Colt filled me in after.”
 
   “He did it?”
 
   “Yeah.” He huffed out a breath, a hint of amusement in his voice, “I think it’s the first one he ever did. He’d managed to get his hands on some outdated equipment but he hadn’t found anyone willing to let him try it out. He says I insisted, begged and pleaded with him to put your name on me so that no matter how drunk I got I’d never forget what you meant to me.”
 
   “That’s kind of… sweet. Sad but sweet.”
 
   He chuckled, “Hell if I know whether it’s true or not. It’s just as likely I passed out and he wanted to try out his new skill on me. Probably figured I wouldn’t complain too much when I woke up if he did your name and luckily, he was right.”
 
   She smiled softly, “You really believe that?”
 
   “No.” His grip on her tightened, “I believe his story sounds much more plausible. I was a mess without you and I hated the thought of forgetting you even as I tried to drink you away. Having your name inked into my skin is probably the most rational thing I did in those first few weeks after you left.”
 
   “Do you regret it?”
 
   “The tattoo? No. Not for a second.” Cash stiffened, his fingers digging into her skin he was holding her so tight, “But I do have regrets.”
 
   Her heart stuttered in her chest, knowing what was coming and that there was no way to brace for the pain of what he was going to say, “Okay.”
 
   “Jemma, there’s something I have to tell you, something important that I should have told you before I took you to bed. I should have told you the second you walked back into my life but everything was such a mess and you were already hurting and I didn’t want to make it worse, didn’t know if you’d even give me a chance to explain but I have to, so I need you to hear me out, okay?”
 
   She nodded because words failed her. Her throat felt tight and she didn’t trust herself to talk. She didn’t want to give too much away, not yet. He needed to do this his way and so she simply clung to him and waited for the words that would rewrite their history.
 
   “I lied to you. When we were kids, everything I said to you was a lie. No that’s not right, not everything. All of it was true up until that last day, after we had sex, every word out of my mouth after that was a lie.”
 
   “I…”
 
   “No. Let me get this out.” Cash tensed beneath her, “I fell for you back then, so damn hard and so damn fast. I was in love with you Jemma. I know I told you that day that I didn’t, that it was all some stupid game to me, that you were just a conquest or something, but you weren’t. I loved you more than I’d ever known I could love anything or anyone and I’ve regretted lying to you about that since the moment the words left my mouth.”
 
   His admission made her chest hurt and she clung to him to keep her in the present. The memories of that day were awful and she could feel the darkness of it threaten to rise up. She’d never been able to forget the way he’d recoiled from her in the moments after she’d given him her virginity. One second she’d been warm and hazy, full of dreams and ideas for their future and the next she’d been staring up at the boy she loved as he cursed and yelled and broke her heart to pieces. Hearing that it had hurt him to do it helped some, but it didn’t erase the memories.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “What?” He shifted, “What’d you say?”
 
   “I said I know. I know you lied.”
 
   She slid from his chest as he sat up and their eyes met. He scanned her face, his brows furrowing as confusion overtook his features. He started to reach for her then seemed to think better of it and stopped himself. She took his hand in hers and squeezed reassuringly.
 
   “I know, Cash.”
 
   “I… you do? When? How?” He blinked at her and she sighed as she sat up next to him.
 
   She couldn’t tell him the entire truth. She’d made Colt a promise and she wouldn’t break it. Not when he had been so supportive, so helpful yesterday and really, every day since she’d come back. And the more she thought about it, the more she’d realized that Colt was right and she’d always had her doubts about Cash’s sincerity that day.
 
   She gave him that truth, “Part of me never really believed you I don’t think. The part of me that was madly in love with you and wanted you to be the boy I thought you were, hoped it was all a lie, and it was easy for that part of me to understand why you would have done what you did. I realized you’d lied after I came back. That first night in this apartment, you could have taken advantage but you didn’t. You take care of people Cash, it’s one of the things I loved about you most, so if you thought you were sending me away to save me then I understand that.”
 
   He groaned, “It nearly killed me but I had to do it. It was the only way. You’d started talking about staying and God, I wanted that and I hated myself for wanting it all at the same time. You would have had hated me if you’d stayed.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head immediately even though his words rang true, the denial too instantaneous not to be more than a platitude.
 
   “You would have. Maybe not for years but eventually you would have hated me for taking away your dreams and all I could see was us turning into them, especially after that day at the house when he tried to hurt you.” He met her gaze, “It scared the hell out of me. It still does.”
 
   He didn’t have to elaborate. She knew who he meant without him needing to say their names. Them. His parents. He’d been terrified of turning into his father even back then and she’d known that. She’d only recently realized how terrified he’d been of turning her into his mother.
 
   “We’re not them and we’re never going to be them.” She shook her head when he looked like he might argue, “No, it’s your turn to listen again. You did what you thought you had to do and it hurt the both of us but it’s over and done and we can’t take it back.”
 
   “I wish I could.”
 
   “I don’t know that we would have worked out back then because you’re right, if I’d stayed I would have always wondered about the path not taken but here, now, this is my choice. I came back. I’m choosing you and this town and us. This is where I’m meant to be and I can’t regret anything that brought me back to you.”
 
   Cash stared at her for a long minute, emotions flickering over his handsome face so quickly that she could barely catalogue them. Shock. Disbelief. Frustration. Confusion. Wonder. Awe. They were all mixed in with something darker and deeper that made her cling to his hand when he dropped his gaze and shook his head.
 
   “You say that but there’s more, Jem. I knew. I knew I was going to break up with you, that I was going to hurt you and break your heart before we slept together. I told myself that I wasn’t going to let it get that far, that I wouldn’t take that from you, but we were kissing and touching and I lost control. I should have stopped us but I couldn’t.”
 
   She smiled softly, “You really think I blame you for that?”
 
   “How could you not?”
 
   Jemma frowned and squirmed over in the bed until she was in his lap, “We’ve already established that when it comes to each other, neither of us is ever really in control of what we feel, Cash. I was there too. I made the decision too.”
 
   “But you didn’t know I was going to break up with you.”
 
   “I’m not sure it would have mattered. I wanted you and in case you haven’t noticed, I can be pretty damn stubborn when it comes to you.”
 
   Cash gaped at her when she grinned. They were talking, really talking. Her quiet guy that never got the words right was talking her ear off about their past in order to give them a future so maybe she was finally getting through to him. Then again, she was naked and in his lap so maybe she wasn’t. Their skin was sliding together and she was already starting to forget why this conversation was so important.
 
   “You really forgive me?”
 
   “Yes.” She gripped his chin and held his face so that he had to look directly at her, “I forgive you for breaking my heart and I forgive you for pushing me away but you have to promise me, here and now, that you won’t do either of those things again.”
 
   Cash winced, “Baby, I only want what’s best for you…”
 
   “I think you’re what’s best for me.” She cut him off before he could make any excuses.
 
   “How can you say that? You saw me yesterday. How can you still want to be with me? You should be running away screaming.”
 
   She sighed, “I’m stronger than you give me credit for, that’s how. I can handle you. Good or bad, I’ll be here for you if you let me.”
 
   “I’d say yesterday was pretty damn bad.”
 
   “You were trying to save me. That’s all you’ve ever done.” She shifted, straddling his hips and bringing their bodies into line, “I know it must have been a nightmare for you walking in and seeing me with him like that and I don’t blame you for losing your shit because of it.”
 
   He grasped her hips, his head dropping slightly to hide his eyes from her when he muttered, “It brought it all back. That day at the house with Decker, seeing him overpower you and hearing him say those godawful things…”
 
   She winced when he trailed off and instead of saying anything she only circled her arms around him and pulled him against her chest. He came willingly and she stroked his back in reassuring circles. She’d had a gut feeling that memory had something to do with him losing control yesterday but she was glad he’d admitted it. The only time she’d ever seen him let his anger get the best of him before yesterday was that day with Decker and the scenes were too similar not to be connected, not to be some sort of trigger for him.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
   He pulled back, his lips thin again, “Don’t apologize like it’s your fault.”
 
   “I’m the common thread in both of those instances. You can’t tell me that I’m not the reason you lost control both times. Maybe you weren’t taking it out on me but some part of you has to blame me for putting you in that position.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No!” He wrapped a hand in her hair and held her head steady, “I don’t blame you. I blame myself. I blame my DNA. I blame Decker for conditioning me to be a violent piece of shit that uses my fists to make a point but I don’t blame you. Never you.”
 
   “I don’t blame you either. It’s not your fault. I know you try really hard to be a better man than your father, than the Bomar name, and you are. Cash, you’re a good man.”
 
   “You could almost make me believe that.” He brushed her hair back softly, “But I’m not and yesterday proves it. I’m still the same no-good bastard I’ve always been.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Sure it is. I’m a Bomar, baby. I’m only good for two things and they both start with F.” He snorted, his lips curling though there was no humor in it, “Fighting and fucking. You got a demonstration of both yesterday.”
 
   She smacked his hand away, “Don’t. Don’t do that. Don’t degrade yourself just to make a point. You’re a good man, Bomar or not, and you’re not going to convince me otherwise.”
 
   He only wrapped his hand in her hair a little tighter this time, “I don’t know how or why you’ve always seen the best in me but I love you for it. I hope someday I’ll be able to deserve you, to believe you, because I want to be a better man for you.”
 
   “You’re the best man for me.” She whispered as she ghosted a kiss over his lips.
 
   “I love you Jemma.” He caught her bottom lip between his teeth and tugged gently, “I always have and I always will.”
 
   She sucked in a quick gasp.
 
   “I know it’s probably too soon to tell you that.” His lips glided across her jaw, “It’s too fast and too soon but I didn’t tell you last time and I’ve regretted it ever since. I don’t want to make the same mistakes this time. I love you.”
 
   Her heart beat faster at his husky declaration and she had to stifle a whimper when he nipped her earlobe and said the words again. He loved her. Simple and complex, that was Cash. The first boy she’d ever loved and, if she trusted him, he’d be the last too.
 
   He’d hurt her the last time she’d opened up to him and maybe a smarter girl would have held back in this moment. Because he was right and it was fast. It was too soon to be feeling anything this big if you only accounted for the past month, but they had an entire shared history as well. They weren’t starting from scratch. And she was still Jemma, older and maybe a tad bit wiser, definitely more jaded, but at heart, she was the same girl that had wanted her happily ever after with the man of her dreams. He was right here, in the bed with her, wrapped around her, and she couldn’t deny how right it felt.
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Cash jerked back to look her in the eyes, “You do?”
 
   She softened, lowering her forehead to his, “Of course I do and I don’t care if anyone else thinks it’s too fast or too soon because we know the truth, this thing, us, it’s forever. It was us even when we were apart and now that we’ve finally found our way back to each other it would be stupid to wait or deny it any longer.”
 
   His blue eyes shone bright, “Say it again?”
 
   “I love you, Cash.”
 
   “God…” He uttered a strangled groan as he closed his eyes, “You don’t have any idea what that means to me. I never thought I’d hear you say that to me again, not after everything…”
 
   “I love you.” She cut him off with a soft kiss, “I love you, Cash.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   He deepened the kiss and she let him take control, simply basking in the beautiful moment as his lips teased hers into opening and then his tongue darted inside to taste. She moaned as every nerve ending in her body hissed in response to his kiss. Only Cash had the ability to take complete control of her body with nothing but a kiss and that was because it was his.
 
   She was his.
 
   It went on and on, his lips and hers battling, meshing, joining. Their tongues tangled. They were sucking air from each other’s lungs and she felt like her heart was going to explode in her chest. Her hips rocked against him, wanting more, needing more, but he only gripped her waist and held her tight.
 
   She broke the kiss with a whimper, “Make love to me.”
 
   “God, baby…” He groaned, nipping at her throat, “You sure you’re not sore? I wasn’t gentle last night. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   Sweet, wonderful man. She would never get enough of him. Didn’t he know that yet?
 
   “I’m aching but only because I need you.” She flexed her hips, riding the length of the impressive erection beneath her and then lifted up, fully prepared to take him inside of her but his grip on her hips tightened, holding her in the air.
 
   “Wait…”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Jemma, we weren’t safe last night.” He met her gaze, serious and earnest, “It was careless for me to take you without protection, especially so many damn times. There are condoms in the nightstand if you want to use one.”
 
   She stared down at him as her throat tightened with emotions she couldn’t voice. Always trying to protect her, even from himself. Had she been aware of the risk they were taking not using contraceptives last night? She couldn’t say it had crossed her mind in the heat of the moment but after, she’d thought about it for a long time, lying in the dark, cuddled against his chest and she’d wondered why it was neither of them had given thought to the consequences of what it was they were doing.
 
   Now, in the morning light, it was glaringly obvious to her. They hadn’t stopped for protection because neither of them had wanted to. Consequences be damned. They belonged together and there was no bigger way to announce that to the world, to tie them together, than to make a life together out of the love they shared.
 
   She’d been on the pill until a month ago when her life was turned upside down. She needed to get her prescription transferred but she hadn’t done it yet. She didn’t think there was any way it was out of her system enough for her to get pregnant but even if it was, she couldn’t find it in herself to freak out about that possibility.
 
   “No condom.” She found her voice and watched Cash’s eyes go wide, “Unless you want to use them.”
 
   “No. Fuck. No.” He ground out, his breathing unsteady, “I don’t want anything between us but…”
 
   “I loved feeling you inside me, just you. You’re the only one I’ve ever trusted with that, the only one I’ve ever wanted like that.”
 
   His eyes studied her face, “We could make a baby.”
 
   “Maybe we already did.”
 
   “Son of a…” He dropped his forehead to her shoulder, “You really want that with me? A baby? It’d be a Bomar.”
 
   “It would be ours. You and me. How could I not want that?” She tugged on his hair to make him raise up and look at her again, “I love you.”
 
   “Damn it, I can’t control myself with you.” He growled, his eyes darkening with desire as he released her hips and let her drop down on top of him, both of them groaning before his grip tightened and he was pulling her back up his length, “I want that too. Want to put my baby in you. Want to show the world you’re mine.”
 
   “Cash!” She gasped out his name as he tugged her hips back down and slammed up inside of her at the same time.
 
   “Say it again.” He demanded as they found a fast, hard rhythm that left them both panting.
 
   “I love you!”
 
   “Feel what you do to me? You make me crazy. I want to fill you up.”
 
   “Yes! God yes!” She dropped her head back, her hips swiveling as her entire body lit up with pleasure.
 
   Lord, the man so rarely talked but he got downright chatty during sex and she loved every second of it, every dirty word.
 
   Cash trailed one hand up to her breasts, circling and then pinching her nipples, and she cried out. She was sore from all of the sex last night but she’d never tell him that. Nobody quite compared to Cash and his sheer magnificence.
 
   But he had been the first man she took inside of her and he had molded her to him so that he fit as if he were the key to her lock. He hit all the right places, knew exactly when to grind his hips and when to thrust. Their bodies worked in sync, a matched set, just like their hearts.
 
   “I’m going to put a baby in you, Jemma. You’re going to carry my son.”
 
   “Sons.” She panted, “Could be twins.”
 
   “Ah, hell…” He groaned, his movements turning jerky, “You’d like that wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Love it. Love them. Love you.” She searched out his mouth, kissing him recklessly, all teeth and tongues as their bodies slammed together.
 
   Cash pulled back with a grunt, “Gonna make you a Bomar too babe.”
 
   “Yes!” Her heart soared and her body followed close behind.
 
   She’d never thought about this conversation being a turn-on but it was. It so was. She wanted all of those things with Cash. She wanted to be his wife. She wanted to carry his sons. She wanted a family with him, a life with him, and there was no use denying or hiding that now. It was fast and reckless and more than a little bit crazy considering everything else in her life was so up in the air but it didn’t scare her, because it was Cash and they’d figure it out together if, when, it happened.
 
   “You’re mine.”
 
   “Yours.” She gasped as the beginning tremor of her orgasm hit and her body clenched.
 
   “I can feel you coming. Take me deep. Take me with you baby. Take what you need. It’s yours.”
 
   “Oh, God, Cash!”
 
   The dirty words sent her over the edge and the orgasm crashed into her. It knocked the air out of her lungs as she closed her eyes and rode the ripples of pure ecstasy. Vaguely she heard Cash calling her name, felt him tug her down on him hard, jolting her as he rocked her as deep as he could get and then she felt it. He twitched inside of her and his warm release coated her already tensing muscles, causing a shockwave of tremors to shake her as the truth of what it was they were doing hit her.
 
   Binding themselves together, forever, in the most basic, natural way.
 
   She collapsed against his shoulder, gasping for air. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, his own chest rising and falling just as rapidly. They clung to each other, sweaty and sated, for a long time. She couldn’t bring herself to move off of him, to put even an inch of space between them, not until reality intruded and she heard the screech of the pipes as the shower down the hall was turned on.
 
   “Oh God…” She sat up quickly, “Colt’s here.”
 
   Cash groaned, rolling them back down to the bed and tucking her against his side, “Do me a favor. Don’t utter my brother’s name while I’m inside you ever again.”
 
   She giggled, “Sorry. It just surprised me. I didn’t think about him being home this morning.”
 
   “Mmm, yeah, sounds like he’s back.”
 
   “I wonder how long he’s been out there.”
 
   “You mean you wonder if he heard us?” He grinned, kissing the top of her head, “I’d venture to guess people in the next county heard us babe.”
 
   “Cash!”
 
   “Yeah, sounded just like that.” He chuckled when she smacked his chest and then caught her hand and pressed it to his mouth for a quick kiss, “Seriously though? I don’t care who heard. I wasn’t bullshitting you earlier. I like the idea of everyone knowing you’re mine.”
 
   Her body was still buzzing from the incredible orgasm and she gave a dreamy sigh at his clear possessiveness, “I am yours Cash and you’re mine.”
 
   “I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Yeah?” She smiled softly and felt him nod, was surprised when he started talking without her having to prompt him.
 
   “We didn’t have much growing up and everything we did have, Colt and I shared. I can’t think of a single thing that mattered to me that wasn’t just as much his. I’ve never thought twice about it, that’s just the way things are for us.” He stroked her back in circles, “I think you’re the first thing I ever wanted to just be mine and mine alone.”
 
   “I love Colt.” She swallowed a laugh when Cash growled, “Like a brother. I love him like a brother, because that’s what he is to me. I’m yours. Completely. My heart, my body, my future, it’s all yours.”
 
   He was silent for a long time and she let it go. Maybe she’d made her point. She hoped she had. They were going to have issues come up. They would fight and argue. That was how relationships worked. But they loved each other and they were both committed to seeing it through and building something important together. That was what mattered.
 
   “I’m going to take care of it.” Cash’s voice floated to her as she dozed in and out a while later. “Your heart. Your body. Your future. All of it. I’m going to take care of you Jemma.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   And she did. She’d never doubted that he could or that he would. Because Cash Bomar might be many things, but a failure wasn’t one of them. Once he set his mind to something, he would see it through come hell or high water. He would love her that same way and he would protect her, better than she’d ever protected herself.
 
   Now if only she could convince him to let her protect him too.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Colt was sprawled on the couch when they finally came out of the bedroom. He was already dressed in jeans and a plain white t-shirt, his hair still damp from his shower. He had his feet propped up on the coffee table, a bowl of cereal in his lap and the television was blaring some Sunday morning auto shop show. As soon as he saw them, he grinned.
 
   “Mornin’ y’all.”
 
   “Mornin’.” Jemma parroted, pretending to ignore the lewd way his brother ran his eyes over her legs as she headed for the kitchen. Cash had tried to convince her to wear his sweats instead of a set of boxers but she’d said they were too big. So were the boxers and t-shirt but he’d have preferred to have her covered in front of anyone else. She seemed oblivious to the beating Colt was courting when she smiled at his brother, “Cereal?”
 
   “On the counter.”
 
   “There’s some in the cabinet if you don’t want that sugar shit he eats.” Cash smacked his brother’s boots off the table as he grabbed the remote, “You really need the TV this loud?”
 
   “I didn’t have any ear plugs handy… so yeah.” Colt’s grin only doubled and Cash groaned.
 
   He’d walked right into that one. Still, he wasn’t embarrassed. He couldn’t be. Not when he heard Jemma giggle in the kitchen and turned to see her hiding a smile as best she could as she poured a bowl of cereal. She’d been loud because he’d satisfied her, made her happy, and the pride that went along with that made his chest swell.
 
   “Sorry about that.” He muttered, lowering the volume to a normal level before dropping the remote back to the table.
 
   “Like hell you are.” Colt only chuckled.
 
   “You’re right. I’m not.” He headed towards the kitchen with a smirk, “When’d you get back?”
 
   “Couple hours ago.”
 
   So he’d heard everything, Cash swallowed a laugh when Jemma’s cheeks flushed pink. She was thinking the same thing, sorting through every dirty word they’d uttered and biting her lip harder and harder. He moved in behind her, caging her in and dropping his chin to her shoulder so only she could hear when he whispered in her ear.
 
   “We’ll have to be quieter next time.”
 
   “Mmm,” She nodded, leaning against him and not bothering to whisper at all, “Or we could buy him some of those noise-cancelling headphones.”
 
   A laugh shot out of him, “I like that idea.”
 
   “Happy bastards.” Colt muttered from the couch though he was grinning too, “You’re making me nauseous with all that lovey-dovey crap. Take it back to your bedroom.”
 
   “Can’t. Worked up an appetite.” Jemma stuck her tongue out at his brother and he couldn’t stop grinning as he moved to retrieve the milk from the fridge.
 
   It was all so easy and normal, the three of them together like this. He hadn’t thought to expect this. The comradery. The easy banter and teasing.
 
   He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard Colt tease anyone but him but he liked seeing this side of his twin. Relaxed and smiling Colt had been suspiciously MIA for the past few weeks and he realized then that Jemma wasn’t just good for him. She was good for both of them.
 
   “Where’d you end up staying last night?” He asked as he turned to hand Jemma the milk.
 
   Colt’s smile dimmed noticeably. His lips thinned and his eyes shuddered shut. All of his lightheartedness from moments before dissipated in the blink of an eye. Cash frowned as his mind ran in a hundred different directions.
 
   They’d all but kicked his twin out of their apartment last night. Had he found somewhere to go or had he slept in one of the chairs at the pool? It wouldn’t have been the first time but he hated the thought of it. Usually that was where he found Colt after a fight with Decker, hungover and passed out clutching a bottle. The idea of his brother being left to fend for himself outdoors while he’d been having one of the best nights of his life with Jemma made his stomach turn.
 
   “Colt?” He pressed when his brother didn’t respond. “Where’d you stay?”
 
   Colt’s eyes darted to Jemma, “Uh, at Skylar’s.”
 
   Cash tried not to let his surprise show but he wasn’t sure he succeeded when Colt only scowled and turned his attention back to the television. He exchanged a long look with Jemma, who looked just as surprised as he did when she shrugged. Clearly she had no more idea what to think of that than he did.
 
   “You stayed with Skylar?” Jemma cleared her throat.
 
   “What? No.” Colt grunted, “Not with her just, at her place.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “Don’t oh me like there’s some story there.” Colt glared at Jemma, “I stuffed your shit inside your room and then crashed on the couch. She found me this morning and kicked me out.”
 
   “Oh…” Jemma’s eyes went wide and Cash fought a laugh when his brother only grumbled something about being woken by a swift slap.
 
   Obviously his first reaction, and Jemma’s, had been completely unfounded. Skylar hadn’t let Colt stay with her. She certainly hadn’t invited him into her bed. He’d crashed on her couch because he couldn’t come home and she’d found him this morning and kicked him to the curb. Their friendship was just as rocky as it had been the past few weeks with no change in sight.
 
   “You know…” Jemma circled the spoon in the bowl thoughtfully, “If you apologized to her for…”
 
   “Don’t start.” Colt scowled.
 
   “I was just saying…”
 
   “And I was just saying if you don’t stop, I’m going to start a discussion about what I heard this morning. You two are trying to make a baby? Really? You want to talk me through that decision?” He raised an eyebrow as Jemma turned crimson, “Yeah, didn’t think so. Drop it.”
 
   Cash glared at his brother, “Don’t be a dick.”
 
   “Just making a point. Stay out of my relationship and I’ll stay out of yours.” Colt shrugged and set aside his empty bowl, “Look, I’m glad you two figured your shit out but if this is going to be a recurring thing then we’re going to have to figure out living arrangements. If I need to find somewhere else to live, I can but…”
 
   “No!” Jemma yelped with a shake of her head, “I’m not throwing you out of your apartment, Colt!”
 
   “You did last night.”
 
   She frowned, “That was different. I needed to take drastic measures. I won’t kick you out again. I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about you not having anywhere to go.”
 
   “I had plenty of places to go.”
 
   Cash dropped the spoon back into the cereal, “You’re not moving out. We haven’t talked about it but even if Jem moves in, there’s still plenty of room for you here.”
 
   He shot her a look and Jemma only smiled up at him. His stomach flipped again at the soft look of love in her eyes. Jesus, she loved him. He still didn’t believe it, wasn’t sure he ever would. He knew they were rushing all of this and even bringing up moving in was another big step they were racing towards but he didn’t care in that moment. She was his and he wanted her with him.
 
   Even still, that didn’t mean he wanted his brother gone. He and Colt were a set. They’d never been separated from each other for any real length of time except that one time Colt got sent to juvie for a few weeks. Maybe it was childish to want to keep him close, but Cash didn’t care.
 
   Someday, and not even all that far in the distant future, he saw himself married to Jemma with little Bomars hanging from his arms. He knew Colt would be part of that but from a distance. They wouldn’t be able to live together forever but as for right now, he wanted to have his cake and eat it too as that old saying went. Hell, he’d never had cake to eat before but now that he did, he wanted it. He wanted Colt and Jemma both close so he could be there for both of them when they needed him.
 
   “You’re not moving out.” Jemma echoed with a firm nod. “And I’m not moving in, not right now, not officially at least, but you should get used to me being around because I don’t plan on going anywhere.”
 
   “Fine.” Colt’s grin returned, “But I’m definitely going to need those noise-canceling headphones then because you two are hella-loud.”
 
   Jemma flushed and giggled. Colt chuckled. Cash grinned.
 
   “I’ll buy you a set.”
 
   “We should probably get two. Sky might want a pair.” Jemma laughed as she cuddled into him.
 
   “Wonder if they’re buy one get one half off.” He chuckled.
 
   “I’ll look into it.” She grinned as she spun to face him and then groaned, “Crap, is that time right?”
 
   He glanced at the clock on the microwave, “As far as I know. You got plans today?”
 
   “I’m supposed to meet my mom for lunch. Terrible idea, I know, but I made the plans before we went to Houston.” She squished her nose up adorably, “I should probably get going. I need a shower and a change of clothes before I can even think about dealing with her after yesterday.”
 
   Cash smirked, holding her close, “Perfectly useful shower right in there.”
 
   “Ha.” She snorted, “Look how well that worked for us last time.”
 
   “I think it worked out perfect.”
 
   “Mmm.” She tiptoed up and kissed him quickly, “It did, but Colt is still sans headphones for the time being so we should put joint showers on hold until we remedy that situation.”
 
   “Thanks.” His brother called from the living room, humor in his voice.
 
   “I have to get going.” Jemma let him lean down and kiss her again quickly, “If I’m late to lunch I’ll never hear the end of it.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound like you’re looking forward to it.”
 
   “Can’t say that I am but it’s something I have to do. You know how it is.”
 
   He sighed because she was right. He had to deal with his own mother even though he didn’t necessarily want to. Jemma’s mother was nowhere near as horrible as his. She wasn’t a drugged-out shell of a human being for starters.
 
   Of course, she’d never liked him much. She had flat out refused to let him visit Jemma at her house when they were teenagers but that had only earned her motherly points in his book. She’d been trying to take care of her daughter which was more give-a-shit than his own mother had ever showed when it came to her offspring. He couldn’t dislike the woman for that.
 
   “You should go.”
 
   “I am.” Jemma brushed her lips against his again briefly, “You have plans today?”
 
   “Nothing much. I’ll be around. Call me when you’re free?”
 
   “I get to see you later?” She grinned.
 
