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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.
 
   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?
 
    
 
   *No Apologies is the second 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 abuse are key to the story and can be a trigger for some.
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   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used factiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Colt Bomar was a bastard. Just ask anyone. They’d tell you that he was no good, worthless or worse. It didn’t matter that he’d pulled himself together and made a decent life for himself. It didn’t matter that he’d worked his ass off to start his own business and make it a success. He’d been born a Bomar and there was no escaping his last name or the reputation that went along with it, not in his small hometown.
 
   Criminals, liars and thieves, his family had earned every bit of the terrible gossip that followed them like a shadow. If it was illegal and happening in a fifty mile radius of Old Settlers, Oklahoma it was a safe bet there was a Bomar boy involved. At least one of them could be found in the nearby prison on any given day of the week and on weekends the local jail swelled in number from his family members alone. 
 
   He wished he could say he’d never lived up, or down as the case may be, to that reputation, but he couldn’t. He’d carved his name in the family legend when he was just a kid. He’d fought with his fists, cut with his words and rained holy bloody hell down on the world at large for the injustice he’d had delivered to him simply for being a Bomar.
 
   He’d been the principal’s worst nightmare in school. He’d bullied and fought on the playground. He’d stood on his desk and all but started a riot in the cafeteria. Most kids wouldn’t have risked detention, expulsion and a trip to juvie that nearly got him killed before the age of fifteen but most kids had been born with a chance at something better.
 
   Colt hadn’t.
 
   He’d come into the world fighting and he hadn’t stopped since. He couldn’t. Not when his father was hell bent on killing him and his twin brother simply for existing. 
 
   Decker Bomar was the goddamned devil. Dark and dangerous, he was pure evil. He seemed to have been put on earth for the express purpose of wreaking havoc and destruction on the people he should have cared for. It wasn’t enough for him to start a barroom brawl with perfect strangers. No, he preferred to get his kicks hurting his wife and children instead.
 
   On the day Colt and Cash were born, he’d gotten drunk and beaten his wife into a coma. A month premature, the twins had barely survived and to hear the bastard tell it, he wished they hadn’t. He’d been trying to finish what he started ever since and likely wouldn’t stop until one or both of them was six feet under.
 
   All of Colt’s childhood memories were bad ones. Decker drunk and spewing vile, hateful things at them. Gigantic fists pummeling him into unconsciousness. Cash bleeding and crying as he tried to pull Colt out of the way of another attack. Their older brother Remy leaving them behind when they were still too young to defend themselves. Their mother drugged out of her mind, trying to escape the violence the only way she could but leaving her sons to the horrors Decker wreaked all on their own. Chrissy hadn’t protected them, not once, which made her just as bad in his estimation. 
 
   He and Cash had never had anyone to protect them, to love and care for them, never had anyone but each other.
 
   So no, he’d never had a chance to be anything but what he was. If he’d been weak, he wouldn’t have survived. If he’d been soft, he wouldn’t have been able to protect his twin. If he’d been fragile, he would have ended up with more than just his bones broken. He’d learned early on that the only way to survive in his family was to be hard and tough, to give as good as you got, and so he had.
 
   He was a bastard Bomar boy and despite all the fighting he did in his life, he’d realized a long time ago that there was no point in fighting that. He was what he was. He was his father’s son. He was the man that Decker had made him. He was a Bomar. 
 
   He’d faced the cold hard truths about himself a long time ago. He wasn’t a good man. He was damaged goods. He was violent and he had a mean streak when he felt threatened. He shut people out and he didn’t trust easily, or at all. He was stubborn and proud and he made no apologies for any of it.
 
   He’d accepted the worst parts of his character a long time ago and he’d never cared even a little what anyone else thought of him.
 
   Until her.
 
   She’d worked her way into his life, little by little, until he couldn’t imagine it without her. She’d gotten under his skin like a damn thorn that he couldn’t bring himself to dig out. Her presence in his life came with a full blown ache, an annoying pain in his chest that made him edgy and uncomfortable. 
 
   He knew how to stop it. Slice himself open and pull the thorn out once and for all. Cut her out of his life the same way he’d cut out anyone that had the power to hurt him. It’s what he should have done the moment he’d realized just how deep she’d gotten but he hadn’t and now he was fairly certain it was too late.
 
   He was fucking crazy about the girl. 
 
   She was all he thought about. Even when he knew better. Even when he knew he shouldn’t. Even when he knew it was pointless, that he couldn’t cross that line. Even now, when he should have been focusing on what his cousin was telling him, Lincoln only had half of his attention because a blonde had walked past the window outside and Colt’s eyes had drifted and disappointment set in when he realized it wasn’t her.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   He jerked his eyes back to his cousin and didn’t miss the unamused expression on the face that bore a striking resemblance to his own, “What? Yeah, uh… huh?”
 
   Lincoln scowled, “You weren’t paying a damn bit of attention to what I was saying.”
 
   “I got distracted.”
 
   “Uh huh…” Lincoln turned to the window, clearly sensing where his eyes had gone, “Who’d you see?”
 
   “Nobody.”
 
   His cousin’s expression darkened, “You got something more important than me you need to deal with?”
 
   “No, I’m listening.” He shook his head to clear his thoughts.
 
   He might not like to admit it but Lincoln was right in this. He deserved Colt’s attention. If what he had to say wasn’t important, he wouldn’t be here, saying it. That was the kind of man Lincoln was. Direct, no-nonsense and though they disagreed on a lot, that was one thing they’d always had in common.
 
   “You sure?” Lincoln tilted up a skeptical eyebrow.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Because I thought we were on the same page but if we ain’t then we’ll have to figure out some other terms and I’d hate to have to do that, ya know, you bein’ family and all.”
 
   “Damn it, we’re on the same page. Stop talking down to me like I’m one of your fucking minions. I’m in, Link. Just tell me what the hell you need from me and then get the hell out of my shop.”
 
   He snapped, his temper flaring at the condescending tone his cousin used. Lincoln wouldn’t have dared use that patronizing attitude on any of his brothers. They’d have knocked him into next week. Same with the rest of their cousins. He reserved his superior bullshit for Colt and Cash alone because they didn’t live up to the Bomar name in his opinion.
 
   Only in their fucked up family could he and Cash be the black sheep for trying to live a normal life. For behaving within the confines of the law. For having legal jobs and working hard for their money. For trying to better themselves.
 
   It was a decision they’d made a long time ago. To work, to keep their heads down and their hands clean of the family business. In all honesty, it was a decision Cash had made, not him. His twin had been the one to force the issue, the one that refused to bend to the will of their family members. 
 
   Cash was the idealist, the true believer in the good of the world and love conquering all and the bullshit that went along with it. Colt was far more skeptical. Maybe because he knew what it took to keep them clean, the price their practical life truly cost. 
 
   He was the one that had paid it. He was the one that was still paying for it. That was why Lincoln was standing in his tattoo studio right at that very moment spouting off about the debt Colt owed him and how he was expected to pay it off.
 
   With blood.
 
   Cash knew nothing of this part of his life. Colt had made sure of that. It was part of his deal with their cousin. 
 
   From the time they were children, he and Cash had been a team. They’d only survived their awful childhood because they had each other’s backs. Growing up hadn’t changed that. They took care of each other. So, Cash wanted to stay clean? Colt made it happen, even if that meant he dirtied his own hands on occasion.
 
   It was a bargain he would make every single day of the week and twice on Sunday.
 
   Protecting Cash was what he did. It’s who he was. When they were kids that had meant covering his twin’s mouth when he cried out in the middle of the night. It had meant stepping in front of a fist for him more times than he could count. And for the past five years it had meant keeping him in the dark about the shady deal he’d made to get them enough money to start their legal life.
 
   Cash would probably kill him if he ever found out about it. God knew his twin had lost his damn mind the last time he’d found out one of the secrets Colt kept from him. But he’d managed to talk Cash past his anger and he knew he could do it again. If it ever came to it, if he ever had to tell his brother about this, Cash would forgive him.
 
   He would have to. Cash would understand the need to protect and provide for the person that meant the world to you. Cash had Jemma now. He was settling down with the love of his life. He was deliriously happy now that he’d gone and gotten engaged and finding out he was going to be a father had only made his twin even more fierce than usual. So yeah, he thought Cash would understand.
 
   But he hoped he never had to tell Cash about his deal with Lincoln. Ever. He wanted to finish paying off his debt and get clean without his twin ever finding out what he had done. It would be better for everyone that way.
 
   In the past it hadn’t always been easy keeping this part of his life a secret from his brother but with Jemma hounding him all the time it had gotten much harder. She was always asking where he’d been and where he was going and watching him. For a guy that had never had anyone care about him enough to pay attention, it was kind of nice knowing Jemma worried about where he was and if he was getting into trouble. But at the same time, it was a royal pain in the ass avoiding his future sister-in-law whenever he came home black and blue from a fight.
 
   He supposed he should just be glad that Cash had taken his girl out of town this week. They’d left this morning to visit Jemma’s dad on the rig site and tell him the news about becoming a grandfather in person. With the apartment to himself, it would make it easier to handle whatever Lincoln needed from him without having to lie.
 
   “Did you just yell at me?” Lincoln only smirked at his outburst so he crossed his arms over his chest and remained silent, “You did. Good. I was beginning to worry you’d gone as soft as your twinkie.”
 
   His jaw clenched, “Don’t talk about Cash or I’ll knock your teeth down your throat.”
 
   Lincoln chuckled, “Yeah, you still got it if you’re threatening me.”
 
   “Just tell me what the fuck you want this time, would ya?”
 
   His cousin made a big show of leaning against the counter as if he was getting comfortable but Colt didn’t buy a second of the act. Lincoln never had to get comfy anywhere. He just was. Whether he’d been born with that kind of easy confidence or if he’d earned it by establishing himself as the leader of the Bomar clan, Colt might never know. The fact was a lot of the rumors about the Bomar’s and their prideful, white-trash swagger came directly from the one standing in front of him.
 
   It was one of the few things Colt could admit he admired about his cousin. Like him, Lincoln didn’t shy away from what he was. He embraced it. And if you didn’t like that, didn’t like him, then he’d tell you to go to hell or deliver you there himself.
 
   He was a guy whose bad side you didn’t want to be on so Colt cleared his throat and toned down his attitude, “What’s up Link?”
 
   “There’s a fight tonight and I need you in the cage.”
 
   Colt rolled his eyes, “That’s it? You want me to fight tonight? A fuckin’ phone call would’ve sufficed, don’t ya think?”
 
   “Not this time, that’s what I was sayin’. We’re keepin’ it real quiet. No chatter on the lines. Invite only.”
 
   A flicker of unease lit in his veins. Invite only meant they were keeping it to regulars, people they trusted, no outsiders. That the invites weren’t going out via phone or text meant they were untraceable. And the fact that he knew to worry about things like that was what made him a Bomar.
 
   “Somebody get tapped?”
 
   “Nah, nothing like that.” Lincoln answered with an easy shrug, “We’re just being safe.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “It’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Uh huh.” He repeated suspiciously.
 
   “Do I look worried?” Lincoln grinned and Colt snorted.
 
   “You never look worried.”
 
   “Exactly.” His cousin pushed back to his full height, grin firmly in place, “So, tonight. Be there about nine. You’re goin in first to shut it down fast. One fight. Knock him out and then you can go on home and you won’t have to hear from me again.”
 
   “Yeah, until the next time you need me to send a message with my fists.”
 
   “Hey, you’re almost paid up. You’ll be done soon enough. Besides…” Lincoln shot him a hard look, “You know you like it. The anticipation and the rush of adrenaline. The roar of the crowd and the feel of breaking another man’s bones. You’re gonna miss it when you’re done.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Uh huh.” It was Lincoln’s turn to snort his disbelief, “Just be there tonight yeah?”
 
   Though it was phrased as a question, he didn’t have much choice so Colt nodded, “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. I’ll see ya tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, now get outta my shop.”
 
   Lincoln chuckled again and backed away slowly, hands in the air in an imaginary show of defeat. He’d gotten what he came for, that was the only reason he was leaving. Colt wasn’t naïve enough to think that he’d won anything because there was no winning with his family. 
 
   “Hey now, remember it’s still half mine until you pay off that debt, Cuz.” 
 
   He scowled when Lincoln winked as if it were a joke. It wasn’t. He knew better. It was a not so subtle reminder to watch his tone and his place. Lincoln cut him a lot of slack because they were related but he would only be pushed so far. The backtalking and threats were acceptable, but only in private. Doing it in public would not be conducive to his good health or the pristine tattoo studio they were standing in.
 
   For about the millionth time, Colt cursed himself for accepting Lincoln’s money and using some of it to open Fine Lines. Taking his money had been the opposite of walking away from the family business. If Colt took the dirty money he had to do the dirty deeds that went along with it. But he’d needed that money, Cash had needed it, and Lincoln was the only one that had offered. 
 
   So far he’d never asked for all that much in return. A couple of fights a month in the underground MMA style matches their cousin Abel ran had worked off most of his debt. He was a sure thing in any fight, had never lost, and with Lincoln backing him the money they raked in almost made it worth it. 
 
   A few times his cousin had asked him for more serious favors but he told himself that he’d never broken any major laws to sleep at night. He’d never been more than a driver or a threat in the background. He liked to believe that meant he couldn’t get in too much trouble if he were ever caught but he wasn’t stupid enough to believe that made him innocent. 
 
   He operated in a gray area that most people didn’t have. Cash and his girl Jemma, normal people, they lived in the white. Decker, Lincoln and the rest of the Bomars lived almost entirely in the black. He was somewhere in the middle and that was something he’d learned to accept.
 
   If somebody had to bridge that gap, it was him. Maybe someday he’d be able to cross over to the other side with Cash. But not until he’d erased his debt and struck the Bomars from his life once and for all. Until then, he waded back and forth, trying to work his way through hell without forfeiting his right to heaven.
 
   As if to prove that he was still very much in his own personal hell, the door chimed again seconds after Lincoln stepped out of it. Colt glanced up and felt his smile drop before he could stop it. The man coming towards him didn’t deserve that reaction, not at all, but if he noticed Colt’s less than warm greeting, he didn’t let it show.
 
   “Hey man!”
 
   “Hey Trey.” He nodded, forcing his smile firmly back into place as if they were old friends, as if he didn’t hate his guts, as if he didn’t contemplate breaking his face each and every time he saw him.
 
   Just because the guy was dating the girl of Colt’s dreams didn’t mean he couldn’t be civil. Trey wasn’t a bad guy. God knew she could do a lot worse. Hell, she’d be doing a lot worse if she chose him.
 
   “You got an appointment?” He smiled politely as the other guy strolled closer. “I didn’t think I had you on the books today.”
 
   “Nah, that’s why I’m here. I was passing by and thought I’d see if you had time to work on that back piece.”
 
   “Sorry man, not today.”
 
   Trey glanced around the empty shop and Colt bit the inside of his cheek. Too fast. Too harsh. He was running a business and Trey had been a good client in the months since he’d moved to town. His personal dislike of the guy had nothing to do with finishing the tattoo on his back.
 
   He softened his stance, “I’m about to close up for the night. It’s been slow and I’ve got somewhere to be.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, no problem.” Trey nodded good-naturedly.
 
   “Let’s get you on the books though, we need to get that thing finished.”
 
   He forced himself to open his calendar and make small talk with a man he wanted to hate as they found a good day and time for an appointment. The truth was, he didn’t like talking to Trey because the more he got to know him, the harder it was to hate him. The guy was too damn easy to like. Trey was a good guy, which just made lusting after his girlfriend that much worse.
 
   Colt really was a bastard.
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   If there was one thing in the world Skylar Holland hated it was being treated like an invalid. She’d been sick when she was a little kid, like really sick. She’d spent more time in the hospital than she had the schoolhouse. There had been doctors that she called aunt and uncle because she saw them so often but that had all changed when she was twelve and the surgeons finally fixed her broken heart. 
 
   And no, that joke would never get old. 
 
   What did get old, however, was the way her parents, older brother and pretty much everyone in her life still treated her with kid gloves. As if she was still weak and sickly. As if she were a fragile, breakable thing.
 
   She wasn’t.
 
   She’d worked hard to show them that she was happy and healthy. That she was fully capable of living a normal, typical life. That she could do and be whatever she wanted, just like anyone else, no matter what the scar on her chest looked like.
 
   Part of that was living an independent life. She’d insisted on going to cosmetology school. She’d moved out of her parents’ house at the first opportunity and over their arguments. She’d even gone so far as to refuse her parents’ money to open the salon.
 
   Split Ends was hers. Not her parents. Not her family’s. Hers, and okay yeah, maybe a little bit of it still belonged to the bank. But it was something she’d done herself, gotten for herself. 
 
   She’d needed to do it on her own, to prove that she could, and she had.
 
   She liked to think of herself as stubborn and independent and those were not dirty words in her opinion just because she was a woman. She didn’t need anyone to do anything for her that she couldn’t do herself and she liked it that way. She’d spent too many years at the mercy of others, being coddled and catered to when she was sick. She wanted to prove she was strong.
 
   But God, she didn’t feel strong right now. She felt weak. She felt emotional. And she kind of wanted her mommy.
 
   Being sick was the worst. She hated it. She tried like hell not to do it really. She worshipped at the altar of Lysol and washed her hands religiously. During flu season she downed Vitamin C and was always careful about germs and being around other sick people. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been sick.
 
   That was why, when she’d first felt nauseous, she’d honestly thought it was some sort of sympathy pain for her roomie/best friend forever. Jemma had a case of early onset morning sickness that was in no way relegated strictly to mornings. For the past few weeks, the girl had all but lived in the bathroom so at the first sign of sickness, Skylar had blamed her best friend, naturally.
 
   Twenty-four hours later, with her stomach cramping, an inability to hold down anything heavier than water and a fever that alternately burned her from the inside out or chilled her to the bone, she’d been forced to admit that she might actually need a doctor.
 
   Maybe. 
 
   She hadn’t decided yet. She was going to give it a few more hours to see if she improved first. Or died. Because the only thing she hated more than being sick was being treated like she was sick and doctors had a special brand of condescension that set her teeth on edge. She hated doctors so much the idea of going to see one sent a chill through her that had nothing to do with her current illness.
 
   It was probably just food poisoning. That was what she’d decided sometime this morning while she was praying at the porcelain altar. That was what she got for trying grocery store sushi in a rural Oklahoma town nowhere near a coastline. Yeah, it was definitely food poisoning which meant it would pass on its own… eventually.
 
   In the meantime, she’d made a fort in the bathroom so she didn’t have to run back and forth from her bed. She was buried under a pile of pillows and blankets that helped warm her when the fever spiked and she felt like she was freezing. Alternately the cool tile floor beneath her was hard but provided a much needed chill when the fever broke.
 
   Gross? Yeah, definitely. But she didn’t really care what anyone thought of her current predicament because she never intended to tell anyone just how sick she was. 
 
   She would rather suffer in silence, alone, than deal with her family while she was sick. She knew the drill too well. One mention of feeling under the weather and her parents went into overprotective mode, convinced she was backsliding and should have every three letter test known to man administered immediately. They would show up and drag her straight to the hospital and if by some miraculous feat she convinced them she only needed to stay at home in bed, they too would stay and hover over her as if every breath might be her last.
 
   They meant well, she knew that. She was their baby girl. She was their only daughter. She’d been ill from the day she was born so that every moment of her childhood had been spent with them worrying about her. She knew that even if she hadn’t been a sick child with a serious medical condition that it would have been natural for them to worry about her. But that didn’t mean it was any less annoying.
 
   Luckily, both of her normal babysitters were out of town for the weekend. Her older brother, Owen, had taken a last minute shift filling in on a rig somewhere in Texas this week so he wouldn’t be by to pester her anytime soon. And she’d sent Jemma off with her guy after promising that she would call her parents if she got worse.
 
   Really, Jemma knew her well enough to have called her out for that blatant lie but her bestie must have been distracted by the six plus feet of her fine ass fiancé ushering her out the door for their mini-vacation.
 
   Just thinking about the adoring way Cash looked at Jemma sent another pain shooting through her. This time she knew it didn’t have a thing to do with food poisoning. She’d had it for months. Ever since Jemma rolled back into town, Skylar had felt the green-eyed monster rise up inside of her.
 
   She wasn’t jealous of Cash per se, even though he was a gorgeous male specimen. It was more that the man had eyes only for Jemma. She was envious because her best friend had found a man that thought the sun rose and set on her cute little ass and in Skylar’s short and sketchy dating history, she couldn’t remember a single one of her boyfriend’s ever looking at her like Cash did Jemma.
 
   As if she was his entire universe. As if he would set the world on fire for her. As if no other woman existed but her.
 
   And, okay, if she was being completely honest with herself she was also jealous because Cash was a Bomar. He was a member of the ill-reputed, outlaw clan that ran the dark underside of their tiny little town. A family full of rough, dangerously sexy men that could not be tamed. 
 
   Truth be told, Skylar wanted one of them for herself.
 
   She’d been telling herself for a long time now that wanting one of them was nothing more than a silly fantasy. The Bomar boys ran roughshod over every girl with daydreams about domesticating them. And every girl in town had them, daydreams and crushes that turned into broken hearts because they would never settle down.
 
   Only, Jemma had domesticated Cash and ruined that theory in less than one month flat.
 
   Cash had settled down, happily. He was a one-woman man, always had been. He loved Jemma. He’d pined for her for years, had proposed to her as soon as he won her back and knocked her up in record time. He was downright anxious to get his girl down the aisle and start their life together officially.
 
   And if Cash could do it, why couldn’t the others? Why couldn’t the one she wanted? After all, he was Cash’s twin!
 
   She wanted him. Thought about him all the time. Lusted after him, even when she was mad at him. And God, she was mad at him. She always seemed to be mad at him these days. But did that lessen her desire? Nope. It only made her think about how rough his edges were, made her wonder if he would cut her if he ever let her get close enough to actually touch him.
 
   She had a feeling if he ever did it would be rough and wild and the flush those thoughts caused didn’t have a thing to do with her fever.
 
   Just like the accompanying pain in her gut couldn’t be attributed to her sickness either. At least not to food poisoning. That was all due to the self-loathing she felt for daydreaming about a man that she didn’t even like all that much at the moment, a man that had made it clear on more than one occasion that he didn’t want her the way she wanted him. Most importantly, he was a man that wasn’t her boyfriend.
 
   God, that made her the absolute worst. Who did that? What kind of woman lusted after another man when she already had one? A bitch, that was who. She was a total bitch.
 
   Trey was a good guy. He was probably the best guy she’d ever dated really. Grade-A husband material. He treated her like a princess, was emotionally available, had never displayed any anger issues and, at least to her knowledge, had no arrest record whatsoever.
 
   In short, he was everything she was supposed to want and the complete opposite of the man she couldn’t stop thinking about.
 
   Her stomach cramped again when her phone buzzed and she saw Trey’s name pop up on the screen. As if she needed a reminder about how great her boyfriend was? He’d been calling to check on her all day. 
 
   He’d offered to come over and keep her company but she’d refused. She didn’t want anyone seeing her like this, least of all the man that she’d been planning to break up with this weekend. Since she was too sick to do that, she’d rejected his attempts to bring her things like soup and juice but that hadn’t stopped him from texting hourly with funny jokes to keep her entertained.
 
   The latest one read:
 
   I’m not saying I’m Batman. I’m just saying we’ve never been spotted in the same room together. Throw up a bat sign and we’ll see who shows up to save you. 
 
   If she didn’t feel like such a shit, she probably would have laughed. He was so sweet. He knew she was sick and was trying to make her feel better. Of course he had no idea that all of his messages only served to make her feel worse that she was going to break up with him when she was back on her feet.
 
   She didn’t want to hurt him. That was why she’d put it off for months. But it wasn’t fair to either of them to be in a relationship that wasn’t going anywhere. He deserved a girl that looked at him the way Jemma looked at Cash, the way she feared she sometimes looked at Cash’s brother.
 
   Her phone buzzed again and she winced when Katy Perry started cooing about kissing girls. Again. She really needed to mute the thing. It was giving her a headache and if Jemma was here she’d punch her right in the ovaries for being an overprotective pain in the ass that kept calling.
 
   Okay, probably not the ovaries, at least not until bouncing baby boy Bomar came into the world.
 
   “What?” She groaned, burying herself in her blanket fort as she answered.
 
   “You don’t sound better. Do you feel better?”
 
   She fought an eye roll solely because she was certain it would make her throw up again, “Yep.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “Nag.” She managed a smile for her best friend, “You’re barely even pregnant and you’re already in overbearing mother mode. Have you been taking lessons from Melanie?”
 
   “Don’t call your mom by her first name, you know she hates that.”
 
   “Ha! You’ve totally been talking to her haven’t you? I knew it.”
 
   “Stop changing the subject, I called to check on you. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fantastic. I think I’m going to order in Chinese for dinner. Spring rolls and orange chicken.”
 
   Jemma gave an exaggerated sigh on her end of the phone, “There’s no Chinese delivery in Old Settlers. Can you be serious for five seconds, please?”
 
   “Five seconds starting now. Fine. I feel like shit but I haven’t puked in about twenty minutes so I’m calling that a win. Your turn, how’s the nausea?”
 
   “It’s not so bad.”
 
   She could hear Jemma’s smile on the other end of the phone, “How many times has Cash had to stop the car?”
 
   “Uh like… twice?”
 
   “Five times.” A gruff male voice full of laughter was muffled on the other end.
 
   Skylar grinned as she listened to them argue and tease each other. They were so good together. It would have been clear to a complete stranger but she’d had the pleasure of seeing it up close and personal. They’d been cute back in high school, when they’d first fallen in love. But seeing them together now, older and wiser, having overcome their issues, they were perfection. She’d been wary of the relationship at first but seeing them together it was impossible to deny they were meant to be together.
 
   That was what she wanted. Someone to finish her sentences and tease her about her quirks and look at her like…
 
   “Oh God…” She shot upright as her stomach turned.
 
   “Sky? Skylar are you okay?”
 
   She could hear Jemma calling her name on the other end of the phone as she heaved over the toilet bowl again. She couldn’t answer though. She was too busy spilling her guts and trying not to die.
 
   “Oh damn, is she puking too?” Cash’s voice was muffled but there, “Baby, I can’t handle much more of that sound. Tell her you’ll call her back.”
 
   God bless that man.
 
   “Sky, can you hear me? Sky? Okay, honey, we’re going to call you back later. If you get worse, please call your mom and go to the hospital. Feel better. Love you. Bye.”
 
   Skylar dry-heaved for another ten minutes after the phone clicked off. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. She swished with the mouthwash she’d dragged down from the counter and spit it into the toilet before flushing. She crawled back to her blankets and curled up with a groan.
 
   She’d rather die than go to the hospital… and she was starting to think she just might.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Despite what he told Trey, Colt didn’t end up closing the shop early. He ran a business. He had a responsibility to be open when he said he would be open. Still, it wasn’t the first time Lincoln had called him in to fight on a night the shop was open late. He’d made the necessary calls and fortunately he had at least one cousin that was interested in what he did and reliable enough to help him out when he was in a bind.
 
   Bentley Bomar was Lincoln’s younger brother. Their father, Auto, was Decker’s older brother. Like all Bomar’s the old guy was a violent bastard with a mean streak but since he’d always been good to them, Colt couldn’t bring himself to hate his uncle. Auto had been there for them when they had nobody else, had even given Cash his job at the garage. He looked out for them almost as if they were his own sons, and if you listened to rumors maybe they were.
 
   That was how fucked up his family was. His uncle might be his biological father. His father might actually be his uncle. It was a sick, twisted mess that he didn’t like to think about. 
 
   Didn’t like to think about just how much he and Cash resembled their cousins, who might be their half-brothers. Didn’t like to think about how Uncle Auto had two sets of twins already; Lincoln and Ford then Bentley and Royce. Didn’t like to think about how nobody else in the family had produced twins in their generation or how Auto used to hang around when Decker was off whoring and drinking, taking care of Chrissy too.
 
   So he didn’t.
 
   That was how he survived. He didn’t think about all of the shit that threatened to tear him down, tear him apart. If he didn’t think about it, he didn’t have to deal with it. 
 
   If he cut Decker and Chrissy out of his life, he didn’t have to face the horrors that they’d been responsible for. If he didn’t get involved in the dirty side of the family business he didn’t have to admit that his family was just as bad as the rumors said. If he could accept that he was damaged goods, fucked up beyond all repair, then he didn’t have to care what anyone else thought of him.
 
   He’d decided a long time ago that his life was a hell of a lot happier, and easier, if he thought of himself simply as Colt. When he let the Bomar shit go, it put him in a much better mood. He even managed to smile, laugh and enjoy himself most days, as long as he didn’t touch the dark, evil parts of the Bomar world then the dark, evil parts of himself stayed buried too.
 
   But tonight he wasn’t just going to touch it, he was going to immerse himself in everything that was wrong with his family, violence and alcohol and dirty money, and it was impossible to separate himself from them when he was beating a man half to death with his fists.
 
   “Dude, everyone’s all wound up about this fight tonight. You ready for it?”
 
   Colt shot his cousin a smirk, “Have I ever not been ready for a fight?”
 
   “Touché.” Bentley kicked back at the front desk, his feet up and his hands behind his head. “I told Link to put my money on you so it’s almost like you’re payin’ me for being here.”
 
   He looked so damn much like Cash when he grinned like that, it was disturbing. Maybe he should have thought Bentley looked like him. God knew he’d always been more apt to smile than Cash had ever been, but lately that knowing, near glowing look on his twin’s face had put his own good moods to shame. That was how Bentley looked right at that moment, like a kid in a candy shop, and that was enough to worry him about leaving his cousin alone in the shop.
 
   “I’m not paying you shit.” He repeated for at least the fifth time, “And don’t mess with the equipment.”
 
   “Oh, come on, C.” 
 
   “Don’t mess with the equipment, Bent.” He repeated seriously when his cousin only chuckled, “There’s nobody on the book but you might get a walk-in or two. Just schedule them and send them on their way. No funny business.”
 
   Bentley held his hands up, a faux innocent look on his face that would have been comical if they weren’t talking about Colt’s livelihood. He’d offered, more than once, to take his cousin under his wing and teach him the skills to become an artist but Bentley always refused. God forbid his brothers got wind of him wanting to make money in a legal way.
 
   “Funny business?” 
 
   “Shut up. Just don’t touch any of the equipment. You’re not licensed to use it.”
 
   “Don’t need a license to use it on myself.”
 
   “Actually, you do.” Colt fought a smile, “And if you put so much as one crooked line on your skin, I’ll kill you myself.”
 
   “It’s my skin!” Bentley laughed.
 
   “Yeah, but it’s my shop and crooked lines makes me look bad.” He knocked his cousin’s feet off the counter, “Just answer the phone if it rings, schedule any walk-ins and stay out of my ink.”
 
   “Sir, yes sir.”
 
   “I’m not fucking around Bent. Don’t make me…” His cell phone started to ring and he pulled it out of his pocket, saw the name on the screen and sighed, “Hold on.”
 
   Bentley ignored him, which was standard, so he turned and walked away. He’d been expecting this call all evening. It was a twin thing. Cash always knew his moods, knew when he was on the verge of crossing the line. Even from a different state, not having seen or talked to him since this morning, having no knowledge of Lincoln’s visit or even the deal Colt had made to fight for his cousin, Cash was calling to check on him.
 
   “Well if it isn’t the man in black...” He picked up on the fourth ring with his usual joke, “Miss me already?”
 
   Cash scoffed, “Like a hole in the head.”
 
   “Put Jem on then, I bet she’s missing me. I know I’m missing my favorite feisty redhead. I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep tonight without her here. I’ve gotten used to the sound of her voice lulling me to sleep through the walls of the apartment.”
 
   His brother growled and he fought another laugh. It was too damn easy. Teasing Cash about Jemma, flirting with Jemma, all of it was designed for the express purpose of driving his twin crazy. In all honesty, he thought of the girl like a sister, he always had, but getting a rise out of Cash was too much fun to pass up.
 
   “You’re courtin’ a gruesome death bro.” 
 
   Colt laughed, “Always.”
 
   Jemma’s sweet voice filtered through the line, “Stop threatening your brother and hand me the phone. You shouldn’t be talking while you’re driving.”
 
   There was a shuffle on the other end and he smirked as he listened in. He could still hear Cash complaining about him hitting on his girl. He could also hear Jemma calmly and rationally explaining for the hundredth time that Colt only did it because Cash rose to the bait each and every time. She understood them so well.
 
   “Colt?” She came on the line a second later.
 
   “The one and only. How ya feelin’ sweetheart?”
 
   “Not great but I feel terrible complaining about the miracle of life and all.”
 
   “If you’re gonna barf your guts up I’ll admit it’s gotta be more rewarding than a hangover.” 
 
   “Yeah, or being sick, at least this way I know why I feel like crap and that it will pass.”
 
   “True.” He scratched his head when she was quiet for a long moment, “Okay Jem, now’s the time where you tell me why you’re really calling. It wasn’t just to check in I know because otherwise Cash wouldn’t have let me talk to you. What’s up?”
 
   “Well, I was going to ask a favor but I was hoping to do some small talk first.” She sighed and he could perfectly envision her smiling at his brother on the other end of the phone, “I was going to sweet talk you with promises to name your nephew after you but I should have known you’d get straight to the point.”
 
   “Woah, hey, we can small talk all night if it gets me a namesake.” He shot a look at Bentley when the landline rang.
 
   His cousin sat upright like a shot and Colt pretended to be busy arranging his stuff on his tray as he kept an eye on him. Bentley answered the phone on the second ring in a professional tone of voice Colt hadn’t been aware he had. Huh, he hadn’t been expecting that or the friendly way Bentley chatted to whoever was on the other end.
 
   Jemma’s voice pulled him back to his own phone call, “Sorry, too late.”
 
   “Damn, I still got time to change your mind before baby B joins the world I guess.” He held the phone between his ear and shoulder as he locked up his office, “So, what’s this favor you need? Must be good to have you throwing around naming rights.”
 
   “Yeah, well…”
 
   He paused, his playful mood slipping away as Jemma hedged. He’d assumed it was something small like checking her mail while she was away. He’d been teasing about it being a big deal. But if it had her hesitating, he knew it must be something he wouldn’t want to do.
 
   “Jem?” 
 
   “I need you to go and check on Skylar.”
 