   “If you want.”
 
   “I’m gonna want.” She whispered with a knowing grin, “I’m gonna want real bad by then.”
 
   He groaned when she tiptoed up and pressed her mouth to his again. It was a hot kiss, no softness or hesitation. He kissed her back the same way, dragging her against him and tangling a hand in her hair. He cupped her ass with his other and swallowed her whimper when he nipped at her bottom lip with his teeth.
 
   “Jesus, the bedroom is right fuckin’ there.” Colt broke into the moment with a grumble, “I’m going to need a blindfold too if you keep it up.”
 
   Jemma only grinned as she dropped back to her feet and moved out of his arms, “Sorry, not sorry.”
 
   “You better get going before I take him up on that suggestion to take you back to bed.” He grabbed for her and laughed when she squeaked and danced out of reach.
 
   “See you later babe.” She blew him a kiss.
 
   “Later baby.”
 
   He watched her as she scooped up the pile of clothes that his brother had clearly collected for her when he used the shower this morning. He tried not to scowl at the idea of Colt walking into the bathroom to find her clothes strewn all across the floor and picking up her bra and panties. She turned back at the door and his heart thumped hard at the way she looked at him, so open and honest, so full of emotion. She didn’t hide anything from him when she mouthed the words to tell him she loved him before slipping out the door.
 
   God, that woman… he loved her so damn much.
 
   “So…” Colt’s voice broke him out of his thoughts and he sighed as he turned to find his twin staring at him.
 
   “So?”
 
   “So you two talked?” Colt narrowed his gaze when Cash scowled at him, “It’s a reasonable question and I think after yesterday I deserve an answer. Did you two actually talk or did you just get naked and hope your problems are all gonna work themselves out?”
 
   Cash collapsed into the rocking chair with a heavy sigh, “Damn, you’re not going to give me even a minute to enjoy this are you?”
 
   “Not if it means you’re going into this blind. I worry about you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “We take care of each other.” Colt added with a frown.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So I don’t wanna see you get hurt.”
 
   He rubbed a hand over his face, “We’ve never pulled punches with each other before so don’t start now. Say whatever it is you want to say.”
 
   “Okay.” Colt nodded, “I think you two are rushing this thing and I’m worried about you, about both of you. You ain’t ever thought straight when it came to that girl and she was dealing with some serious shit when she showed back up here. Yesterday you were prepared to walk away from her and today you’re moving her in so pump the brakes for a sec and tell me that you two talked instead of just fucking each other into blissful ignorance.”
 
   Instead of immediately cursing his twin and telling him to mind his own business, Cash leaned back in his chair and sighed. He knew Colt was worried about him and he was right to be worried. Everything he’d said was true.
 
   Jemma was coming off a bad relationship. She’d been home less than a month. She made him feel things that scared him and made him react in ways he couldn’t control. They were rushing. He’d admitted that to himself already. But none of that changed the fact that he was done pushing her away, even if he tried she wouldn’t let him.
 
   “We talked. We’ll keep talking. It’s not just sex. I’m in love with her.”
 
   Colt snorted, “No shit. Tell me something I don’t know.”
 
   “She’s in love with me too.”
 
   His brother smirked, “Knew that too but it doesn’t change things.”
 
   “Course it does.” He sat forward again, his elbows on his knees, “I’m not letting her go again. I’m going to make this work, however I can, however I have to. I know it ain’t going to be easy and saying the words doesn’t fix everything but it does mean I have to try.”
 
   Colt searched his face for something but he didn’t know what, “So that’s it then? She says she loves you and you forget all about your fear of turning her into Chrissy? What about ruining her?”
 
   “She’s too strong for that. She always was. If she can trust that I’m not going to turn into Decker, shouldn’t I have faith that I won’t turn her into our mother?”
 
   “Okay.” Colt finally sighed, his eyes still dark, “I support you no matter what, you know that. I’ve got your back.”
 
   “I know.” He nodded. “And thanks for worrying about me, about both of us.”
 
   Last night he’d convinced himself that if he had to walk away from Jemma that he could do it and part of that was because he’d known Colt would be there for her when he couldn’t. Colt didn’t open himself up to many people but if he let you in, he was the most loyal friend in the world. He would cut himself in half to give you a hand if you needed it. He was telling the truth. He was just as worried about Jemma as he was Cash.
 
   “I’ll always worry about you.”
 
   “I know.” He blew out a rough breath, “That’s why there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about this morning.”
 
   Colt sat forward as well, his entire body tensing. They knew each other so well, he wasn’t surprised that his twin could feel his anxiety about this topic before he’d even voiced it. Colt’s eyes, the eyes that were mirror images of his own, studied his face for a moment and then his mood changed again, darkness creeping in as he gave a short nod.
 
   “Decker?”
 
   “Yeah. I can’t do it anymore.”
 
   “You’re cutting him off?”
 
   “I’m cutting him out. I’m done. I can’t have him in my life anymore, not with Jemma here. I can’t have him anywhere near her and I can’t risk him trying to use her against me. I nearly killed him the last time… I wouldn’t be able to stop if it happened again.”
 
   Colt nodded, staring off into space, “Yeah.”
 
   He winced at the sad expression on his brother’s face. Because he had a feeling he knew what was going through Colt’s head. For years, Colt had done everything but beg him to cut Decker out of their lives and he’d never been able to do it. Something had stopped him before, some damaged piece of his little boy self that hadn’t been able to abandon hope that someday his daddy would love him, but that part went quiet when it came to protecting Jemma.
 
   He hadn’t been able to cut Decker out of his life for his own sake. He’d dealt with him and his abuse for years. He hadn’t been able to shut him out for Colt either. No matter how much he loved his brother and wanted to protect him, he’d never been able to do it for him and in that moment, he hated himself for it.
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t do it before. I should have I just…”
 
   “I get it.”
 
   “Colt I…”
 
   “No. No apologies. I said I get it and I do.” Colt scratched his jaw, “It’s long past time and if Jemma’s the reason you can finally walk away from him then I owe her thanks.”
 
   “I have to protect her.”
 
   “Then that’s it. We’re done with him. I’ll let Trebly know not to call us anymore. Decker can sober up in the drunk tank or call someone else in the family but we’re out. Agreed?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Colt scrubbed a hand over his face, “Good. Okay.”
 
   “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”
 
   “Don’t suppose I could convince you to hack off the Chrissy limb while we’re at it?”
 
   He cursed at the mention of their mother, “No.”
 
   Colt scowled, “Damnit why not? She’s just as bad.”
 
   “No.” He scowled right back as the age old fight brewed back to the surface, “She’s not. She never raised a hand to us.”
 
   “She would have had to care to do even that much.”
 
   “She never broke your nose or knocked out my teeth so I don’t agree that she’s as bad as Decker, not by a longshot and she needs us.”
 
   “God, you are still so fucking naïve sometimes.” Colt pushed to his feet, “She’s just as bad because she was the one that should have stopped it but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She chose that shit over us so we get to choose ourselves over her.”
 
   Cash dropped his head into his hands and took a deep breath. He knew there was no reason to have this argument again. They were never going to agree.
 
   Maybe it did make him naïve not to hold Chrissy responsible for their childhood but he couldn’t. Decker had broken her the day they were born and she’d never recovered. She hadn’t been able to escape him physically so she’d escaped through the drugs. He blamed her plenty for not being there for them, for not being a mother, but he didn’t hate her the way he hated Decker, not the way Colt did.
 
   “I don’t want to fight with you about this again.”
 
   Colt threw his hands in the air, “I don’t know why we have to fight about this at all! She’s a shell, Cash! She doesn’t have a clue who you are or that you’ve even been there. Why bother with her?”
 
   “Because she’s still our mother.”
 
   “Chrissy was never a mother.”
 
   “She’s stuck there just like we were. We got out. She can’t.”
 
   “She doesn’t want away from him, Cash. She never did. The drugs were to escape us. Not him.”
 
   Cash bit his tongue to keep from continuing the argument. He didn’t believe that. He never would. It was just more of Decker’s bullshit, mindfuck psychological warfare. He wanted them to blame themselves, blame each other, and fighting about it was the one thing that had ever threatened to rip them apart.
 
   He refused to let that happen, “Look, you don’t have to see her. You don’t have to talk about her. I’m not going to change your mind and you’re not going to change mine so let’s just drop it.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine.” Colt sighed, blowing out a breath, “So we’ve covered Jemma, Decker and Chrissy, you got anything else you want to talk about while we’re having this little heart-to-heart?”
 
   Cash glanced up at the clear sarcasm in his brother’s voice, “Fuck, I don’t know, I woke up this morning with the woman I love for the first time in five years and as soon as she walked out the door I went from sunshine and rainbows to our normal family bullshit so you tell me, is there anything else we need to cover?”
 
   Colt snorted, “Sunshine and rainbows?”
 
   “Motherfuckin’ rainbows.” He managed a grin.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll give you that. You two looked happy.” Colt’s grin fell, “But since we’ve already brought the Bomar storm-clouds down on your parade, I guess now is as good a time as any to tell you that I talked to Remy.”
 
   Cash felt as if he’d been sucker punched, “What?”
 
   “I said Remy called.” Colt fidgeted.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Uh… last week?”
 
   He huffed, “Are you asking me a question? Last week. Our brother called last week and you’re just now deciding to tell me this… why?”
 
   “You’ve had your hands a little full with Jemma and it’s not like it was a big deal.”
 
   “Remy called you and it’s not a big deal?” His brows furrowed as he tried to figure out what Colt was getting at.
 
   “No. It wasn’t. He started spouting that same old bullshit about how he cares but he couldn’t be here and he can’t explain why. Same shit, different day. I hung up on him.”
 
   “Colt!”
 
   He dropped his head to his heads and groaned. Their older brother had called for the first time in forever and Colt had hung up on him. Sure, Cash was as sick of hearing the same story as his twin but he wouldn’t have hung up on Remy.
 
   “What? He was drunk, Cash. The call came in the middle of the night and he mumbled his way through a half-hearted apology for leaving us behind and unconvincing promises that he would be there for us if we needed him so I told him to go fuck himself and hung up. He probably doesn’t even remember calling.”
 
   Drunk. Well, that explained some of it. Remington Bomar had always been Decker’s favorite son for a reason. He was the most like him. Looked like him. Acted like him. Even had the same vices apparently.
 
   “Did you try the number back the next day?”
 
   “Yeah. No answer, it just rings and rings and the voicemail isn’t set up, but...”
 
   “But?” He prompted when his brother fidgeted again.
 
   “But… the area code is for Houston.”
 
   Cash gaped at him, “You’ve got to be shitting me?”
 
   “No. Weird right? Jemma was in Houston. Remy is apparently in Houston. And that prick ex of hers looking like him makes it even stranger.” Colt shrugged, “We’re absolutely sure it wasn’t Remy in that apartment right?”
 
   Cash snorted. “They didn’t look that much alike, just similar features to ours.”
 
   He hadn’t mentioned that to Jemma yet but he made a mental note to ask her about it sometime soon. It unnerved him that she’d chosen another man that resembled him and then let him do those things to her. It was one of the many things they still needed to talk about.
 
   “Yeah, about as similar as ours are to Remy’s.”
 
   “It’s a weird coincidence, just like it’s weird that Remy was in the same city as Jemma, but it doesn’t mean anything. It’s a big place.”
 
   “If you say so.” Colt shrugged.
 
   “When were you going to tell me all this by the way?”
 
   “I just told you.”
 
   “Colt?” He groaned and his brother sighed.
 
   “After we got done in Houston, I was gonna tell you once we got back. I knew if I told you before we went that you’d want to try and find him.”
 
   He sighed, because once again Colt was right. He knew him better than anyone. If things had gone smoothly in Houston and he’d known that Remy was in town, he would have wanted to stay. He would have wanted to look for him. Even if he knew that Remy didn’t want to be found.
 
   “Well, I guess I’m just glad you’re telling me now. You can’t keep shit like this from me. Even if you think you’re protecting me, I need to know what’s going on or…”
 
   “I’ll tell you if he calls again.” Colt cut him off with an uneasy shrug.
 
   He swiped his hands over his face and tried to think his way through this morning. It hadn’t been that long ago that he’d woken up happy. A first for him in a long time, possibly ever. He’d woken up with Jemma, watched her laugh with his brother and made plans to see her again later. He’d had a good morning going before he’d brought up all of the Bomar family drama.
 
   It was like he just couldn’t help himself. He had a good thing and he had to go and ruin it by bringing up the worst parts of his life. He’d rationalized that if he got it all out of the way now that it wouldn’t be able to cloud up his future with Jemma but he knew that wasn’t completely true. It would always be there, just waiting for the chance to rise up and destroy everything good in his life.
 
   It was the Bomar way.
 
   The knock on the door surprised him and he jumped, his head swinging around instinctively. The blinds were closed so he couldn’t see out to who their guest was but he didn’t have to. Colt cursed under his breath so he turned back to his brother with a frown.
 
   “Expecting someone?”
 
   “Not yet. He’s early.” Colt wouldn’t look directly at him. “I thought you’d be busy in bed with Jemma all day or else gone somewhere by now or I wouldn’t have told him to meet me here.”
 
   The knock came again, harder this time and a voice joined the noise, “Open up twinks, I can hear you talking in there like a buncha lil’ girls.”
 
   “Son of a…” Cash gaped at his brother, “Is that Link?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   His stomach knotted as he stared at his twin, “Why is Link here?”
 
   “It’s probably better if you don’t know.” Colt huffed out a breath, “Hold on ok?
 
   He watched his brother stomp to the door and jerk it open a couple of inches. He said something to their cousin that Cash couldn’t hear. He knew that was the point. That sick feeling twisted at his insides again and he stood, contemplating pacing to the door, jerking it open and demanding to know what the two of them were whispering about.
 
   The only thing that stopped him was Colt’s words. It was better if he didn’t know. Which meant whatever they were up to, it was trouble. Not that he’d needed confirmation of that. The very fact that their cousin was involved meant that it had to be trouble.
 
   The same could have been said about any of their cousins. While Cash and Colt had repelled the idea of following in their father’s footsteps, their cousins had fully embraced the Bomar lifestyle. If it was illegal and anywhere near Old Settler’s, it was a safe bet one of their cousins had a hand in it.
 
   Lincoln was Auto’s son so of course his specialty was cars. He ran a crew that boosted vehicles for the garage. His twin brother, Ford, specialized in tearing them apart. They were both master criminals and Colt making plans with either of them did not bode well for their vow to steer clear of the family business.
 
   The door shut and his twin turned back to face him, “Lincoln? Really? What’s going on, Colt?”
 
   “Like I said, it’s better if you don’t know.” Colt shrugged, though his shoulders were tense and he wouldn’t meet his gaze.
 
   “Bullshit, whatever you have going on, you need to tell me, right now. We have each other’s backs. If you’re in trouble, you tell me.”
 
   His mind whirled with possibilities. All of those phone calls that went unanswered only to get returned minutes later. Colt going off for hours alone after a fit of anger. He always said he just walked around and got drunk but really, Cash didn’t know that for sure. He didn’t know anything for sure anymore.
 
   “I’m not in trouble. I swear. I can handle myself and I can handle this.”
 
   He met the familiar blue eyes that mirrored his own, “You don’t trust me?”
 
   “Of course I trust you. I’m asking you to trust me.” Colt groaned, “You decided a long time ago to keep your nose clean…”
 
   “I thought we both decided that.”
 
   “Yeah, well, somebody has to be willing to crawl back into hell and beat the sense out of the demons when they try to pull us back down and that’s me.” He shook his head when Cash started to argue, “No. It’s can’t be you. Not ever again. You have Jemma to think of now and, if I heard right… maybe my nephews to take care of too.”
 
   “Fuck you.” Cash scowled, “Don’t use that against me like I’m choosing her over you.”
 
   “Damnit, I’m not, just be rational.”
 
   “At least tell me what’s going on. I’m going to worry about you either way. If you tell me, I can at least know what to expect if worst comes to worst, right?”
 
   “It’s nothing. I promise. Link just needs a little muscle to straighten out a hothead talking shit. I told him I’d go for show and between him and me nobody’s gonna even think about being stupid. Nothing’s going to happen.”
 
   Cash stared at his brother for a long second and tried to decide just how much he wasn’t saying. It was never easy to tell with Colt. There was always something he wasn’t saying, the question was, if this was something that would get him hurt or worse, killed.
 
   In the end, he knew his twin could handle himself. And he was right, as far as threats went nobody was going to jump the gun with two Bomars facing them down. Lincoln was one scary motherfucker and Cash could attest to that. He’d seen him silence a crowd with nothing but a look and knock a man out cold with one punch. The only thing scarier than being on Lincoln’s bad side would have to be knowing he had an entire clan of Bomars to back him up.
 
   “If it’s really nothing, I could help.”
 
   “No. You’re clean and I’m keeping it that way. If you won’t stay out of it for me, do it for Jemma. I’m serious. You want all this Bomar bullshit out of your life, you let me deal with it.”
 
   Lincoln’s voice came taunting through the doorway, “Damnit, you boys about done with your tea party? I’ve got shit to do.”
 
   Colt sighed, “I’ve got to go. I’ll be fine. See you in a few hours.”
 
   Since there was nothing else to say, Cash let his twin go. He didn’t like it but he supposed he didn’t have to. They were grown men. They were allowed to disagree about things. Even still, it would never sit right letting Colt walk into a fight alone.
 
   He knew his twin had always tried to protect him and he’d thought he did the same but now he couldn’t be sure. What didn’t he know about Colt’s life? What had he missed? What hadn’t his twin told him? He couldn’t protect him from things he didn’t know about, damn it.
 
   He picked himself up and headed for the shower, knowing full well that no matter how hard he scrubbed, he would never be able wipe away that feeling of dirt that clung to his soul, the Bomar filth that he would never be able to wash away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “What do you mean you’re staying?”
 
   Jemma twirled the straw in her glass of iced tea and silently wished the brown liquid was liquor. She needed a drink. Unfortunately, the tiny burger joint in her equally tiny hometown didn’t serve liquor, or beer, or even that abomination called Diet Coke. She’d settled on a classic sweet tea knowing nothing, not even a bottle of whiskey, could help her get through this lunch with her mother.
 
   The first time she’d seen her mother after coming home had gone too well. She’d known it then and she still knew it now. When she’d gone to see her mom that first time, weeks ago, her face had still been bruised and her mother had gaped at her with horror and sympathy. She’d listened as Jemma relayed a short and vague version of the events that had led to her return and her mother had actually surprised her.
 
   Terri had been supportive. She’d been angry on Jemma’s behalf. She’d cursed Hoyt and his entire family and then complained that her daughter hadn’t felt like she could come to her sooner. Saying that Jemma had been in shock that day would have been an understatement. Terri had acted like the caring, doting mother she’d always wanted her to be.
 
   She hadn’t told her mother that she intended to stay in Old Settlers during that first meeting. Mostly because she hadn’t been sure she was staying at that point. And she hadn’t wanted to fight about something that might not be an issue. But now it was and a fight was exactly what was coming.
 
   “I mean that I’m moving here, permanently. I went to Houston to get my stuff yesterday.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” Terri blinked at her in dismay.
 
   “I don’t really see what you’re not understanding. I told you already, I’m back for good. I’m going to live here, in Old Settlers, with Skylar and I’m looking for a job.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Jemma groaned, “Mom, seriously? Stop.”
 
   “I don’t…”
 
   “Oh my God!” She whined, “You know most mothers would be ecstatic if their only daughter told them she was moving back home where they could see her anytime they wanted and they could spend holidays and birthdays together.”
 
   Terri’s full lips pursed, “I am not most mothers.”
 
   “Clearly.” Jemma felt her lips do the same, though she fought the instinct to roll her eyes.
 
   “I want more for you darling.” Terri reached for her hand and patted it softly, “I want you to have everything you’ve always wanted.”
 
   “What I want is right here.”
 
   “No. I don’t believe that.” Terri pulled her hand away, “You’re hurting and you’re scared. You’ll get over it and you’ll come to your senses. Give it some more time won’t you?”
 
   “I don’t need more time, Mom. I’ve had a month. This is how I feel. This is what I want. That’s not going to change with time.”
 
   “You just need to take some time to put yourself back together, figure out what you want and get back on your feet.” Her mother spoke as if she hadn’t heard a word Jemma said, because she probably hadn’t.
 
   She didn’t understand. She hadn’t just been saying that. Her mother truly didn’t understand why she would choose to stay in this town because nothing would have kept her here if she’d had the opportunity to leave. If she hadn’t gotten pregnant and then married, Terri would have fled Old Settlers like her heels were on fire and never looked back.
 
   Just like Jemma would have if she’d never left. If she’d never left, she would still think that the answers to all of her dreams were out there somewhere. But she had and she knew the truth now. What she needed wasn’t out there, it was here. Call it her Dorothy moment but it had taken leaving for her to see that this place was her home.
 
   “I’m trying to put my life back together and get back on my feet but I’m doing it here.” She said firmly.
 
   “You can’t make this kind of decision when you’re upset, Jemma.”
 
   “I’m not. I’m not upset and I’m not running away. Maybe I was at first but I’ve been back for a month and… I missed it here. I missed you and my friends. I missed who I was when I lived here so I’m going to stay and I’m going to build a life here.”
 
   Terri looked at her as if she’d grown a second head, “You’ve really thought about this?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you intend to stay?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her mother narrowed her gaze, “With Skylar?”
 
   “Uh… yeah.” She lifted her glass to her lips, trying to figure out what her mother was getting at now.
 
   “So you’re not moving in with that Bomar boy?”
 
   Jemma choked on the drink she’d just taken. Sweet tea burned her throat and up into her nose. She sputtered and gasped, her eyes watering, but she didn’t miss the look of satisfaction that crossed her mother’s face. If she’d been looking for a reaction, Jemma had just given her exactly what she wanted.
 
   “Here, use this.” Terri offered a napkin and Jemma used it to wipe liquid from her chin.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Nearly choking to death doesn’t negate the question darling.” Her mother perked an eyebrow.
 
   She should have known her mother had heard about Cash. It wasn’t as if they’d been hiding out. They’d been seen together at the pool and grabbed dinner more than once the past couple of weeks. In this town, rumors probably had them engaged already.
 
   Jemma frowned, “Whatever you think you know about me and Cash, you’re wrong.”
 
   “Is that so?” Terri settled back in her chair, “I know that boy is nothing but trouble. I know he hurt you once already. What I don’t know is why you would give him another chance to break your heart.”
 
   “It’s not like that.”
 
   “Oh, I know exactly what it’s like. Darling, I got caught up in a cute boy once too. I thought he hung the moon and I gave up everything for him. Look what I got in return.”
 
   That old, familiar hurt sprouted in her chest, “Oh, you mean a daughter?”
 
   Terri frowned right back at her, “I just don’t want to see you make the same mistakes I did, Jemma. You almost stayed for him once before and he broke your heart. Why would you give him a chance to do it again?”
 
   “We were kids before…”
 
   “You’re still kids darling.” Terri scoffed.
 
   “We’re adults now.” She shook her head at her mother, “We’ve grown up and it’s different now. We’re different now. We hurt each other but we’re dealing with it and just for the record no, I’m not moving in with him, not yet at least.”
 
   “But you’re staying in town for him.”
 
   “Yes. No.” Jemma rubbed her eyes, “It’s not just Cash that I’m staying for. It’s you and Dad and Skylar and Billie. It’s because this place, with all of you, feels like home. And yes, Cash is a part of that, but he’s not the only reason I’m staying.”
 
   “Jemma…”
 
   “I love him.” She admitted and was actually pleased to see her mother’s jaw fall open.
 
   “That’s ludicrous, you’ve only been back in town a month, you can’t possibly have fallen in love with that boy again already.”
 
   “You’re right. I don’t think I did. I don’t think I ever really stopped loving him.” She smiled when her mother flapped her mouth but said nothing, “He’s taken care of me these past few weeks. He’s been a safe harbor amid this storm in my life. I needed somebody and he was there and I love him.”
 
   “Jemma… darling…” Her mother shook her head, “He’s bad for you.”
 
   “No. He’s not.”
 
   “He’s a Bomar.”
 
   She narrowed her gaze at her mother, “That’s his last name but it doesn’t define him. He wasn’t born bad or whatever the rumors say about them. He’s dealt with a lot of shit simply for being part of that family and it isn’t fair. He’s not his father.”
 
   Terri rolled her eyes, “Well considering he doesn’t even know who his real father is, I’d suspect not.”
 
   Jemma almost laughed but she didn’t find the conversation funny, “You just proved my point. Even you don’t think he’s really a Bomar. How can you hold it against him if you believe the gossip that Decker isn’t his father?”
 
   “Oh, darling… don’t be naïve. I never said a thing about him not being a Bomar just because Decker isn’t his daddy.”
 
   That drew her up short and Jemma stared at her mother, trying to make sense of what she’d said. All of her life, she’d heard the rumors. Hell, Decker had all but confirmed them that day he trapped her in his house. He didn’t believe the twins were his sons.
 
   There had been all kinds of gossip about that but she’d never heard anyone mention who might be responsible for the other half of their DNA if it wasn’t Decker Bomar. Not once. Which was weird she realized now. Because people in this town loved to talk and gossip, particularly about that family, so it was weird she’d never heard mention of who might be able to claim paternity for the twins.
 
   “What are you talking about?” She leaned forward, suddenly wishing that they weren’t having this conversation out in the open.
 
   Cash hated the way people talked about his family. She knew that. Hated that they were the biggest target of gossip and jokes. Hated that they were all lumped together as one entity and there was nothing he could do to separate himself from them. She loved him so she wanted to respect his feelings and not have this conversation where others might overhear but at the same time, she wanted to know what her mother was getting at.
 
   “Oh, you mean to tell me you really don’t know?”
 
   She shook her head, “No, I’ve never heard a single peep about who might be Cash’s father if it isn’t Decker.”
 
   “Well, that’s probably because people in this town are even more scared of that man than they are his boozy brother.” Terri had the decency to lower her voice when she confided, “Decker was hitting the bars big time and running around on Chrissy even back then, leaving her at home with their son for days, weeks sometimes, and do you know who it was that took care of her? Hmm?”
 
   The only person that people in Old Settlers were more scared of than Decker Bomar. The person that had taken care of Chrissy in place of his drunk brother. The person that had taken care of Chrissy’s sons… almost as if they were his own. It clicked at the same time Terri answered her own question.
 
   “August Bomar.”
 
   “Auto.” She gasped and then covered her mouth.
 
   Jemma’s mind whirled as a hundred foggy memories and distant conversations tried to fill in the blanks. Was it possible? She had no idea. Her mother’s reasoning didn’t sound impossible though.
 
   Auto had taken care of the twins when they were young. Hell, he still took care of them if Cash’s job at the garage was any indication. She remembered the weathered, dangerous looking older Bomar showing up at parent/teacher conferences for the twins and Cash confiding in her about how he was the only adult in the family who had ever seemed to give a shit about them.
 
   It wasn’t just possible, she realized. It was plausible. And the fact that nobody in this tiny town full of big mouths had ever talked about it hinted that there just might be some truth to it as well. Because if it was a rumor, it would have been discussed openly, but if people thought it was fact, they just might have been keeping their mouths shut so as not to risk the ire of the most dangerous man in town.
 
   “Nobody has ever confirmed it of course, but that’s always been why I thought it was true.” Terri shrugged as if she hadn’t just dropped a bombshell on her daughter. “I mean, Decker and Duke were twins but it was Auto that popped out twin baby boys like a factory there for a while.”
 
   Still reeling, Jemma only nodded. Right again. Auto had two sets of twin boys. Ford and Lincoln were the oldest. Royce and Bentley were the younger set. His wife had died in childbirth and he’d never remarried or produced any more children, at least to her knowledge. Twins, two sets… possibly three.
 
   Decker’s own twin, Duke, had been in and out of prison since Jemma was a little girl but she knew all of his sons by name. They were easy to remember and not just because they were all as dangerously handsome as their cousins. They had their own special nickname, the Bible Bomars, because all of them were named from the good book. It was a joke unto itself being Bomars and they were all five boys, because that was all the Bomars reproduced, but Duke didn’t have not one set of twins.
 