   All of the air rushed out of his lungs at the mention of the pretty little blonde he hadn’t seen all day. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from jumping on the opportunity. Yes, of course he would go and check on her. It would give him an excuse to see her, to be near her. But he knew better than to leap on something when it seemed too good to be true and that’s exactly what this was.
 
   Skylar didn’t want to see him. He knew that. She’d been avoiding him for weeks now. Ever since she’d reached out to him on a night when he was hurting and he’d lashed out at her for it. He’d been too close to the edge that night, all of his demons ripping at his good intentions. Then she’d showed up like a bright spot in the darkness and he’d known that if he let her in, let her comfort him, that he would do the thing he’d been trying not to do for months. He would cross the line and destroy their friendship.
 
   As it turned out, he’d done that anyway. When he’d snapped at her that he didn’t want her around, she’d taken him at his word and disappeared from his life. Well, she couldn’t just disappear. They lived next door to each other. They worked next door to each other. Her best friend was marrying his brother. Their lives were intertwined whether she liked it or not but she’d made it clear she did not like it recently.
 
   She didn’t come by just to hang out and talk anymore. They didn’t have lunch together anymore. She didn’t pop in and out of the shop when she had a break between clients anymore. She only saw him when it was absolutely necessary these days and he had a feeling she wouldn’t appreciate it if he showed up on her doorstep unannounced.
 
   “Colt? Did you hear me?”
 
   He cleared his throat when he heard Jemma say his name. He’d zoned out, he realized. That was how damn distracting Skylar was to him. He couldn’t even get through a phone conversation after the mere mention of her name.
 
   “Uh, yeah, look Jem, I don’t think…”
 
   “Don’t say you can’t do it.” Jemma cut him off with a huff, “I wouldn’t be asking if it was just a social call. She’s sick, Colt.”
 
   He frowned, “What do you mean sick?”
 
   “She says its food poisoning. I don’t know. She’s been sick all day and I’ve been checking on her but she’s all alone at the apartment tonight and I’m worried.”
 
   He didn’t like the sound of that and he had headed towards the door before she even finished speaking. Skylar was sick and alone? He hated that. He wanted to go storming over there and demand she let him in, that she let him help her in any way he could, but he didn’t have that right.
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine.”
 
   “You’re probably right but I haven’t been able to reach her in a few hours and I know her. She hates doctors. She could be dying and she wouldn’t tell a soul just to avoid going to the hospital. Will you please go and check on her for me? I know it’s asking a lot. I know you’re at work. But please do this for me.”
 
   He rubbed his forehead as his mood darkened again just that fast and easily. Skylar was sick and alone and she wouldn’t have asked anyone for help even if she needed it. He knew her well enough to know that was true. 
 
   She’d been sick when they were all kids, really sick, like extended stays in the hospital sick. He’d seen the scar that ran across her chest from the surgery on her heart and his gut clenched tight at the mere thought of the pain she’d dealt with. He didn’t like the idea of her hurting at all. 
 
   “Bent?” He mouthed the words while he put a hand over the receiver, “I’m heading out now.”
 
   His cousin gave him a thumbs up but didn’t say a word. For that much he was grateful. The last thing he needed was to explain to Cash or Jemma why Bentley was in the shop, ready to cover for him since he needed to leave. He didn’t want to have to lie to them and he couldn’t get into the Lincoln situation now, or ever.
 
   He pushed out onto the street and uncovered the receiver, “When did you hear from her last?”
 
   Jemma sighed, “A couple of hours ago. I had to hang up because she got sick while we were talking. I’ve tried her a few times since but it just goes to voicemail.”
 
   “Maybe she’s sleeping it off or her phone went dead. You know how she is with her phone. If it’s not lost, she forgot to plug it in.” He didn’t know if he was trying to convince Jemma, or himself.
 
   “Maybe, but I need to know.”
 
   He hedged even as he unlocked his truck and crawled inside, “Jem, there’s gotta be somebody else that could check on her. You know she’s not gonna want to see me. Can’t you call her boyfriend or something?” 
 
   Just saying the words felt like acid on his tongue. Skylar’s boyfriend. Trey. He’d spent half an hour with the guy earlier in the day and he’d never mentioned a word about Skylar being sick. But why would he? It wasn’t as if Colt had any right to that information. 
 
   “No. I can’t. She gave me strict orders not to talk to Trey.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Girl code. I can’t tell you that. The point is, she doesn’t want Trey there. If she did, he’d be there now and I wouldn’t be calling you.”
 
   She didn’t want Trey there. Some sick, twisted part of him enjoyed hearing that. Skylar hadn’t called the other man to come and care for her, didn’t want him there and even knowing that was probably just because she was puking her guts up, he liked that she wasn’t with someone else.
 
   “Billie’s working and can’t get away.” Jemma huffed, “And before you ask, I can’t call Skylar’s brother either. He’s out of town. I’m calling you because you’re my only option but also because I know you care about her, so do me this favor and go check on her so I can sleep tonight.”
 
   She made it sound so simple but he knew better. He was the last person on earth Skylar would want to see right now. But Jemma was right about one thing, he did care about Skylar so he couldn’t say no. He wouldn’t say no.
 
   He turned his truck at the next street and headed towards the apartment complex where they all lived, “She’s probably going to yell at me.”
 
   “Probably.” Jemma snickered. “You’re a big boy though so I figure you can handle it.”
 
   “I’m throwing you under the bus when she asks why I’m there.”
 
   “I’d expect nothing less.”
 
   That tremor of worry that had begun to thrum through him at the mention of Skylar being sick made his hands shaky as he shifted, “What if she doesn’t come to the door? You want me to break it in to make sure she’s okay? Because if I kick it in and she’s only taking a shower or something, I’m not paying to replace it.”
 
   “Way to think worst case.” Jenna snorted, “My keys are in Cash’s room. Take them and let yourself in if she doesn’t answer.”
 
   “Jem…”
 
   “Stop arguing and go check on her, Colt! I’m serious. I won’t be able to rest until I know she’s okay.”
 
   “Damn it bro, stop being a little bitch and go check on Skylar. It won’t take you ten minutes if you stop whining and just do it.” Cash’s voice came through the line, muffled but clear. “Jem’s not supposed to be stressing. It’s bad for the baby, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.” He sighed with defeat, “I’m already headed that way.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Call after you talk to her, or have her call me.” Jemma seemed to relax a little.
 
   “Yeah, okay, I’m going now.” He sighed as he maneuvered the dark streets of their small hometown.
 
   “Seriously, thank you Colt. Love you.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’ll call you back.”
 
   He hung up before Jemma could say anything else. He’d never been comfortable with the L word and as far as he was concerned Jemma used it way too easily. She used it freely with Cash but she’d caught him off-guard the first time she said it to him. Since she kept doing it he figured he’d hidden his gut instinct to recoil but he didn’t think she missed that he never said it back.
 
   With that dark thought twisting inside of him, he parked in the lot outside their building and killed the engine on his truck. He shot the unit on the far end a glance but he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. The door was shut and another glance around confirmed Skylar’s car was parked out front. 
 
   She was home, just as Jemma had said she was. That explained why he hadn’t been able to catch a single glimpse of her outside the shop today. Usually he at least got the chance to see her walking from her car to the salon she owned right next to his space. The fact that he hadn’t seen her go bouncing by once today had made him wonder where she was, if she’d taken the day off or if she’d just gotten better at avoiding him.
 
   With one last glance at her door, he marched to his own apartment to retrieve Jemma’s keys. He was only going to knock on Skylar’s door and say he was checking on her as a favor to her friend if she answered. He didn’t let himself think about what he would have to do if she didn’t.
 
   He headed for the other end of the building with that nervous energy beating at his insides. She was fine. She had to be fine. If she wasn’t and he somehow hadn’t known… no, he couldn’t think like that. She was fine, sick and probably sleeping it off but fine.
 
   Colt banged on the door with his fist and then listened for the sound of movement on the other side. Nothing. It was completely silent. He knocked again, louder and longer, and waited impatiently for a response that never came.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   His hands shook slightly as he forced the key into the lock. She was fine. He repeated that mantra to himself as he unlocked the door and pushed it open. She had to be fine, right? She was young and healthy, at least as far as he knew. Food poisoning sucked but it wasn’t something that would kill her, right? Damn it, he hated that he didn’t know the answers to those questions, didn’t know if her heart condition was something that could make her sick or not.
 
   Jesus, how had he never thought to wonder and worry about her heart failing her?
 
   He put a lot of time and energy into thinking about her and most of those thoughts centered on how best to protect her. How to keep her safe. Mostly from him but also from the world at large. He couldn’t believe he’d missed thinking about a threat to her wellbeing like her health.
 
   He pushed himself into the apartment, trying to listen over the sound of his own racing heart. The place was dark, not a single lamp or light on inside. He peered around quickly to make sure she wasn’t on the couch and then headed down the hallway towards her bedroom.
 
   The door was open but he paused before entering her room. He knew which one was hers because he’d helped Jemma move her things into the other one not all that long ago. But he’d never been inside Skylar’s personal space before and when he’d imagined it, rushing in to make sure she was breathing hadn’t been part of the fantasy. 
 
   He swallowed hard and stepped into the dark room. 
 
   The first thing he noticed was the smell. Skylar’s perfume clung to the room. That scent of black orchids made him instantly hard even as he told his cock that now wasn’t the time, that it would actually never be a good time for that reaction. 
 
   And yeah, it probably made him a total stalker that he knew what perfume she wore. He’d asked her once what it was and then he had looked it up to find out what it was made of. It was a sexy, erotic scent that drove him crazy but he’d never been able to figure out if that was because of the flower or because of the woman that wore it.
 
   The second thing he noticed was that the bed was empty. He forgot all about his erection as his eyes jumped around the room. The bed was a mess, sheets and blankets tangled as if she’d slept fitfully in it before she got up. But if she wasn’t in the living room and she wasn’t in her bedroom, where the hell was she?
 
   Had she left? Maybe she was feeling better and decided to go out but that didn’t make sense because her car was in the lot. Maybe she’d relented and let her boyfriend come and pick her up, let him take her back to his place to care for her. 
 
   Colt scowled at the thought and backed out of her room.
 
   He shouldn’t be here. He’d known that before he came but he’d been worried. That was the real reason he’d raced over here. Not because he owed Jemma or Cash, not because he was doing them a favor. He’d come to check on Skylar because he cared about her and he’d needed to see that she was okay even if she wanted nothing to do with him. 
 
   She wasn’t here. He shook his head as he peeked into Jemma’s room just to be sure she hadn’t gone in there for some reason. No, she wasn’t here and he was a fool for barging in thinking that he was going to save her somehow. He wasn’t any sort of savior and…
 
   Colt stopped in his tracks outside the door to the small bathroom. Just like in the apartment he shared with his brother, this unit only had one bathroom and it was situated at the front of the hallway. He’d blown past it on his way in, desperate to get to her bedroom, but now he saw what it was he’d missed.
 
   “Skylar?”
 
   In the dark it was hard to tell but he thought she was curled up on the floor of her bathroom. She’d dragged a pile of blankets and pillows in there and was half hidden beneath the gigantic mound. If the odd shape on the floor hadn’t caught his attention he wouldn’t have even noticed, definitely wouldn’t have seen her blonde hair peeking out.
 
   “Skylar?” He raised his voice a little as he moved into the small bathroom. “Sky? Hey, you awake?”
 
   He had to tiptoe in carefully since he couldn’t see where she was beneath the blankets. He didn’t want to accidentally step on her. He crouched down and felt his way forward until he could pull the blankets back from around her head. He winced when he got his first good look at her.
 
   At his first glimpse of her face, his stomach twisted with a fear like he had never known. Her skin was pale and she had dark circles under her eyes. His hands shook as he stroked her hair back from her face and he felt how hot she was to the touch. She groaned in her sleep and he let out a relieved sigh, thankful that she was breathing because for just a second there, he hadn’t been sure.
 
   “Sky, hey, it’s Colt. Wake up.”
 
   “Mmm.” She moaned and cuddled her face into his touch, “No. Go away.”
 
   He smiled at that, “Yeah, come on Skylar, open those beautiful blue eyes for me. I need you to wake up.”
 
   Her brow furrowed and her lashes fluttered before her lids rose drowsily. God, she was so damn pretty it made his chest hurt. Even when she was sick. Even when she was looking at him like she wasn’t entirely sure who he was. He couldn’t stop himself from stroking her cheek any more than he could stop his heart from thumping too hard in response to the way she moved into his touch instead of away from it.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “Hey angel.”
 
   She stared at him for a long minute where he was scared to even breathe. Her blue eyes were foggy and far away. They weren’t bright and sharp like they usually were but he didn’t know if that was because she was tired, or sick or because she was never going to look at him the way he wanted her to look at him again.
 
   The last time they’d talked, she’d yelled at him for being an asshole. He’d let her. He hadn’t even argued. Because he was, because he had to be, because if he wasn’t she might realize just how much power she had over him.
 
   He braced himself for her to yell at him again. He thought she might send him away. Instead, she only stared at him with that confused look on her face and since she hadn’t immediately slapped his hand away he stroked her cheek soothingly.
 
   “S’not real.” She finally muttered softly and her lids drooped, “Friggin’ great.”
 
   He tilted his head in confusion, “What’s not real?”
 
   “You. Being here.” She harrumphed and tried to tug the covers back up over her, “I’m hallucinating now. The fever is making me hallucinate.”
 
   “You’re not dreaming, Sky.”
 
   “Course not. I’m hallucinating. If this was a dream, you’d be shirtless.” She flopped a hand over her face and groaned again, “You’re usually shirtless in my dreams.”
 
   He tried and failed not to chuckle at that candid remark, “You dream about me shirtless huh?”
 
   “Mmhmm.”
 
   Now was not the time, he reminded his cock when it jerked to attention. Skylar dreamed of him. Dreamed of him half naked from the sound of it. He wanted her to tell him every detail of those dreams, wanted to see if they matched up with his own. In his, she was usually completely naked.
 
   “I’m gonna want to hear more about that but first I think we should head to the emergency room to get you checked out.”
 
   That startled her into full consciousness, her eyes flew open and fear stared back at him as she shook her head, “No! No! No, I’m not going to the hospital.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “No!” She grabbed his arm so hard her nails dug into his skin, “No, please Colt. I’m begging you. No hospital. I’ll be okay. Promise me, no hospital.”
 
   He frowned because he knew he should insist. She looked really sick. She’d thought she was hallucinating him. She was clearly running a fever and from the state of the bathroom he’d say she’d been in here all day. She needed to see a doctor but despite his urge to take care of her, he also hated putting that look of fear in her eyes. Skylar wasn’t scared of anything, not even him.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?” He hesitated, “Your heart…”
 
   Her grip on him tightened, “My heart is fine. Feel.”
 
   Before he realized what she intended, she’d jerked his hand forward and placed it right across her chest. He sucked in a startled gulp of air as every nerve ending in his body hissed with recognition. No matter what he told his cock, it knew who the woman was lying beneath him, the same woman that he wasted most of his fantasies dreaming of touching, the same woman he tried like hell not to reach for whenever she was near.
 
   Every single time he touched her soft skin it was torture. Something happened when he touched her, some electric current passed between them that made his entire body feel magnetized, the urge to get closer to her so strong he had to physically fight it. He yearned to have her spread out beneath him, open and needy so he could touch every inch of her but he knew that would never happen and even thinking about it right now was why.
 
   He should have been focused on taking care of her. Instead he was fighting the urge to stroke his hand over her soft curves. If he moved his palm just a little he could cup her breast, find out if her nipple had pebbled for his touch. He was not a good man so he shoved his desire back down under the only thing more powerful, his overwhelming need to protect this woman.
 
   “See.” Skylar’s voice was breathy when she spoke again and he fought a groan, “It’s still beating just like it should.”
 
   Actually, it was kind of fast. He glanced back at her face and found her watching him from half-closed lids. Their eyes met and that current sizzled with heat and desire. She wet her lips with a swipe of her tongue and he struggled to force his gaze away. He couldn’t look at her when she was like this, when she didn’t bother to hide her reaction to him, when it was blatantly obvious that she was just as attracted to him as he was her.
 
   “Sky…” His voice was rough and he cleared his throat, “You promise me right now that if you feel it falter, even once, you’ll tell me and I won’t take you to the hospital until it does.”
 
   She instantly nodded, “Promise.”
 
   He blew out a rough breath and pulled his hand away from her chest, “Okay, then we should get you back to bed.”
 
   “Mmm, so this is what it takes for you to take me to bed.” She gave him what should have been a teasing smile but the exhaustion in her features made it weak and her eyelids drooped shut again.
 
   He ignored that comment. He had to. If he didn’t ignore it then he would get them both in really big trouble but it wasn’t easy. Not when she was looking at him like he really was some sort of savior and not when his dick was stealing most of the blood supply his brain so badly needed right now.
 
   He had to remember all the reasons keeping Skylar at arm’s length was important. Close, but not too close, that was his rule when it came to her. He needed her close, needed to see her so he didn’t go crazy, but he couldn’t let her close enough to see him, not the real him, not all the things he hid from the people he cared about. 
 
   She couldn’t find out just how much she meant to him. It would ruin everything if she did. She’d insist he do something about it and he wasn’t ready for her yet. He wasn’t good enough for her, not yet.
 
   Maybe, someday, when he was stupid enough to let himself hope that was what he dreamed about. A someday, with Skylar. A day when all of his family bullshit was no longer darkening his life and his moods. A day when he finally cut out all the bad parts of himself and only let the good parts linger. That was a someday that he wanted and he wanted it with this woman but he couldn’t tell her that, not now, not when he had no idea when or if he would ever be ready for it.
 
   He wasn’t a believer. He wasn’t an idealist. The only love he’d ever seen in action was the kind that hurt. Love meant pain and opening himself up to even the possibility with a woman had never appealed to him. 
 
   But he already cared too much about Skylar. She’d gotten in past all of his defenses. What had started out as a simple friendship had twisted inside of him because of the kindness, acceptance and even forgiveness that she showed him daily, even when he didn’t deserve it. She made him want to be something he wasn’t, something he didn’t know if he could ever be. Better. 
 
   And that was far scarier than Decker’s fists or Lincoln’s threats could ever be. Because he knew how to deal with those things. He had years of experience. He knew all about darkness, about violence and anger and hate.
 
   But love was a completely foreign concept for him. He had no idea what to do with it. All he knew was that the people who should have loved him, his parents, never had. The people that should have loved him were the ones that had hurt him the most and his greatest fear was that he would repeat that pain on someone else, on Skylar. 
 
   His need to protect her was more important than his desire for her. He couldn’t let her love him. He would protect her from that. It was all he could give her, even if she deserved so much more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    “Come on, time for bed.”
 
   Colt shifted to his knees and leaned over her. She didn’t wrap her arms around him and he frowned. She’d closed her eyes again and he couldn’t stop himself from stroking her cheek one more time before he focused on the task at hand. He draped her arms around his neck as best he could and got a good grip on her as he pushed to his feet.
 
   Her head lolled and he groaned, “Come on, angel. I need your help. Hold onto me.”
 
   Skylar moaned but her eyes stayed shut, “Hmm?”
 
   “Put your arms around me and hold on.”
 
   She did as he asked though her grip was so loose he wasn’t sure it really helped. Carefully, he turned them around in the small bathroom and squeezed through the doorway. She nuzzled his chest with her cheek as he walked them to her bedroom and he swallowed a moan of his own.
 
   He was holding Skylar and he couldn’t even enjoy it. Couldn’t enjoy her seductive scent wrapping around him. Couldn’t enjoy how light she felt in his arms, as if she was made to fit there. She was sick he reminded his twisted thoughts as he carried her towards her bedroom. She was sick and he had no right to enjoy holding her, now or ever.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   He glanced down and realized she was looking up at him from those heavy-lidded eyes, “Yeah?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You don’t have to thank me.” He twisted sideways to enter her bedroom, “We’re friends, right? Friends help each other out when they’re sick.”
 
   “Yeah. Friends.” She mumbled half-heartedly and he bit his tongue.
 
   God, he hoped they were still friends. She was mad at him but she didn’t hate him, did she? No, they were friends damn it. Hell, she was one of his only friends. His best friend. Even if she was pissed at him. Even if he had no idea why she would want to be friends with a bastard like him. They were friends and he was grateful for getting to have that much of her in his life.
 
   “I’m still mad at you.”
 
   He smiled when she read his mind, “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. You’re still an asshole.”
 
   “No arguments there, angel.” He stopped at the side of her bed and shifted her slightly, “Here you go, watch your head.”
 
   He deposited her down onto the bed and she let him. She didn’t try to hang onto him and whether that was because she was so weak or because she didn’t relish being in his arms as much as he did having her there, he would never know. He gently put her on her bed and then stepped back to find her looking up at him with that dazed expression again.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You called me angel.”
 
   The air in his lungs hardened and his throat tightened, “I… uh… did?”
 
   No. He couldn’t have. He hadn’t meant to. He was always very careful not to actually call her that out loud. It was what he called her in his head, because that was what she was to him. She was an angel, pure and good, a light in the darkness. But he’d never let the thought pass his lips, knew it revealed far too much, that he wouldn’t be able to take it back.
 
   “Uh huh.” Her exhausted smile tipped up again, “You did.”
 
   “I… well…”
 
   “You’ve never called me by any nicknames before.” 
 
   He raised an eyebrow, surprised she’d noticed that, and played dumb, “Sure I have, I call you Sky all the time.”
 
   “No, you never call me by endearments. You use them with everyone else. Jemma. Billie. Rachel. Every woman I’ve ever heard you talk about is baby or sweetie or honey but you never call me any of that.”
 
   There was a question in her statements that she didn’t voice but he heard it nonetheless. Just like he heard the hurt she couldn’t keep out of her tone. It only proved his point. He’d hurt her without even meaning to. He wasn’t good for her and she needed to be protected from him.
 
   He couldn’t tell her that he’d never called her by any of those silly nicknames because that was what he called other women, women that didn’t matter to him. He could never have called Skylar the same thing he called those others but she’d only felt excluded. Left out. Unimportant. In truth, it was because she was the only one that was special to him.
 
   When he remained silent her eyes drifted over him in a soft caress and he barely heard her whispered confession, “I like angel, like that it’s just mine.”
 
   “I’m glad.” That ache in his chest grew more pronounced and he forced himself not to reach for her, “You need anything?”
 
   She blinked as if his change in mood confused her, “Uh… water?”
 
   “I’ll get you some.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He retreated from the room as if his ass was on fire and sucked in a gulp of air when he was alone in the kitchen. Air, he needed air that wasn’t scented like her, air that didn’t make him think of her dabbing that perfume on her skin in secret, hidden places. He breathed in and out for a long time, slowly opening the fridge and locating one of those fancy square bottles of water that Skylar seemed to prefer.
 
   She said there was something wrong with the water in their tiny town. There was chemicals in it. Or dirt. He wasn’t entirely sure what all she’d been going on and on about the day she snatched a glass of tap water out of his hand and called him crazy for putting that filth in his mouth. It had made him laugh at the time and he would never forget the soft way she’d looked at him when he explained she probably spent more on bottled water in a month than he could afford in a year.
 
   Once he had himself back under control he grabbed the bottle as well as a damp rag and aspirin and carried it all back to her bedroom. A glance at the clock on her nightstand confirmed that he didn’t have long until he absolutely had to be on the road to make his fight on time. He’d forgotten about it for just a minute there, because Skylar could make him forget his own damn name.
 
   Fighting was good, he told himself. He needed a fight tonight. It would give him something to do with all of this pent up energy that was suddenly flowing in his veins. Skylar put him on edge and since he couldn’t let those sharp parts of himself touch her, he would take his frustrations out on the guy in the cage.
 
   He cleared his throat as he stepped back into the bedroom, not wanting to sneak up on her again. She’d curled up under the blankets while he was gone but he could see her shivering even from a distance. He crossed to her quickly and put the bottle and other stuff down so he could pull the blankets back to look at her face.
 
   “Skylar?”
 
   “I.. I… I’m fine.” Even her smile was shaky.
 
   “The hell you are.” He growled, “We should go to the hospital.”
 
   “No. Please. You promised.”
 
   He swiped a hand through his hair, “Yeah, but you’re shaking now and I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “I just… need to warm up. It’s the fever. It’s fine.”
 
   He scowled at that. She wasn’t fine. She wasn’t anywhere near fine. She was sick and she was scaring the hell out of him. He’d taken care of himself and Cash for years. He’d taken care of their cuts and bruises, even broken bones, but he realized now that he’d never dealt with anything like this. Somebody he cared about was sick, hurting, and he had no idea what to do to help her.
 
   “What can I do, Sky?”
 
   “I don’t…” She paused, bit her lip and her eyes darkened as they met his, “Help warm me up?”
 
   “Okay, I’ll get you some more blankets.”
 
   She shook her head, “No. You. You’ve gotta warm me up with your body heat.” 
 
   He stopped breathing as what she was asking sank in. No. No way. He couldn’t do that. Anything but that. He couldn’t crawl into bed with her, couldn’t lay beside her, against her. He didn’t trust either of them in that situation.
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “Just lay with me. Nothing will happen. You’re not that irresistible, Colt.”
 
   “Maybe you are.”
 
   Her eyes widened at that and he realized too late what he’d admitted to. Damn it. He needed to get out of here. He kept saying things that he shouldn’t say. If he stayed he’d keep talking and she might see everything he’d worked so hard to hide, to ignore.
 
   A hard shiver shook her and all of the reasons he should say no abandoned him. She needed him. She was cold. He would warm her up. Hell, right now he was as hot as a blast furnace. If she thought they could lay in bed together and it wouldn’t mean anything then he had to believe her.
 
   She had a boyfriend, the little voice in the back of his mind reminded. It probably didn’t mean anything to her to invite him into her bed, despite what she might have said about him so far tonight. She was sick, out of it. She’d thought she was hallucinating so really, he couldn’t take anything she’d said or done personally.
 
   He toed off his shoes, “Scoot over and I’ll get in.”
 
   “Th… Thanks.”
 
   It was a terrible idea. It would haunt him from here to eternity. But he’d already admitted to himself that he was not a good man. He didn’t think rationally when it came to this woman. He gave in to her all the time for far more trivial things. This was important at least.
 
   Colt slid into the bed without pulling off his shirt. He’d thought about it momentarily. It would be easier to get her warm skin to skin but that would have been courting danger. She’d said he was usually shirtless in her dreams, an easy admission that would drive him crazy to know why that was. 
 
   Did she like his chest? He worked out, a lot. It was a good way to burn off all of his restless energy. Besides, as long as he was fighting for Lincoln he had to stay fit. Or was it the artwork that she liked? His chest, like his arms, was covered in tattoos. He’d put enough of them on her skin to know she had a thing for ink but just thinking about that made his pants uncomfortable so he banished the memories of her squirming in his chair from his mind and focused on ice water, glaciers and freezing rain instead.
 
   “Come here.” He raised his arm and she immediately snuggled against him.
 
   He held his breath as her soft body molded to his harder one. Her head fit against his shoulder, her hair tickling his chin. She curled up against his side, one arm slung across his chest so that her hand rested above his heart. She pulled her leg up over his as well, fitting their bodies together like puzzle pieces. And damn if they didn’t fit.
 
   “Oh God…” Skylar moaned as she settled in against him, “You’re so warm. Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.” 
 
   “Mmm, our little secret.” She agreed with a smile he could feel against his chest.
 
   She shivered against him and he instinctively wrapped his arms around her, pulling her even closer. She felt like she was burning up but if she was cold, he’d do everything he could to warm her. He found himself stroking his hand up and down her back in a soothing motion before he’d ever decided to touch her.
 
   As her shivering began to slow, he felt his own tension fade. He tried to fight it. Tried to keep his head on straight and not let it get to him, but it was impossible to deny how right it felt to hold her like this. He might never get an opportunity like this again so he gave in to the warmth and comfort that she unknowingly returned to him and simply enjoyed the moment.
 
   “Mmm…” Her hum a while later surprised him because he’d thought she was asleep again, “This is nice.”
 
   He bit the inside of his cheek but couldn’t keep the truth back, “Yeah, it is.”
 
   “Thank you for coming to check on me.” She whispered into the darkness.
 
   “You don’t have to thank me. I told you. We’re friends. I’ll always be here for you when you need me.”
 
   “I know.” She traced a circle on his chest with her finger, “And I’m glad you’re here now.”
 
   He smashed his hand down on hers, stopping the movement. It was teasing, flirtatious, and neither of them could have that right now. She was sick, he reminded himself. Out of it. He wasn’t going to take advantage of that. He wasn’t going to cross the line and ruin their already fragile friendship. She meant too much to him for that. She sighed but didn’t move her hand again when he pulled his away.
 
   “I can’t stay long. I have somewhere I’m supposed to be.”
 
   “Oh…” She stiffened against him, “Okay.”
 
   He didn’t owe her any explanations so he didn’t give her any. What was he going to tell her? No, he wasn’t going on a date, but it would be better if she thought he was. The truth was, he let her think he did a lot more dating than he actually did. A lot more hooking up too, because it was an easy barrier to keep between them, a way to keep her at arm’s length with nothing but innuendos and lies. He was good at both and he didn’t need her thinking he was sitting home alone pining over her. Besides, he wasn’t going to tell her about his illegal extracurricular activities and pretending they were date nights killed two birds with one stone.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “What made you come over here? Aren’t you supposed to be at the shop?”
 
   He was grateful for the change of topic and sighed, “Jemma called.”
 
   “Ah, that makes sense.”
 
   “She was really worried about you when she couldn’t get you on the phone, Sky. She thought the worst.” He brushed her hair back from her face, “We all did.”
 
   “My phone must have died, that’s all.”
 
   “She didn’t know that. All she knew was that you were really sick and had refused to call anyone for help. You wouldn’t go to a doctor or to the hospital and then you stopped answering the phone and…” He growled and shook off the flash of fear that hit him when he thought of losing her forever, “Don’t scare us like that again, okay?”
 
   Skylar nodded against his shoulder, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry anyone. That’s why I didn’t call for help.”
 
   “We worry about you whether you ask us to or not. That’s what being friends means, right? Worrying about each other. Taking care of each other.”
 
   She was silent and he fought the urge to lecture her some more. It wasn’t his place. But they were friends, so maybe it was.
 
   “It doesn’t make you weak to ask for help, Sky. I know you like doing things on your own but you’re only human. You’re gonna have bad days and you’re gonna need somebody to help you. Don’t ever hesitate to call me…” He cleared his throat, “Or Cash and Jemma.”
 
   “I didn’t want to worry them.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “No, I’m serious. They have so much going on with the engagement and the baby and Jemma’s gonna be moving the last of her stuff over to y’alls place soon and she’s about to start her new job. It’s a lot to deal with and she’s already so emotional. I didn’t want to worry her.”
 
   It was a lot to deal with. He’d told himself, more than once since Jemma came back into their lives, that Cash didn’t need his bullshit dragging him down. His brother was happy and as carefree as he’d ever seen him. He’d finally managed to put their past behind him, had cut Decker out of his life, refusing to let that darkness touch his beautiful fiancé or the life they could have together. Colt had always kept things from Cash to protect him and more recently to protect his happiness. He couldn’t blame Skylar for doing the same thing for Jemma.
 
   “They were still worried or they wouldn’t have called me to come and check on you.”
 
   “I know.” Skylar whispered, stifling a yawn against his shoulder, “And I’m sorry they dragged you away from work but I’m not sorry you showed up. I appreciate it. More than you know.”
 
   His hand traced down her back again and she shivered, “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me. You’ve been pretty pissed at me lately.”
 
   “I told you, I’m still pissed at you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate you showing up when I needed you.”
 
   He wanted to ask why it was she didn’t mind him being there when she’d refused to let her boyfriend come over, but he didn’t dare. He usually just said whatever was on his mind but not with Skylar. He always had to be careful not to reveal too much around her.
 
   And he wasn’t sure he really wanted the answer to that question. He didn’t know what would be worse, hearing that she wanted him there because she trusted him more than that other guy or if she didn’t mind him seeing her sick because she didn’t care if he saw her at her worst like she might her boyfriend.
 
   Fuck, she had a boyfriend. 
 
   He closed his eyes and blew out an unsteady breath. He’d crossed a lot of lines in his life. He’d broken rules and laws all the same. He’d done some seriously illegal shit. But cheating was a line he’d never crossed, not knowing full well that his mother’s cheating was the reason Decker hated him and Cash so much, and he didn’t intend to follow in her footsteps. No matter how much he wanted Skylar, she belonged to someone else and he wouldn’t cross that line. 
 
   He’d tried to convince himself, once, when he first realized this guy wasn’t going to be a dick and dash situation, that Skylar having a boyfriend was a good thing. It helped him keep her at a distance. He wasn’t a cheater and he wasn’t going to make her one. But the longer this guy stuck around, the harder that had been to swallow, because his someday with her looked pretty fucking bleak if she was in love with someone else, if she decided to settle down and tie herself to someone else before he got his shit together and proved he could be good enough for her.
 
   He had plenty of reasons for keeping her at arm’s length but the boyfriend was the one he hated the most.
 
   Colt shook away those dark thoughts, “You think you’ll get over being mad at me anytime soon?” 
 
   “Why? You missing me?”
 
   “Yeah.” He admitted with an uneasy smile, “I miss my daily dose of gossip. I have no idea what’s going on in town since you stopped bringing by lunch.”
 
   She giggled and then groaned as if it hurt, “You want to know whether Freddie and Laura are really swingers, just admit it. It has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “Nah, everyone knows the Warren’s swing with the Thornton’s.” He stroked her back again, “I miss you. There, I said it. I miss hanging out with you, okay? Will you forgive me already?”
 
   “That didn’t sound like an apology… so no.”
 
   He fought the urge to immediately curse. She knew him well. Too well. Because only someone that knew him inside and out would dare say something like that to him, could know what it meant to him and still push him on that issue.
 
   Colt didn’t do apologies. He’d given them up a long time ago. He’d tried, when he was a kid, to apologize his way out of his messes but it had never worked. He’d tried apologizing for his Bomar tendencies, the ones that this entire town seemed hell bent on punishing him for, but it had never done him any good so he’d said to hell with it.
 
   To hell with this town. To hell with the world. To hell with anyone that wanted to judge him. To hell with anyone that expected him to apologize for being who and what he was.
 
   No apologies, that was how he lived his life.
 