   If what her mother had said was to be believed, Auto was the only one that had produced twins.
 
   “But…” Jemma swallowed hard, “But what about Remy?”
 
   “Oh, he’s Decker’s for sure.” Her mother shrugged, “All you had to do was look at that boy and you could see his daddy in him.”
 
   “Cash and Colt look like him though…”
 
   “Do they? Really? I mean, they resemble but that’s because they’re family. Half-brothers. Cousins. I’m not entirely sure how to label that mess, which is exactly my point, Jemma. That entire family is messed up.”
 
   Jemma was only just beginning to realize how true that was. Auto was possibly the twin’s father. Not their uncle but their father. And he’d never claimed them, hadn’t saved them from his brother’s abuse or Chrissy’s neglect. Which was terrible.
 
   She tried to think of what Remington Bomar really looked like but it had been so many years since the last time she saw him. He’d been a teenager, younger than she was now, when he’d left town and he’d never come back. He’d been good looking but dark everywhere his brothers were light.
 
   Then she thought about Auto’s sons. It had been years since she saw them but she remembered them nonetheless. She tried to imagine the boys she’d known of standing right next to her boyfriend and the visual sent a shiver up her spine.
 
   They resembled just as much as they did Remy. Half-brothers. Cousins. God, if it were true, it really was a mess.
 
   She winced, “There’s no way of proving that Auto’s their dad.”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “And he’s never claimed them.”
 
   “Definitely not.”
 
   “So, it might not be true.” She clung to that possibility for Cash’s sake.
 
   She didn’t want this to be something else he had to deal with. Something he had to overcome. He was close to his uncle, or at least as close as he was to anyone in his family other than his twin. If he found out that Auto might be his dad and that the older man hadn’t ever told him, let alone claimed him, she had no idea how he would react.
 
   “Might not be.” Terri shrugged again, “Who knows what sort of trouble Chrissy was getting herself into even back then, my point was, that family is all mixed up with secrets and lies. They’re trouble Jemma and I want you to stay away from them.”
 
   She frowned, hard, “No.”
 
   “Darling…”
 
   “No. I won’t stay away from Cash, not because of some stupid gossip from twenty plus years ago. I don’t care what his last name is. I don’t care who his parents are. I wouldn’t care if he’d been raised by monkeys in the jungle and English was his second language. I love him and nothing is going to change that.”
 
   Terri’s face fell and Jemma sat up straighter. Why were they even talking about this? It didn’t matter. Not to her. It might matter to Cash though.
 
   “Nothing I can say is going to change your mind is it?”
 
   “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Jemma forced a smile for her mother’s benefit, “And no, the answer is no. You’re not going to change my mind about Cash or about leaving Old Settlers. I’m staying so you can either get on board or you can continue to be a person I only see on special occasions. Your choice.”
 
   “Don’t get sassy with me. I can see that you’re going to be stubborn about this so I’ll back off, for now.”
 
   “I guess that’s all I can ask for.”
 
   Terri took a long sip of her drink and she seemed to be choosing her next words carefully before she spoke, “I just want you to be careful with that boy okay? I worry about you. He broke your heart once and I don’t want to see that happen again.”
 
   It was the most honest moment they’d shared since they sat down so Jemma nodded, “Thank you for worrying about me.”
 
   “You’re my daughter. Of course I worry. I only want the best for you.”
 
   Her grin was real this time when she spoke, “Then you and Cash should get along just fine because he says that’s all he wants for me too.”
 
   That earned her an eye roll and she fought a laugh, certain she was the only girl in the world with a mother that rolled her eyes at her.
 
   “So tell me darling, if you’re planning to stay in town, what sort of job are you looking for?”
 
   Jemma smirked as she dipped a fry into the ketchup on her plate. From life changing gossip to talk of something as mundane as job hunting. Terri really was backing off. She decided to take that small bit of good fortune and run with it, dropping all talk of Cash and the Bomar family seemed like a good idea right about now.
 
   “Well, Sky has been nice enough to offer me a spot in her shop if I want it.”
 
   “Doing hair?” Terri looked mystified and Jemma laughed.
 
   “God no! Nobody would trust me with that.” She shook her head, “For my jewelry. She said I can sell my jewelry out of her shop.”
 
   “Well that was sweet of her.”
 
   “Yes, it was.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re still working on your jewelry. You always enjoyed it and you were so good at it.” Terri held out her wrist, “I still wear the piece you gave me for Mother’s Day years ago.”
 
   Jemma was so surprised she reached for her mother’s wrist before she could stop herself. Sure enough, just as she said, the small silver and leather bracelet was there amid the flashy Michael Kors watch and David Yurman bangles. She ran her finger over it and then looked at her mother.
 
   “You actually wear it?”
 
   “Rarely take it off darling.” Terri patted her hand and pulled her wrist back.
 
   Jemma smiled softly. The distance between herself and her mother had always been so wide she thought there was no way to cross it. She’d assumed the bracelet, like everything else she’d ever given her, had been stuffed into a drawer and forgotten about but it hadn’t. Her mother wore it right alongside her expensive jewelry and seemed proud of it, because her daughter had made it for her.
 
   “I’m glad you like it.”
 
   “It’s beautiful. All of your jewelry is.” Terri sighed, “I wish you’d find somewhere to sell it where you could make a career out of it. I hardly think putting it out at Skylar’s salon will earn you enough to make a living no matter how good you are.”
 
   “I know.” She shrugged, “But it’s mostly a hobby, something I enjoy doing. I think if I made it a career I might lose that.”
 
   “So you’re looking for a job still?”
 
   Jemma played with a fry, not meeting her mother’s gaze, “Uh… yeah, that’s actually why I asked you to meet me. I wanted to make sure you were okay with it before I agreed. Dewey asked that I talk to you before…”
 
   “Dewey?” Her mother sat upright at the mention of her husband, just as Jemma had known she would. “You talked to Dewey about a job?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He didn’t tell me that.”
 
   “I know. I asked him not to say anything until I had a chance to talk to you and tell you I was staying.”
 
   Terri frowned and Jemma winced. She’d known that her mother wasn’t going to like that she’d gone to Dewey without her knowledge. Mostly though she thought Terri wouldn’t like that her husband had known her daughter’s plans before she did.
 
   “I wanted to be the one to tell you I was staying in town.” She rushed forward when her mother’s lips pursed, “He hasn’t agreed to give me a job yet. He said I had to talk to you first. But there are a couple of openings at the school.”
 
   “Teaching?”
 
   She gave a sad shake of her head, “No. I don’t have my certificate to teach in Oklahoma. It would be a job in the administration office.”
 
   “You were going to teach though, after college, is that something you still want to do?”
 
   An old longing she’d all but forgotten about rose up inside her, just as it had when she spoke to Dewey about a job last week. Now that she was reclaiming her life her old passions were coming back. Loving Cash. Making her jewelry. Wanting to teach.
 
   “Yeah, I’m looking into taking some classes to get my certificate but in the meantime, I need a job.”
 
   “Okay.” Terri nodded, thoughtfully, “In that case, I think you should take the job.”
 
   Jemma smiled, “You do?”
 
   “I always wanted you to use your degree, Jemma. You racked up too many student loans getting it to simply put it up on a shelf.” Her mother smiled back at her, “If you’re going to work on getting your teaching certificate then it only makes sense for you to work at the school so you can transition when the time comes.”
 
   She breathed out a sigh of relief, “You’re okay with me taking the job?”
 
   Terri sighed, shrugged and shifted in her chair, “I would prefer you took some more time to think it over before deciding to give up your entire life elsewhere. I want more for you than I think you can get in this town or with that boy of yours. But you’ve made it clear that you don’t want the same things I want for you so… what can I do but try to support you? You’re stubborn and you got it from me.”
 
   Jemma softened at the clear show of support. All of her life she’d told herself that her mother didn’t understand her but that wasn’t entirely true. She and Terri were different in a lot of ways but they were alike too. She was stubborn and clearly her mother understood that she wasn’t going to change her mind about what she wanted.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I know we’ve had our differences but I love and support you Jemma.”
 
   “I love you too Mom.”
 
   Terri blew her a kiss and a wink across the table, “Mom. Hmm, what have I told you about calling me that in public? It makes me sound old.”
 
   Jemma laughed. It was a long running joke between them. Terri had claimed to be too young to be a mother for years. She’d taken great pleasure in calling her Mom and she thought in reality that Terri liked the word just as much.
 
   “Just do me a favor and tell me you’re using protection because I’m not ready to be a grandmother.”
 
   “Mom!” Jemma squealed with shock and horror.
 
   “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m completely serious. I’m too young to be a grandma and that boy of yours is a Bomar in one way or another. They reproduce like rabbits, just look at how many of them there are running around.”
 
   “Oh. My. God.” She cringed and covered her face, “We are not having this discussion.”
 
   Terri laughed, “Well, now that I’ve succeeded in embarrassing you. I think my job as a mother is done.”
 
   Jemma shook her head, laughing and pretending to choke on her fries, all the while avoiding her mother’s eyes. Because Terri had meant it as a joke but the truth was, Jemma had been thinking all morning about just that thing, ever since she and Cash had knowingly and purposefully had unprotected sex.
 
   It was a choice she’d made, that they had made, and she didn’t regret it.
 
   The birth control was probably still in her system. She’d been on it for years. Four weeks off wouldn’t make that huge of a difference, probably. She’d wait for her period to make sure before she transferred her prescription and started it up again and if she wasn’t pregnant, she’d take it as a sign that now wasn’t the time and take the pills. And if she was… well, if she was then that was just the way things were meant to be.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   “Hmm?” She glanced up to find her mother looking at her.
 
   “Where’d you go space cadet? I lost you there for a minute.”
 
   “Nowhere. I’m here. Sorry, just thinking about everything I have to do.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Terri drawled, “I’m sure it had nothing to do with that boy of yours standing out front.”
 
   “What? Where?” Jemma jerked up, her gaze darting to the window that covered the front of the little burger shack.
 
   Her lips pulled up into a smile as soon as she saw that her mother was right. Cash stood outside in the parking lot a few feet away. He was talking to someone that looked disturbingly like him and she darted her eyes between them, cataloging the similarities. From this distance it was impossible for her to tell but she thought it was Royce, or Bentley, she couldn’t be sure. She hadn’t seen either of them in five years, at least. But the man was clearly a Bomar with that big build and strong jawline and he looked about the right age to be one of them.
 
   “Cash is here.” She grinned, her eyes going back to the man that had always drawn her eye.
 
   “So it would seem.” Her mother snorted. “Did you invite him to join us?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, “I didn’t tell him where we were going.”
 
   Terri gave an amused hum, “Well, why don’t you go out and see if he’d like to eat with us?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. Really.” Terri laughed, “Lord you’re smiling like a pig in warm mud. I guess you really do love him.”
 
   Jemma rolled her eyes at the southernism, “I really do.”
 
   “Then go catch him because it looks like he’s leaving.”
 
   She pushed out of her seat and noticed her mother was right. Cash had clapped his cousin on the shoulder and was already turning to leave. She darted up between the tables and pushed out the door, wondering what he was up to. He hadn’t come inside to eat and wasn’t carrying takeout which was strange.
 
   “Cash!” She called out as she hit the gravel. “Cash, wait.”
 
   He turned around at the sound of his name and she almost paused. His eyes were dark, his face shrouded in his mask. She’d missed the tension in his body through the window but she didn’t miss it now. Something was wrong and she could have stopped, could have slowed her step and asked him what was wrong but she didn’t.
 
   “Jem?” His head titled, as if he was surprised to see her.
 
   She grinned as she raced into his arms and leapt, knowing full well he would catch her, which he did. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he caught her at the waist. She wrapped her legs around his hips and his hands slid to her ass to steady her. He expelled a harsh breath as their bodies collided and he stepped back before regaining his balance, a grin lighting his face when he looked at her again.
 
   “Hey baby.” She pressed a light kiss against his lips.
 
   “Hey yourself.” He chuckled, his gaze darting around when someone let out a whistle, “Hell of greeting but we’re getting stares. Hop down babe.”
 
   “Nope. Don’t think so.” She locked her ankles together behind his back when he started to push her away.
 
   “Jem, people are watching.”
 
   She glanced around and shrugged. He was right. Royce, at least she was pretty sure it was Royce, had stopped a few feet away and was grinning at them. Several others in the busy parking lot had stopped what they were doing to watch as well. And she was certain if she looked through the glass that everyone inside was watching them as well.
 
   “Don’t care. Let them look. We’re together.” She tipped up one eyebrow with a smirk, “Unless you’re embarrassed to be seen with me.”
 
   He groaned, “Of course not, I just thought…”
 
   “Stop thinking. It’ll give that pretty head of yours a migraine.” She winked playfully and was pleased to see some of the tension fade from his face, “I’m back, for good. I’m done hiding. I love you and I don’t care what anyone thinks about that.”
 
   Cash studied her face for a long moment, his blue eyes going soft, “I love you too.”
 
   “Prove it. Kiss me. Show them I’m yours and you’re…”
 
   He pressed his mouth to hers, cutting off her words with a groan. It wasn’t a soft, gentle kiss like the ones he’d given her when she left him this morning. He’d been relaxed then and he was the opposite of relaxed now. Something had happened to put him on edge and it was clear in the way he stamped his mouth against hers, used his teeth to tug on her bottom lip and then delved his tongue deep. She met him with just as much passion, wrapping her body tighter around his, meeting him stroke for stroke. She poured all of her love into the kiss, forgot about everyone watching them and simply held him close when he pulled away.
 
   “Damn it Jem…” He panted, tangling one hand in her hair and dragging her forehead down to his so they were eye to eye, “If you were wearing a dress I’d be inside you already with no thought to where we are right now.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a moan, “Hmm, I’ll think about that next time I pick my clothes for the day.”
 
   “Tease.” He managed a small smile but it didn’t reach his eyes, “I’ve gone without you so long I don’t think I’ll ever be able to keep my hands off you.”
 
   “I know how you feel.”
 
   “I’m not going to take you in front of a crowd of gossipy Settlers though so you better hop down.”
 
   She pouted, “If you insist.”
 
   He kissed her again, softer this time as she slipped back to the ground, “I just realized why you’re here. You’re having lunch with your mom. Shit, she probably just saw me manhandling you didn’t she?”
 
   “Probably.” She giggled at the pained look that crossed his handsome face, “She sent me out here to invite you to join us.”
 
   “Really?” His eyebrows winged up, “I’m sure she’s rethinking that after what she just witnessed.”
 
   “Come inside and find out with me?”
 
   “Wish I could.” He shook his head, his tension returning, “But I can’t stay. I have some things I need to take care of.”
 
   She frowned, “What kind of things?”
 
   “It’s nothing.”
 
   “Hey, you can talk to me. You know that right?” She reached for his hand, lacing their fingers.
 
   They had to talk to each other. Not just about the good things but about the hard parts too. They both had issues but they couldn’t deal with all of it alone anymore. If they were going to work this time, they had to talk, she knew that.
 
   “It’s Colt. He went off with Lincoln this morning and I haven’t been able to reach him.” He blew out a breath, “I asked Bent to meet me to see if he knew what they were up to. It wasn’t a conversation for the phone.”
 
   Jemma winced at his explanation. So, not Royce then. Bentley had been the one with Cash. But that wasn’t the important part. That was the fact that Colt had gone off with his cousin, a known criminal, to do God only knew what since Bentley hadn’t wanted to tell Cash about it over a phone, where the conversation could be recorded and used against them. She didn’t like the sound of that, at all.
 
   “You’re worried about him.”
 
   “Yeah.” He gave a short nod, “I’m sure he’s fine. He can take care of himself, but he didn’t tell me where he was going or what he was doing and…”
 
   “You’re worried. I get it.” She shifted closer, squeezing his hand, “Have you tried Sky? She seems to know an awful lot about Colt these days.”
 
   “No. I haven’t. She doesn’t talk to me so…”
 
   “I’ll call her and see if she knows anything.”
 
   Cash pulled her close, “Thank you.”
 
   “You don’t have to thank me. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   She tiptoed up and brushed a kiss over his lips. He kissed her back momentarily. It was a softer kiss than before, but there was no less possessiveness in the way he branded her lips in front of the world. She dropped back to her feet when her calves strained and the soft look in his eyes made her heart hurt.
 
   “Go and finish lunch with your mom. I’ll see you tonight?”
 
   She nodded quickly, “Of course.”
 
   He smirked as he released her and stepped back, “Oh, and Jem?”
 
   “Huh?” She couldn’t help but grin back at him when he looked as cocky and demanding as he did right then.
 
   “Change into a dress before you come over.”
 
   And with that, he shot her a hot, wanting look before turning and walking away. She grinned as his sexy ass walked away from her. That ass belonged to her just as much as hers belonged to him. They loved each other and they were going to make it work this time. She didn’t doubt it for a minute. He’d been hurting, worried about his twin, but he hadn’t tried to shield her from that part of his life this time. He’d opened up to her and later, she was going to open up for him.
 
   Her smile was unstoppable as her life began to come back together right before her very eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Colt came home safely. No bruises marring his face or knuckles. He’d laughed off Cash and his worries, told him to chill out and all but refused to give him any more details about what he had been doing all day. His only explanation had been that he was doing what needed to be done and that if it had been dangerous he’d have asked for help. Cash wasn’t sure he believed that but he’d decided to do what his brother asked and let it go for the time being.
 
   He had good things in his life to focus on. He had Jemma. Just running into her earlier had managed to break through the bad mood that talking to Colt had given him. He’d still been worried about his brother but instead of letting it overtake his entire life, he’d been able to smile and joke with her.
 
   She was so damn good for him.
 
   It felt like the past five years of his life had been lived in a holding pattern. Every day had been the same. He’d worked and taken care of his family and he’d lived with the constant dread of being dragged down the rabbit hole into the dark world his family inhabited.
 
   But today had been different.
 
   He’d woken up happy. Happy! He couldn’t remember the last time he could have said that. He’d made love to the woman of his dreams. He’d kissed her and touched her and claimed her body. He’d claimed her future. And the idea that even now she might be carrying his child did something weird to his insides, twisted him up and gave him a sick, excited sort of feeling he’d never experienced before.
 
   Jemma was going to be his. Forever. They were going to build something together. A life together. And if all he had to do to get that, get her and keep her, was cut his father out of his life once and for all, then so be it.
 
   It felt good. It felt right. And he owed all of it to Jemma coming back into his life.
 
   The knock on the door made him smile and he leapt up to go and open it. He’d been waiting for this moment since he walked away from her earlier. He hadn’t been able to get the image of her out of his head, hadn’t tried all that hard either. Jemma rushing towards him, leaping into his arms and kissing him right there on main street in front of God and all the gossipy people of Old Settlers had made him feel worthy for the first time in his life.
 
   He jerked the door open and felt all of the air rush out of his chest. He’d seen Jemma in a lot of ways over the last month but he hadn’t seen her dressed up, all dolled up like seeing him was a special occasion. Until now.
 
   Her hair was in big, loose curls that fell down over her slim, bare shoulders. She was wearing makeup, dark liner that played up her intense hazel eyes. Her lips were painted a bright pink that matched her dress and a grin he couldn’t stop stretched his lips.
 
   She’d changed into a dress. Just like he told her to. It was a pretty little sundress. Thin straps, barely visible against her shoulders held it tight to her full breasts and it flared out around her hips leaving her legs bare. And easily accessible.
 
   “Damn, you look…” He trailed off with a groan when she bit into her lip and looked up at him from under her lashes.
 
   “What?” She teased, “Beautiful? Hot? Sexy? What’s wrong, Cash? Cat got your tongue?”
 
   He grabbed her wrist and hauled her inside. She let out a little squeal when he knocked the door shut behind her and then pushed her against it. He pinned her in place with his body and took her mouth. Kissing her with everything that he couldn’t say and she responded in kind, pressing right back against him, tangling her tongue with his and whimpering when he pulled back for a breath of air.
 
   “Mine. You look like mine.” He breathed against her jaw as he skated kisses towards her ear.
 
   “I am.” She breathed out on a soft whimper, tangling her hands in his hair and trying to pull his mouth back to hers.
 
   He captured her wrists and pulled her hands away. He pinned them over her head and held her there with one firm grip. He used his other to stroke down her body, cup her breasts and he groaned as she arched into him, as his thumb caressed back and forth over her already hard nipple.
 
   “You’re not wearing a bra.” He groaned, nipping at her lips again.
 
   “Nope.” She licked the spot he’d teased and then him, “Go lower, find out what else I didn’t bother with.”
 
   He sucked in a shuddery breath as he pulled back enough to look at her. Her eyes were dilated, wide and glassy with desire. Her cheeks were flushed a beautiful shade of pink that matched her lipstick, which he’d smeared. Her lips were swollen from his rough kiss but they tipped up into a smile as he did what she wanted and trailed his hand lower, beneath the hem of her dress.
 
   He encountered nothing but smooth, warm skin and he groaned again, “You’re not wearing any panties.”
 
   She smiled in response and shifted her hips as he cupped her. She was wet. So damn wet and ready for him. His mind fractured, fighting between taking her fast and hard right there at that moment or teasing her for coming to him like this with every intention of driving him crazy.
 
   “I don’t know whether to give you what you’re asking for because you were sweet enough to give me easy access to what’s mine.” He slid his finger over her clit, teasing as it swelled beneath his touch and making her gasp before he slid lower, slipping slowly inside of her and pumping once before stopping, “Or punish you for going out in that short skirt without panties where anyone could see what belongs to me with one strong blow of the wind.”
 
   “Either.” She answered breathlessly, her hips arching, her voice breathless, “Give it to me or punish me, I just need you. It’s been too long.”
 
   He kissed her again and she made that tiny, needy sound that threatened his control. It had been too long. After years apart, the past few hours had been torture. He slipped his tongue between her lips and she met him. She twined her tongue against his and when she sucked gently he groaned.
 
   He loved the way she reacted to him. He always had. From the first time he’d touched her and she’d flushed that beautiful pink, he’d been addicted to her. The way she looked, the way she tasted, the way she responded to him, she was built for him.
 
   As their kiss edged out of control, he pumped his fingers against her again causing her entire body to shudder. So damn responsive. He thumbed her swollen bud as he slid deep and curled his fingers, hitting that spot that made her break the kiss to cry out his name and send pride and possessiveness coursing through his veins.
 
   “Cash! Oh God, yes.”
 
   She twisted in his arms, arching into him but her movement pulled at the restraint he’d put on her wrists and he was jerked back to reality. He had her pinned to the wall. Helpless. And he recoiled as the memories shot through him, pulling back, he would have stumbled if she hadn’t reacted so fast and caught him by the shirt, not letting him get too far.
 
   He’d held her pinned to the wall just like those other bastards.
 
   Jemma’s lips pursed, her eyes searching his face and finding what he couldn’t hide. He knew because her entire expression softened. She held tight to his shirt, drawing him back towards her with a shake of her head.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Her eyes darted over his face.
 
   “Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hold you down, I…”
 
   “Cash.” She cut him off with a concerned expression that twisted his guts, “It’s okay.”
 
   “No. It’s not. I didn’t mean to hold you down like that. I’m sorry.” He sucked in a much-needed gulp of air and expelled it shakily, “Let’s go to bed. I want you in my bed where you belong.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   “No. Not this time.” She kept shaking her head, biting her lip as she slid her hands up and around his neck, “You weren’t hurting me. You weren’t holding me against my will. I was right where I wanted to be.”
 
   He closed his eyes, trying to shut out the beautiful image she made, the temptation to touch her too much to resist as he gently cupped her cheek and tried to explain what she already seemed to understand, “I don’t want to scare you.”
 
   “I wasn’t scared. I was turned on.” She turned her head and planted a kiss against his palm, “I still am.”
 
   “You’ve been through so much…”
 
   “And I’m working to get past it. Help me. Get past it with me. I want you. Please.”
 
   He dropped his forehead to hers, “Let’s go to bed and I’ll make you forget anyone else has ever touched you.”
 
   “No. Here. Now. Just like this. Fuck me against the door like I know you want to, Cash.” She tilted her head, pressing light kisses against his jaw, whispering against his mouth, “Fuck me like you love me.”
 
   She kissed him, soft and sweet but it was tinged in a desperation that made him growl deep in his throat. His heart was throbbing in his chest and sweat had begun to dot his forehead and back, making his shirt stick to him. She wanted him like this as badly as he wanted her and he wanted to give her what she needed.
 
   He didn’t know if he could this time, if he could shut out those terrible memories and focus on the present. But he would try, for her, because she was everything to him.
 
   He kissed her back lightly, “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You tell me if you want to stop.”
 
   She cupped his cheek tenderly, “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop talking to me or touching me or loving me.”
 
   He nodded and slid his hand back under her short skirt, “I love you so much.”
 
   “Love you too.” She bit her lip and looked up at him from under her lashes, “I’m yours, Cash. I trust you. Now take what you need and give me what I want.”
 
   He broke at the blatant permission. She’d hadn’t asked or begged. She’d demanded. She wanted him to take her right here and now, against the door, as fast and frantic as he’d been about to moments before his subconscious and its dark, twisted memories overwhelmed him. He beat them back and focused on this moment with the woman he loved.
 
   He kissed her hard, forcing his tongue between her lips and earning a surprised mewl. She met him a moment later, opening and tilting her head to give him deeper access. He sucked on her tongue and she scratched him as her fingers sought the bottom of his shirt, pushing it up.
 
   Breaking free of the kiss, he let her go long enough to help her pull it up and over his head. She bit her lip, her eyes glazing again as she looked at him in that way he’d come to crave. She ran her nails down his chest to his pants and he groaned when she went straight for the snap of his jeans.
 
   He knocked her hands away once she had him unbuttoned, “Not yet.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “You want this? I’ll give it to you. But I want something too.” He dropped to his knees and heard her gasp, “I haven’t tasted you yet, haven’t gotten to lick your sweet folds and feel you come apart with my head buried between your thighs. I want to feel you come on my tongue Jem.”
 
   “I… Oh God…” Her voice broke, her head thumping back against the door as he ran his fingers up the back of her legs. “That dirty mouth of yours gets me so hot.”
 
   He chuckled as he followed the path with his mouth, planting kisses against her knee and then up her thigh. She opened up for him with a breathy moan. He could scent her arousal, feel it on her thighs and ran his tongue up the length of her, dragging her knee over his shoulder to open her up to him completely, and then he put his mouth on her.
 
   Heaven. Of course she tasted like heaven. Because that’s what she was, his heaven.
 
   He used one palm against her hip to hold her steady as he loved her with his mouth. The other he brought back into play, sliding his fingers through her folds and then pushing deep at the same time he flicked her swollen clitoris with his tongue. She clenched around him, a needy moan escaping and he knew she was close. He wanted to make her come like this, to know that he made her feel this much, this deep.
 
   Speeding the tempo, he pushed her towards the edge fast. Her sex clenching and her hips arching into him. Words tumbled from her lips, pleas for more, everything, for him to stop, gibberish and love and need all flowing together until he felt her entire body lock in place.
 
   He growled as Jemma screamed his name and the orgasm rushed through her. Her legs trembled and she wrapped her hands in his hair. He didn’t know if she was trying to pull him away or hold him close but he didn’t move. He just kept licking her, slowing his rhythm, easing her through it as her climax waned and she sagged against him.
 
   Pride coursed through him when he finally pulled back enough to look up at her. Her head was back against the door. Her eyes squeezed shut and her mouth open in a pant. Her chest heaved as she sucked in air and he wished right then, at that moment, that he’d gotten her naked so that he could see that beautiful pink flush down the smooth line of her body.
 
   There were so many things he’d never had the chance to do with her. He’d only had her that one time years ago and he’d ruined it only minutes later. Last night he’d taken her over and over in bed, him on top, her on top, fast and slow, rough and gentle. But he’d just gotten his first taste of her and he knew he’d never get enough to satisfy that new addiction.
 
   He wanted to do everything with her… and he would.
 