   Apologizing meant letting people have expectations of him. It meant letting someone in enough to care that he had hurt their feelings. And he didn’t do either of those things so he’d stopped apologizing for himself a long time ago.
 
   Skylar knew that. Because despite what he told Cash, Jemma, and the world at large, he did care what someone thought about him, and it was her. He’d let her get too close, get under his skin, and he cared. Worse, he had a feeling she knew it.
 
   “Come on, just say you’re sorry that you were mean to me when I was only trying to be there for you and we can be friends again. It’s easy. Just say it.”
 
   He snorted because no, it wasn’t easy, not for him. Nobody else could have gotten away with pushing him like this. If Cash had asked him to apologize, he’d have told his brother to grow the fuck up. If Jemma had said she expected an apology he’d have given her a charming smile, a little misdirected innuendo and distracted her from the issue. If it had been anyone else, his cousins, his family, a random stranger on the sidewalk, he’d have rolled his eyes, walked away or thrown a punch. But he couldn’t do any of those things with Skylar.
 
   He grit his teeth, “You want an apology?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “That’s what all the cold shoulder stuff has been about? You’re making a point. You want me to apologize for being an asshole?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Sky, you know that’s just who I am.”
 
   “No, it’s not, it’s just who you want me to think you are.”
 
   He snorted to cover his wince because she had hit the mark with that comment, “You know me better than that.”
 
   “Yeah, I do.” She tilted her chin up and he could feel her watching him but didn’t dare look down to meet her gaze. 
 
   If he did, he might be tempted to say the words she wanted to hear and he couldn’t do that. Calling her angel out loud. Admitting that he would always be there for her. Crawling into this bed and holding her. He was already treading far too close to the line and if he looked down and saw anything in her big blue eyes that suggested she wanted more from him than just an apology, he’d probably give that to her too.
 
   They fell silent and he began to breathe a little easier when he realized she was going to let it go, at least for the time being. She had to know she wasn’t going to get an apology. Did that make him an asshole? Yes, undoubtedly, but he wasn’t going to say the words and take that barrier between them down.
 
   He thought back to that night and felt his muscles tense with the memories. It had been a shitty day. Dealing with Decker always turned a good day bad but it had only gotten worse when he returned home and faced off with Skylar.
 
   His father liked to get drunk and then start fights. It was so common that Sherriff Trebly had come up with a system to deal with him. He tossed Decker in the drunk tank, called the twins, and they came and hauled him out to the little shack in the middle of nowhere he still called home so that he couldn’t hurt anyone else. Colt had hated doing it but Cash had insisted and so he’d gone along with it, for years, instead of leaving Decker in jail to sober up. That night had been particularly bad because drunk Decker loved nothing more than attacking his sons.
 
   Cash had learned to deal with their father’s abuse over the years. Maybe deal wasn’t the right word because he didn’t deal with it but he did separate himself from him. Cash had built a wall inside of himself and he stacked all of that hurt on one side of it and didn’t let it destroy the better parts of him. 
 
   It was a skill that Colt had never developed. The only way he had been able to survive his father was to put distance between them. When he was forced to face him, face his hate and his threats, he broke every time. All of his own pain and anger boiled over and he lashed out, at his father, at Cash, and unfortunately, that night, Skylar had gotten in his way too.
 
   She’d come over with Jemma to check on them that night. It had been a sweet gesture. He could see that now. She’d been worried about them. About him. But that night he’d been hurting and on edge, far too close to letting his darkness swallow him whole, and he hadn’t trusted himself to be anywhere near her.
 
   With Skylar, he had to be in control. Always. He cared about her too much to risk her safety and nothing about him was safe. He’d yelled at her that night, told her he didn’t want to see her, didn’t want her around. He’d pushed her away physically and emotionally and he didn’t think that deserved an apology. 
 
   He’d done it for her own good. He wasn’t sorry for that. The only part he was sorry about was that he’d hurt her feelings, that he couldn’t tell her why it was he’d done it in the first place. So no, he couldn’t apologize and he wouldn’t.
 
   All he could hope was that she would get over her need to hear the words. Accept him for who he was and let it go. Because when he thought of the last few weeks, of that strange, aching emptiness that had taken up residence in his chest when he realized she was avoiding him, he didn’t like to think about that lasting forever. She would forgive him and they would go back to their improbable and complicated friendship.
 
   If that was all he could have of her, he wanted it back.
 
   Colt held her for a long time in the dark even after he felt her breathing go even and knew she’d fallen asleep. He knew he needed to get up. He had things to do. But still he stayed.
 
   Usually, before a fight he liked to work himself up. He would work out if he could, get his muscles revved for the occasion. It also helped to spend some time alone with his thoughts. It was the only time he let the memories come, the darkness that he tried so hard to ignore and pretend didn’t exist. He let it come before a fight, knowing he needed the anger and the unrestrained violence to win with his fists.
 
   He’d never lost a fight in the cage. Hell, he’d never lost a fight in his life if he didn’t count the blows Decker had leveled on him when he was too small to defend himself. He didn’t count those. They weren’t fights. They were beatings. 
 
   What he did in the cage wasn’t the same as that, it was two men, similar in size and strength that chose to use their fists. He did it for Lincoln, for the debt he owed. The other guys he’d met there did it for the money, or the pain or the simple fun of getting back to their base instincts. But the point was they all chose it and despite his own misgivings about it, he knew it was something he was good at.
 
   He supposed he had Decker to thank for that. Chrissy. Remy. All of the Bomars really. They’d made him violent and then they took advantage of it for their own purposes.
 
   But he wasn’t feeling violent right now. He wasn’t feeling angry. He was edgy but not in the way he needed to be. He was edgy because tonight he didn’t want to be the guy that used his fists to fix his problems. Not when he could stay here, with Skylar, and simply hold her. Even though he knew he had no right to the feeling of peace she gave him.
 
   As if his real world knew he was getting too comfortable in this dream, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Skylar moaned and mumbled something in her sleep. He thought she said something about heating blankets but he couldn’t be sure. She cuddled closer into him, burying her face in his shoulder and all but crawling on top of him. He groaned but otherwise held himself completely still until she had resettled.
 
   He had to get up. Had to check his phone. He had no doubt it was Cash, again, checking on him. Checking on Skylar by extension. Jemma would be worried because she hadn’t heard back from him and his brother would be pissed that he hadn’t thought to call and put her worries at ease. He had to deal with them and the reality check was what he needed.
 
   Slowly and carefully, he rolled Skylar to her back and slipped out of the bed. He pulled the blankets up all around her and tried not to grin when she pouted in her sleep. She reached out as if she was trying to keep him there but ultimately she collapsed back into unconsciousness without ever waking up.
 
   Lord, he wanted to crawl back into that bed with her. He felt cold without her heat. He felt lonely too, which made him edgier than he’d ever been because he didn’t know what to do with feelings like that. She made him feel things he’d sworn he would never feel, didn’t even believe in, and that was why he had to get away from her.
 
   He was dangerous to her. He knew that. He thought she knew that. What he’d always known, what nobody else seemed to understand, was how dangerous she was to him.
 
   If she could make him feel like this, she could hurt him. She had the power to destroy him and she wasn’t even his. How much worse would it be if he let himself have her and lost her? If he hurt her, it would destroy him. It was better for both of them if he stuck to the rules. 
 
   Close but not too close.
 
   His phone buzzed again and he swallowed a growl. Damn it, now wasn’t the time to get distracted. He had shit to do. Dark, dangerous shit that he couldn’t have touching the beautiful girl lying so peaceful and trusting in her bed. He wasn’t good enough for her and what he was leaving her to go do was all the reminder he needed of why he couldn’t let her any closer.
 
   He bent over and brushed her hair back before planting a light kiss against her forehead, “Goodnight angel.”
 
   After one last look at her, memorizing every detail of her, he turned and walked away. Back to his real life. Back to the darkness that he was accustomed to. He’d survived without a light in the darkness for a long time but the past three weeks without her had been almost unbearable.
 
   He didn’t know how she’d become so important to him. He just knew that she was. And that meant he had to protect her from his darkness, even if that meant staying away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   It was the cheery, happy tones of Katy Perry that managed to seep in past the worst of the drowsiness. She’d been in the middle of the best dream and wanted to hold onto it for just a few minutes longer. If she didn’t open her eyes she could almost pretend that she was still in that warm, safe place, wrapped in a pair of strong, tattooed arms.
 
   The ding of the phone that indicated a new voicemail pulled her eyes open and sadly reality was nowhere near as great as the fictional world her mind had conjured. That one revolved around a gorgeous man that had held her through the night and whispered to her in the darkness. In the harsh light of morning, she became aware that she was all alone and though the worst of the sickness had seemed to pass she was left with a residual feeling that nothing in her life was quite right anymore.
 
   When the phone buzzed again, this time with a text message, Skylar groaned and rolled over to grab it off the nightstand. It was Jemma but she’d already known that and not just because of her ringtone. Nobody else would have dared to call her at… ugh, nine am on a Saturday. 
 
   She’d have to decide if she was going into the salon soon anyway so it was a good thing the phone had woken her. She sat upright and since she didn’t feel the immediate urge to barf she was leaning towards going to work. She’d already had Rachel, her assistant, reschedule all of her clients yesterday and she didn’t like the idea of letting more people down. 
 
   Skylar wiped her hair back off her face and squinted at the screen on the phone. She had fourteen missed calls. Fourteen! What the hell?
 
   She scrolled through the oldest messages first, trying to figure out what she’d missed. It seemed she’d passed out early and when her friend couldn’t reach her, Jemma had freaked out. There was nothing from her parents so she was grateful Jemma hadn’t called in reinforcements. She flipped up to the newest message and read it twice before her brain wrapped itself around what the words meant.
 
   Talked 2 Colt last night. He said u were asleep but ok. Call when u get up. Luv u. Ttys.
 
   Skylar blew out a shaky breath and quickly glanced around the empty room. Just as she’d suspected, she was alone. There was no hulking man beast lurking in the shadows, but then, why did she get the feeling she was missing something important? And how had she gotten to bed?
 
   She was almost certain she’d passed out on the floor of her bathroom now that she thought about it. She’d made herself a blanket fort and curled up with every intention of not moving until the urge to hack up her stomach lining passed. Yet here she was, in bed and… she glanced at the nightstand with a mix of horror and awe because there was a bottle of water, aspirin and a damp washcloth.
 
   Plus, her phone had been plugged in. It had gone dead yesterday afternoon. And she knew she hadn’t plugged it in.
 
   Oh God… her night came rushing back to her in a wash of vague, foggy memories. It hadn’t been a dream. She’d thought it was because she’d been really sick and out of it. She’d thought it couldn’t be real because the man in her dream, the kind, sweet, comforting man that held her close and took care of her was nothing more than a fantasy. The real man was too hard, too rough, too distant to do all of the things he had done last night.
 
   But he had.
 
   Colt had appeared out of the darkness. He had carried her to bed. He’d taken care of her. He’d crawled into bed with her when she shivered uncontrollably and he’d held her until she slipped back into sleep. And then, apparently at some point in the middle of the night, he had left.
 
   She was nearly certain that shouldn’t break her heart but it did. Because it wasn’t fair! It wasn’t fair that she’d gotten to spend a night in the arms of the man of her dreams and only barely remembered it. It wasn’t fair that she hadn’t gotten to wake up to his handsome face when she’d wished so many times for just that. It wasn’t fair and she grabbed her pillow and buried her face in it to scream out her frustration.
 
   Only, as soon as she put her face against the pillow, her heart stuttered in her chest. That deep ache of longing, the one she’d lived with for months, twisted at her insides. The pillow smelled like him.
 
   Colt had lain there with her cuddled up against him and the pillow had soaked in his scent. That musky, masculine essence that did crazy things to her body Even now, tired and hungry and feeling hungover from her sickness, just the smell of the man made her breathing quicken and her heart race. She bit off a whimper of need as desire rolled through her sickly body.
 
   With her eyes closed, she could see him so clearly. His sandy hair not quite brown or blonde, spiked and unruly because he’d been running his hands through it. Those intense blue eyes that looked at her as if he knew all of her darkest, dirtiest secrets. Those lips that curled so easily into a smile, flashing boyish dimples that took away all of his hard edges. Lips that had been so close to hers if she just leaned up, leaned forward, she could have...
 
   Wrong, so wrong, her head chose that moment to remind her. She shoved the pillow away and forced her eyes back open. It was wrong of her to daydream about kissing Colt. Just like it had been wrong to curl up around him and let him take care of her. Wrong of her to be thrilled that her big, tough Bomar boy had been worried about her, because he wasn’t hers. 
 
   She still had a boyfriend!
 
   Ugh, Skylar kicked off the blankets that were suddenly much too warm and tried to piece the entirety of her night together. It was faded and fuzzy, as if it had happened years ago instead of mere hours. Still, despite her weakened state, she knew those memories were ones she would hold onto forever.
 
   Colt Bomar had taken care of her and though it felt like a dream through the lens of her sick brain, it hadn’t been. He’d really come to check on her. He’d been worried about her. He’d touched her as if she were a small, precious thing that he didn’t want to break and he’d looked at her so softly, so tenderly, that she’d seen things there that she was certain he hadn’t known he was showing her.
 
   He cared about her, more than he let on, more than he wanted to, but he did. Despite her illness, despite the circumstances, last night had changed something between them. She could feel it all the way down in her soul. They’d had a moment when he told her that he would always be there for her.
 
   So why had he left without a word? He could have woken her. He could have left a note. He could have sent her a text. But he hadn’t and despite all of her amazing memories of last night and those stolen moments in the dark, she knew why he’d left.
 
   She and Colt were friends. Sometimes that surprised even her, but it was true. They were very different people, had experienced very different childhoods. She’d grown up in a loving home with parents that doted on her every second, hovered and overprotected. He’d grown up in an abusive, neglectful environment with people that would have just as soon seen him dead. Still, despite their differences, they’d found things they had in common too.
 
   They lived in the same place. They worked in the same place. They were both business owners. They were both creative and expressive. They both liked to get their way, could be stubborn as mules and most importantly they were both totally and completely loyal to the people in their lives that they cared about.
 
   Their friendship had been a big deal for her because it was when she’d decided to forgive Colt for his childhood sins against Jemma that she truly saw him for the first time. Not the Bomar full of bravado that he showed the world but him. And because she had seen behind the curtain, she knew that it was a big deal for him too. Even if he would never admit it.
 
   Colt didn’t let many people in. He didn’t have a lot of friends. Hell, for the most part the only people he socialized with on any sort of regular basis were his brothers and cousins, other Bomars. Say what you want about the backwater Bomar boys but they were a tight knit crew.
 
   Of course that might have something to do with the fact that they didn’t trust outsiders because of all their illegal activities.
 
   She knew Colt didn’t even trust his cousins. He’d told her once that he didn’t trust anyone but Cash but sometimes she wondered if even his twin knew all of his secrets. She didn’t think so and that made her heart yearn for him, for the boy who had been hurt so badly by the people that should have protected him from the world. She didn’t know if she’d convinced him to trust her yet but she did know that he’d let her get a lot closer to him than anyone else did.
 
   It was a gift. She knew that. Because when he was open and happy, it was like being in the presence of a bright, shining star. He could be fun, playful and even easygoing. 
 
   But when he had a bad day, when the darkness of his past overwhelmed him and he lashed out with his sharp tongue and brutal fists, he was destruction personified and it hurt. It hurt to be close to him and then have him push her away. It hurt to know that he was keeping her at arm’s length. It hurt to see him hurting and know she could do nothing to help him, because he wouldn’t let her.
 
   So she wasn’t surprised that he had run for the hills while she was passed out. He’d let her see his worry for her last night. His soft, sensitive side that he tried so hard to hide, had been right there at the surface. And she remembered their talk about him not apologizing for being an asshole, knew she would probably never get that apology, but just talking about it had helped clear the air.
 
   He wouldn’t apologize because he saw it as a weakness. Not a strength. And until that changed, there was nothing she could do to get through to him.
 
   Skylar sighed and pulled herself out of bed. It was probably for the best. What would she have said if she’d woken up in his arms this morning? What would she have done? Nothing good for either of them that was for sure.
 
   She’d spent a good portion of her sick day dreaming about her friend but she was giving herself a pass on that worst person ever award just this once. She’d been delusional and could blame the fever. She felt a little bit better today, at least enough to identify that guilty feeling churning in her stomach as she made her way to the shower.
 
   It was back to the real world today. Back to work. Back to her boyfriend.
 
   She groaned and silently cursed herself as she stepped under the hot spray of water. She should have ended her relationship with the hunky rig hand months ago. She knew that and she suspected Trey did too.
 
   Things between them weren’t bad, it had never been bad. They got along well enough and never fought about anything. But there had been a rod of tension over their interactions lately and it stemmed from her wayward thoughts about another man that she couldn’t seem to control.
 
   For too long now, she’d told herself she wasn’t leading Trey on. They’d never had the talk about where things were going or even about how serious they were, or weren’t as the case may be. She didn’t think she was going to break his heart when she told him it wasn’t working, but still she’d hesitated.
 
   He was everything she should want in a guy. Open, honest, kind, easy. And as long as she was with him she didn’t have to admit that what she really wanted was dark and stormy and sometimes treated her badly. Because what self-respecting woman fell for a man that cursed at her and pushed her away every single time she got close to him?
 
   No, she shouldn’t like Colt. She shouldn’t want him but she did. Because he didn’t treat her with kid gloves like so many other people in her life. He didn’t dance around her feelings or soften his blows. He let all of his rough edges scratch her and she loved him for that even if she shouldn’t.
 
   She wasn’t in love with Trey and staying in a relationship with him just because it was easy didn’t sit right with her after last night. For weeks, maybe even months, she’d told herself that Colt didn’t want her the same way she wanted him. But after last night, her heart refused to buy the lie her brain needed to accept that anymore.
 
   He might not want to want her, but he did and that was a start. It gave her hope. It gave her a reason to go after what she wanted and that meant letting go of what she didn’t.
 
   She’d already planned to break things with Trey off but last night had reconfirmed that decision for her.
 
   After standing in the shower far too long analyzing her night with Colt, Skylar finally pulled herself together and went to her bedroom. She had to get a move on or she’d be late for her first appointment at ten. Her assistant would open for her but after missing the day before she had no idea what she would be walking into, so she forced herself to stop daydreaming and get dressed.
 
   By the time she’d blow-dried, straightened her hair and put on makeup, she looked more like herself but she was exhausted. She preferred to dress up for her job, liked looking good, and really liked her stilettos, but it took every ounce of energy she had to get dressed today. She pulled on her favorite pair of skin-tight blue jeans, a loose fitting halter top and the sexy, red stilettos that Jemma had given her as a gift for letting her move in and gave herself one last glance in the mirror.
 
   She had dark circles under her eyes. Her face was a little pale. But she felt better than she had in twenty-four hours so she grabbed her keys and her purse and headed for the door. 
 
   Belatedly, she remembered she’d never responded to Jemma and typed out a quick message letting her friend know that she was alive and feeling a little bit better. It wasn’t much but it might keep Jemma from calling another dozen times while she was at work. She added that she was headed to the salon and would call later in the day before tucking the phone into her pocket.
 
   She was halfway to the door when she heard the knock and couldn’t control the way her heart leapt in her chest. Maybe Colt had come back to check on her before heading to work himself. She rushed to the door and pulled it open only to feel her smile fall.
 
   “Mom. Hey.” She recovered quickly and tried not to let her disappointment show, “What are you doing here?”
 
   The woman standing in her doorway looked so out of place in the ragged, old apartment complex it was hilarious. Her mother looked out of place anywhere that didn’t have parking attendants. In her pristine white summer pants, bright pink tailored blouse and wedge heels, she looked like the rich, entitled country club socialite she’d been born to be. Only the wild look in her blue eyes and the slight disarray the wind had made in her sharp blonde bob hinted that she wasn’t as put together as she seemed.
 
   “What am I doing here?” Melanie Holland raised two perfectly sculpted eyebrows, “That’s how you greet your mother, the woman that gave birth to you and has cared for you all of your life?”
 
   “Ah…” Skylar let the door fall open, knowing she wasn’t leaving anytime soon, “I guess you heard I was sick yesterday.”
 
   “Of course I heard! The question is why didn’t I hear it from you? How could you not call? You know you’re supposed to call when you get sick!”
 
   She sighed and moved out of the doorway when her mother stormed inside, “It wasn’t a big deal, Mom.”
 
   “Of course it’s a big deal! It’s always a big deal! You know your heart is weak and being ill takes its toll on your entire system.”
 
   Skylar bit her lip to keep from raising her voice. She hated that line of this age old argument. Her heart wasn’t weak damn it! Yes, she had been sick when she was a child but the doctor’s had fixed it. The surgeons had fixed her. Other than the scar that would forever mark her chest, there were no lingering effects from her heart condition. 
 
   It wasn’t going to come back. She knew that. Her parents knew that. Yes, there were things that could make her heart palpitate. Undo stress wasn’t good for it and having this conversation for the billionth time was definitely that. 
 
   And, okay, the doctors had told her that being sick might put strain on her heart as well but she hadn’t really been sick since she got out of the hospital over a decade ago. She was careful. She didn’t go outside with wet hair. She didn’t make unnecessary trips to the hospital or surround herself with sick people. She’d eaten some bad seafood. Her heart had never been in any real danger and neither had she. 
 
   “It was food poisoning. It’s passed now and my heart is fine.”
 
   “Honey, I love you and I only want to keep you safe. Did you see a doctor? Tell me you called the doctor.”
 
   “I didn’t need the doctor, Mom.” Her voice rose despite her best efforts, “I told you it was nothing. I’m fine now. Do you see me standing in front of you? I’m dressed and I’m going to work. I’m fine!”
 
   “You always say that.”
 
   “Because it’s always true.” She smiled when her mother rolled her eyes, certain she was the only person in the world with a mom that rolled her eyes at her children, “I’m fine just, take it from me, don’t get sushi at the market.”
 
   Her mother smiled at her joke and some of the tension left her face. Skylar hated to admit it, but when her mother smiled, they looked so much alike it was disturbing. Same blonde hair and blue eyes and sharp features, and since her mom had killer genetics they looked like they could be sisters. She chose not to freak out about that fact like some girls would, instead she liked to remember that when she aged she’d still look years younger than she should.
 
   “You’re sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes Mom.”
 
   “Your father and I were very worried.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t call because I didn’t want to worry you over nothing.”
 
   “Darling, you’re our daughter, we worry no matter what. Do you see these gray hairs? That’s all you.”
 
   “Very funny.” She smirked when her mother attempted a joke of her own.
 
   There wasn’t a single gray hair on Melanie Holland’s head. If, God forbid, there had been, she would have booked an appointment at the Red Door Salon immediately. Skylar didn’t take offense that her own mother would never let her touch her perfectly coifed and highlighted hair. Her mother had been relocated from her beloved Tulsa to this tiny little dust town when she fell in love with Skylar’s father but no matter how many years or changes they made, you could take the girl out of the city but not the city out of the girl.
 
   She knew her mom was proud of her. She did well with her salon. But she figured the day the woman let her cut or color her hair, hell would freeze over.
 
   “Next time you’re sick, call us and let us know. Please? I don’t like finding out at the market that my own daughter is sick from a third party.”
 
   “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Skylar furrowed her brow, “Who told you anyway? Owen and Jem are out of town.”
 
   “Trey told me.”
 
   “Oh…” She fidgeted at the mention of her boyfriend.
 
   She’d forgotten about him. Again. Because she was a terrible person. 
 
   Trey knew she was sick. She’d told him but only because he’d wanted them to go out when he called originally. If he hadn’t wanted to make plans, she wouldn’t have told him either. She didn’t like being sick and she didn’t like talking about being sick. She hadn’t wanted anyone to know because she hadn’t wanted anyone to come barging in, trying to take care of her.
 
   Except Colt.
 
   She mentally bitch slapped herself for that wayward thought. No, she hadn’t minded Colt showing up at all. He’d forced his way in, uninvited, and she hadn’t fought him at all. Not like she should have.
 
   “You saw Trey today?” She cleared her throat.
 
   “Yes, at the market. He was doing some shopping this morning and we ran into each other.” Her mother smiled again, “That boy is so sweet. He carried my bags to the car for me and everything.”
 
   “He’s a really nice guy.” She agreed wholeheartedly.
 
   “When you first told me you were dating one of your brother’s friends, I worried. Those boys that work on the rigs aren’t always the most reliable, always on the road, gone for long periods of time, but he’s one of the good ones. He seems to care about you a lot, was worried he hadn’t heard from you. I hope things are going well between you two. They are, aren’t they?”
 
   Her throat felt tight so she nodded, “Uh, yeah, sure.”
 
   “Good. That’s good.” Her mother gave a giggling laugh, “Because I invited him to dinner tomorrow.”
 
   She gaped at her mother, “You invited him to Sunday dinner?”
 
   They had established Sunday dinners when Owen first moved out of the house. Her older brother had taken a job with their father’s oil company working on rigs and been gone for weeks at a time. Their mother had made Sunday dinner with the family a requirement every week he was in town and it had stuck. 
 
   If they were having Sunday dinner that meant Owen was going to be home from his extra assignment this weekend which was good, because she missed her brother, but also bad because he and Trey were practically inseparable when they were on the same schedule. They’d made fast friends on the rig and Owen had dragged the guy home with him because he didn’t have anywhere else to go on leave. That was how she’d met Trey and now that she had made the decision to break up with him she realized how stupid it had been of her to get involved with her brothers friend in the first place. 
 
   Owen loved Trey like a brother. Her parents adored him. And when she broke up with him, they were all going to be upset, probably even more so than she and Trey were going to be.
 
   “Yes, is that a problem?”
 
   “No, of course not, I just haven’t had a chance to talk to him yet so I didn’t know.”
 
   “Well, now you do.” Her mother smiled as if she’d just given Skylar a big, fat present instead of something to dread. “And you need to call that boy back, darling. He was worried about you.”
 
   “I know. I will.” She sighed and glanced at the clock, “I’m glad you stopped by but I have to get to work, Mom. I’m running late as it is and since I was out yesterday, I have no idea what’s on the schedule. I need to get going.”
 
   “Oh, of course…” Melanie paused and looked around, “Why don’t I stick around for a little bit, clean up for you? You were sick and…”
 
   “Out, Mom! Now!” She ushered her towards the door.
 
   She had a lot in common with her mother but cleaning habits weren’t one of them. She was not OCD. She didn’t move the furniture every time she vacuumed. And if she left her mother in her apartment unsupervised, she might come back to find her suffering from heart palpitations after one glimpse into the bathroom.
 
   “Okay, okay, fine. I’m going.” 
 
   “Bye Mom. See you tomorrow.”              
 
   “Love you darling.”
 
   “Love you too.” She waved as her mother got into her expensive BMW.
 
   Like the woman herself, it looked out of place here in the run-down apartment complex where Skylar lived. She knew her parents didn’t like her renting an apartment here. They’d offered multiple times to buy her a place if she didn’t want to move back home but she’d refused. It was part of her independence to pay for her own place and she liked her apartment. 
 
   It was hers.
 
   Sometimes the water heater kicked off after only five minutes in the shower, but that was okay. The pipes creaked like they were being abused whenever she ran the dishwasher. The appliances were put in about a decade before she was born and the carpet was a terrible, orangey brown color, but she’d made it her own.
 
   She’d painted the walls herself. She’d bought rugs to cover the awful carpet. She had lamps to help with lighting. With her knick-knacks and throw pillows, the bleak apartment took on a decidedly girly feel that was completely hers.
 
   And it had the added benefit of being right next door to her favorite Bomar boy.
 
   Ugh, she just couldn’t go five minutes without thinking about him could she? She shot a look at his door but it was shut and the lights were off. His truck was gone, hinting he’d already left for work and she tried not to let it get her down that she hadn’t heard from him this morning. It wasn’t as if last night had been a date.
 
   She hadn’t heard from Trey either but apparently she had a date set up with him courtesy of her mother. She groaned and banged her head against the steering wheel of her car. Trey, her parents adored. Colt, they would hate.
 
   Colt was a Bomar and they would dislike him on principle alone. She didn’t like to think that her parents were snobs but everyone in this town thought they were better than the Bomars. They were criminals and thugs and the fact that Colt was neither wouldn’t mean anything to her parents.
 
   He owned the tattoo parlor. That made him a successful business owner. But all her parents would hear was tattoos and then they’d put together that he was the one that had inked her skin and oh, how they hated her tattoos. 
 
   They said they were cheap, which showed just how little they knew about the art form. They wanted to keep her their perfect, pristine, little girl and the more ink she added to her skin, the harder it was to reconcile that image of her with the person she truly was. That was one of the reasons she’d gotten her very first tattoo but they were never going to understand that.
 
   They barely understood her and Colt wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
   Not that it mattered. It didn’t matter what her parents thought of Colt because much like her tattoos, their opinion didn’t change what she wanted. She wanted him. If she was honest with herself, she had for a long time. And after last night, she was done letting him push her away. First things first she was going to stop by his shop and thank him for taking care of her last night and then… who knows.
 
   Today, the sky really did seem like the limit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   He was having a shitty fucking day. When he’d opened his eyes this morning, he’d known that he was in hell. Every moment since had only confirmed it. He was tired, exhausted physically and emotionally. He was sore, his body aching with every single movement. And if that wasn’t bad enough, his entire family seemed hell bent on making it worse.
 
   Colt stared at his reflection in the mirror over his work station and assessed the damage again. His nose had been broken for what must be the twentieth time in his godawful life. Both of his eyes were bruised from the swelling and sadly his face didn’t show the worst of the damage. 
 
   His ribs were bruised and he wouldn’t have been surprised at all to find that at least one of them was cracked. It wasn’t as if he could go to a doctor so he’d patched himself up as best he could last night, taken some painkillers and passed out with the hope that things wouldn’t look so bad in the morning. Of course, he should have outgrown a silly emotion like hope years ago because in the bright light of day, things only looked worse.
 
   Lincoln was pissed at him. Oh, his cousin had dragged his ass up and gotten him home. He’d been kind enough to set his nose for him, though the bastard probably would have gone a little easier on that task if he hadn’t been cursing him at the time. He’d saved the threats for after Colt had slept off the worst of the pain and exhaustion but they’d been coming in steadily all morning.
 
   He didn’t even blame him.
 
   Colt had fucked up royally. He’d stepped into the cage last night without his head on straight. He’d gone in there knowing full well that he wasn’t prepared for a fight and yet he’d had no choice. He couldn’t back out so the fight had gone on and he’d gotten his ass absolutely handed to him.
 
   He hadn’t lost but that didn’t matter to Lincoln. He’d managed to pull it together at the last minute. He got a lucky break, caught the guy in the knee, taking him to the ground and the stinger meant he couldn’t put pressure on the leg. Colt had used his slight weight advantage to pin him and eventually gotten the tap out he needed. But it hadn’t gone down the way Lincoln wanted so it wasn’t a victory.
 
   His opponent was supposed to go down in the second, hard. Colt was supposed to have ended it hard and fast. One round of dancing, showing off for the crowd, one round to get the last minute bets placed, and then Lincoln had told him to end it. Quick and painless, knock the guy out so they could take their money and go home.
 
   All of that should have been fully within his abilities but he hadn’t been queued up for a fight. He’d spent the night cuddling with a cute girl instead of preparing himself and he’d gone in cold. He hadn’t been quick on his feet and his brain had been slow to adjust. He’d taken a beating before his pent-up rage finally let loose and his instincts kicked in.
 
   Six rounds. He’d barely survived six rounds. He’d dragged his ass all over that cage to make it six rounds. He had the broken bones to show for his effort but Lincoln didn’t care about that either. 
 
   Colt had won the fight but he’d lost something much more important. Whatever small modicum of respect his cousin had for him was gone after last night. He hadn’t followed orders. He hadn’t played his part like a good little solider and he would pay. Lincoln had made that completely clear in his messages this morning.
 
   This fight hadn’t counted against Colt’s debt. He’d gotten his ass kicked and it hadn’t even counted because Lincoln had bet on him to win in two and he hadn’t. Lincoln had lost money so Colt would owe even more now. That was the way of things and there was no family discount.
 
   So yeah, his day had started off as shit and it had only gotten worse when he got to the shop.
 
   Despite his multiple warnings, Bentley had gotten into his ink last night. He’d tried to clean up after himself but he had no idea what the hell he was doing which was why Colt had told him not to use the machine in the first place. His cousin had left ink in the line and it had dried up overnight. The entire setup would have to be replaced which would cost him money and since Bentley was Lincoln’s brother he couldn’t even force the bastard to cover it.
 
   After cleaning up his cousin’s mess, Colt had gotten more family drama courtesy of his older brother. Remy had stopped by under the guise of a friendly chat but if there was one thing he and his big bro had in common it was that they both sucked at beating around the bush. Direct and to be point was the Bomar way, for better or worse, so he wasn’t surprised in the least when Remy dropped the bullshit after only five minutes and broached the real reason he was there.
 
   He wanted to join the shop. Work for Colt. He needed a job and he expected his little brother to hand him one.
 
   Colt scrubbed his face and only remembered the bruises when pain followed the movement. He didn’t need this shit. Not today. He had enough to deal with facing off against Lincoln, handling Bentley and keeping Cash off his ass. He didn’t need to add another family member to his list of problems, least of all the long lost brother he had about a billion issues with already.
 
   Remington Bomar was five years older than Colt and Cash. He’d been Decker’s favorite son, or to hear their father tell it, his only son. And despite what the rumors said about the twins, nobody had ever doubted for a second that Remy was that bastard’s spawn. He looked just like him and he’d gotten more than a few of his behavioral issues.
 
   Even though Decker and Chrissy had doted on Remy and alternately ignored and abused Colt and Cash, he’d been a good big brother. He’d protected them from Decker’s fists. He’d made sure they ate when Chrissy was too stoned to know she even had sons. But all of that had ended the week he turned eighteen.
 
   Remy had hitched a ride to the Army recruitment office in Falls Lake the day after his birthday. He’d signed up, gotten a haircut and never looked back. He’d come home long enough to tell them he was leaving, that he couldn’t stay and deal with the lies and bullshit any longer, and then he’d left.
 
   He’d never come back. Not once. Not for an entire decade.
 
   Colt and Cash had been thirteen at the time. They’d dealt with five more years of abuse in that house with nobody to protect them. They’d been too young and too small to defend themselves at the time and he would never forgive Remy for abandoning them when they needed him most.
 