   Her hands finally eased in his hair, stroking back softly, soothing the sting she’d caused with her tight grip, “Oh… Cash… that was…”
 
   He hid a smile against her thigh, kissing her softly before pulling away, “Can you stand?”
 
   “Mmm.” She nodded, “Come back up here babe.”
 
   He rose to his feet, slightly unsteady himself. As he did, he tugged on her dress, pushing it up and off her beautiful body so he could get a better look at her. And lord she was beautiful, all curves and softness, flaming red hair and flushed pink skin. Her breasts were swollen with desire and that flush went all the way to her hard nipples.
 
   “Here or bed?”
 
   He gave her one more out, thinking if he just swept her up in his arms and carried her to bed she probably wouldn’t fight with him. But he’d said he would give her what she wanted. And from the looks of it, she hadn’t changed her mind. His woman could be damn stubborn when she wanted to be.
 
   “Cash…”
 
   “Okay baby.” He nodded, lowering his mouth to hers and kissing her again.
 
   She didn’t recoil from her taste on his lips and he pushed his tongue against her. She moaned and grasped at him, nails scratching as she wrapped her arms around him and dragged him closer. She sucked her own taste off his tongue and he groaned, pinning her in place with his hips.
 
   He broke the kiss and reached for his pants, pushing them down and out of the way, “Keep your arms around me.”
 
   She nodded slightly and he hauled her up. Her legs automatically wrapped around his waist and he shuddered as he adjusted them. It would be better this way. If she clung to him then she wasn’t helpless, wasn’t pinned. She gripped him so tight because she wanted it.
 
   He could feel her heat and her wetness against him and everything sped up again. He needed inside her. Needed to claim her. Needed to make her his. Again and always.
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   With one hard thrust he buried himself inside her and a cry escaped her lips. He muttered her name as well. There was nothing to compare it to, being with Jemma like this, it wasn’t just coming home. It was his soul, complete. He grappled for control as her body squeezed him and he pulled back and slammed into her again.
 
   “Yes! More. Harder.”
 
   He couldn’t stop after that. She wanted it and he was helpless to give it to her. Hard, fast, he pulled out and pushed back in deep. His fingers on her thighs tightened, holding her up, holding her open as he slammed them into the door. The only sound in the room was their heavy breathing and the bang of the door when their weight rammed into it.
 
   Twisting one hand in her hair, he dragged her mouth back to his and swallowed her cries. She bit him and he groaned. He bit her in response and then forced his tongue into her mouth again, flicking in and out at the same rhythm as his body pounded into hers.
 
   He wasn’t hurting her. She liked this. Loved it. Hard and fast and dirty, they came together in every way. And there was nothing wrong about it because they both wanted it.
 
   He broke the kiss with a growl, “Never get enough of you. Come for me again baby.”
 
   She leaned her head against his shoulder, kissing across his collarbone. Her tongue flicked out, tasting the sweat that poured off of him as he worked his body into hers. When her teeth dug into his flesh and she bit him, hard, he cried out and lost it.
 
   His control shattered and he bucked against her harder, faster. He came in a wild torrent, chanting her name and through the rush of his own climax he felt her body tighten around him as he triggered her orgasm. She went just as wild, rocking into him, grinding her hips, dragging it all out until they both collapsed together, panting, hearts racing, clutching at each other.
 
   He had no idea how long they stood there like that. Eventually, he felt her legs tremble around him and shifted them so he could pull out. Jemma made a small whimpering sound of disapproval and he smiled, kissing her temple as he rearranged her in his arms so he could carry her more easily. He loved that she was small enough he could pick her up and tote her around though of course she grumbled about it when he kicked his pants off and started for the bedroom.
 
   “I can walk.”
 
   “No. You can’t. Because I can’t let you go right now.” He brushed his lips across her cheek and her nose and she gave a contented hum before wrapping her arms around his neck.
 
   He grinned and carried her to his bedroom in silence. He lowered her to his bed and then followed her in, pulling the blankets over them as she rolled over and curled against his side.
 
   “Wasn’t so bad now was it?” She smiled against his chest and he chuckled.
 
   “Not so bad at all.”
 
   She fell silent and he thought for a moment that she was asleep. He stroked his fingers up and down her back in a slow pattern. Soft, he wasn’t sure he would ever get used to how damn soft she was.
 
   So small and delicate but also so strong. She’d known what she wanted, again, and demanded it from him. She was a determined little thing, which was one of the things he loved about her. She wouldn’t let him get away with the same bullshit he’d pulled when they were kids. She’d fight for him, fight with him if need be, but he wasn’t exactly putting up a fight this time.
 
   He wanted her. Wanted to keep her. Wanted her in his life. Hell, she was his life.
 
   “Cash?”
 
   He blinked, surprised to hear her voice and recognizing it wasn’t sleep-filled, “Hmm?”
 
   “Colt’s not here right?”
 
   He laughed, “No. He’s not. I wouldn’t have fucked you in the entryway if he was, babe.”
 
   “Good.” She nuzzled closer and he could feel her smile, “I haven’t had a chance to buy him those headphones yet and I think he might need them tonight.”
 
   “Mmm, not done with me yet?”
 
   “Not even close.” She nipped at his pec and giggled when he flinched, “I told Sky I was spending the night with you. I hope that was okay.”
 
   “Of course, you’re always welcome here. I’d have you here every night if it was up to me.”
 
   “I know, it all just seems so…”
 
   “Fast.” He finished for her, “I know, but it doesn’t change how we feel about each other.”
 
   “I know just… give me some time and we’ll figure out living arrangements okay?”
 
   “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Jemma sighed and snuggled closer, her hand on his chest tracing the tattoo of her name. He smiled softly and settled into the comfort of the moment. He liked that she wasn’t freaked out by the fact that he’d permanently imprinted her into his chest when he’d thought she was lost to him forever. What he’d tried to explain to her was that the tattoo was only a visible reminder of what he already knew, she was imprinted on his heart and his very soul.
 
   After a long time where he almost fell asleep himself, her soft voice broke into the dark room, “You seemed really worried about Colt earlier. Did you ever find out where he went?”
 
   He frowned, “Not exactly. He showed back up, said it was no big deal and that I needed to stop worrying so much.”
 
   “Of course you worry about him. That’s what you do. It’s who you are.” She traced the letters of her name again, “You worry about your family.”
 
   “No. I worry about the people I love. I wouldn’t extend that to my entire family.”
 
   She hummed what he thought must be agreement but didn’t say anything else for a long moment. He could feel a sudden tension tighten her body though. He was that in tune with her. A flexing of her muscles beneath his hands, he would have thought it was nothing if she’d shifted but she was barely even breathing.
 
   “What is it, Jem?”
 
   She blew out a breath, “I… I don’t know how to say this, or even if I should, but I heard something today that I want to ask you about.”
 
   “So ask.” He shifted her over on the bed so that he could look at her, saw the wariness in her gaze and frowned, “I told you that you can ask me anything.”
 
   Jemma worried her bottom lip for a moment, her eyes never leaving his. He felt like she was looking for something in his gaze but he didn’t know what it was. He reached for her, stroking her hair back off her face.
 
   “Come on, it’s time for us to have another important naked conversation.” He teased and was pleased to see a smile light up her face.
 
   “Sorry. You’re right. This can wait.”
 
   “Uh uh.” He shook his head, rolling up onto his elbow, “I like our naked conversations. It’s an effective means of communication. Neither of us can walk away if we’re naked and if it ends well, I get to make love to you again.”
 
   “And if it starts a fight?” She smirked at his playful tone.
 
   “Then I get to have hot make-up sex with you. Win-win.”
 
   “Win-win.” She echoed with a laugh.
 
   “So come on, out with it.” He nudged her feet with his own, “What did you hear today that you want to ask me about? Something about my family I would wager since that’s what this town usually likes to gossip about. Is it about Colt?”
 
   Jemma shook her head, “No, well, kind of, I guess, it’s about you and Colt.”
 
   He tilted his head, trying to figure out what she’d heard, “Me and Colt? What about us?”
 
   “It’s about your dad or rather… who might be your dad.”
 
   His eyes went wide and he sat upright as a chill ran down his spine. It was worse than he’d been imagining. He’d thought maybe somebody had figured out what Colt was up to with Lincoln and gotten to talking. He’d imagined Jemma was going to fill him in on something new he didn’t know. He’d never have imagined she would bring up the oldest piece of gossip in Old Settlers.
 
   “You mean that Decker’s not our biological father so we’re not Bomars?”
 
   Slowly, Jemma shook her head again, “No, not exactly…”
 
   He groaned and swiped a hand over his face, “Jem, babe, I love you but you’re killing me here. Just say whatever it is so I can answer and we can put it to rest. I don’t want to talk about this shit, not when we’re in bed, not ever.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up…” She mumbled an apology and he sighed.
 
   “What did you hear?”
 
   “It’s just that… I’d never heard it before and I don’t know if maybe you have but I don’t want to bring it up if it’s only going to upset you.” She sat up as well and touched his cheek, “It’s not important.”
 
   “Clearly it is or you wouldn’t have mentioned it. What’s going on in that pretty head of yours, babe?”
 
   She searched his face for another second before seeming to decide, “Nobody’s ever mentioned it, at least not to me, but I heard maybe Decker’s not your dad… but that you and Colt are still Bomars.”
 
   His eyes narrowed on her as he sorted through her words. Not Decker’s sons but still Bomars. He almost laughed when he realized what she was hinting at.
 
   “You mean that Auto’s our real dad?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Damn, you had me worried there for a minute. I thought you really had found out something life altering.” He shook his head and swiped his hair back.
 
   “You mean you know?” She blinked at him, confusion and relief twisting her features.
 
   “Yes. I mean no. I mean…” He shrugged, “I’ve never heard anyone else say it but I can admit it’s crossed my mind a time or two thousand. I mean, it’s not like I’m blind or stupid. There are plenty of hints that he could be, might be.”
 
   “Like the fact that he’s the only older Bomar with twins?”
 
   “That crossed my mind a lot later in life than the rest of it but yeah. He has Link and Ford, Royce and Bent. It seems possible Colt and I would be part of that line before we’d be part of Decker’s.”
 
   “And you don’t look like Decker.”
 
   He smiled softly, “We look enough like him to be Bomars so it could go either way.”
 
   Jemma stared at him again and then shook her head, “I was trying to figure out how to break it to you and you already know. I can’t believe it.”
 
   “No, now hold on.” He frowned, “I don’t know anything for sure. It’s just as likely its complete bullshit.”
 
   “You’ve never asked Auto? He’s never said anything to you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” She winced, “Don’t you want to know if he’s your father?”
 
   Cash leaned back against his headboard and tried to put his thoughts into words. Talking had never been his forte, particularly when it came to his family. But he would try to explain, for Jemma.
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me.” He finally shrugged, “I mean, I get why it should but it doesn’t. Knowing Decker isn’t part of my DNA doesn’t undo his years of abuse. And I already have a decent relationship with Auto, things with him are as good as they’ll probably ever get. If I outed him for not standing up and claiming us, saving us from Decker, it can only cause problems. And I can’t even imagine how Link would react. He already thinks he has some sort of power over us because we’re family and he’s the oldest but if he thought we were his brothers… he’d never let us go. We wouldn’t be able to stay out of the family business and live clean. He’d make sure of it.”
 
   “Huh…” Jemma frowned, “I guess I didn’t think about it like that.”
 
   He held his arms out to her and she wiggled closer, “You were only thinking about giving me a better option than Decker. I know and I love you for that but the truth is, Auto’s not a much better option and even if he was, I’m twenty-three years old. I don’t need a daddy anymore.”
 
   “That’s not true. Everyone needs a dad.”
 
   “No. Everyone wants a dad but I bet if their options were Decker or nothing, they’d gladly take nothing.”
 
   Jemma crawled into his lap, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Bringing all of this up. I just thought…”
 
   “I know, babe.” He brushed a kiss across the top of her head, “But like I said, it doesn’t change anything. I’m a Bomar either way. There’s no escaping it.”
 
   Jemma leaned against his chest, tracing her name again, “Do you think it’s true?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He admitted honestly, “Sometimes I do. Like when I think about how Auto used to stop by the house when we were kids. It was usually when Decker was gone and he always had a gentle way with Chrissy that I’ve never seen him use with anyone else. When I think of all the times he saved us from Decker’s temper, I think it’s possible.”
 
   “But?”
 
   He smiled at the prompt, “But then I think about all of the ways Colt and I take after that bastard and all it adds up to is wishful thinking.”
 
   “You’re not like Decker.”
 
   “I wish that were true but it’s not. Colt and I both have a tempers. We both use our fists to stop arguments and make points. We suck at the whole feelings game and we’re terrible with other people, outsiders. It’s us against the world, like everyone’s out to get us and even being an adult now, knowing that’s not necessarily true, it’s deeply ingrained.”
 
   “But that’s where you could get into the nature versus nurture argument. Is that because you share the same DNA as Decker or because he raised you to mistrust and threaten anything that gets too close?”
 
   He smiled against her hair, “Look at my girl with her big brain trying to figure me out. I wish it were that easy. I really do. But it’s not.”
 
   “I know.” She smiled back at him, leaning up to brush a kiss across his jaw, “And just for the record, I don’t care who your father is. I don’t care if it’s Decker or Auto or the traveling salesman. I don’t care if you’re a Bomar or not. I love Cash and that’s simple and easy for me.”
 
   He squeezed her tight, trying to commit everything about this moment to his memory. She loved him, no matter what. Loved him for who he was, good and bad, trouble and all. He didn’t know how he’d ever gotten lucky enough to find someone as good and decent as her once, but to have managed to find her this second time, he had to believe in some higher power.
 
   She was a gift from God. His to protect and cherish. His to love. And he wouldn’t screw it up. It was the one thing in his life that he had to get right.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Jemma smiled up at him, eyes twinkling, “I love you too.”
 
   He pressed his lips to hers, soft and gentle and she sighed into his mouth. The kiss went on and on as their lips stroked and tongues tangled. He ran out of air and gasped, drowning in her happily. She let out a little squeak of surprise when he rolled her underneath him but when he met her gaze she was smiling again. Her eyes full of love and her cheeks flushed. She opened her legs for him and he moved between them, needing her again.
 
   Looming over her, he kept his eyes locked with hers as he pushed deep, deep, as deep as he could get. He joined their bodies slowly and gently until she was shuddering beneath him. He took it easy this time, savoring every second, every stroke of skin against skin, every muttered word, gasp and moan.
 
   Fuck, she was perfect. His. She’d been made for him, sent to him. She made him complete. Whole.
 
   He worked himself in and out as she clutched at him, rolling her hips up to meet him. Twisting at the end of each long stroke, he ground against her pelvis, making them both moan as the pleasure spiraled to that intense place where the entire world receded, until nothing but reaching that peak existed. He kept his eyes on hers, knew the moment she closed hers, a tortured expression twisting her beautiful features a second before her body locked down tight on his and he joined her as they both fell over the edge together.
 
   “Forever.” He whispered as he buried his face in her neck and let her surround him.
 
   He would drown in her forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Jemma woke with a jolt and looked around. It took her a minute to figure out where she was. It had been happening to her for the last month. She got the same feeling every single time she woke up from a bad dream in Skylar’s guest room too.
 
   She’d tried decorating a little. She’d hauled her old bed over from her dad’s house. Her mother had let her take her old dresser from her house. She’d bought curtains and a funky wall hanger that displayed her jewelry, but it still didn’t feel like her space.
 
   Strangely, waking up here, in Cash’s bed, with him wrapped around her, she felt more at home than she had anywhere in a very long time.
 
   She rolled to face the man snoring softly beside her and couldn’t help but smile. He looked so peaceful in sleep. Younger. The tension that framed his eyes and mouth gone. His sandy brown hair falling over his forehead. She barely resisted the urge to push it back, not wanting to wake him.
 
   She lay there for a long time, watching him sleep, thinking about the offer he’d made that wasn’t really an offer but a request. He wanted her to move in with him. He wanted her to live here, with him. Spend every day with him, every night in this bed with him, for the rest of their lives.
 
   He hadn’t proposed. Not yet. But she knew it was only a matter of time.
 
   He was still trying to give her time. Everything between them had happened so fast. It had been a crazy month full of a flurry of feelings and emotions. It had also been full of changes. She had changed in the past few weeks.
 
   She felt more like herself than she had in ages. More like the girl she’d been the last time she’d opened herself up to Cash. And maybe that should have scared her, but it didn’t. Because whereas Hoyt had made her feel weak and confused, Cash made her feel strong and sure. She knew what she wanted and she was determined to get it this time.
 
   She wanted her happily ever after with the beautiful Bomar boy beside her.
 
   She laid there, contemplating what other changes her life with him would bring, until the urge to pee overtook her brain. As quietly as she could, she slipped from the bed. She pulled the blankets back up over Cash and then tiptoed around his room.
 
   She found a pair of boxer shorts in his top drawer that, once she rolled them a few times, stayed put on her hips. A second drawer was stacked with simple crew-neck t-shirts. It was huge, hanging off her shoulders and falling well past the length of the boxers so that she still looked half naked but she didn’t care. She had to pee bad by the time she was dressed so she darted from the room, trying to be quiet and shutting the door behind her gently.
 
   After relieving herself in the bathroom, she washed her hands and then helped herself to some toothpaste. After spending a couple of minutes staring at the two toothbrushes and realizing there was no way she could possibly know if the blue or the red belonged to Cash, she used her finger as best she could. She shook her hair out, finger-combed it and then smirked when she realized she looked different too.
 
   Her eyes were brighter. Her cheeks were flushed with color. Her smile was wider and real. She even looked more like herself.
 
   With that smile still painting her lips, she went out to the living room to pick up their clothes from the night before. She figured they would owe Colt another apology. It was rude of them to keep leaving their clothes all over the apartment. She noticed her dress was draped across the back of the chair and her shoes were tucked neatly beside the boots at the door and winced. It was too late. Colt had already come home and cleaned up their mess again.
 
   God, that made her feel guilty.
 
   She remembered the way he’d looked at them yesterday when they’d finally rolled out of bed. He’d smiled and teased but there had been an underlying wariness in his eyes that she hadn’t missed. He’d talked about moving out, as if he were some sort of third wheel, and her heart had clenched with pain. She didn’t want that. It was the thing she’d been telling herself since that first morning after Colt enlightened her to the truth of her history with Cash. She didn’t want to come between them.
 
   A quick glance at the clock told her it was early, barely seven. Before they’d eventually passed out last night, Cash had set his alarm for eight. It was Monday so she knew he had to go in to work but the garage didn’t open until ten. She didn’t know exactly what time Colt opened his shop but she doubted it was any earlier than that so she figured she had some time until they came stumbling out of their rooms.
 
   She headed for the kitchen with every intention of cooking them breakfast. It was the least she could do. Her new job wouldn’t start until school picked up in August so she didn’t have anything productive to do today. The twins both had jobs to get back to after their crazy long weekend. She wanted to say thanks, do something nice for them, so she opened the fridge and tried to find enough ingredients to make a meal.
 
   There were eggs, milk and cheese so she grabbed all three. She wasn’t a very good cook honestly but she could handle scrambled eggs. She tried to be quiet as she opened cabinets, looking for a pan.
 
   Twenty minutes later she was stirring the mix of eggs on the stove and humming to herself when she heard the front door open behind her. She turned with a gasp, stumbling into the counter and knocking her funny bone. She winced and bit her lip to stifle a cry of pain as she watched Colt pause in the open doorway. He looked as surprised to see her as she was him.
 
   She’d thought he must be in bed since his door was shut but he hadn’t even been in the apartment. She took in his half-naked body, a truly impressive body really, noting the sweat dotting his chest. He was wearing only a pair of mesh shorts and tennis shoes. His eyes took her in as well and she fidgeted, fully aware that she didn’t have on panties or a bra beneath Cash’s clothes.
 
   “I’m wearing pants.” She muttered inanely and he grinned, one eyebrow tipping up.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   She grinned at that, “I can see that. Lose your shirt?”
 
   “Nah, didn’t bother with one.” He shut the door behind him with a soft click, “I went for a run and figured I’d give the ladies a nice view to start their day.”
 
   She couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up and out of her. That was just so… Colt. Cocky but endearingly honest. He never beat around the bush. He said what he meant and he meant what he said. And she was sure the ladies enjoyed that about him just as much as they enjoyed that chest of his.
 
   She covered her mouth, “Cash is still in bed, try to keep it down.”
 
   “Wore him out did you?” He wagged his brows suggestively and she threw a dishrag at him which he easily caught before lowering his voice, “I’ll hold off on a shower for a little while. Those pipes creak like they’re being abused and there’s no sleeping through that.”
 
   She nodded, “Well, I’m making breakfast if you want some. Its scrambled eggs. Nothing fancy but its better than cereal.”
 
   He leaned against the door, toeing off his shoes, “You don’t have to make me breakfast, Jem.”
 
   “I made enough for all three of us.” She shrugged and then glanced away from his intense gaze, “I wanted to say thank you for accepting me back into your life so easily, and also sorry for leaving our clothes all over the apartment… again.”
 
   Colt wiped his arm against his sweaty forehead, “You don’t have to thank me either. You and Cash are good together. I get that. It was always you for him and as long as you make him happy, we’ll be just fine.”
 
   “I’m going to try. He makes me happy too. I’m not going anywhere this time.”
 
   “I kind of like the idea of having a sister.” Colt smirked, “Never had one of those before. Not a lot of Bomar women running around.”
 
   “I never had a brother either but that’s how I’ve always thought of you.”
 
   His grin widened into that boyishly adorable smile full of white teeth and dimples, the one that she figured made most girls melt, “And as for picking up your clothes… it’s not a big deal. It’s not the first time I’ve picked up lady’s garments around this place.”
 
   She flinched. She knew she did because his smile faded instantly. Something painful lodged in her throat just hearing those words. Other women in this apartment with their clothes scattered. She’d been with other men in the years she was gone. Hell, she’d agreed to marry one of them. She wasn’t naïve enough to think Cash had re-virginized himself or something but just thinking about him being with other women, here in this place, in the bed she’d just left, made her nauseous.
 
   “Shit, that came out wrong.” Colt immediately started towards her, hands out to his sides, “I didn’t mean Cash’s women. I meant mine. He’s picked up after me plenty of times was what I meant…” He tilted his head and groaned, “You don’t want to hear about them either, huh?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “For the record, he never got over you. Never. There were a couple of other girls… Do you want to hear this?” He paused and she found herself nodding even though her heart squeezed painfully in her chest, “There were a couple of others girls but nothing serious. He didn’t go out and date. He definitely never got serious with anyone. You were it for him, Jem. I mean that.”
 
   She nodded, her throat still feeling tight, “Thanks.”
 
   “No prob.”
 
   “I’ll still try not to leave my stuff laying around all the time.”
 
   “If it gets me a warm breakfast, can’t say I would complain.” He joked, “Oh, by the way, I picked your phone up too. It’s on the coffee table in case you start looking for it.”
 
   She blushed and avoided his gaze again, “Thanks.”
 
   It had been in the pocket of her sundress, along with her keys. She didn’t remember it falling out but then again, she hadn’t been all that focused on her phone, or her pockets or even her dress after Cash tugged her inside and pressed her against the door to have his way with her.
 
   “Jesus Jem, it’s just sex.” Colt chuckled, “You keep acting like a shy little thing and I’m gonna be required to give you hell for this, ya know? Big brother rules.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at his teasing, “You’re not the big brother. You and Cash are twins.”
 
   “Oh, I’m totally the big brother. I was born three minutes and forty-nine seconds before him.”
 
   “Mmm, I never knew that.”
 
   “Of course he never told you he’s the baby of the family. I bet there’s a lot he’s never told you.” He sighed, leaning a hip against the counter opposite her and crossing his arms over his broad chest, “He ever tell you how he got his name?”
 
   “Cash?” She raised an eyebrow, noting the sudden shift in Colt’s mood from playful to serious, “Yeah, he’s named after Johnny Cash right?”
 
   “The man in black, yeah.” He nodded seriously, “But there’s more to the story.”
 
   She watched him out of the corner of her eye, trying to figure out what he was getting at. It was a strange topic of conversation but she supposed he was getting at something and she’d have to wait to see what it was. As it was, they were talking about her favorite topic ever, Cash, and Colt was, as per usual, giving her insights into her boyfriend that he never would.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You ever wondered why he’s the only one of us not named after a gun?”
 
   Jemma paused in the middle of stirring the eggs, “Uh… no. Not really.”
 
   She hadn’t thought much of their names really. Nobody she knew called Remy by his full name. And Cash and Colt, well they were twins and their names matched in a lot of ways. She’d never realized that Cash was the only one not named after a type of firearm because she hadn’t ever thought about the other two being named after guns.
 
   “Remington. Colt. Cash was supposed to be named something similar but when he was born he screamed and screamed and just wouldn’t stop. Nobody could soothe him. He screamed and cried for days and do you want to know what Decker decided?” Colt snorted and Jemma winced, already expecting the worst, “He said Cash didn’t deserve a strong name because he was weak. He made that decision about a crying baby that was days old, a baby that was born a month premature because he beat the shit out of Chrissy so bad she was unconscious for nearly a week. He didn’t even get named until she woke up. That’s why Cash is named after our mother’s favorite singer instead of a gun.”
 
   She winced at the painful truths that Colt had just laid on her. He looked half-angry just saying the words. His fists had clenched at his sides and all she wanted was to go to him and wrap him in a hug, tell him that he wasn’t alone anymore. He wasn’t the only one that wanted to protect Cash from their terrible parents.
 
   But as much as Colt was like his twin, he was different too. He wouldn’t welcome her comforting hug, would most likely push her away and it would make things awkward. So instead, she simply pulled the pan off the stove and transferred the eggs to a plate.
 
   She wanted to ask him how he knew all of those things but the sickening feeling in her gut told her she didn’t need to. Decker had told them. Probably as he beat both of the young boys senseless.
 
   She searched for words for a long minute and finally decided to focus on the one thing she could handle, “Cash isn’t weak.”
 
   “No. He’s not.” Colt frowned, “But he’s not like the rest of us either. He’s just as damaged but he’s not as hard. Decker saw it the second he was born.”
 
   “Saw what?”
 
   “Cash isn’t named after a gun because he’s not a weapon. He’s not hard, cold steel. He cares and that’s his greatest strength because it makes him a good man, but in our family, it’s also his greatest weakness.”
 
   Jemma swallowed hard, not knowing what to say to that. Cash wasn’t a weapon. In a lot of ways, Colt was right, but she had a feeling he was also wrong. Decker had used Cash as a weapon for years, against Colt. Hurting him in order to hurt his twin who only wanted so badly to be able to protect him.
 
   Cash may not have hardened himself to it, but she didn’t think Colt had either.
 
   He sighed, ran a hand through his hair and then met her gaze when she glanced at him again, “My point, in case you’re wondering, is that Cash has had to deal with Decker’s bullshit since the day he was born because that bastard decided he was lacking. Now, I’ve tried to protect him however I can but I couldn’t save him from himself. No matter how much I asked or begged him to push Decker out of our life he couldn’t do it, not until you came back.”
 
   “Me?” She turned to him, surprised.
 
   “He told me yesterday that he was done with Decker. He doesn’t want him anywhere near you or the life he thinks you two can have together.”
 
   “I didn’t know that.” She blinked, “He didn’t mention it.”
 
   “No. Can’t imagine he would have. But I wanted you to know he did it for you when he couldn’t do it for himself. That’s how much you mean to him.”
 
   She gaped at the bombshells Colt kept dropping on her. She supposed it shouldn’t surprise her that this half of the twins talked so much more freely than the one she was in love with. They’d always been like that. Cash was quiet and introspective. Colt was the one that ran his mouth, and the more she thought about it the more she realized he probably did it to draw attention to himself and therefore away from his twin.
 
   It was all to protect Cash.
 
   “Thank you for telling me. I love him. I think you know that. But I’m not naïve enough to think we won’t encounter problems. He has his issues and I have mine.”
 
   Colt nodded, “No thanks necessary doll. If anything, I owe you a debt of gratitude. You got him to do what even I couldn’t. Decker’s out of all of our lives now and that’s a gift I never expected. So thank you.”
 