   Just like he would never forgive him for staying gone. For only calling to check on them when he was drunk and feeling lonely. For all of the excuses that weren’t explanations. 
 
   Remy had only come back into their life a couple of weeks ago and though that had been his call, he’d regretted it ever since. At the time, it was the only choice he’d had. Jemma had been in trouble and she’d trusted him to find a solution to her problem without involving Cash and getting him in trouble. Since the ex that had been threatening her was in Houston and he’d recently learned Remy was in the same city, he’d made the necessary call.
 
   It had never been his intention to make Remy think he would be welcomed home with open arms if he helped them. Apparently something had gotten lost in translation though because his big brother had showed up on his doorstep days later. Neither he nor Cash had been all that welcoming yet Remy had stayed for reasons neither of them could figure out.
 
   Until now.
 
   A job. Colt almost laughed. That was the last thing he’d expected. A request for money or help disposing of a body would have been more in line with the Bomar way. He’d have been better equipped to deal with either of those than this.
 
   “Come on little brother, is it that crazy of a request?” Remy fidgeted, shoving his hands in his pockets.
 
   Colt swiped a hand through his hair and pulled himself together before turning to face his brother. There was something about Remy standing behind him that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Maybe it was the resemblance to Decker, the dark hair and dark eyes, so opposite to his own sand brown and light blue. Or maybe it had something to do with the knowledge that Remy had taken his natural-born violent tendencies and let the Army hone him into a killing machine. Whatever it was, he wasn’t completely comfortable with Remy but he hoped that didn’t show on his face.
 
   “Uh… yeah, actually it is.”
 
   “I’m back. I need to work. Why can’t it be with you?”
 
   “You have some experience working in a tattoo shop that I don’t know about?” He crossed his arms over his chest, wincing when his ribs resisted the movement.
 
   “I’ve done a lot of different things over the years.”
 
   “You ever work in a tattoo shop?” He repeated evenly.
 
   Remy scowled, “No.”
 
   “Then I don’t see how you’re gonna help me.”
 
   “You let Bent hang out here, even offered to apprentice him, but you won’t do the same for me?”
 
   Colt seethed. So his cousins were talking to his brother. That didn’t surprise him. Last he’d heard Remy was sleeping on Lincoln’s couch. He wondered if that was still true considering the trouble he was in with that particular family member.
 
   “Bent ain’t welcome here anymore as of about two hours ago.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Dumbfuck used the equipment that he ain’t licensed to operate after I told him not to. We’re done. You see him before I do, feel free to let him know.”
 
   “Okay.” Remy shrugged, “That’s better news for me then. You’re gonna need somebody to cover the shop for you when you have to go out for your… extracurricular activities.”
 
   His jaw clenched and even that hurt. Damn it, he didn’t like that Remy seemed to know so much about his life. He hadn’t told him. Cash couldn’t have told him, not about that. Which meant his cousins were talking to Remy, which meant he was involved with them somehow, in something. They wouldn’t have been airing business otherwise.
 
   “Link send you down here? Is that what this is about?” He narrowed his eyes and sure enough, Remy fidgeted. “Motherfucker, he did, didn’t he?”
 
   He watched his older brother wince and cursed some more. He was a pawn. Lincoln’s pawn. Lincoln wanted eyes on Colt after what had happened last night and he was using Remy to send a message. 
 
   The business was still half Lincoln’s and if he wanted to hire a new employee, the point was that Colt couldn’t stop him. He wasn’t the one with the power in this situation. It was well played, that was for sure. Not as direct as he would have expected out of Lincoln but it was more effective this way, letting him know that Remy might be his brother but he was on Lincoln’s side.
 
   “Link wants you here to keep an eye on me. You know that?”
 
   Remy sighed, “I need a job if I’m sticking around. Link mentioned he had a vested interest in the shop and thought it’d be good for us to work together. Give us a chance to catch up.”
 
   Colt snorted, “Either you’ve forgotten that nobody in our family does anything for the good of anybody but themselves or you’re more naïve than I ever suspected.”
 
   “You’re not thinking of the third option.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “I know exactly what kind of power play Link is making by forcing me in here and I’m using him.” Remy’s lips curled slightly with cruel intent, “He thinks I’m on his side. I’m not.”
 
   Colt raised a skeptical eyebrow, “Is that so?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s so. You’re my brother. I failed to protect you once. I won’t do it again.”
 
   He didn’t believe him. How could he? He didn’t trust him. That was partly Remy’s own fault. He’d promised to keep him safe once and he hadn’t. He’d failed him. But it was also the fault of a dozen other people in Colt’s life that had done the exact same thing. He didn’t trust anyone.
 
   Remy must have sensed that declaration wasn’t going to sway him because he sighed, “Look, I’m not asking you to trust me, not yet, but it’s not like you have a lot of choice in this matter unless you want to start a war with Lincoln.”
 
   “Maybe the war already started.”
 
   “No. I talked to him. He’s pissed, wants to make a point, but we’re all still family. He wants a show of power and puttin’ me here gives him that. Do it. Take me on. Let him think he’s won on this one tiny thing and he’ll back off.”
 
   “Link doesn’t know how to back off.”
 
   “He’ll back off.” Remy repeated, “I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   Colt opened his mouth to ask his brother how he intended to do that but the bell over the door stopped him. He couldn’t very well ask Remy if he intended to beat, maim or kill their cousin to be sure of that in front of a client. He pushed off the wall, wincing when his entire body objected to the movement.
 
   “Well, well, looks like I’ve got my first client.” Remy’s grin immediately flashed into place when he turned to look at the door. “Hello darlin’.”
 
   Since Colt was behind the curtain at his station, he couldn’t see who had come in that would earn that grin out of his older brother but it didn’t matter when he heard the click of heels on the concrete floor. There was only one person that came into his shop that wore heels. He’d know that sound anywhere and despite his brain telling him to slow down and his body all but screaming in objection he rushed out of his space, knocking his brother out of the way in the process.
 
   His breath caught as soon as he saw her walking towards him. An angel. God, she looked just like an angel. The morning light was shining in through the glass storefront, framing her as if she’d just descended from heaven.
 
   It glinted off her shiny blonde hair, the long strands down and falling over her shoulders. He’d seen her last night and she’d looked sick, deathly sick, but today she looked perfect. Just like always. 
 
   She was wearing a pair of painted on blue jeans and those high heels that jacked up her already tall, slim stature and made her hips sway seductively with every step. The little halter top she was wearing only added to the sex on legs effect she had. The straps were so tiny he could snap them with one hard tug and it flowed beautifully over her breasts. 
 
   Some men would have said her breasts were too small maybe, but not him. He’d never been much of a breast man but Skylar’s were perky perfection as far as he was concerned. Besides, the secret draw of small breasts was that the women didn’t always feel the need to tie them up in bras.
 
   From the bounce in her step, he ventured to guess Skylar wasn’t wearing one today, a habit of hers that drove him absolutely crazy. Despite the aches and pains he’d experienced all day, his body still sat up and took notice. It didn’t help that her shirt also left her arms and shoulders all but bare, exposing the ink that he had put there. 
 
   The first tattoo he’d ever inked on her was the shoulder piece currently on display. It had taken him weeks to come up with the design. It wasn’t the first thing he’d drawn when she told him she wanted to get a tattoo. He’d drawn her a princess crown that first day and she’d laughed until she cried before ripping it up. 
 
   After that, he’d gotten creative. He’d decided on the twisting vines of roses because of her middle name but he’d also included plenty of thorns. It was girly, soft, sweet, but if you looked close it was also dangerous, just like the woman that wore it.
 
   It was some of his best work in his humble opinion. Maybe because he was always so damn careful with her precious skin or maybe just because the ink and the skin belonged to Skylar. Or maybe it had something to do with the memory of having her in his chair and knowing just how hard he had to focus to get it right, because Skylar, in his chair, made him hard every damn time.
 
   He had clients that were addicted to the sting of the needles. He had even more that bit their lip and barely suffered through it. But she was the only one he’d ever seen react as if the pain could send her flying, right over the edge into an orgasm.
 
   It was the memory of the way she looked when he inked her that tortured him most. Cheeks flushed. Lips parted on panting breaths. Her eyes glazed. Tiny little moans falling from her as she tried not to squirm. Fuck, it haunted him knowing that his needles did that to her. Made him want to see those same reactions from his touch instead. 
 
   Skylar was his every dream and nightmare all rolled into one and the fact that she was walking into his shop now, when he was angry at himself for getting distracted last night, angry at her for being the distraction he couldn’t ignore, and angry at the world for all the things that kept them apart, he knew he couldn’t deal with her right now.
 
   He wouldn’t be able to control himself. He was too close to the edge after last night. Talking to her, touching her, leaving her behind, it had all been too much. If she so much as looked at him with desire in her eyes, he’d fucking break and he couldn’t let that happen. 
 
   If last night had taught him anything, it was that he had to push her away. It was for her own good. He wasn’t getting out of this life or putting the Bomar bullshit behind him anytime soon. And he wouldn’t risk dragging her down with him.
 
   “Hey.” Her smile lit up her entire face, those bright blue eyes sparkling and just like always, he had to steel himself not to move towards her, not to react to that smile.
 
   “Hey.” He kept his voice even, neutral, and watched her smile falter at the less than pleasant greeting.
 
   He was such an asshole. Nobody should ever attempt to dim that smile of hers. It was pure goodness, pure light and joy, but he couldn’t have her here now. Especially not now. His demons were prowling too close to the surface after last night and he had to put some distance back between them before his shadows overtook her light. 
 
   “Hey, I was going to come by earlier but…” She came closer and her smile fell off completely, “Oh my God! Colt! What happened to your face?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She had started to close the space between them, her hands already coming up as if she meant to touch him, comfort him, but she pulled up short at the harshness in his voice. She blinked, confusion flickering over her features. Her hands dropped back to her sides.
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   He didn’t answer and her confusion turned to a frown.
 
   “You’re black and blue and you’re really going to stand there and tell me that nothing happened?”
 
   “You’re a smart girl. You catch on quick.”
 
   She recoiled as if he’d shoved her and he fought the urge to reach for her and pull her back, pull her into his arms. He knew what that was like now which made it even harder to deny. But he did it, for the both of them.
 
   “Can we uh… talk?” Her gaze flickered past him and he remembered then that his older brother was behind him, watching their every interaction.
 
   “I don’t have a lot of time, Sky. I’m running a business here.”
 
   Her lips flattened into a disapproving line, “Colt, please.”
 
   He needed to tell her no. Talking to her would only make things harder. He needed to shut her out, hard and fast, just like he should have from the beginning. 
 
   Letting her in had been a mistake. Letting her this close had been a mistake. Last night had been a mistake. He should have left as soon as he knew she was okay but he hadn’t and he’d paid for that mistake with his blood in the cage. 
 
   Close but not too close, he needed to stick to his own rule. He’d let her get into his head last night and it had cost him. It was time to correct that mistake and push her away, again. For both their sakes.
 
   “Remy, give us a minute.” He said without turning around.
 
   “Yeah, no problem bro. I’ll be in the back when you’re done here.” He could hear the smile in his brother’s voice when he added, “Good to see ya again Skylar.”
 
   “Yeah, you too.” She added softly, never looking at Remy.
 
   Even still, Colt felt his fists clench at his sides. He didn’t want his brother talking to her. Didn’t want him anywhere near her. Didn’t like that he even knew her name. The sound of footsteps retreating behind him was the only reason he didn’t turn around and deck Remy right then and there.
 
   “What’s up, Sky?” He asked as soon as they were alone.
 
   She moved a dangerous step closer to him, “Colt, what happened to your face?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   She sighed heavily, “You left me last night to go to a fight didn’t you?”
 
   He clenched his jaw and stared at her. The flicker of emotions she didn’t try to hide nearly undid him. First there was sadness, then confusion, then frustration and then he saw it, the flare of anger in her eyes. She had a temper. It only ever surfaced when she was fighting for her friends, trying to protect the people she cared about. It was just another part of his sick and twisted obsession with this girl that he liked knowing she cared enough to get mad at him.
 
   “You did. You left last night to go to one of those stupid cage fight things your cousin runs. Did you win? Does the other guy look worse?” She scoffed when he remained quiet, “You do realize how unbelievably stupid it is for you to fight with your fists, right? Those hands are your livelihood, Colt. What happens when you bust them up so badly you can’t hold the pen? Can’t ink a tattoo? What then?”
 
   It was something he’d given far more than a passing thought since he started fighting for Lincoln and his heart stuttered with the knowledge that she worried about that, about him. Still, he remained quiet. He didn’t know how Skylar even knew about the fights but that was a whole other issue. His deal with Lincoln was a secret and it was going to stay that way. He wasn’t breaking family rules to tell her about it, not now, not ever.
 
   She snorted, anger flashing over her pretty face, “Oh, I forgot, the first rule of fight club is that you can’t talk about it, right?”
 
   His lips twitched despite his best effort. Damn but she was cute when she was angry at him. Sassy too. He wanted to kiss that fire right off her lips.
 
   “Fine.” She put her hands on her hips and tipped her chin up at him, “You don’t want to talk about what you did after you left me last night. Let’s talk about what happened between us last night.”
 
   All of his amusement faded instantly and he forced an indifferent shrug, “Nothing happened there either.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, really.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed and she glared daggers at him, “You call crawling into my bed and holding me while I slept nothing?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I call it.” He lied.
 
   The daggers fell away so easily, he could see now that the anger had been a mere attempt to cover the hurt. Pain flashed on her face and she looked away from him for the first time. He’d landed a solid blow with that one, just as he’d known he would, but he wasn’t done yet, not by a longshot, not if she was still standing so close to him.
 
   “What are you doing here, Sky? You want to talk about that new tattoo you’ve been wanting? Because I’m trying to work so unless you want to talk ink, I ain’t got nothin’ to say to you.”
 
   She winced, “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Don’t act like last night didn’t change anything.”
 
   “It didn’t.” He shrugged and his midsection screamed in agony again, “Nothing’s changed. We’re still friends. Same as yesterday. And last I checked, you’ve still got yourself a boyfriend. Right?”
 
   He shouldn’t have asked but he hadn’t been able to stop himself. He’d only meant to remind her that this entire conversation was taboo. Nothing had changed between them because it couldn’t. That was a line he was unwilling to cross, even for her. But since she was here, since she had come to see him, he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe that issue had finally resolved itself.
 
   Her cheeks flushed and she looked at the floor, “Yeah, I still have a boyfriend.”
 
   He hardened himself to the slash of pain in his chest. He wasn’t surprised by that. No smart woman would choose him and his issues over the nice, stable new guy, particularly not when he kept doing shit like this to purposefully drive a wedge between them. Skylar was smart, he’d always known that so he forced himself to end the conversation before she caught on to how much that one statement had hurt him.
 
   “Then we ain’t got a thing to talk about do we?”
 
   “You came to check on me last night. You took care of me. I thought that meant...” She glanced back up at him from under her lashes, “Never mind. Forget it. I just wanted to say thank you.”
 
   “No reason to thank me. I was only doing Jemma a favor.”
 
   Skylar studied him for a long second, “So that’s it then? You came over because Jemma asked. It didn’t have anything to do with the fact that we’re friends or… anything else?”
 
   “Nope.” He lied and watched something he couldn’t identify flash in her eyes before she lashed out at him in return.
 
   “You’re such a fucking liar Colt Bomar.” 
 
   She spat his last name at him like it was a dirty word and he fought the immediate clench of his fists. He could say whatever he wanted of his family, because for better or worse they were his, but he couldn’t stand hearing that crap out of the mouths of other people, definitely not her. And she knew that. Only the knowledge that she was trying to get a rise out of him softened the blow.
 
   “I’m a lot of things but a liar ain’t one of them.”
 
   “Bullshit. You lie to yourself all the time.” She gave her head a hard shake, “I don’t understand why you think you have to do this.”
 
   What he should have done was tell her that the conversation was over. He should have done whatever it took to drive her out of his shop right then and there. But he just couldn’t help himself, not where she was concerned, so he asked the question instead of sending her away once and for all.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Push away the people that care about you! You don’t have to. We’re here. I’m here! I care about you! I…” She clenched her jaw as if she’d just stopped herself from saying something and when she spoke again her tone had softened, “Why do you try so hard to make me think you’re one of the bad guys?”
 
   “I am one of the bad guys, Sky.”
 
   “No, you’re not but you sure as hell act like it with me.”
 
   “I’m not acting, Skylar. This is me so take a good long look. Beaten and bruised, fighting for reasons you’ll never understand, reasons I can’t explain to you. This is it. I’m a Bomar. I was born bad, baby.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.” She snapped.
 
   He blinked at the venom in her voice, “Call you what?”
 
   “Baby. I’m not your baby. You’ve never called me that before and you’re not about to start it now so just don’t.”
 
   Because he’d called her angel last night. He remembered. She’d called him out for it then and from the flash of pain on her face, it hurt her to remember that he’d been affectionate last night when all he seemed capable of being now was this bastard. Instead of commenting on any of that, he latched on to the one part of it that was sure to drive her away.
 
   “You’re right. You’re not my baby. You’re Treys.”
 