   She managed a small, tense smile, “We both love him so we’ll both take care of him from now on, right?”
 
   “You’re going to be my favorite sister.” Colt winked and surprised her by leaning forward and giving her a chaste kiss on the forehead, “Now pass over the eggs before they get cold.”
 
   She laughed as he went back to playful just that easily. She scooped up half of the eggs and put them on a separate plate for him. He pulled a fork out of the drawer and then a bottle of Tabasco out of the fridge. She rolled her eyes when he doused his eggs and then shoved a huge bite into his mouth before he’d even taken a seat at the small kitchen table.
 
   “Mmm, these are good.” He spoke with his mouth full and she giggled.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m putting in a request for these every morning if you move in.”
 
   “If I made breakfast for you every day you’d get fat and then the ladies who enjoy your morning run so much would probably lynch me.” She teased.
 
   Colt made a crude gesture and motioned to his chest, “This is never going to get fat sweetheart. It’s part of the Bomar DNA. Not a single one of us that isn’t built like a brick shithouse.”
 
   She laughed at that cocky, crude truth delivered as only a Bomar could. He was right of course. They were all big and muscular. Probably because they’d all been fighting since they were in diapers in one way or another. Fighting with each other. Fighting to survive. They were beautifully built bastards.
 
   “What are you two doing out here?”
 
   Jemma jerked her attention up at the sound of a husky voice in the hallway and her grin widened. Cash was standing there, just as half naked as his twin in nothing but a pair of boxers. His hair was a mess and he was rubbing his eyes. His muscles flexed with the movement and the now familiar tingle in her lower belly reacted to the sight of him in a way that it never had or would for his brother. Beautifully built didn’t even begin to cover it.
 
   “Breakfast.” Jemma moved towards him and went up on her tiptoes to brush her lips across his. “Sorry, were we being loud? I didn’t want to wake you.”
 
   His chest rumbled as he pulled her against him so he could whisper in his ear, “Wish you’d stayed in bed. I didn’t wake up wanting breakfast. I woke up wanting you.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a moan when his mouth brushed her sensitive skin, “Well, I woke up wanting to do something for you.”
 
   He grinned as he pulled back to look at her, “I could think of something.”
 
   “And for your brother.” She smacked his arm at the innuendo, “I made breakfast. Scrambled eggs. But you better hurry because Colt is inhaling them like a human vacuum cleaner.”
 
   “You didn’t tell me the girl could cook.” Colt grinned around a mouthful of food. “Holding out on me forfeits your portion. Sorry bro.”
 
   “Like hell.” Cash chuckled, “I didn’t know she could cook either.”
 
   “I can’t. Not really. Just the basics.”
 
   “It’s more than we can manage so thank you.” Cash brushed his lips over hers softly, and then again, harder, and she melted against him.
 
   It was a soft, warm kiss. A good morning kiss. Just lips and long slow drags. His arms went around her and she circled his neck. Her nipples pebbled and she went up on her toes, fully prepared to deepen the kiss when she heard a familiar beep and Colt cleared his throat.
 
   “Saved by the bell.” He chuckled, “Jem, that’s your phone alerting you that you two are not alone in the world.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose as she dropped back to the ground, “Damn phone.”
 
   Cash smirked, “Damn brother.”
 
   They brushed their lips together again softly before she stepped back out of his arms. Cash adjusted his boxers and then cleared his throat. She bit her lip to stifle a laugh instead of pointing out it was useless. He was too big and far too hard for a pair of cotton boxers to camouflage his erection.
 
   “I’m going to grab some clothes and take a quick shower.” He winked at her, “Don’t let him eat my breakfast.”
 
   She watched him disappear back into his bedroom, his tight ass all but begging her to follow him. Her phone beeped again and she groaned. She didn’t know who would be messaging her this early in the morning on a Monday but she went to grab her phone off the coffee table where it was buzzing once again.
 
   “What’d you put in these eggs, Jem? Crack?”
 
   She rolled her eyes at Colt, “I was all out of crack unfortunately. It’s just eggs and cheese and your giant helping of Tabasco.”
 
   “Well it tastes like fucking feels, which is to say it’s hot and juicy and I’m gonna want…”
 
   Colt trailed off his lewd comment as he looked at her and she knew that her face had given her away. While he was talking, she’d picked up the phone and her shock at what she’d seen must have been evident. Her heart thudded in her chest too hard and the ground felt like it shifted under her feet. She felt unsteady and she sank to the edge of the couch to keep from falling.
 
   “Jemma? Jemma?” Colt was in front of her almost instantly, “Cash! Get out here! Something’s wrong!”
 
   She sucked in a gulp of air and tried to focus on what was happening around her. She saw Colt kneeling in front of her. Behind him there was a loud noise that sounded like a door hitting a wall and then Cash was there too, filling her vision. The two of them with those matching blue eyes, looking at her with worry and fear in their eyes and it nearly strangled her.
 
   They were in trouble because of her. The images on that phone would haunt her every time she closed her eyes. Images of Hoyt beaten and bruised. Images of the twins caught on security camera leaving the apartment with blood on their clothes. And then the threat that if she didn’t come home that not only would this “evidence” be turned in to the police but the attached images of her would be released as well.
 
   Images she hadn’t known existed. Images of her naked and bound. Images that Hoyt had taken without her knowledge during a private, intimate moment when he’d managed to convince her it would be sexy to use handcuffs and a blindfold. Images that now made her sick because she could remember the demeaning way he’d treated her so that she swore to never, ever sleep with him again after. And she hadn’t, not that it mattered now.
 
   Threats and manipulation. It was what Hoyt had always been best at. Getting and keeping the upper hand. Why she had thought that they would all escape that episode in Houston unscathed, she didn’t know.
 
   “She’s pale.” Cash growled as he pushed his brother aside to get to her, “Baby, what happened? What’s wrong? Are you sick?”
 
   “Sick.” She grasped at the word and nodded, tucking the phone underneath her, “Yeah, sorry, I’m okay I just got dizzy.”
 
   “Dizzy?” Cash’s eyes searched her face and she nodded again, trying to steady her breathing and control her shaking.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know what happened. It’s probably nothing. I just stood up too fast after I bent over.” She tried for a smile but didn’t think it was all that convincing since he didn’t budge, “I didn’t mean to worry y’all.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine. I’m sorry.” She reassured Cash with another nod, her eyes darting momentarily over his shoulder to where Colt had stood back to his full height.
 
   He frowned at her but didn’t say anything. She looked away. He had to know she was lying. He’d been in the room and seen what had actually happened. He’d seen her pick up the phone and then freak the hell out. But he wasn’t saying anything to Cash about it for some reason.
 
   Cash breathed out a sigh of clear relief and cupped her cheeks, “Damn babe, don’t scare me like that okay?”
 
   She grasped his wrists and nodded, “I’m sorry.”
 
   Cash kissed her hard and fast and she was a little bit steadier by the time he released her. He said something to his brother but she didn’t dare look at Colt again. She nodded when Cash said he was going to go take a shower and let him go when he too stood.
 
   Colt didn’t move, just stood there and stared at her until Cash disappeared behind the bathroom door. She let out a shaky breath once she was sure he was gone. She wasn’t surprised when Colt edged in between her legs and the coffee table, sitting on it and then holding out his hand expectantly.
 
   “Give me the phone.”
 
   She shook her head, “It’s nothing.”
 
   “Bullshit. Whatever is on it, you freaked out and you didn’t want Cash to know so hand it over before he gets out of the shower.”
 
   Jemma swallowed hard, her hand shaking as she pulled the phone from beneath her thigh and held it out to him. Cash and Colt were a team. That was what she’d always told herself. And now she was part of that team. She and Colt had agreed earlier that they would protect Cash, together, so she had to trust him with this.
 
   She watched as he looked at the phone, gauging his reaction. His eyes went wide and his jaw flexed. She saw his muscles tense and half worried he was about to crush her phone in the palm of his big hand. His cheeks were livid with color when he finally glanced back up and his voice was rough when he only bit out three words.
 
   “I’ll handle it.”
 
   She blinked in confusion, “How?”
 
   “You don’t want to know the answer to that Jemma.”
 
   Her heart started to thunder again as what he meant sank in. He would handle it the Bomar way. Which meant that someone was liable to get hurt. No, not liable. Someone would get hurt. And she didn’t even care, as long as that someone wasn’t him… or Cash.
 
   “I don’t want you to get in trouble, Colt.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Trust me? Please. I’ll handle this.” He looked over his shoulder before meeting his eyes again, “We agree he doesn’t need to know anything about this, right?”
 
   She bit her lip but nodded. She didn’t like the idea of lying to Cash but she told herself it wasn’t a lie. She had to protect him from this. Keeping him in the dark would keep him from doing something stupid, something violent, something that he wouldn’t be able to come back from. She had to protect him from this and the only way she could do that was to keep it from him and trust Colt to take care of it.
 
   “Good. I’ll get it handled.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He scrubbed a hand over his face, “You don’t need to know that.”
 
   She reached for his arm when he started to pull away, “I don’t want you to get hurt either. Tell me that you’ll be careful. Whatever you’re going to do, whatever you have to do, I trust you to keep this from hurting us, hurting Cash, but I don’t want you hurt either.”
 
   Colt frowned, glanced over his shoulder again and then sighed, “I know a guy in Houston, someone that owes me a favor. I’ll have him pay the little fuck a visit, that’s all. He’ll get the hint or we’ll hit him harder.”
 
   “Hitting him didn’t work last time.”
 
   “Jemma, sweetheart, I don’t want you to think too badly of me so I’m sugar-coating this shit for you like Willie fuckin’ Wonka.”
 
   She shook her head, “I don’t want sugar-coating. I need to know. What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m gonna call my… friend… in Houston. He’s gonna pay that fucker a visit and explain how things are going to go down. Namely, if hitting him don’t work, we’ll break things and if breaking things don’t work, he’ll lose some vital appendages.”
 
   Her mind whirled and she felt nauseous again, “You really think that will work? That your friend will send that message for you?”
 
   “Yeah. He will.” He fidgeted for the first time, dropping his gaze, “He owes me… and Cash. He’ll do this for us.”
 
   She took an unsteady breath, trying to decide if she was okay with all of this. It would be bloody and violent but Hoyt had earned every bit of what he had coming. This was the Bomar way of dealing with things. She trust Colt and if he trust whoever was in Houston then she did too. He would make Hoyt go away, once and for all, and all she had to do was trust him and keep her mouth shut.
 
   The water went off in the bathroom and she knew their time to discuss this was almost over. Cash would walk out of that bathroom at any second and she would have to look him in the eyes and keep this a secret. Her guts twisted all over again. Secrets were what had hurt them the last time. Secrets and lies. But she was doing this to protect him. Colt would take care of it and Cash would never even have to now.
 
   “Is there anything I can do?” She asked, one eye on the bathroom door.
 
   “No, just let me know if that fuck sends you anything else.”
 
   “And you’ll call your friend today?”
 
   “As soon as Cash leaves for work.” He rubbed at his eyes again, “I don’t like the idea of lying to him but he can’t know about these threats. He’d lose his fuckin’ mind.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “He’d drive to Houston and he’d kill him this time.”
 
   She swallowed hard and nodded, “I know.”
 
   “I can’t let him go down that road. We’d lose him for good. He’d never get over it.”
 
   “I know, Colt.” She blew out a breath, “That’s why I’m trusting you to take care of it.”
 
   Whatever he had to do to protect his twin, that’s what Colt would do. She trust him to do it. She worried about him too but she convinced herself that it would be okay. He wasn’t going to do the dirty work himself. He could handle his role in it and come out unscathed.
 
   She had to believe that because her only other option was what?
 
   Tell Cash and let him go to prison for murder? Never. Not do anything and let Hoyt have the twins arrested and ruin her life? Not a chance. Go back to Houston, back to him, like he wanted? No way in hell.
 
   She couldn’t figure out what he was really up to or what he was thinking threatening her like this. It was so much more psychotic than anything he’d ever done. Usually he was much more subtle. And she didn’t think for a second that he actually wanted her back, it was just a matter of his pride being hurt. He’d been overpowered and he wanted to get it back. He’d made an error in judgement this time. He didn’t know he was dealing with Bomars.
 
   “Thank you Colt.”
 
   He shook his head, “Don’t thank me, I’m only doing what I always do. I’m protecting Cash.”
 
   “And me.”
 
   “And you.” A small smile broke his hard façade, “You’re one of us now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Being a Bomar meant that Cash always expected the worst. He’d never had many good things in his life. For the most part it was all loss and hurt, pain and anger, so he almost didn’t know what to do with the overwhelming happiness that he felt now that Jemma was his. But even happy, he found himself waiting for the other shoe to drop, for something to tear her away from him, for the inevitable moment when it all went wrong.
 
   He hated himself for thinking it. Hated that he was so conditioned to expect failure that he could scarcely imagine a life where he didn’t somehow fuck it up and lose her again. Hated that despite every moment he’d spent with her that he found himself questioning what was going on in her head.
 
   She’d been quiet the past few days and he couldn’t figure out why. At first he’d chalked it up to some sort of illness. She’d said she was dizzy Monday morning and that night, when he’d asked her how she felt she’d said she was tired and they’d gone to bed early. In the back of his mind, he’d wondered if she wasn’t pregnant already but it seemed too early for those symptoms even if she was.
 
   He’d tried to go easy on her, be gentle with her, but he knew something was wrong. It wasn’t that she wasn’t talking to him. They still talked, about anything and everything. They laughed and joked and tackled the tougher issues. They still touched, all the time, every chance they got. They held hands and stroked and caressed each other, always reaching out as if they were magnetized and couldn’t be parted. They still made love, and fucked, every day, multiple times a day.
 
   But something was wrong.
 
   He could see it in the way she looked at him sometimes this week. It was like there was something on the tip of her tongue that she almost said time and time again, but as soon as he asked what it was, she swallowed the words and shook it away. He didn’t know what it was, didn’t know how important it was, but he knew there was something she wasn’t telling him.
 
   He’d decided not to press her on it. Whatever it was, he could wait until she was ready to admit it. They’d already rushed through so many other things in their relationship, leaping back in with both feet. He wouldn’t force her to admit to anything else until she was ready and he hoped that eventually she would come clean about whatever it was of her own free will.
 
   She’d been through so much with that bastard. He’d hurt her so badly for so long. Cash knew she had scars that he hadn’t begun to see. She had trusted that man, even loved him at some point, and he had broken that trust and forfeited that love. He’d been cruel and unkind and worse he had abused her for years.
 
   Whatever it was that she was working up to telling him, it could wait. He would wait. He had all the time in the world. He planned on keeping her forever. He rubbed the medallion in his pocket to remind himself of that.
 
   “Are you sure you can’t stay?” He found himself watching her as she gathered her things.
 
   She’d come over as soon as he was off work today under the guise of watching a movie with him. They’d flipped off the lights, crawled under a light blanket together on the couch and within a half hour he’d had her screaming his name as he put his mouth on her. Her addictive taste still lingered on his tongue and just the memory of her on her knees, her head bobbing over him as he found his own release had him hard all over again. He’d held her to his chest while the movie finished playing and had every intention of carrying her to his bed until she stood to leave.
 
   “I haven’t spent a night at Skylar’s all week.” She smiled at him softly.
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, I live there and I feel bad skipping out on her all the time. She’s my best friend and she needs some girl time. She was there for me when I needed her and I need to be there for her.”
 
   He smiled because that sweetness was one of the things he loved about her, “I know. I just want you all to myself.”
 
   “I’m all yours.” She came back over to him and leaned down, brushing her lips against his. “Except on girls night.”
 
   He could probably change her mind about leaving. If he dragged her into his lap and worshiped her hot little body with his tongue again, she’d reconsider. But when the heat of the moment passed, she’d feel guilty for bailing on her best friend so he didn’t grab her.
 
   She was right. She hadn’t spent a lot of time with her friend lately. He’d been monopolizing her.
 
   Every minute that he wasn’t at work, he’d been with her for the past few days. Even before he’d taken her to bed, they’d spent most nights hanging out, getting reacquainted and though Skylar hadn’t been outright hostile towards him anymore, she hadn’t come around to befriending him either.
 
   They didn’t all hang out together. He didn’t go to Skylar’s apartment and she didn’t come to his. When Colt had been on good terms with the blonde they’d at least passed politely on the streets but lately she would barely even look at him.
 
   “How is Skylar?” He smirked when Jemma raised an eyebrow, “What? I’m not allowed to ask about her? I know she still hates me but the feeling was never mutual.”
 
   “She doesn’t hate you. She’s just… wary, I guess would be a good word for it.”
 
   He snorted, “She doesn’t trust me with you.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think it’s you and me that she wants to bitch about over margaritas tonight.”
 
   She shot the back of the apartment a spare look that told him all he needed to know. Colt wasn’t here. He wouldn’t have engaged in couch aerobics with her if he was. But he was who she was thinking about now.
 
   “She’s still mad at my brother.”
 
   “She’s not mad. She’s hurt and she’s pissed off that he doesn’t seem to care that she’s pissed off.” She raised an eyebrow, “Did you know she’s not talking to him? At all? No phone calls or lunches or anything?”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that but it explains his attitude. Colt’s usually pretty chill as long as we aren’t dealing with the family shit but he’s been even more moody than usual this week. If Skylar’s giving him the cold shoulder that would explain it.”
 
   Jemma bit her lip and busied herself slipping back into her shoes, “Uh huh.”
 
   “You know something about it?” He pushed to his feet.
 
   “Uh… no. I mean, Sky just wants him to apologize and he won’t. They’re friends and really, as strange as their friendship was to me at first, it seems to me if it was as important to him as it is to her that he’d just say sorry and stop being an ass.”
 
   “You think they’re just friends?” He caught her by the hips and pulled her back against his chest when she straightened from putting on her shoes, “Because I think all this friends stuff is just their version of foreplay.”
 
   Jemma leaned into him with a surprised laugh, “You know, you might be on to something.”
 
   He didn’t know what was going on with his twin and Jemma’s best friend but he knew it went a lot further than mere friendship. There was something between them. That was clear just from looking at them. The question was why they refused to do anything about it.
 
   “She still has that boyfriend.” He pointed out.
 
   “And Colt still won’t apologize for hurting her feelings.” Jemma twisted, wrapping her arms around his neck, “So it looks like they’re at a stalemate, neither of them willing to take the chance on the other.”
 
   “I hope those crazy kids work it out.”
 
   “You sound like an old man when you say things like that.” She laughed.
 
   “Mmm, older and wiser.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, “Like we have it all figured out?”
 
   “We’re together and we’re trying. That’s more than they’ve managed.”
 
   “True.” She brushed her lips against his chin, “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too.”
 
   He took her mouth with his and reveled in the way she opened to him. He would never get enough of this woman. Having her in his arms felt right. She made him feel whole. He didn’t feel quite so damaged when she looked up at him with those beautiful gold-flecked eyes hazy with desire and all the love she didn’t hide from him.
 
   “I’ll probably drunk dial you later. Sky wants to go to the bar and Billie’s pouring tonight. Pick up and I’ll dirty talk you so hard you won’t be able to see straight.”
 
   “Mmm, or you could just come over.”
 
   “Maybe if you’re lucky.” She winked as she stepped out of his arms and opened the door and he couldn’t resist smacking her cute little ass.
 
   She squealed with laughter and raced away and he watched her go from the doorway. He couldn’t help himself. Watching Jemma walk away from him was both a pleasure and a pain. She blew him a kiss when she reached Skylar’s door and he pretended to catch it like the love-drunk fool he was before she grinned and disappeared inside.
 
   He sighed and shut the door behind him. Turning to look around his apartment, he fought the sudden loneliness that ached in his chest. It was always like that in the first minutes after they parted. She took his heart with her and he wouldn’t be whole again until she returned to him.
 
   So, what to do tonight? He’d planned to spend his evening with Jemma but since she’d gone off for girl’s night at the bar with her friends he picked up his phone. He had no idea where Colt had disappeared to tonight. In fact, his brother had been scarce all week. He’d joked about him being in a bad mood because of Skylar’s silent treatment but he thought it was more than that. He just didn’t know what and he hadn’t asked because he’d been so caught up in Jemma.
 
   He punched the first number in his phone to call Colt and then listened as it rang and rang and rang. Eventually voicemail picked up and he hung up instead of leaving a message. He’d never liked that his calls went unanswered when he dialed his twin. Liked it even less now that he knew Colt had been spending time with Lincoln.
 
   What was his brother keeping from him?
 
   A loud banging on the door jolted him out of his worry and he grinned. Maybe it was Jemma. Maybe she’d changed her mind and come back. He rushed to the door to jerk it open, already intending to pull her into his arms and not let her up for air when he realized it wasn’t her.
 
   “Just couldn’t stay away could…”
 
   The end of his joking question got stuck in his throat. His eyes went wide and all the air expelled from his lungs in one gust, as though he’d been punched in the gut. And that’s what it felt like because as he blinked and processed that what he was seeing wasn’t a mirage, the last person he’d ever expected to find standing on his doorstep smiled at him.
 
   “Hey little brother.”
 
   He struggled to comprehend what was happening, “Remy?”
 
   “The one and only.” His grin widened, “Wait, that was always y’alls joke wasn’t it? Because there’s really two of you.”
 
   His head spun at the casual greeting. As if it was a normal occurrence for him to open the door and find his older brother on his porch. As if having him standing here, close enough to hug, or punch, wasn’t the equivalent of hell freezing over.
 
   He stared at the man in front of him, trying to catalog all of the differences from the memory he’d kept stored in his head. He’d never updated the image he had of his big brother he realized. To him, despite all the years, Remy had remained a tall, lanky teenage boy. But he wasn’t eighteen anymore, and he wasn’t lanky anymore either.
 
   It didn’t take him more than a second to do the math. Ten years. It had been more than ten years since the last time he saw his brother face to face. A decade in which he himself had gone from a scrawny, pre-teen to a grown man. He probably shouldn’t have been surprised by the changes in his older brother but everything about Remy standing here in front of him, in Old Settlers, was a surprise.
 
   His dark hair was still cut the same as it had been the day he left them behind. Before that day, he’d always worn it long around his shoulders. He’d buzzed it off when he joined the military and even now it was shaved down close to his skull. For some reason, he’d always imagined Remy had grown it back out, like their father’s, but he hadn’t. 
 
   Cash pushed back his own lighter locks and met the eyes that were so much like his own. Except that they weren’t, he blinked in surprise. His memory must have warped after years without anything to compare it to but his own or Colt’s. Remy’s eyes weren’t the same as theirs after all. His were a darker shade of blue, midnight blue, so dark they were almost black.
 
   Like Decker’s.
 
   He snapped back to the present, “Wh… What are you doing here?”
 
   Remy’s smile fell instantly, “Can I come in?”
 
   Cash nodded on pure autopilot. His long lost brother was here, asking to come in. He had no idea what had finally brought him back home. Had no idea what had brought him to their doorstep but it didn’t matter. Could he come in? The answer was yes.
 
   “Yeah, of course, yeah come in.” He moved aside.
 
   He caught the familiar scent of smoke as Remy brushed past him and tried not to wrinkle his nose. He’d never taken up smoking. Neither had Colt. He figured that probably had something to do with the memories of Decker putting his stubs out on their skin when they were kids. But of course Remy had no such terrible memories to put him off the deadly habit.
 
   “I know I took a chance comin’ here and all but Colt said we could talk if I handled that situation for y’all and I thought… well, hell, I just wanted to see you. I hope I ain’t intruding.”
 
   Cash scratched his jaw, “Yeah, I mean no, I mean… you’re not intruding.”
 
   “Good. Good.”
 
   He looked at his brother as the other man glanced around the apartment. He was fidgety, clearly nervous, and Cash couldn’t blame him for that. He had to swipe his hands against his jeans since they’d started to sweat. He’d thought about seeing his older brother again a hundred times but somewhere, in the back of his mind, he hadn’t truly believed he ever would.
 
   Remy had been gone for ten years. He hadn’t been in the military that entire time. He hadn’t been deployed overseas for ten straight years or stationed somewhere he couldn’t come for a visit. He’d left the Army at some point and instead of coming home, he’d stayed gone.
 
   Of course, Cash only knew that much from the sporadic phone calls he received every couple of months. If the calls came more frequently for a while, it was only because Remy had drunk-dialed. Lately they’d gone nearly an entire year without hearing from him and then he’d called Colt out of nowhere a couple of weeks ago and now there was this. He was here.
 
   “You said you talked to Colt?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Yeah, we talked.”
 
   Cash eyed him skeptically, “He knew you were coming?”
 
   “Nah, not exactly. He just said we could talk after I helped him out so I thought…” Remy shrugged, shifting around to look around the apartment again, “Nice place you boys got yourself. Good to see you got out of the ol’ homestead.”
 
   Something painful dug into his gut at the mention of their childhood home, “You’re glad we got out of there huh?”
 
   He’d left them there, the angry voice in the back of his mind took the opportunity to speak up. Remy had left them with their abusive, alcoholic father. Left them with their absent, druggie mother. He’d left them and he’d never looked back.
 
   “Yeah, course, I…” Remy met his eyes for the first time since he’d come inside and a hundred things he couldn’t read stared back at him but there was one that he could, guilt, “There’s so much I want to tell y’all but I don’t deserve to have ya hear me out. I know that.”
 
   Did he deserve a chance to explain himself? For leaving them when they were helpless? For never coming back for them? For ten years of almost complete radio silence? He knew what his twin would say. No. And that gave him pause as something he’d missed clicked into place.
 
   Remy had spoken to Colt already. What had he said about helping him with something? Some sort of situation that Colt had asked him to help with and in return, his twin had told him they could talk.
 
   A cold chill swept down his spine and the same worries that had been twisting in his gut earlier took hold again. Colt had been keeping something from him. He’d known that. He’d known it was bad when he’d heard of his involvement with their cousins too. But he’d never thought that whatever was going on could make Colt turn to Remy before he talked to him about it.
 
   “What’d you do for Colt?”
 
   “Huh?” Remy’s dark brows furrowed, confusion taking over the intensity of his face.
 
   “You said you did something for Colt. That’s why you’re here. He told you that he’d talk to you if you did something for him and I want to know what it was you did. You want to talk, start talking about that.”
 
   Remy shrugged, “I did what he asked. I delivered the message. That fucker isn’t going to be threatening any of us ever again.”
 
   He frowned and looked his older brother over again, more closely this time. He checked him the same way he checked Colt when he came home, looking for signs of a fight. There was a small bruise on the underside of Remy’s jaw but there was no way of knowing what it had come from. The bruises on his knuckles were far more telling.
 
   Bruised knuckles. Red and angry skin broken from repeatedly punching something or someone. He knew the look. His own still looked bad from his most recent bought with his dark nature, but not that bad.
 
   Remy had delivered a message the Bomar way. He’d been asked to hand out a beating. He’d used his fists to right some perceived wrong. It wasn’t anything new, not in their family. It happened every day. But usually he didn’t have to worry about the role his brothers were playing in those dangerous games.
 
   Remy had been gone, long gone and he’d never given a thought to trying to protect him. Colt on the other hand, he’d made the mistake of assuming was safe. Just how wrong had he been?
 
   He’d thought they decided to stay out of the dark family business and that was that. No boosting cars or trading in weapons or drugs. He’d thought the closest they ever came to illegal were the underground fights their cousins ran but he’d been wrong. Colt was into something and now he’d dragged Remy into it from ten years and hundreds of miles away.
 
   “What’d you do for him?”
 
   Remy gave him that confused look again, “You know what I did.”
 
   No, he didn’t, but clearly Remy thought he did. He had to play along. If his older brother figured out that he was in the dark on this, he would snap his jaw shut and stop talking. He would assume whatever reason Colt had for keeping him ignorant of their actions was a good one and he wouldn’t say another word. That was another part of the Bomar way, don’t reveal anything to anyone unless they’re already on the inside. He needed Remy to think he was already in.
 
   He shook his head “I want to hear you say it.”
 
   He wasn’t sure what he expected but Remy didn’t fidget or shrink in any way. If anything, he stood taller. His slumped shoulders went back. It was a position that could have looked proud but Cash knew better because he’d seen it all his life with Colt. It was defensive.
 
   “I did what I’m good at, what the Army trained me to do with the sharp edges I was born with. I delivered the message I was asked to deliver in the most violent, hurtful ways imaginable. Is that what you want to hear?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Remy smirked, “Then tell me little brother, what is it you want to know?”
 
   “I want to know what Colt sent you to do… and why.” He crossed his arms over his chest, waiting.
 
   “Huh, well that’s interesting.” Remy mirrored the position and it was like looking at a fun-house mirror, the image so similar to his own but twisted, stretched taller and thinner and dark everywhere he was light. “You’re really gonna play it like you don’t know?”
 
   Cash refused to budge. He kept himself perfectly still. Remy didn’t know him or Colt anymore. If he wanted to imply something about them, he’d have to do better than that.
 
   “It was just as easy as he said it’d be.” Remy finally shrugged, “Slipped right in, nobody even looked at me twice. Course I had to get me one of those fancy lookin’ suits but Colt was right, resembled enough nobody looked twice when I went in.”
 
   “Fancy suit?”
 
   “To get into the ivory tower. That rich fuck hardly ever came out alone so I had to go in to get to him. Took me a couple of days but I managed it. Recon and intelligence, thank you very much United States Army.”
 
   Ivory tower? Where had he heard that term before? Cash sucked in a startled breath as the memory hit him. That was what Colt had called the apartment in Houston where Jemma had lived with that abusive bastard.
 
   His mind whirled as everything he thought he knew about the situation twisted. He’d thought Remy was helping Colt with something local, something to do with whatever business he shared with Lincoln. He hadn’t been thinking of himself or Jemma at all because why would he? They weren’t in trouble. They were fine. 
 
   But if that were true then Remy wouldn’t be making any sense, and he was. Horribly, he was. The comments about the ivory tower tipped him off but there was more. He’d been in Houston. Cash knew that. He’d said he needed a suit to slip inside so nobody would notice him. That had to be because Remy resembled that bastard enough not to draw attention.
 
   But what had he said about threats?
 
   “You beat the shit out of Hoyt Bates.”
 
   Remy snorted, “There it is. I knew you were playing dumb though I don’t know why. Colt sent me to help you and your girl out so you could keep your hands clean. I wasn’t expecting a thank you or anything just for the record.”
 
   Cash felt his fists clench at his sides as his assumption was proved true. Colt had sent Remy after that rich fucker without telling him. But why? What was he missing? The last time they’d even talked about it, they’d both agreed it was unlikely the guy would come after them. Had that changed?
 
   “Did you do more than beat him up?”
 
   “I didn’t kill him if that’s what you’re asking. He was alive and breathing though he was wishing he wasn’t by the time I left.” Remy stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out something small and rectangular, “This is the only copy of his supposed evidence against you two idiots. And really? What were you thinking walking out the front door covered in blood? It’s no wonder you weren’t picked up and thrown in jail on the spot.”
 
   Cash caught the small item his brother tossed at him and frowned. It was a flash drive. Evidence. His brain whirled all over again. He could just imagine what was on it. In a building like that one, no doubt there was security equipment to capture every person coming and going. He didn’t know if there was also video evidence from inside that apartment, assumed there wasn’t because that would show the bastard hitting Jemma, but even circumstantially it would have been enough to put him away.
 
   He hadn’t thought about it. Should have, but he hadn’t. He’d thought the guy was too weak to try any sort of revenge plan but clearly he’d been wrong.
 
   “This has everything on it?”
 
   “No, not everything. Colt said your girl wanted the images of her trashed so those are deleted and gone forever.”
 
   That sick feeling twisted his insides again and his fists shook as his anger intensified, “The images of Jemma are deleted?”
 
   “Look, I had to watch some of it just to make sure it was all deleted but don’t freak out, okay? That sick fuck ain’t ever goin’ to see that footage again because he may never see anything again but neither will anyone else. You have my word on that.”
 
   Not just evidence against him and Colt then. There had been something with Jemma too. He seethed with hatred and anger but he tried to keep his brain working and not shut down. Remy had already hurt the bastard, badly from the sound of it, so there was nothing he could do on that front.
 
   But he was just as angry that his brother had kept him in the dark when he was the one that had brought the threat into their life… him and Jemma.
 
   “Jemma wanted the images deleted?” He ground out through clenched teeth.
 
   “That’s what Colt said.” Remy shrugged, “Really man, I know I surprised you showing up here but I thought you’d want to hear firsthand that it was taken care of. I owe you guys more than I can ever repay, that’s what I told Colt on the phone and I meant it. It’s the least I could do. He won’t be threatening any of us ever again.”
 
   “I…” He scratched his head, tried to breathe, “You shouldn’t have gotten involved.”
 
   “You’re my family.”
 
   His anger made the words too easy, “And that means something to you all of a sudden?”
 
   Remy flinched as if he’d thrown a punch, “It always did. I had to leave, Cash. I… I couldn’t be here with all the fuckin’ lies anymore.”
 
   “Yeah, so you took off to save yourself.”
 
   “I had to and I couldn’t take you with me. You were kids.”
 
   “Yeah, we were, but we’re not anymore.” He shook his head, “I don’t know why Colt called you for your help but this wasn’t your fight. It was mine. Jemma’s mine and if she’s threatened I’m the one that’s supposed to protect her.”
 
   “You’re mad at me because I took you out of the fight?” Remy scoffed, rubbing his bruised jaw. “Of course you are, because you had no fuckin’ clue Colt called me did you? That little shit.”
 
   “Look…”
 
   “No, you look, I didn’t make that call. This was all Colt’s doing.” His brother paused, narrowed his eyes, “He and your girl decided to keep you in the dark. Not me.”
 
   That brought him up short and he paused in his pacing. He hadn’t even realized he’d started to pace. Back and forth across the small living room. His heart was thumping like he’d run a marathon and his blood was rushing in his ears. His body was gearing up for a fight and he knew all the signs too well.
 
   “You’ve spoken to Jemma?”
 
   “Nah, course not. Colt wouldn’t let me near your girl.” Remy paused, “The only part she had in any of this was sending me those messages so I’d know what I was looking for. That’s it. I don’t think she even knew who she was sending them to, just someone Colt said could help.”
 
   It was like all the air was sucked out of the room. All he could hear was the roaring of blood in his ears, the thump of his heart in his chest. He couldn’t think, could barely even breathe.
 
   Jemma had known. She’d known about the threats. But of course she had, that terrible voice in the back of his head hissed.
 
   She was the one with ties to that bastard. She was the one that had pulled him into their lives. She was the one that must have received the threats. And instead of confiding in him, instead of telling him about the trouble, instead of asking him for help, she’d kept it a secret.
 
   Worse, she’d involved his brothers instead. She’d dragged them into the mess. Not just Colt but Remy too. The brothers that he would have done anything to protect, she had put in danger by including them in some plot to be rid of Bates once and for all. She’d kept secrets from him, had them keep secrets from him. She’d lied to him. They’d all lied to him.
 
   He expected it from Remy. Hell, he even could have accepted it from Colt. But not Jemma.
 
   This whole week, he’d believed her when she said she was sick. Believed her when she said she had things to do that kept them apart. Like tonight with Skylar. Now that awful voice in the back of his head said she’d been trying to put space between them, to hide what she wasn’t telling him, so he wouldn’t discover the secret she was keeping.
 
   That vile voice laughed at him for being so naïve. He’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop and now it had. Nothing was ever easy or even what it seemed. He’d been happy because he was in the dark but that was no way to live.
 
   “Stay here.” He growled and watched Remy’s eyebrows wing up.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stay here. Or don’t. I don’t give a fuck. I have to go.”
 
   He tore the front door open and ran smack into his twin. Colt stumbled backwards but Cash only growled at the surprised look on his face. Before Colt could recover he shoved him, both hands against his chest, and watched his brother go sprawling backwards onto his ass with a shout of shock and outrage.
 
   “What the hell, Cash?”
 
   “Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?” He yelled, barely resisting the urge to kick his twin while he was down.
 
   “Find out what?” Colt was up on his knees in an instant, glaring at him with a look of pain and confusion.
 
   He’d fought plenty of people in his life. He’d used his fists more times than he could count. But he’d never taken his violence out on his twin, never, because they were always on the same side. The fact that Colt had lied to him, kept something as important as Jemma’s safety from him, hurt. It felt like betrayal, one he’d never expected.
 
   “Really? You have that many secrets from me?” He shouted, “You have to ask which one I’ve found out?”
 
   “I don’t know what…” Colt had come back up to his feet and his gaze widened before it came back to him, “Fuck, Remy?”
 
   Cash could feel his older brother at his back. Remy had followed him out the door. As soon as his twin saw him, that look of confusion vanished. He put it together a lot faster than Cash had but of course Colt already knew what was going on. Cash was the only one that had been kept in the dark.
 
   “Cash, hold on… I don’t know what he told you but…”
 
   He narrowed his eyes, fists clenched, “But nothing. You stay the hell out of this. You’ve done enough.”
 
   He stormed past his shock-faced twin towards Skylar’s apartment. He barely made it five feet before he felt a hand on his arm. His anger flared and he spun, grabbing the wrist connected to the hand and propelling Colt into the wall. In a matter of seconds he had him pinned, one arm against his neck, pressing his advantage.
 
   “Goddamnit Colt! Don’t!”
 
   “Hey, guys, let’s take a beat.” Remy tried to be a calming influence but it was far too late for that.
 
   “Get off me!” Colt growled right back at him, struggling against the hold.
 
   “Stay out of my way or I’ll put you down. I won’t like it but...”
 
   A soft, feminine voice full of worry interrupted him, “Oh my God! Cash? What are you doing?”
 
   Under any other circumstances that voice would have soothed him. It would have calmed his anger. It would have made him back away from the dangerous ledge. But not tonight.
 
   Tonight it only made his anger pitch higher because she was the reason he was so angry. She’d lied to him. She’d kept him in the dark. As he turned to face her, the woman he loved, he saw the worry and concern on her face but also a flash of fear in her eyes. And this time, even that wasn’t going to stop him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Jemma couldn’t believe her eyes. It was like looking at a stranger when that cold blue gaze met hers. There wasn’t a hint of emotion there except anger. So much anger. She’d only thought she had seen Cash at his angriest but she had been wrong she realized now. That day at the Bomar house with Decker, that afternoon in the apartment with Hoyt, he’d never looked at them the way he was looking at her right now.
 
   When she’d left him maybe a half hour ago, maybe, he’d looked sad about letting her go but he hadn’t been upset, not really. They’d spent the evening together, engaging in a little oral worship, and like most of their nights together, it had been amazing. Her heart had been soaring and it had sucked to pry herself away from him even though she knew it was the right thing to do.
 
   She’d been MIA with Skylar for weeks now. Ever since she’d decided to let Cash back into her life. She was living with her best friend but she’d been spending all of her time with her boyfriend. She felt a little bad about that, particularly when Skylar had asked if she’d be able to clear her schedule for some girl time tonight. She shouldn’t have had to ask, not after everything she’d done for her. So Jemma had spent some time with Cash early and then gone home to get ready for a girl’s night out.
 
   Skylar wasn’t home from work yet but she’d text that she would be there shortly. She’d said Billie was meeting them at the bar for drinks because she needed both of her best friends to be friends again and give her some female advice. Something was going on with her boyfriend, Trey, and it wasn’t good. Jemma hadn’t been sure what that meant, couldn’t read tone of voice via text, and had been waiting for her friend to get home to fill her in on whatever was happening in her love life when she heard the raised voices outside.
 
   Men’s voices yelling. Men she knew. Men she cared about and loved.
 
   She’d walked outside in time to see Cash slam his brother into the brick wall and stopped short. Her mind couldn’t process what it was seeing. The twins fighting with each other wasn’t supposed to be in the realm of possibility. They fought other people. They didn’t fight with each other.
 
   But it wasn’t just that, it was also the third figure standing just behind them.
 
   She’d recoiled at first sight. The dark hair, tall, slim but muscular build and square jaw were too familiar not to make her stomach turn. It took an extra second for her brain to catch up to her eyes and realize it wasn’t her ex-boyfriend.
 
   Hoyt wouldn’t be caught dead in ripped blue-jeans and the tattoo peeking from beneath his t-shirt was all wrong too. The man in front of her was too rough and too wild to truly resemble him but there were still enough similarities to make her gasp.
 
   She’d always secretly known that Hoyt resembled the Bomar boy she loved. His features had been smoother, and darker, but the basics were all there. The dimpled chin and wide white smile, even without the smile, the scowl had been similar enough. She’d gravitated to Hoyt because he resembled the man she’d lost but he hadn’t looked as similar to Cash as he did the man standing directly behind him.
 
   Not by a longshot.
 
   Remington Bomar. It had to be. And along with the flash of recognition came another, horrifying realization.
 
   He’d told Cash about the situation in Houston. He’d told him about the threats from Hoyt, about the help he’d promised to Colt. Based on the fury written all over Cash’s face, his older brother had told him everything.
 
   Cash probably knew more about the situation than she did at that moment. Because all Colt had told her was that he had a friend in Houston that was going to get what they needed out of Hoyt. He’d slipped and mentioned their older brother was in Houston and she’d put it together that he was the friend Colt meant.
 
   Other than that, she had no idea what he had done. She didn’t know what the plan had been. All she knew was all she needed to know. Hoyt was never going to bother her or the man she loved ever again. That had been all she needed to know, until now.
 
   “Cash?”
 
   “Don’t.” He spat at her and she rocked backwards from the force of that one word.
 
   He was angry at her. Beyond angry. He knew that she knew. He knew that she knew and she’d kept it from him.
 
   God, he looked terrifying right at that moment and some tiny little voice in the back of her head said that she needed to be careful. It was the voice of fear, the one that Hoyt had created, but she ignored it. She knew Cash better than it did, knew that no matter how angry he might be that he would never hurt her, not with his fists. She’d never been scared of him physically and she wasn’t about to start now.
 
   “Cash, calm down, please.”
 
   “Don’t tell me to calm down!” He roared.
 
   “Okay, just let your brother go and we can all go inside and talk.”
 
   He glared at her for a long moment and she found herself holding her breath. She couldn’t tell what was going on in his head and that scared her. He was standing mere feet in front of her but the look in his eyes said there were miles of distance between them. And when he didn’t budge, she worried for the first time that he might not let her cross it.
 
   “Talk?” He snorted even as he shoved Colt hard before releasing him and stepping back to glare between them, “Now you want to talk to me?”
 
   “Come on man, let us explain.” His twin straightened up but didn’t make any other move.
 
   “You mean lie to me some more?”
 
   Colt frowned, “We didn’t lie.”
 
   “No, you just didn’t tell me what the fuck was going on.” Cash hissed, his angry gaze swinging back to her, “You kept me in the dark. You were in danger and you didn’t trust me enough to even tell me.”
 
   “No.” She instantly took a step forward but he stepped back away from her so she stopped, “No, it wasn’t like that.”
 
   “What the fuck was it like then, Jemma? Huh? Tell me! Tell me what went through your head when you decided to keep something like this from me. Tell me what the hell you were thinking involving my brothers. Can you tell me why everyone I care about knew you were in trouble except me?”
 
   He was screaming at her but she heard the hurt in his voice ring loud and clear. She’d hurt him. She hadn’t meant to, but she had. She’d hurt him and he was reacting the only way he knew how, with barely leashed anger.
 
   “Cash.” She kept her voice as calm as she could considering the situation, “Will you please come inside and talk to me? I don’t want to do this on the street.”
 
   He looked around and his shoulders slumped slightly as some of the fight went out of him. She could only imagine what he was thinking but she winced just the same. He was being a Bomar right now. Threatening violence, yelling and fighting in pubic, he was putting on a show for all of their neighbors and he had to hate that the only way to stop it was to agree to what she asked. Because it was clear when he looked at her again that he didn’t want to agree, didn’t want to follow her anywhere, but that he would.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   She gave a short nod, “Thank you.”
 
   “But not them.” He paused, looked back at his brothers and shook his head.
 
   Colt’s jaw dropped open, “Cash, come on, let me explain.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Cash!”
 
   “Stay away from me right now or so help me God, I will put my fist through your face.”
 
   Colt shot her a pleading look when Cash delivered that threat and she wanted to do something to help him. She wanted to leap to his defense but she couldn’t. Something told her that would only make the situation worse for both of them. Cash clearly knew enough to know that the two of them had gone to Remy for help behind his back. They’d teamed up, not against him, but around him, and helping Colt at this exact moment would only incite more anger.
 
   She gave a short shake of her head, “Colt, go home.”
 
   “Damn it Jem, no.” He scowled instantly.
 
   “Fine, stay out here. I don’t care. But you’re not invited inside.” She shot another look at the dark headed brother, “You either.”
 
   “Yeah, nice to meet you too sweetheart.” Remy smirked.
 
   Cash growled at his brother, “Don’t call her that. Don’t call her anything. Don’t even talk to her.”
 
   Remy narrowed his eyes at the clear threat in that order and that insidious dose of fear slithered through her veins again. She didn’t know much about Cash’s older brother but what she did know was enough to make her wary. He was a Bomar which meant he’d been born with a temper and a violent streak but on top of that he’d joined the Army which meant he’d had those instincts honed into something lethal and deadly. She had no idea if he would use those skills against his brother in a fight or not and she didn’t want to find out tonight.
 
   “Okay, Cash. Let’s go inside.”
 
   He didn’t look at her as he turned and stomped into Skylar’s apartment. She exchanged a worried glance with Colt. He crossed his arms over his chest and she knew he wasn’t going anywhere. He would stand right there outside the apartment until she finished talking to Cash, waiting his turn. 
 
   She stepped softly into the apartment and shut the door behind her. Cash stood in the middle of the room, his back still to her and she could read the tension rolling off of him. She was silent for a long moment, waiting for him to turn around, waiting for him to say something, and when he did neither, she swallowed down her doubts and forced herself to speak first.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He whirled to face her, eyes blazing, “You’re sorry? That’s what you have to say for yourself? You’re sorry?”
 
   “Yes, because I am sorry.”
 
   “What are you even sorry for, Jemma? Do you know?” His eyes narrowed, “Or are you trying to figure out how much Remy told me, how much I know?”
 
   She tilted her chin up and pushed out a breath, “I’m sorry I hurt you.”
 
   “You’re sorry you hurt me?”
 
   “Yes. Cash, I’m sorry that you had to find out that way and I understand how…”
 
   He cut her off with another growl, “Goddamnit Jemma! You’re not sorry I found out that way! You’re sorry I found out at all! You kept it from me on purpose and you never intended to tell me!”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   Even as she said the words, she could taste the lie. She hadn’t planned to tell him. Ever. That was the point of it all. She’d intended to keep it from him forever. She’d told herself that Colt and in turn even Remy would do what needed to be done, but that they would keep their actions to themselves. She’d told herself that Cash would never find out because she’d known if he did, that this was how he would react.
 
   He was mad and she knew he had every right to be.
 
   Everything he’d said so far had been true. She’d kept him in the dark. She’d purposefully lied to him. She’d included his brothers in something that very well could have gotten them in trouble or hurt. She’d put the people he cared about in danger and she’d done all of it with every intention of excluding him.
 
   What was it they said about good intentions? The road to hell was paved in them. Well, she was walking her path now and it was littered with her good intentions because it hadn’t done her any good. Not telling Cash about Hoyt’s threats had only earned her the anger she’d known was inevitable being directed at her.
 
   “Bullshit.” He spat back at her and she winced because she knew she deserved that too.
 
   “Cash, please, I…”
 
   “Walk me through it.”
 
   She hesitated, “What?”
 
   “Walk me through it, tell me what happened, tell me the moment you decided that lying to me was a better option than asking me for help. I want to know when it was that you decided to drag my brothers into this mess and not tell me that you were putting all three of you in danger.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that.”
 
   He only bellowed, “Tell me Jemma!”
 
   Instinctively, she took a step back, running into the door. She wasn’t scared of Cash, that’s what her brain told her, but her body still reacted with fear. Her heart was racing and the instinct to run made her feel twitchy. No, she wasn’t scared of Cash but she wasn’t looking at the Cash she knew and loved right now. He was in there somewhere though, and so, instead of turning and fleeing or even fighting him, she gave him what he wanted in the hopes that she could reach him.
 
   “Monday.” She started slowly, watched surprise flicker in his gaze and realized he hadn’t thought she would admit it, “Hoyt sent me the threats on Monday morning. He had evidence. Images of you and Colt leaving the apartment covered in blood. Pictures of his bruises. He could have put you both away and I couldn’t let that happen.”
 
   He met her gaze but he didn’t soften, didn’t even blink, as if he were waiting for her to continue. Bile rose in her throat and if she’d been wavering on whether or not she was going to hate Remington Bomar after all of this was over, she was decided in that moment. He really had told Cash everything.
 
   “There were also pictures, video, of me… in… a um… compromising position. He’d hurt me in the pictures, demeaned me, but they made me look… they were bad.” She felt sick to her stomach and from the way Cash’s cheeks went livid she knew he was imagining the worst, “He threatened to post them online.”
 
   “That sick son of a bitch.” Cash growled, his fists clenching as he turned away from her, breathing heavily, “I’m going to kill him.”
 
   “No.” She started to move towards him and then stopped herself when he turned back to face her. “No. That’s why I couldn’t tell you. God, no!”
 
   Cash blinked, stared at her and then shook his head, “That fucker hurt you, threatened you, was going to ruin all of our lives and you don’t want me to do anything? What the fuck, Jemma? He deserves to be hurt for what he did to do.”
 
   “And he is hurting, trust me.”
 
   “That’s rich considering all of this.” He snarled and she winced.
 
   “Fine, don’t trust me but trust your brothers. I don’t have any idea what Remy actually did but I trust him that it’s over.”
 
   “I wouldn’t trust Remy as far as I can throw him.”
 
   She blew out a heavy breath, “Fine! Trust Colt. He handled it.”
 
   “And why was that?” He only narrowed his eyes at her, “Why did you trust Colt to help you but not me huh? Something there I need to know about? Because I thought you were my girl but if it’s him you want…”
 
   “Jesus.” She recoiled from the accusation, “No, of course not. It’s not like that.”
 
   “How would I know? Nobody’s talking to me. I don’t know what else you two have been doing behind my back.”
 
   “Damn it Cash, don’t you get it?” She stomped, her own temper lighting with his disdainful innuendo, “We were trying to protect you! Both of us. All of us. We just wanted to protect you.”
 
   “I wasn’t the one in trouble Jemma!” He yelled right back at her.
 
   “Yes, you were, you just didn’t know it.”
 
   “That’s the point!”
 
   “We were trying to protect you! I was trying to protect you! I knew if you saw those pictures of me, if you knew that he threatened to release them, that you wouldn’t even think twice about jail or prison. You’d have been angry…”
 
   “Damn right I would have been angry!”
 
   She continued, “You would have been angry and you would have let it loose. You would have gone after him and you would have killed him and I couldn’t let that happen.”
 
   He opened his mouth, closed it again, and she thought, for just a second that she had gotten through to him. Everything she’d done, she’d done for him. To protect him. Because she loved him. But then he jerked his head up and cursed at the ceiling again, cursed at her, and her tiny bubble of hope popped.
 
   He finally dropped his gaze back to her and there was a new look in his eyes. It wasn’t just anger this time. There was defeat there too and that chilled her to the bone. He couldn’t be done fighting with her because if he was done, it meant she’d lost.
 
   His voice was calmer when he spoke too, as if he’d resigned himself to this, “So I guess it was all bullshit huh?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Us. All of this. It was bullshit.” He shrugged, “All the stuff you said about believing in me, believing I was a better man, that I could be better than my last name, it was all complete bullshit. The first sign of trouble and you thought I’d turn into Decker.”
 
   A sharp pain sliced through her chest, “No.”
 
   “Yeah. You did.”
 
   The pain was sharp and intense and she knew that it hurt so badly because it was true. She never would have said it that way but he was right. She’d worried he would lose his mind, lose it completely, and go after Hoyt. She’d been scared that he would beat him to within an inch of his life and just keep going. She hadn’t truly believed Cash could kill someone… but in the heat of the moment, when she’d made the decision to keep it from him, she’d worried and that meant that he was right.
 
   She’d expected the worst from him.
 
   Tears stung the back of her eyes. He had every reason to be angry with her. She’d expected that. She’d thought she could talk him through that. But this was worse. That terrible look of defeat on his face scared her more than anything because she’d seen it on his face before… the day he’d walked out on her.
 
   He’d looked at her that day with a dozen different emotions on his face. Guilt and sorrow. Pride and indignation. Hurt and despair. The one that had confused her the most then was the determination because she hadn’t known what he was really doing. She’d been the one in the dark that day but no more. He’d been determined to walk away from her, to leave her behind, and he was wearing the exact same look right now.
 
   “I was trying to protect you.” Her voice trembled, “I was only trying to protect you.”
 
   He sighed, “Sounds familiar doesn’t it?”
 
   She didn’t answer but it didn’t matter. It was a rhetorical question anyway. He ran a hand through his hair and she bit her lip to stifle another flash of tears. She’d been so sure that if she told him about the threats, she would lose him. She’d kept him in the dark and here they were, only days later, and she was losing him anyway.
 
   “I said the same thing when I lied to you. I was trying to protect you. I was trying to save you. I took your virginity and then I lied and broke your heart. Is this your way of getting back at me?”
 
   “What? No!” She stepped towards him but he stepped away again and she winced, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry Cash. I don’t know what else I can say. I didn’t want you to get hurt and I thought I was protecting you.”
 
   “I thought I was protecting you too but it didn’t fuckin’ work did it? You still ended up hurt. Damaged because of me. That’s why you ended up with that sick fuck. That’s why you let him hurt you. Hell, he even fuckin’ looks like me Jemma!”
 
   She shook her head, “Those were my choices, not yours.”
 
   “Maybe, but you made them because of things I taught you. Hurt and destroy, it’s the Bomar way. Do as much damage as possible.” His jaw clenched, “You would have fit right in.”
 
   She swallowed hard. Past tense. He’d just used past tense talking about them.
 
   Oh God… she had to fix this. She had to make him see that she hadn’t understood at the time but she did now. She’d been trying to save him. She’d thought she was doing the right thing. But from his point of view, now and in this moment, she could understand why he saw only betrayal.
 
   It was everything he feared turned back on him. She’d expected the worst of him. She’d left him out of her life when it was truly important. When she should have turned to him and trusted him, she’d gone to someone else instead. Worse she’d used his brothers, his own family, to do the dirty work she couldn’t do herself and wouldn’t let him do.
 
   “Cash, I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” He met her gaze, not a flicker of emotion behind his mask now, banked fire into nothingness, “I loved you when I broke your heart and now you’ve broken mine. I guess we’re finally even.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, “Don’t do this.”
 
   “I didn’t do this. You did. You ruined us this time.”
 
   Every word hit like a blow and she struggled to breathe. There was nothing to fix. He was already pushing her away, shutting her out and leaving her behind.
 
   “I made a mistake.”
 
   “Yeah, you did. You told me that I had to talk to you, that I had to let you in and tell you what I felt but you didn’t do the same. As soon as trouble hit, you hid it from me. You didn’t believe in me, in us, to get through it and now we haven’t.”
 
   For a man of so few words, he destroyed her with the ones he was using now. She’d ruined them, he said. She hadn’t believed in him or them. And now she was going to pay the cost. She was going to lose him.
 
   A tear streaked down her face, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Goddamnit Jemma!” His mask cracked as he screamed at her and she winced, “I know! I know you’re sorry but it doesn’t fucking matter. I don’t know what to say to you!”
 
   “Say you’ll forgive me like I forgave you. You lied and I forgave you. Do the same for me. Please.”
 
   He shook his head, “I can’t. I can’t say it because I don’t know that I can right now and I don’t want to lie to you.”
 
   “Cash…”
 
   “I’m not a good man, Jem. A good man would say it and find a way to make it true but I just can’t right now. I’m so goddamned angry at you. I want to put my fists through something. I want to scream and yell and tear everything apart but that just proves you were right not to trust me doesn’t it? I would have killed him. You were right about that.”
 
   “No, you wouldn’t have.”
 
   He didn’t argue with her. He just stood there, looking at her, for a long time. She wanted to go to him. She wanted to cross the room and throw herself into his arms but she wasn’t sure he would catch her anymore. She wanted to fall at his feet and beg him to forgive her, to understand her side the way she was only just beginning to understand his, but she didn’t. He’d said it wouldn’t matter and it wouldn’t. She’d already lost him. He was already gone even though he was standing right in front of her.
 
   She swallowed hard, “So that’s it? You’re just going to give up on us?”
 
   He raised his shoulders, a shrug that was far too heavy, “I don’t know. I can’t even think straight Jemma. I’m so mad at you, at Colt and Remy. I’m so fucking angry I can’t see anything but red right now.”
 
   They fell silent again and she wiped another tear from her cheek, “I love you.”
 
   “If I didn’t love you I don’t think I’d be so pissed off.” He sighed, running his hand through his hair, “But I can’t do this right now. I can’t. I need to be away from you right now. I can’t even stand to look at you. It hurts too much.”
 
   She knew the feeling. It was the same thing she’d gone through when he broke her heart. She’d dealt with it by leaving too. She’d stayed gone for five long years. But in the end, she’d never really dealt with her broken heart, not until she’d come back to him.
 
   She knew then what she had to do. She hated it, but she knew. It took every ounce of her strength to pull herself together. She pushed away the tears that streaked her face and tried to stand tall even though she felt seconds away from crumbling. She met his gaze and then she did what she had to do… and stepped aside.
 
   “Go then.”
 
   He frowned.
 
   “Go. Go and be alone. Go and think about this, about us. Just go, Cash.”
 
   He stared at her and the tears started again. She angrily wiped at her cheeks. She could barely see him through the blur of them now but she raised her voice and pointed at the door.
 
   Go! Leave me! If I’m that terrible that you can’t stand to look at me then go! I love you and I don’t want you to hurt so go! Please! Go!”
 
   She was sobbing by the time she heard him move. She had to listen for the rustle of his clothes because she could only barely see him. She couldn’t make out his expression. She could only feel him as he moved past her, taking his warmth and safety and comfort and leaving her, maybe for good this time.
 
   Maybe this was just how they were always destined to part. They hurt each other. They loved each other so much but neither of them saw how strong the other one truly was. So they lied and omitted instead of trusting and believing. And as long as that was the case, this was the only way it could ever have ended.
 
   Outside the apartment she could hear voices yelling again. Male voices. The same voices from earlier. Voices that belonged to men she loved. They were screaming at each other again but she couldn’t make out the words over her own sobs and she didn’t try to go and break it up this time. She barely made it to the nearby couch before her legs gave out and she curled herself up in a ball to cry.
 
   There was the sound of shuffling feet nearby but she didn’t look up. She could still hear the male voices outside raised in an argument. A soft hand touched her shoulder and only made her cry harder because she realized she wasn’t alone at all.
 
   Skylar had come home at some point during the fight. No doubt, Colt had stopped her outside so she didn’t interrupt them. She’d been standing out there listening to them scream at each other just as she knew Cash’s brothers had been. They’d heard everything.
 
   “Hey, it’s going to be okay.” Skylar slid onto the couch next to her, wrapping her slim arm around her back and offering a comforting stroke.
 
   “N…n…no. It’s… not.” She sniffed softly.
 
   Not this time. It wasn’t going to be okay. Nothing might ever be okay again.
 
   Because this time she was the one that had hurt him. She was the one at fault. She was the one that would have to wait, have to hope and pray that he came back to her. And she knew that if she’d lost Cash for good, it would hurt forever.
 
   “Shh, okay, just… let it out.” Skylar soothed instead of offering more platitudes.
 
   Her friend rubbed her back and Jemma sobbed into her lap. Ugly crying until she was hiccupping and couldn’t quite breathe. She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she felt Skylar stiffen next to her.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   Jemma looked up through her swollen eyes to see who she was talking to and only cried harder. Colt stepped into the apartment and moved towards her. She couldn’t fight with any more of them tonight, particularly not the one that looked so much like the man she loved. She shook her head but he didn’t stop until he knelt in front of her and took her tear soaked hand.
 
   “Don’t give up on him, Jem.”
 
   “I…I…I didn’t. He… gave up… on me.” She hiccupped.
 
   “He’s angry but he’ll cool down. It was smart of you to tell him to go and give him time. He’ll come around. Don’t do anything stupid in the meantime okay.” He squeezed her hand and then released her, his attention turning to the woman at her side, “Keep an eye on her would ya?”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” Skylar answered softly.
 
   “Good, because I’m going after him.”
 
   Jemma swiped at her face, “He left?”
 
   Colt nodded, “Grabbed his keys and took off.”
 
   “You have… to go after… him.” She desperately grabbed for his arm as panic spilled into her veins, “You have to…”
 
   “I know.” Colt cut her off with a nod, “If he’s headed for Houston, I’ll stop him, however I have to. If he’s not, I’ll let him stew and calm down and then I’ll try talking to him again. He’ll come around. He has to.”
 
   She nodded even though she didn’t believe that. No, he didn’t have to. He didn’t have to forgive her.
 
   “You really think he could hurt someone tonight?” Skylar asked seriously.
 
   “Only himself.” Colt shook his head.
 
   “Go. Go after him. Please take care of him.” Jemma begged.
 
   “I will. It’s what I do.” Colt started to rise.
 
   Skylar jerked forward, one hand catching him by his shirt. She pulled on him to keep him from moving away. Colt paused, surprise flickering across his face before he wiped it away and simply stared down at her. A long moment of silence passed and then he shook his head, his eyes clear. He caught her hand in his and slowly pulled it away from his shirt, releasing him.
 
   Skylar’s voice trembled slightly when she spoke again, “Be careful. Please.”
 
   Colt stared at her for another second that stretched long and then he nodded. He dropped her hand and stood. He stepped away and then, he was gone.
 
   “Those Bomar boys are nothing but trouble.” Skylar joked but even through her tears Jemma could see her fake smile wobble, “I tried to tell you to steer clear didn’t I?”
 
   “I love them.”
 
   “Yeah…” Skylar gave an unhappy sigh, “Me too.”
 
   Jemma whimpered slightly and leaned into her friend. They were doomed. Cursed to love men that had no idea what love was. Men that pushed everyone away and kept themselves at arm’s length. They loved them but it might never be enough and her tears swamped her all over again at the thought.
 
   Somewhere out there Cash was hurting and alone and it was her fault. She was the one that had hurt him and she was the one that had taken away the one person in the world he’d trusted without fail. She’d told herself time and again that she wouldn’t come between the twins, wouldn’t disrupt the bond they shared, but she had.
 
   “This is all my fault.” She mumbled against Skylar’s shoulder between sobs.
 
   “Somehow, I doubt that.” Her friend brushed her hair back.
 
   “I’m a terrible person.”
 
   Skylar scoffed, “No, you’re not. Maybe you made a bad decision but that doesn’t make you terrible. People do stupid stuff all the time, particularly when it comes to the ones they love.”
 
   “I was only trying to protect him from himself but I screwed up.”
 
   “I only heard the parts when you two got really loud. You don’t have to tell me the whole story. It doesn’t matter. You know what does?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Amid all that yelling, it was clear you both love each other very much. That has to mean something right? You love him. He loves you. Everything else you can work out.”
 
   “What if it’s not enough?”
 
   “You’re asking the wrong question, Jem. What if it is?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Considering he felt more like a Bomar than he had in years, Cash went home.
 
   For a split second, he’d contemplated hitting the highway and heading for Texas. He’d vividly imagined the look on that bastards face when he knocked on the door of his high-rise apartment. He would have enjoyed the sound and feel of putting his fist through the fucker’s face, knocking out his teeth and breaking his nose. Only the knowledge that the guy’s face was probably already smashed beyond recognition had stopped him.
 
   Remy had already handled him. He’d beaten him bloody until he broke and gave him the information he’d used as threats. There was no telling what kind of torture Remy had made him endure to get what he wanted but if he was guessing it had been brutal and ugly. On his best days, Remy had always skated closer to Decker’s violent sadism than was healthy and that had been before he became a trained killer.
 
   Cash wanted to hate his brother for taking his revenge away from him. He wanted to be angry that he’d taken what was rightfully his. It should have been his right to deliver those blows, to defend himself and his woman and his family. But nobody had trusted him not to go off the deep end and take it too far and as angry as he still was, he could admit now that they’d been right to worry.
 
   Oh, it wasn’t an easy pill to swallow. That’s why he was taking it with a bottle of whiskey. He was drowning his sorrows and his miseries right along with his hopes and dreams. He hadn’t touched hard liquor since the last time Jemma broke his heart but he figured if he was going to sink again it was only fitting to do it up right.
 
   Call it nostalgia, or masochism or just another fucked-up Bomar acting out, but he figured going home was the perfect ending to this night.
 
   He hadn’t gone up to the house. He couldn’t. Decker’s truck was parked out front and as messed up as he might be he wasn’t itching for another confrontation. So he’d bypassed the house where he’d grown up, where all the horrors of his life had happened, and headed for the only safe place he’d ever known.
 
   The fort he and Colt had built out of spare plywood, tree branches and scrapped parts was hidden in the tree line near the back of the property. He hadn’t been out there in years, clearly nobody had which didn’t surprise him. They were the only ones that knew it was there, knew it existed, that had been the point of it.
 
   He couldn’t remember the day they’d started building it. Didn’t know where they’d found all of the pieces of wood or the nails or the tools to put it together. But he didn’t have to think hard at all to recall why they’d built it.
 
   They’d needed somewhere to hide. Somewhere that Decker couldn’t find them. Somewhere he would never think to look. They’d outgrown their hiding places in the house and besides that, he’d always found them there. Whether it was under a bed or in the back of the closet, he raged drunkenly until he stumbled onto one of them, usually Cash, and then when he started hitting him, inevitably Colt would come out to help take some of the blows.
 
   So they’d built the fort and it had been their hiding place. Whenever Decker had started drinking and yelling, they’d quietly pack up a bag and trek down into the woods to spend the night somewhere safe. It hadn’t mattered if it was a hundred degrees and the bugs nearly ate them alive or if there had been snow on the ground, they’d chosen it over the house more times than he could count.
 
   And when they’d gotten older, when they’d gotten big enough to fight back and hadn’t needed a place to hide anymore, they’d still visited it. Sneaking girls out to the fort had been rare but it had happened. More often than not, as teenagers, he and Colt would snatch beers from the fridge and get drunk while talking about how they would never end up like their father.
 
   Sitting there now with a half empty bottle of whiskey in his hand, Cash stared out over the Bomar land and laughed at how naïve they’d been.
 
   All he’d ever wanted was to be better than Decker but he wasn’t. He’d wanted to be better but that was the joke. Failure was part of his DNA. He could try but he would always come up short when it mattered. He was just like Decker.
 
   Angry. He was so fucking angry. Violent. He wanted to put his fucking fist through something. Mean. He wanted to lash out and use his pain to hurt someone else. Useless. He wasn’t good for anything but destruction.
 
   He was a Bomar through and through.
 
   A twig cracked behind him but he didn’t turn around. His shoulders tensed at the sound of footsteps, rocks and leaves being crunched underfoot, but he didn’t move. He just tightened his grip on his bottle of whiskey and stayed seated because if he got up, he’d be tempted to swing the bottle at the intruders head and even half-drunk and angry, he didn’t want to kill his twin.
 
   “Thought I might find you here.” Colt stopped just behind his right shoulder but he refused to turn and look at him.
 
   Just because he didn’t want him dead didn’t mean he wanted to talk to him right now.
 
   Colt huffed out a breath at his silence, “I checked the highway first or I would have been here sooner. Thought you might try to head out of town, take things into your own hands, so I camped out down at the pumps to see if you’d swing by to get supplies. When you never showed I figured you were sticking around. Only so many places to go in Old Settlers so I tried the garage and the bar but when you weren’t at either I figured there was a chance you came out here.”
 
   He rolled his eyes at the long-winded explanation of how his brother had tracked him down. Colt was babbling, a sure sign that he was nervous. He was trying to fill the silence while he figured out his next move. He’d set out to find him and he had but he must not have used his time to come up with an apology.
 
   Cash downed another hard slug of the brown liquid. No, he knew his twin better than that. Colt hadn’t come to apologize. He never apologized for anything. Fuck the world and the horse it rode in on, that was Colt’s motto. If you didn’t like him, didn’t like something he said or did, well fuck you too. He didn’t need you or your approval. He hadn’t come out here to apologize.
 
   “Why are you here?” He finally sighed.
 
   “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”
 
   “I’m not going to do anything stupid like drive to Houston and put that fuck in an unmarked grave.” He stared out into the darkness, his voice soft as he shook his head, “Not going to go picking fights with any of our family members either.”
 
   “That’s good to hear.”
 
   “But I do want to be alone so you can go.”
 
   Colt didn’t surprise him in the least when he shuffled to sit down beside him, “No.”
 
   Cash rubbed his eyes, refused to look at him and scowled, “I’m not sharing my whiskey with you.”
 
   “Didn’t come for the whiskey. I came for you. We need to talk.”
 
   “Not right now we don’t.”
 
   “Damn it Cash, don’t shut me out.” Colt growled and he finally turned to face him.
 
   There was a look of despair in his eyes that Cash recognized easily. He figured it mirrored his own. And fuck if they didn’t look alike in the dark like this. Their differences were muted in the darkness, the haircuts indistinct and Colt’s tattoos all but invisible. Looking into that square, chiseled face and intense blue eyes felt like looking into a mirror and he wasn’t prepared to do that just yet.
 
   “Go away Colt.” He jerked his gaze back forward.
 
   “Not until you hear me out.”
 
   He snorted, “Why should I? You didn’t talk to me before, when it would have made a difference. You lied to me then so go ahead, spill more lies to me now to try and smooth it over.”
 
   “I didn’t fuckin’ lie.” Colt snapped and then pressed out a deep breath, “I didn’t tell you what was going on but I didn’t lie.”
 
   “You told me everything was fine when I asked why you were upset this week. That was a lie.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe, but that’s the same as telling your girl her ass doesn’t look fat in a miniskirt. White lies aren’t bad. They’re designed to spare somebody’s feelings. What I did, it ain’t no worse than that.”
 
   At the mention of his girl, a sharp pain stabbed him in the chest. An image of Jemma in a miniskirt formed in his mind faster than he could blink it away. His girl in a tight little skirt that clung to her sweet, round ass was a fantasy. Slipping his hand beneath to find out if she was wearing panties, to find out if she was wet for him, would just be icing on the cake.
 
   Except he might never get to do that, get to see that, because he’d yelled at her and walked away.
 
   “I know you’re pissed but I’m asking you to take a step back and see my side.” Colt continued, oblivious to the battle raging inside his mind, “I saw an opportunity to protect you and I took it. I thought I could keep you safe if I kept you out of it. I was trying to help you. That’s all I’ve ever fuckin’ tried to do, Cash.”
 
   He snarled at the excuse, “It’s not your job to protect me.”
 
   “Yeah, it is. We protect each other. That’s what we do. We’ve done it since we were kids.”
 
   “But I’m not a kid anymore! I’m not a kid and I don’t need you to fight my battles for me. I never did.” He shot back and watched Colt flinch at that blow before continuing, “I’m just as strong as you are. I always have been.”
 
   “I didn’t step in front of you all those times when Decker swung his fists because I thought you were weaker than me, Cash. I did it because I was weak, because I couldn’t stand the sight of you hurting. It killed me. I knew how to tend to my cuts and bruises but watching that light go out of your eyes damn near destroyed me and I’m not fuckin’ letting it happen ever again.”
 
   He opened his mouth to respond, closed it again as what his brother had admitted sank in. Colt hadn’t thought he was weak. He just couldn’t stand the sight of his twin hurting. Cash knew the feeling. It wasn’t his own scars that haunted him. It was the sight of Colt’s, the memories of Colt shivering in pain and knowing there was nothing he could do to save him.
 
   Why he’d never thought of that himself, he didn’t know. It was so obvious now that Colt had admitted it. But some damaged part of him had always clung to the notion that his brother saw him the same way Decker did, as easy prey, as the soft one, the weak one. Hearing that he didn’t changed everything and nothing all at the same time.
 
   As badly as he’d tried as a kid, Colt hadn’t been able to protect him and he couldn’t do it now either.
 
   “If we’d told you about the threats, you would have unleashed hell on that bastard. I know that. You know that. There’s no use trying to deny it. And I couldn’t let you go down that road, not if I could do something to help.”
 
   “You call going behind my back helping?” He scoffed.
 
   “Damn it Cash, you have a chance to be something better than just a white-trash Bomar boy that uses his fists to fight his battles and ends up in prison. That’s all you ever wanted, to do better, be better than this shit we were born to.” Colt motioned out into the darkness with a growl, “I want that for you and I’d do anything to help you get it, even bloody my own hands in the process if it means keeping yours clean.”
 
   “That’s not how I want it.”
 
   “Sometimes you don’t get to choose how you stay clean. I was willing to get dirty for you and whether you accept that or not, it was the best way to keep you safe. I won’t apologize for that.”
 
   “Of course not.” He muttered as he twirled the bottle in his hand.
 
   “It was something I could take care of and there was no reason to drag you into the mess.”
 
   “It wasn’t your mess.” Cash snapped, “It wasn’t your fucking mess. It wasn’t a Bomar mess. It didn’t have anything to do with you! It was Jemma’s mess and she’s mine and that makes it my mess but it doesn’t make it yours.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Bullshit?” He growled.
 
   “Yeah, that’s bullshit. We ain’t ever divided shit up between us before and we’re not starting now. If it was your mess that makes it mine.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fuck you Cash. You don’t want to hear that I was trying to save you, trying to protect you? How about if it’s my mess because it’s Jemma’s mess huh? She matters to me too. I care about her. Hell, I think I’ve loved that girl just as long as you have.”
 
   His fist tightened on the bottle and a dangerous image of the damage he could do if he swung it at his brother’s head filled his brain. No. He couldn’t do that. But he wanted to. Because Jemma was his. She’d always been his and he wasn’t going to share her with Colt. Never.
 
   “Stop thinking about killing me.” Colt must have seen the fury on his face because he snorted, “I love her like a sister. That’s what she is to me. She’s yours and you’re my brother, my twin, my other half. How could I not love her just as much as you do?”
 
   He loosened his hold on the bottle by sheer force of will. Do not maim your brother, he told himself. He isn’t in love with your woman. He loves her like a sister. Hadn’t she told him the same thing? Colt wanted to protect her because she belonged to Cash. That was a good thing, not a bad thing. It meant he had more eyes to watch over her and keep her safe. Do not maim your brother, he silently repeated.
 
   “You were trying to help her. I get that. But you still should have told me.”
 
   Colt groaned, “Maybe we should have, you’re right, but neither of us wanted to see you to go prison. So be mad if you want but when you’re done cursing us, think it through. You’re a smart guy Cash and you know what I’m trying to say is true.”
 
   That was the problem. As angry as he was, he understood why they had done it. He didn’t agree with it, but he understood. Because they were right. He would have lost his damn mind if they’d told him about the threats. Hell, he’d gone off the deep end the second he found out, screaming and yelling and fighting. His reaction had more than proven why they had kept it from him hadn’t it?
 
   He frowned but held the bottle of whiskey out to his side, “I know why you did it.”
 
   Colt took the peace offering with a wary glance, “But you’re still pissed. I get it and I understand. Just… be pissed at me, okay? I can take it.”
 
   He stared out through the darkness at the small houses lit in the distance, the closest one almost dark. It looked like a normal house and maybe for some people it was. He knew that he wasn’t the only one that had grown up in a house like that one, with parents that were both neglectful and abusive.
 
   But he just might be the only one that’d had someone at his side, on his side, someone willing to step in front of him because the thought of seeing him hurt was the only thing that could truly hurt him.
 
   And now the brother that he already owed so much, was standing in front of Jemma. That was what went unspoken between them. Colt was willing to take his anger, so long as he directed it at him. He could take it, would take it, to protect the woman that they both loved in their own way.
 
   Jemma. God, just thinking about her made that awful pain slash through his chest again. He’d thought he was done with that terrible feeling when she came back into his life. He’d gotten her back and the pain had eased. He should have known it couldn’t be that easy.
 
   Cash struggled past the sudden knot in his throat, trying to make sense of the emotions roiling inside of him, “She thought the worst of me.”
 
   “No, she…”
 
   “Yeah, she did and do you know why that is?” He dropped his head low, “It’s because I prepared her for it. I taught her to expect the worst. How can I be angry at her for believing what I taught her to about me?”
 
   “Cash, you’re not angry at her.” Colt snorted.
 
   “The hell I’m not.”
 
   “Fine, maybe you are, but mostly you’re hurt.” Colt put the bottle of whiskey aside untouched, “She hurt your feelings because she kept something important from you but really, it’s not something you can’t get over. You know that just as well as I do.”
 
   His twin was right, again, which he hated admitting. He was hurt. It had hurt to find out that the people he cared about most in the world had kept him in the dark because they hadn’t trusted him. He was hurt that the woman he loved had lied to him, even if she’d had good intentions.
 
   But could he forgive her? Find a way past it? In the heat of the moment, he’d told her that he couldn’t. Just looking at her had hurt and he had seen the same pain reflected in her eyes. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her worse and so he’d left but he’d never intended to truly leave her behind.
 
   He wasn’t capable of letting her go again. He’d told her that before they’d gotten involved again. He’d warned her that he wouldn’t be able to walk away from her again and he’d meant it. He couldn’t lose her.
 
   That realization settled the worst of the tumult inside of him and he shuddered out a breath.
 
   He’d needed some time. He’d needed some distance. But he would go back to her. They would figure this out, figure out a way to put it behind them. He owed her that much.
 
   She’d forgiven him. He had lied. He had pushed her away. And she had forgiven him. He could do the same for her. For them.
 
   “You’re going to forgive her so do us all a favor and do it now. Don’t put it off. Don’t drag it out. Just go home and forgive her, Cash. Don’t lose your girl again because you didn’t just talk to each other.”
 
   He shot a glance at his brother out of the corner of his eye but Colt wasn’t looking at him. His twin was staring out at their old childhood home, just as he had. This was Colt, raw and insightful, because nobody knew him the way his brother did, and vice versa.
 
   “Are you really giving me relationship advice? You? The man that’s never had a meaningful relationship with a woman in his life?”
 
   He’d tried for a teasing tone but knew he didn’t succeed when Colt didn’t take the bait. Maybe it was because he was too on edge to make light of the very heavy situation. Their moods had always been so intertwined that he wasn’t surprised Colt kept flexing his hands as if he was itching for a fight. He was only surprised when his brother finally spoke.
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Colt cleared his throat but didn’t look up from where he was drawing designs in the dirt, “It’s not true.”
 
   It took him a minute to figure out what his brother meant. It wasn’t true. Which meant that he had opened himself up to someone. He did have a meaningful relationship with a woman.
 
   He contemplated leaving it at that but figured what the hell. He was still mad at his brother. If he couldn’t hit him, he could poke him at the very least.
 
   “Skylar?”
 
   Colt snorted, “Yeah.”
 
   “You two are… close.”
 
   “Yeah, we are, or were…” Colt ran a hand through his hair, “She’s pretty pissed at me right now.”
 
   “Think you two will get past it?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know. It’s complicated.”
 
   Cash raised a brow at that admission, “Because you’re in love with her?”
 
   “Fuck.” Colt groaned, “No, it’s not that, it’s… I don’t know, just drop it bro. It’s not important.”
 
   He thought it was but he figured if Colt really didn’t want to talk about it, he couldn’t make him. This was the longest conversation they’d ever had about the girl. Usually Colt did a good imitation of him at the mere mention of the girl and shut down. He decided to let it go for now, figuring he wouldn’t get any more information out of him either way.
 
   “Thanks for coming after me.”
 
   “Always.” Colt nodded seriously.
 
   He smirked, “I’m still pissed at you.”
 
   “I figured.”
 
   They fell into a companionable silence and he dropped back onto his elbows. Colt hadn’t touched the bottle of whiskey and he didn’t ask for it back. What small buzz he’d gotten going was fading already, right along with the burst of adrenaline and the remnants of his anger. The sharp pain in his chest had turned dull but it still throbbed with every beat.
 
   It wasn’t just Jemma that made him ache either. Through all of the bombs dropped on him tonight, he hadn’t missed that the person delivering them was someone he’d thought he might never see again. Remy had come back into his life just when it seemed everything was settling down and quiet and if he knew anything about his big brother it was that nothing about him was settled or quiet.
 
   He was a Bomar through and through. Drama. Destruction. Despair. Those were the things that clung to Remington Bomar and ten years away hadn’t changed that based on his sudden reentry into their lives.
 
   “Why Remy?”
 
   “What?” Colt froze almost solid and he barely resisted a snort.
 
   “Did you really think I wasn’t going to ask about him? He’s our brother. We haven’t seen him in ten years. Then he shows up knocking on our door out of the blue telling me shit that you should have told me.” He glared at his twin, “So do it now, tell me what the hell you were thinking getting Remy involved in all of this.”
 
   Colt ran a hand through his hair and groaned, “I’m not saying it was my best idea ever.”
 
   “Anything involving Remy is pretty much the worst idea on the planet. Can we agree on that?”
 
   “Like I’m going to disagree after the shit he pulled showing up here.” Colt started to smile but it fell just as suddenly as it formed, “I didn’t know he was coming, obviously.”
 
   “Obviously.”
 
   Colt was silent for a long minute before he shrugged, “I can’t say I was thinking clearly when I called him. I was so fuckin’ angry about what Jemma showed me and at the same time, all I kept seeing was you killing the bastard if you found out and I knew I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t lose you so I did the only thing I could and called the first person I could think of to help.”
 
   “Remy?”
 
   “He’d called before remember? Told me he was in Houston. I figured he owed us, you know, for not being there for us when we needed him, so I called.”
 
   “And he just agreed to lay a beat down on a guy he’d never heard of?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much.” Colt shrugged, “I told him what was going on, that Jemma was your girl and this guy had hurt her. He didn’t even hesitate, just wanted a name and an address. I told him if he took care of it that I might be willing to talk to him, give him a chance to explain himself. Clearly he misunderstood thinking it was okay to show up here.”
 
   Cash frowned out at the house in the distance and tried to piece together what he now knew of the situation. Colt had asked their big brother for help and he’d come through. He wasn’t sure he ever wanted to know exactly what Remy had done to get them out of this situation but he supposed, after hearing this part of the story, that he owed his older brother some gratitude instead of only his anger.
 
   “I wasn’t very welcoming.”
 
   Colt snorted, “Yeah, neither was I.”
 
   “If he really helped us, then…”
 
   “He can’t just buy his way back into our lives.” His twin cut him off with a growl, “He left us behind and he never looked back. He didn’t give a shit about us for ten years. Helping us now doesn’t wipe all of that clean.”
 
   He sighed, “He’s still our brother.”
 
   “Which is why I didn’t rearrange his face for showing up here.”
 
   “Did you leave him at the apartment?”
 
   “What? No.” Colt looked at him as if he’d lost his mind, “He took off in the middle of me yelling at him and I let him go to come after you.”
 
   A flare of loss hit him in the chest so fast, he never expected it. Remy had been back. He’d been there. He’d been within reach for the first time in a decade and instead of reaching out and trying to hold onto him, they’d let him go again. He’d always kind of thought that when Remy came home it would be for good but this mess with Jemma had screwed up everything. Instead of talking, they’d all fought and argued. Of course Remy had left again.
 
   As if he’d read his mind Colt sighed, “He didn’t go far this time. Said he was gonna crash with Link for the night. We can probably track him down before he takes off for good again if you want.”
 
   “He’s staying with Link?” He gaped.
 
   “Yeah, apparently they keep in touch.”
 
   “Are you fucking kiddin’ me?”
 
   “Nope, and trust me, I’ll be having a little chat with our cousin about that the first chance I get.”
 
   Cash didn’t have anything to say to that except to curse their fucked up family all over again so he fell quiet. For years they’d wondered and worried about where Remy was and what he was doing. And during all that time, their cousin had known where he was, had his number and been able to reach him. It wasn’t like he was close to Lincoln but a little common courtesy that he was aware their brother was alive wasn’t too much to have asked for.
 
   Not that it mattered now.
 
   Remy was back, at least for the time being. They would all have to sit down and talk before he left again. At least he hoped they could manage that much. They might be part of a sick, fucked up family, but they were still brothers.
 
   After a few more minutes passed in silence, Colt cleared his throat, “You ready to head back?”
 
   Cash shook his head.
 
   His brother groaned, “You don’t have to deal with Remy tonight. Just go home and deal with this stuff with Jemma. Work it out.”
 
   “I can’t. Not yet.”
 
   Colt scowled, “You need to go back and talk to her. She was crying, Cash. When I left to come find you, Jemma was crying.”
 
   “I know.” He muttered. “But I’m not ready to go back and see that yet.”
 
   “What the…”
 
   “I did that. In yet another bout of anger, I made Jemma cry. I hurt her.” He met his brother’s gaze and shook his head, “Yeah, I’m hurting too but that doesn’t negate her pain.”
 
   “You both hurt each other.”
 
   “Again.”
 
   Colt snorted, “You love each other, as best I’ve ever figured out, that’s what loving someone does to you. It hurts. But you two were meant to be together so man the fuck up and deal with it.”
 
   Cash winced at the harsh words, “You don’t really mean that.”
 
   “That you two are meant to be…”
 
   “No, not that.” He cut his twin off quickly, “Do you really think loving someone equals nothing but pain?”
 
   Colt turned away from him again, staring out into the night, and that dark well of anger and sadness that Decker had carved into them threatened to spill over. Cash stared at his twin, trying to figure out what to say, but he came up empty. Because he knew why Colt would think that when every person he’d ever loved had hurt him in some way. Decker, Chrissy, Remy, even Cash had hurt him time and again by dragging him back to the hell of their family instead of cutting them loose. Of course Colt would believe that love equaled pain when that was all he’d ever seen from the people in his life.
 
   Cash opened his mouth, closed it again without saying anything. What could he say, really? Sometimes loving someone did hurt. God knew, he and Jemma had hurt each other time and again, but it was the good parts that kept them coming back. The good always outweighed the bad with Jemma because no matter what, he loved her.
 
   “It’s not all bad.” He finally broke the awkward silence, “I know it might not seem like it, especially right now, but loving her makes me happy.”
 
   “I know.” Colt sighed.
 
   “It makes me better.”
 
   “I know. I’ve seen the difference in your good days and your bad and all of your good ones include her. You two love each other, that’s how I know you’re going to get over this.”
 
   “Yeah, we are.” He agreed aloud for the first time.
 
   “So let’s go home.” Colt turned to look at him again, “I don’t understand why you’re out here in the woods drinking your sorrows when you could go home and be with her.”
 
   He sighed, knowing Colt was right. He’d calmed down considerably. He’d stopped drinking and his buzz was gone. He was as rational as he was probably going to get about the whole thing. And if he was honest with himself, he could already feel the pull inside of him, that magnetic part of him that wanted to get back to Jemma as fast as he could.
 
   They needed to talk. They needed to work it out. And for the first time since he’d taken off, he wanted to.
 
   He loved her and he wasn’t losing her again. Not because of his mistakes. Not because of hers. They loved each other and that meant they had to fight for each other, even if sometimes that meant they had to fight with each other.
 
   He could only hope that she was looking forward to making up as much as he was.
 
   “You’re right. I need to go home and talk to her. Let’s get out of this hellhole.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   She had no idea how much time had passed when she heard the knock on the door. She hadn’t been able to pick herself up and go to bed. The very idea of being in her own bed tonight, alone, had sent another flash flood of tears dripping down her face. All plans for going out had been abandoned and Skylar had given her a blanket, changed into pajamas and curled up on the other end of the couch to sit vigil with her. When she first heard the tentative knock on the door, she’d been convinced she had fallen asleep and was dreaming.
 
   He would come back. Colt knew him better than anyone and he was right. Cash needed some time and space to cool down but he would come back. He would come back to her.
 
   She blinked when the noise came again, trying to make her tired body sit up. Skylar groaned as she uncurled herself from the other end of the couch. Her friend squeezed her shoulder reassuringly as she headed for the door. She tried for a comforting smile but couldn’t quite muster it.
 
   Jemma stifled a yawn and tried to tame her hair into something manageable. She probably looked like hell. She knew that. Just like she knew there was no changing it at this moment. She’d spent the better part of the night crying and she could feel her swollen eyelids and thick eyelashes. But if Cash had come back, she couldn’t make herself care about anything so frivolous as her looks.
 
   “Hey.” A deeply familiar voice came from the doorway and her heart thumped in her chest. “Sorry if I woke you but I need to see her.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what time it is?” Skylar groaned.
 
   “Is she awake?” There was a pause where she assumed Skylar nodded and then his voice came again, “Can I see her?”
 
   “Jem?” Skylar asked and she forced herself upright so she could nod.
 
   She didn’t trust herself to look yet. If she looked at him, she might start crying again. If she started crying again, she might not stop. It had taken hours the last time to get herself back under control. And the fact that she was a woman that so rarely cried, yet hadn’t been able to stop, wasn’t lost on her. She needed to keep her senses so she kept her eyes on the floor and nodded her head.
 
   “Okay then…” Skylar sighed heavily, “Come on in.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Do me a favor and try to keep it down would ya? Some of us have work tomo…” Skylar was clearly stifling a yawn but a second voice cut her off.
 
   “You can stay with me tonight.”
 
   Jemma forgot her reasoning and glanced up to catch Skylar’s reaction to Colt’s offer. If she was in a better mood, she might have smiled at the expression on her best friends face. Skylar hid it quickly but the look of longing had been there, as clear as day. The question was whether the look was for Colt or for the bed he was offering.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “They need some time alone. You can sleep on the couch or in Cash’s room if you hate the idea of using my bed so much.” Colt growled, “You have to work tomorrow and you need to get some sleep. Come on.”
 
   When she shifted her gaze back to her friend, her attention was snagged by the six plus feet of intimidating male that had pushed past Skylar. Her heart ached at the sight of him and she itched to race to him. She wanted to throw her arms around him and hold him close but since she couldn’t do that, not yet at least, she wrapped her arms around herself and tried to hold it together.
 
   He looked just as bad as she figured she did. His eyes were bloodshot and his hair was a mess. She figured he’d been running his hands through it, as was his way when he was stressed. The wary expression on his face tore at her insides but she couldn’t make herself look away from him again now that their eyes had met.
 
   In the background, she vaguely heard Skylar and Colt murmuring to each other. No doubt, they were arguing. In another time and place that would have earned her undivided attention but not now. She and Cash stared at each other and she only blinked when she heard her name again.
 
   “Jemma?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I’m going to stay at their place.” Skylar frowned when she said it, as if she knew it was a terrible idea, “It’ll give you two some privacy and if you need me, I’ll just be next door.”
 
   She nodded, her gaze snagging on Colt for a moment. She wasn’t surprised to see that he looked nearly as bad as his brother. No doubt, they’d already had their own fight. The small smile he tried to force for her benefit was mildly reassuring. He’d been right. Cash had come around if they were here together. She could only hope he was right about her as well.
 
   “We’ll be right next door if you need us.” Colt nodded in her direction then exchanged a glance with his twin.
 
   There was movement near the door as Skylar slipped on a pair of flip flops. She shut the door behind her when she left, leaving them alone. Jemma turned her attention back to Cash and her breath caught again when she realized he was already moving towards her. In just a couple of long strides, he was in front of her and he dropped to his knees, grasping her hands in his and holding her gaze with an intensity that stole her breath.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   She shook her head immediately, “No, I’m sorry. God, Cash, I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   His grip on her hands tightened, “Jem…”
 
   “No, let me, please…” She squeezed back just as hard, “I didn’t get it at the time, when I did it. I was only thinking about protecting you but I understand now. I shouldn’t have kept it from you.”
 
   Cash winced as if her apology hurt, “I understand why you did it but…”
 
   “I hurt you by not telling you. I know and I’m so sorry. I just thought if I told you that you’d do something dangerous and I wouldn’t be able to stop you. I didn’t want to lose you. I can’t lose you, Cash. I love you so much.”
 
   His eyes searched her face for a long moment, “You still love me?”
 
   She gaped at him, “Of course I do.”
 
   “I thought maybe you’d change your mind.” Cash sighed, “I get why you did what you did, why you kept it from me. I hate it but I get it. You couldn’t trust me not to blow up and when I found out and fought with Colt and yelled at you, I only proved you right.”
 
   “Cash…”
 
   “No, let me get this out. I love you Jemma and I want to be the kind of man that deserves you but tonight just proves I’m still not that guy. I’m going to get mad and I’m going to lash out. I don’t know how to control that side of me. I try but… you’re a trigger for me. I love you so much that the idea of anything coming between us, it sends me over the edge. I can’t lose you either.”
 
   She bit her lip and shook her head. All night she’d worried that he wouldn’t forgive her for lying to him. She’d had good intentions but she’d broken his trust. She’d feared there was no way he could get over it when he was so accustomed to people he loved letting him down. She hadn’t paused for even a second to consider he might be afraid she wouldn’t forgive him too.
 
   For a man that so very rarely spoke, he had no problem laying his heart on the line with her. He’d opened up to her from the very first day she walked back into his life. He’d never shut her out, not once. All of those weeks that he’d been there for her, he’d been trying to prove to her with his actions what he hadn’t been able to put into words.
 
   He loved her. She loved him. And Skylar had been right, that was enough.
 
   No matter what they had to overcome. No matter what obstacles they faced. As long as they loved each other, they could get through it, together.
 
   “You’re not going to lose me. I promise. I’m never going to keep anything like that from you ever again. If it’s important to me then it’s important to you. We’ll handle anything else that comes at us together.”
 
   Cash dropped his head into her lap, “That’s all I want babe. Us, together, it’s all I’ve wanted for so long and I don’t want to screw it up. Tell me I didn’t ruin us.”
 
   “You didn’t.” She stroked her free hand through his hair gently, “I’m so sorry for not telling you about the threats.”
 
   “I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t.”
 
   Jemma held his head in her lap for a long moment, stroking his hair and trying to soothe him. It soothed her too. Having him here with her, where she could touch him, it settled the worst of her nerves.
 
   They were going to get through this. Together. That was the only way.
 
   “I’ll do better. I promise.” He muttered against her lap and she frowned and tugged his head up.
 
   “Nothing you said was wrong, Cash.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I understand why you got so angry and you had every right to be mad at me. I asked you not to shut me out and then I did the same thing to you. I kept something important from you and worse, I asked your brothers to keep it from you. Even if I was only doing it to protect you, it was wrong of me and you were right. I shouldn’t have asked you to do something I couldn’t do myself. I’m the one that will try to do better. I promise.”
 
   “Oh, baby…” Cash cupped her cheek, “I don’t want us to keep hurting each other.”
 
   “I don’t want that either but I won’t walk away from you. Don’t ask me to.”
 
   “All I’ve ever wanted is you but if I put you in danger, if I scare you…”
 
   “You don’t.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   “Did you ever consider raising a hand to me tonight?”
 
   The look of horror on his face said it all, “No, God no.”
 
   “You were angrier than I’ve ever seen you. You were mad at me, specifically, but it never crossed your mind to raise your fists.” She met his gaze and tried to convey what she’d believed from the beginning, “You’re not that kind of man, Cash. You would never hurt me. I know that. I believe that. Why can’t you?”
 
   “I’m terrified I’m going to turn into him.”
 
   “You won’t.” She caught his cheeks between his hands when he started to look away, “I won’t let you. I’m not going anywhere so don’t try to push me away again, okay?”
 
   They stared at each other for a long moment and she tried to convey everything she felt for him in that glance. He was a good man. Even angry, she’d never feared him, not for a second. She trusted him and he needed to learn to trust himself.
 
   “Okay.” He finally leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers softly, “We’re going to argue. It’s what couples do. But I promise you, I won’t ever walk away from you again.”
 
   She nodded, “Me too.”
 
   “You forgive me?”
 
   “I’m the one that should be asking that question.”
 
   “I love you, Jemma.”
 
   “I love you too.” She pulled him close and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight when he hugged her in return.
 
   For the first time all night, she let out the breath she’d been holding. They were going to be okay. They would fight again. They would encounter problems and have disagreements, but they were going to be okay. They loved each other.
 
   “Jem, baby, I’m on my knees here…” Cash pulled back after a long moment and she wiped at the tears she hadn’t been able to hold back.
 
   “Sorry. Yeah, come on up here.” She started to move aside to give him room but he took her hands and held her right where she was.
 
   “No, I mean, I’m on my knees…” He met her gaze, “I promised myself a long time ago that if I ever convinced you to give me another chance that I would get down on my knees and beg you to love me again.”
 
   “You don’t have to beg. I do. I love you.”
 
   “I never should have let you go.”
 
   And she never should have let him. She should have known that the boy she loved was lying. She should have trusted her heart not to lead her astray. But she’d been young and scared and she’d let him push her away, drive her out of town and force her into a life that she’d never truly wanted for herself.
 
   Everything she’d ever wanted was right here. Her small hometown might be dusty and backwater. It might be full of gossipy people that were all up in each other’s business. But at the end of the day, it was home. It was where she’d been born, where she’d been raised and where she wanted to start her own family someday.
 
   She bit her lip, “We can’t change the past, Cash. All we can do is learn from it and move on. Together.”
 
   “Is that what you want?” His intense blue eyes searched her face, “You want us to move forward and put the past behind us?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then marry me.”
 
   She gasped and her hand flew to her mouth when she realized that he’d pulled something from his pocket. He held it out to her now and she stared in complete shock. She’d imagined this night ending a lot of ways, but she hadn’t thought it would include a proposal. It wasn’t all that long ago that she’d told herself this was inevitable, that he would ask, and soon, but she hadn’t thought after their fight that he would choose this moment to do it.
 
   “I…”
 
   “I love you Jemma.” He cut her off before she could answer, “You’re my whole world and if you say yes, making you happy will be my sole mission in this life. I want us to be together in every way so nothing can tear us apart. We’ve been apart too long as it is. We’ve wasted enough time. Marry me and we can spend the rest of our lives loving each other.”
 
   Tears cut into her vision as she stared at the ring. It looked familiar and it took her only a moment to place it. She’d made it for him years ago. It was a hammered circle medallion and if she looked closely she could still see the engraving of their initials. She’d looped it through a leather chain to turn it into a necklace but it was a ring. It had always been a ring and he’d kept it all this time.
 
   “Cash…” She took a shaky breath and shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts.
 
   “I know it’s not a diamond. It’s nothing fancy and you deserve better. I’ll get you something nicer I swear I just…” His gaze dropped and color tinged his cheeks, as if the admission embarrassed him, “This is the first piece of jewelry we ever shared and I thought it was fitting to give it back to you like this. It’s why I kept it all these years. You gave me a ring when I was too young and too stupid to realize what it meant but I do now. If you don’t want it, I…”
 
   “No, I do.” She reached for his hand when he started to draw back, “You just surprised me. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “No.” He snorted, “It’s not. I should have taken the time to get you a real engagement ring but…”
 
   “This is the one I want.” She pulled it out of his hand and slid it onto her finger, “It’s the one I always wanted.”
 
   She couldn’t stop a small smile from spreading over her face as she stared at the old silver ring on her hand. It wasn’t flashy and fancy. It was the complete opposite of the diamond ring she’d worn before. The ring that everyone had oohed and awed over had never felt right but this one did. It was perfect.
 
   “Does that mean yes?” Cash stared at her hand and then glanced back up at her, “Will you marry me?”
 
   She knew all the reasons she should say no. It was too fast. It was reckless and irresponsible. They’d been fighting only hours ago. He’d walked out on her. She’d sent him away. They’d both lied and broken each other’s trust. But in the grand scheme of things, it all came down to the one, undeniable truth that she had never been able to deny.
 
   She loved him. She’d always loved him. And she wanted to spend her life with him.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Cash’s grin was instantaneous, dimples flashing as he stared at her, “Yes?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll marry you.”
 
   She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to his, erasing any doubt that she meant it. Cash stilled against her for a moment as if the move surprised him and then she felt his grin before he kissed her back. His tongue probed her lips and she opened for him, twining her tongue with his and earning a groan just before his hands were on her and she was tugged off the couch and into his lap.
 
   A giggle escaped her as they fumbled together, “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” He peppered kisses across her jaw, “You just made all my dreams come true baby and I promise, I’m going to make yours come true too.”
 
   He kissed her again and she wrapped her arms around him. She had no doubt about that. Cash was her dream guy. Everything about him, even his damage, was beautiful to her. They’d been made for each other and though it had taken them some time and some distance to find their way back to each other, she would never question that they belonged together.
 
   “I know its fast.” Cash pulled back from the kiss with a groan, “We’ll take our time if you want, have a long engagement.”
 
   “You’d do that for me?”
 
   “Anything you want.” He brushed her hair back, “You were engaged before, I get that, but I’m telling you right here and right now, you’re not getting out of this one Jemma.”
 
   She grinned, “Promise?”
 
   “Promise.”
 
   He kissed her again and she melted against him. It was a gentle kiss, sweet and tender. He kissed her like he was trying to show her just how much he loved her, as if she didn’t already know. She loved when he kissed her like this, innocent and soft, but after the tumult of emotions she’d felt tonight, she needed more. She needed to feel him, all of him, every inch of passion that bound them together.
 
   She broke the kiss with a whisper, “Make love to me.”
 
   “Anything you want. Always.”
 
   He kissed her again, soft and sweet, and she nipped at his bottom lip. He growled but only tongued her in response. She pulled his hair and he grasped her wrists in his hands, tugging her away. She arched her hips and he pushed back, pinning her between him and the couch.
 
   With a frustrated groan she pulled back, “I changed my mind.”
 
   “Hmm?” He peppered kisses across her jaw.
 
   “I want you to fuck me instead.”
 
   Cash groaned, “Jesus, Jem, when you talk like that…”
 
   “I know.” She bit his earlobe and grinned, “Do you remember our first time? We were sitting on the floor at my dad’s house, supposed to be working on our class project but you kept making up excuses to touch me.”
 
   She felt his answering smile against her throat, “You were wearing that pretty little sundress and all I could think about was getting underneath it.”
 
   His hands slid around her hips, drawing her up and she tilted her hips, riding the hard length beneath her. They both groaned. He was catching on. Finally. His big palms landed on her ass and he dragged her against him, forcing her to ride him as he nibbled on her neck.
 
   “I ended up in your lap, just like this.” She gasped as he flexed up, grinding his erection between her legs, “And then we were on the floor and you were inside me and nothing had ever felt so right in my life.”
 
   Cash groaned even as he shifted them. He laid her back on the carpet and loomed over her. The new position had him between her thighs, her legs wrapped around his hips and she reveled in the way he pinned her hands to the ground over her head. His eyes were dark with desire as he studied her face and she met him head on, couldn’t look away even if she’d wanted to.
 
   “You deserved better than a hard floor and a quick fuck, Jemma.”
 
   “Maybe, but it was what I wanted then and it’s what I want now.” She leaned up enough to brush her lips against his, “You said you wanted to make me happy remember? I need you.”
 
   She thought he was going to argue some more so he surprised her when he leaned down and kissed her. His lips against hers, his tongue tracing around her mouth, teasing hers into playing. She was so lost in his kiss she almost missed it when his hands raced over her body, ridding her of her clothes. She raised up a little to help him remove her bra and then she lay back to watch as he pushed up to undress himself.
 
   He pulled his t-shirt over his head and she gave a dreamy little sigh. She was never going to get tired of looking at that broad, muscular chest of his. She loved seeing her name inked there, loved knowing that he wore her mark just as surely as he would one day soon wear her ring. He wiggled out of his jeans and her eyes followed the light trail of golden brown hair down to the massive erection that jutted proudly between them, ready to claim her all over again.
 
   “Jesus, baby if you keep looking at me like that, this will only last about as long as it did that first time.”
 
   She grinned at his joke, “I’m done looking for now. It’s time for the touching portion of the evening. I need you.”
 
   He batted her hand away when she reached for him, “Say it again.”
 
   “I need you.”
 
   His answering grin was arrogant and adorable, “I know babe but first you’re going to tell me what I need to hear. Say it again.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I’m going to marry you.”
 
   “Fuck yeah you are.” He traced his palm up the inside of her thigh, “You look wet and ready for me. Are you?”
 
   She nodded, “Yes.”
 
   He moved his hand higher, not taking her word for it, and when his thumb stroked over her clit her hips jumped. He circled it slowly and her eyes drifted shut as pleasure radiated through her body. Her entire body clenched with need, wanting more, needing more.
 
   “Cash, please.” She begged.
 
   “You know what else I want to hear.” He shook his head and continued to play with her.
 
   She wracked her brain, trying to figure out what else he wanted to hear. She loved him. She’d agreed to marry him. What else was there? They were going to be together. They were going to build a life together, a family together…
 
   Her eyes drifted open and her lips twitched into a smile, “I’m going to have your babies too.”
 
   Cash groaned, “That’s right. That’s it, babe. Damn, I don’t know why I want that so bad but I need to put a baby in you and tie you to me in every way.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a yell of pleasure when he thrust a finger into her. She thought she knew why it was so important to him. He’d never had the things they could have together. A house full of love and happiness. She could give him that.
 
   “We’re going to have a family together. Little baby Bomar boys that are half you and half me.”
 
   “Tell me you want that with me.” He thrust another finger into her and she moaned and arched against him.
 
   “I want that with you. I want everything with you. I want to be your wife and I want to make a baby with you and raise him together, here in our hometown. This is home. You’re home. I love you Cash.”
 
   “Love you.” He ground out, “Need you.”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   He rose up over her again in one fluid motion and slammed into her in one brutal thrust. She shrieked and bit her lip so hard she was almost certain she drew blood. He pulled all the way back out and then did it again and she whimpered as her body responded, squeezing him tight, trying to hold him deep where he belonged.
 
   As his body pounded into hers, fucking her hard just like she’d begged for, she cupped his face and met his intense blue gaze. She loved this big, beautiful complex man. She wrapped her legs around him and dragged him down, melding her mouth to his as their bodies met fast and hard, flesh slapping as they raced towards that pleasure peak together.
 
   Her nails scratched his back and he groaned. In the next breath, he was pinning her arms over her head and riding her hips even harder. The show of dominance sent a shiver down her spine and she felt the beginning tremors of her orgasm flutter through her.
 
   She loved him like this. When he lost control even as he took control of her body. Taking what he needed from her and giving it back in spades and spades. She was going to have carpet burns on her butt and shoulders, just as she had after their first time. The memories only served to send her flying higher this time.
 
   “Cash, I’m close.” She gasped out a breath as sweat trickled between her breasts.
 
   “What do you need baby? Tell me what you need and I’ll give it to you. Always.” He never broke his rhythm, driving into her hard and deep as he met her eyes.
 
   This man. Would she ever get enough of him? Of how completely he loved her?
 
   “Kiss me, please I…”
 
   His mouth was on her before she finished the sentence and when his tongue stroked deep, delving into her at the same time his cock hit that secret spot inside her body, she broke. The orgasm shot through her in one jolt of massive pleasure and she broke the kiss to cry out. As the waves pounded at her, she felt him shudder, his movements turning jerky and she knew he was right there with her. He called out her name in a rough, passion-drenched voice as he came inside her, filling her up and making her entire body tighten in response trying to soak him up.
 
   “Oh, God…”
 
   Reality was a hazy, dream-like place as Cash collapsed against her, holding her close in the aftermath of their climax. Her arms felt like noodles, her entire body soft and pliant, but she forced them up and wrapped them around him. He muttered something about being heavy against her neck but let her hold him for a couple of minutes before he forced himself back up onto his elbows.
 
   She smiled when she looked up into his handsome face. His hair was disheveled and fell over his forehead so she pushed it back lovingly. His blue eyes were bright and his smile was wide, his dimples flashing. She’d never seen him look quite so gorgeous or quite so pleased with himself.
 
   “I love you.” She whispered softly.
 
   “I’m never going to get tired of hearing you say that.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of saying it.” She yawned and shifted to her side, “Lay down with me.”
 
   “I should get you to bed.”
 
   “Not yet.” She shook her head, “I didn’t get to just lay with you after you made love to me on the floor that first time. Lay with me now.”
 
   His smile softened, as if he understood what she was really asking and he cuddled in beside her, dragging her against his chest. She breathed in the familiar scent of him and her and their lovemaking and closed her eyes. They were putting the past behind them and moving on, for good, together.
 
   “I love you Cash and I’m going to love being a Bomar girl too.”
 
   He chuckled and stroked her back, “A Bomar girl. I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Mmm, I thought you might.” She kissed the tattoo of her name on his chest, “Know what I think you’ll like even better?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I don’t want a long engagement.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “No... I want to be married to you before the baby comes.”
 
   He gasped. She grinned. And then they were kissing like it was the start of their happily ever after.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
    
 
   There is a staggering failure in our society when it comes to understanding domestic abuse. It is far too easy and simple for us to say it isn’t our problem or it isn’t our business when we see or hear about it. It’s even more problematic when the most common reaction is the oversimplified “just leave” philosophy.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, domestic violence is neither simple nor easy. It is a complex physical, emotional, psychological and sexual problem with damaging and lingering effects for the victim. The conditioned response that a victim should simply leave is naïve and discredits the threats inherit in the abuse to begin with.
 
    
 
   Abusers are manipulative. They use psychological and oftentimes financial control over their victims to keep them quiet and at their mercy. One of the most common characteristics of an abuser is the ability to isolate their victim from the friends and family members that they would need in order to leave. Taking away the support system of people who care and the availability of a safe place to run are an abusers favorite lie.
 
    
 
   If you or someone you know is a victim of domestic violence, there is help. You are not alone. There are people who understand and can provide assistance. You can find various organizations online by searching for keywords like “help for domestic abuse” in your area.
 
    
 
   I know it may feel as if you are alone but you’re not. Don’t be trapped by another lie. If you need help, get it in whatever way you can. Your safety is the first priority.
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   No Apologies –
 
   Book 2 in the Bomar Boys Series
 
   Every small town has that one family that’s more savage than civilized. The ones that are more myth and legend than man. In Old Settlers, Oklahoma that’s the Bomar boys. Wild, reckless and vicious, they skirt the line of criminal and trip over it more often than not. They are their own punchline: white trash but proud beyond compare. Dirty and dangerously sexy, it’s best to steer clear of them or else risk your life… and your heart. These are their stories.
 
    
 
   Colt Bomar is a bastard. A dirty, violent piece of white trash, he makes no apologies for who and what he is. He’s never cared what anyone thinks of him and he cares even less about trying to be a better kind of man… until her.
 
    
 
   She’s everything he’s not. Good, sweet, gentle, she’s an angel that brightens his dark existence. But he’s seen the kind of destruction a man like him can wreak and he intends to protect her from that, from him, if it’s the only good thing he ever does.
 
    
 
   Skylar Holland is no angel. Angels don’t lust after the bad-tempered boy next door when they’re involved with another man. They don’t dream about having the rough hands and sinful mouth of a guy that snaps and snarls at them all over their body. And that’s what she’s wanted from Colt since the moment the troubled Bomar boy said they were nothing but friends.
 
    
 
   Friends? With the man that makes her blood boil and her heart melt? No, she wants more. She wants everything. And she’s not about to apologize for going after what she knows they both want. Forever.
 
    
 
   Can he overcome his past to give her the future he knows she deserves? Or is he doomed to repeat the sins of his father by dragging her down into the darkness with him? And if she treads into the shadows to win him will she even still be the woman he wants when they come out the other side?
 
    
 
   Coming October 2016
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