   She took a deep breath, as if she had to calm herself before she sighed, “The thing about Trey is that yes, he’s my boyfriend, at least for a few more hours, but that doesn’t change how I feel about you.” Skylar met his gaze as she took another step towards him, “I don’t think it changes how you feel about me either. We’ve both been using him as an excuse not to threaten our friendship with what we really want but we aren’t friends, Colt. Let’s just admit it. Say what we both know is true, please. We’re more than friends.”
 
   He gaped at her, trying to figure out what was happening. She couldn’t be calling him out. Not here, not now. Not when she’d just admitted that she still belonged to another man. She still had a boyfriend and she didn’t have the right to put him on the spot as long as that was the case.
 
   “We’re just friends, Skylar.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, “We’re not.”
 
   She moved slowly, gave him enough time to stop her if he wanted, but he was too shocked by the bold stand she was taking to move away when she reached for him. She put her small hands on either side of his face, holding him softly, gently, but that electric current that was always between them flared at the moment of impact. Warmth suffused him and he could see the same reaction darken her eyes, knew if he didn’t do something, soon to stop this that he wouldn’t be able to.
 
   If she kept touching him, he was going to touch her back. And if he touched her, he was going to kiss her. And if he kissed her, he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to push her away again.
 
   “We’ve never been just friends and I’m tired of doing this with you, Colt.”
 
   Luckily, or unluckily, he wasn’t sure because his brain was too busy short-circuiting to decide what to do next, Skylar made the decision for them. She sighed heavily and dropped her hands away. She took one step back and then another and another.
 
   A cold chill seeped in beneath the barriers he’d been building between them and he fought a shiver. She stepped back from him again and again, putting more and more space between them. She was leaving, just like he’d wanted her to, but he wasn’t ready to let her go. Damn it, he might never be ready. 
 
   Amid all of that it took him a moment to catch her words and that chill he’d felt turned bitter, “What? What does that mean?”
 
   “It means… I don’t want to keep playing this fucked up game with you, Colt. I’m not a yo-yo. You can’t keep reeling me in closer and then shoving me away. It’s not fair. I need you to talk to me. We talk about everything else. Why won’t you just talk to me about us?”
 
   A surge of disbelief made him scoff, “You want to talk about games? Really? There is no us! You have a boyfriend, Skylar. You invited me into your bed last night knowing full well you belong to someone else so don’t talk to me about fair.”
 
   “Maybe it wasn’t fair to ask you to hold me but you didn’t hesitate, did you?” 
 
   “It was a mistake.”
 
   “Is that really what you think?” Her eyes flashed pain and confusion in equal measure, “Is that why you went and stepped into that cage? Because you made a mistake? Or because, God forbid, you might have actually felt something when you were holding me and it scared you?”
 
   She knew him too damn well and he wanted to hate her for calling him out. Damn it, she didn’t get to talk to him about fair. He had plenty of reasons for pushing her away. The least of which was something only she could change. She had a boyfriend. It didn’t matter what he felt for her as long as that was the case. Even if he woke up tomorrow and decided he was ready, she wasn’t. 
 
   He clenched his jaw and forced a casual sneer he wasn’t feeling, “You think awfully highly of yourself, Skylar. Not every decision I make revolves around you. You’re not that important.”
 
   The fire went out of her eyes and he knew then that he’d done what he needed to win. It didn’t feel like a victory though. It felt too hollow for that. This fight was too much like the one from last night. Pointless, because nobody was going to get what they wanted in the end.
 
   “You know, I never thought you and Cash were all that much alike until right this minute. You’re doing a damn good impression of him actually. Shutting me out, pushing me away, it’s the same bullshit he pulled with Jemma, remember?” She tilted her head and he knew she saw far more than he wanted her to in that moment, “Nothing to say to that? No. I don’t know why I thought you might talk to me. I should just go.”
 
   There was no other option than to shrug, feign indifference, and let her walk away, “Maybe you should.”
 
   She stared at him for a long moment that felt like an eternity. He could see everything she was feeling right there on her face. She was so good that she’d never had to learn how to hide her emotions. He wished she had, that she could. He didn’t want to have to see that lost look of despair on her face as she realized that he wasn’t going to stop her.
 
   He’d told himself when he walked out of her apartment last night that he had to put some space back between them. Nothing had changed since then. Hell, if anything, this shitty day had only confirmed it. 
 
   He’d let her distract him from his fight and now he had a battle with Lincoln to deal with. He was even further away from paying off his debt and freeing himself of his familial responsibilities. He was even further away from the goals he’d set, the ones he’d told himself he had to meet before he could even consider trying for something with a woman like Skylar.
 
   Last night, he’d screwed up and this was the only way he could think of to fix it.
 
   Her bottom lip trembled slightly, “I’ll see you around, Colt.”
 
   “See ya, Skylar.”
 
   It wasn’t a goodbye and for that much, he was grateful. She hadn’t completely given up on him even though she should have. This was the not too close portion of his awful, terrible plan to keep her at arm’s length, the worry that pushing her away would mean losing her for good.
 
   She wiped at her cheek as she turned and walked away from him and he locked his knees to keep from going after her. Maybe he had made her cry before today. He didn’t doubt that it was possible. She wore her feelings on her sleeve and he’d been a bastard to her too many times to count. But he’d never had to see it for himself and all he wanted was to rush to her, pull her into his arms and apologize.
 
   Only, he never apologized, ever, for anything, so he wouldn’t even know where to begin. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    “Stupid goddamned men.”
 
   Skylar threw another shoe back into her closet when she couldn’t find its mate. Her room was a mess. She’d been throwing things for an entire twenty-four hours and she couldn’t seem to stop. Just like she couldn’t seem to put her fight with Colt out of her mind and move on the way she should have.
 
   She’d been mad at him before. Oh, she’d been mad at him plenty of times throughout their friendship. But it was more than that this time. This time, she wasn’t just mad. She was also hurt and confused and so damn frustrated. She couldn’t stop obsessing over every single word he’d said, every twitch of his lips and flash of emotion in his eyes.
 
   There was something between them. They both knew it. But he refused to admit it, refused to do a thing about it. And when she’d all but called him out about it, he’d used Trey as a deterrent.
 
   Trey. Her boyfriend. The cute, kind, good guy that she was dating. The same guy that was best friends with her brother and adored by her parents. The same guy that was, even at that very moment, fishing with her family and had called to apologize that he wouldn’t be back in time to pick her up for dinner tonight. Trey, who she hadn’t had a chance to break up with yet.
 
   Skylar threw another shoe and cursed the men in her life again. She’d had this all planned out. She’d already told Trey that they needed to talk. She’d thought he would come over before dinner with her family tonight and they’d be able to do it nice and civil but no, of course it couldn’t be that easy. 
 
   Instead, Trey had spent the day with her family members, bonding over beers most likely. She’d have to drive herself, sit through dinner and pretend everything was okay. She didn’t know when she’d get a chance to talk to him alone and have the important conversation that she needed to have now.
 
   Soon, she had to talk to him soon. She’d already put it off too long. The moment she’d realized that her heart wasn’t in it, she should have cut him loose. Her heart had never been involved in her relationship with Trey. How could it be when it already belonged to another man? A frustrating, difficult, bastard of a man had stolen her heart and despite his attempts to push her away, she didn’t want it back.
 
   God, she was such a mess. Involved with one man and in love with another. Wanting something she couldn’t have. Obsessed with someone that had told her time and time again that they were nothing but friends.
 
   But it was the things he didn’t say that kept her coming back when he shoved her away with both hands. The way he looked at her sometimes, as if he were amazed she was even standing in front of him. The way he’d touched her when she was sick, as if she were important to him. When she’d held his beautiful bruised face in her hands yesterday for just a second there she’d seen heat flash in his eyes and felt that flare of need respond inside herself. 
 
   She hadn’t made that up, hadn’t dreamed it. There was something between them no matter what he said. If he was going to push her away until she got rid of the barriers between them, then she could get rid of the first one, her boyfriend. 
 
   Skylar blew out a rough breath when she finally came up with the shoes she’d been looking for. As much as she loved her stilettos, wearing them out to the family land was a recipe for disaster. Between the gravel drive and the grass, she’d twisted her ankle more than once. Besides, her father and brother loved nothing more than making fun of her fancy footwear so she stowed the heels for another day and slipped on a pair of sandals.
 
   A last glance at the mirror confirmed all of her tattoos were covered as well. She hated hiding them but like the footwear it was simply easier to avoid the conversation. Her mother’s thin-lipped looks of disapproval were one thing but her father had voiced his condemnation loud and clear for years. She wasn’t going to win an argument with her parents about the beautiful artwork that covered her body and they would never understand what it meant to her so she’d simply stopped fighting.
 
   The yellow cardigan she wore covered the shoulder piece well. The flowered maxi dress she’d paired it with fell to the ground and hid the smaller ankle tattoo as well. She still looked like her, just softer, more like the girl her parents wanted her to be than the girl she actually was.
 
   With that depressing thought dragging her mood even further down, she grabbed her purse and headed for the door. It was probably a good thing she was driving herself because she was running late as per usual. The shoe fiasco was what she would blame but in reality she’d been slow to get dressed because she didn’t really want to go to dinner. 
 
   She wasn’t looking forward to her parents interrogating her about her recent illness. She wasn’t looking forward to watching Owen and Trey trade inside jokes. She wasn’t looking forward to holding Trey’s hand and kissing him as if nothing was wrong.
 
   Not when everything in her life felt wrong all of a sudden. Ever since she woke up yesterday, she’d had the feeling she wasn’t where she was supposed to be. Like she wasn’t who she was supposed to be and hiding her tattoos only scratched at that uncomfortable itch and made it worse.
 
   She was in such a rush that she almost missed it when she jerked the door open. If she’d only flipped the door latch instead of stopping to turn the deadbolt behind her, she probably would have. She was in the middle of inserting her key to lock up behind her when she saw it.
 
   An envelope was taped to her door. Strange, but that wasn’t what caught her attention. It was her name scrawled across it in that messy, almost indecipherable script. She’d joked about his inability to write legibly a dozen times or more, asked how it was possible his writing could be so bad when his drawings were always so precise and intricate.
 
   Colt. It was Colt’s writing. He’d left her a note.
 
   Skylar smiled as she snatched it off the door, her keys all but forgotten. Her hands shook slightly as she carefully ripped it open. There was one sheet of paper inside the envelope, folded in half and when she flipped it over her breath caught in her chest.
 
   There were only a couple of scrawled words on the page. If she’d been expecting some big explanation for why it was he’d behaved the way he did yesterday, she would have been disappointed. Colt was the more talkative of the twins, that was for sure, but this letter wasn’t important because of the number of words but simply for the few.
 
   I’m sorry.
 
   Her bottom lip trembled and she had to bite it to hold back a whimper. Sorry. He’d said he was sorry. He’d apologized. The man that never apologized for anything had apologized to her. And if that wasn’t enough to ruin her heart forever, he’d topped it off with a gift.
 
   Just beneath his scrawled words, there was a drawing he’d done for her. It was the tattoo that she had mentioned she wanted to get a while back. They’d been discussing ideas over lunch and she’d commented that she thought a lace garter for her upper thigh would be sexy. She remembered it clearly because Colt had sobered instantly, said her boyfriend would love something like that and then changed the subject. Now, here it was, the sexy tattoo that only someone she was intimate with would probably ever see and Colt had drawn it for her.
 
   What did that mean? When had he drawn it? Why had he chosen now to give it to her? Was it supposed to tell her that he wanted to be the one to see her new tattoo? Or that she should accept that he didn’t care, that he was fine with another man seeing this tattoo on her body?
 
   Her eyes traced over the sketch, trying to take in all of the tiny details he had included. It was elaborate in design and she knew it must have taken hours to draw. The delicate lines were made to look like lace. The bow looked more like chains and gave it a harder edge. Small roses were even worked into the design to match her other tattoos. It was perfect. 
 
   The sound of heavy footsteps drew her gaze up and she swallowed another whimper. Colt. He’d come out of his apartment on the other end of the building. He stopped and their eyes met across the distance. He hadn’t expected her to be standing out here, she could see that much by the way his eyes widened with surprise. It was the other thing she saw there that kept her from moving towards him.
 
   He looked almost… scared.
 
   It was a look she’d never seen on his handsome face before. He was always confident, always cocky. Colt was a fighter. He didn’t do fear and she hated seeing it there. Hated that she might be the thing that had put it there. 
 
   Was he afraid she was going to fight with him again? That she’d push him to admit something he clearly wasn’t ready to admit? Or was he scared that she’d finally given up on him? That he’d finally pushed her past the point of no return?
 
   She wasn’t sure which thought broke her heart more. That he refused to admit what was so obvious to her or that he might think she would ever give up on him. She wouldn’t. Couldn’t. They were both fighters and when he pushed, she couldn’t help but push back. It had been that way since the moment she befriended the sexy bastard. 
 
   For every step they took forward, he pushed her two back but it was moments like this, when he opened up to her, that she knew it was all worth it. He’d apologized to her for God’s sake! That had to mean something. He cared enough about her to do something he’d sworn he would never do, apologize.
 
   “Hey.” He finally spoke and his voice was husky, sending chills down her spine.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   He slowly took a step towards her and she fought the urge to cover the space between them. He was still black and blue, a phrase that she’d never given much thought until she became friends with Colt Bomar. His eyes were so vivid, the bright, clear blue of a summer sky, that the bruises beneath his eyes only looked darker. God help her but she’d always thought he might be the only man alive that managed to look even sexier bruised. 
 
   His sandy hair was spiked haphazardly, as though he’d been running his hands through it. He was due for another haircut but she didn’t dare remind him of it right now. Besides, she liked it like this with the sides shaved short and the top longer. He’d let her do whatever she wanted with his hair since she started cutting it, a level of trust he’d given her because she trusted him with her skin. He’d even let her put a flash of electric blue on the ends a few months ago but that had washed out now and it was all him again, just the way she liked it.
 
   His hair, the tattoos that covered both of his arms and most of his chest, it was all meant to differentiate him from his twin. She knew that. According to their DNA, he and Cash were identical and there was no denying that they did resemble.
 
   They were both built like tanks. Over six feet of solid muscle and broad shoulders, they made other men look scrawny in comparison. They both had the Bomar bone structure complete with square jaws, dimpled chins and smiles that flashed boyish dimples on the rare occasion they weren’t scowling.
 
   But she’d always been able to tell them apart. Her body, for one, had never reacted to Cash. Not once. That would have been super awkward with Jemma being her best friend so thank God for that. Her heart didn’t race at the mere sight of Cash and having him close didn’t make that pinch of longing squeeze in her chest and need flood her veins. That had only ever happened for Colt.
 
   She didn’t need the edgy, constantly changing haircuts to tell her which one was Colt. Just like she didn’t need to see the full sleeve tattoos that covered both of his arms, the ones featuring dark, dangerous looking images that fascinated her. But damn she liked the way Colt expressed himself with his ink and hair, her two favorite mediums.
 
   He was so perfect for her.
 
   “I uh… didn’t know if you were home.” He motioned to the paper in her hand and she smiled softly.
 
   “You could have knocked.”
 
   “Didn’t want to disturb you.” His eyes trailed over her, top to bottom, and he stopped a few feet away, “You headed out?”
 
   She fought a flush at his lingering look, “Yeah.”
 
   “It’s Sunday. Dinner with the parents, right?”
 
   She smiled. This was a new version of him. Apologetic Colt. 
 
   She never knew what she was going to get with him. His moods were ever-changing and kept her guessing so she’d made cataloguing them a hobby. Yesterday it had been Bastard Colt. The night before she’d gotten a glimpse of Sweet Colt. There was also: Pensive Colt, Passive Aggressive Colt, Kind Colt, Sarcastic Colt, Crude Colt and Funny Colt just to name a few. 
 
   He had a hundred moods and she wanted them all. But this one today was new. And it was one she’d been waiting a long time to see.
 
   “You remembered.”
 
   “Yeah, you look…” He trailed off and she laughed.
 
   “Prim and proper? I know, but I’ve told you how my parents are about the tattoos. It’s easier to keep them covered when I’m at their house.”
 
   Colt’s lips twitched into a frown, “You shouldn’t have to hide who you are.”
 
   “No, I shouldn’t, but they’re my parents.” She shrugged and he stared at the ground again.
 
   She mentally kicked herself. Talking family and parents with Colt was never a good idea. It only made them both think about how different they were, about how their upbringings had been night and day. Sure she had issues with her parents. What twenty-three year old didn’t? But they cared enough to have dinner with her and Colt’s never had or would.
 
   “I’m running late so I should get going.”
 
   “Yeah, I was…” Colt glanced back up, their gazes colliding again, “I was going to say you look beautiful.”
 
   Her heart instantly leapt, “Oh! Thank you.”
 
   “Yeah, just... I’ll let you go.”
 
   Skylar bit her lip as she watched his gaze drop again and he turned to leave. Her emotions were always in whiplash mode when it came to Colt. He could go from happy to angry in a split second. His moods changed faster than the weather in Oklahoma. But of all the different ways she’d seen him, this was the first time she could ever remember him seeming self-conscious.
 
   “Colt, wait.” She grabbed his arm, stopping him in his tracks.
 
   He turned back to her, mouth open and she was certain he was about to say something that would make her pull away so she didn’t give him the chance. She threw her arms around him and hugged him. She buried her face against his chest and squeezed with everything she had. She tried to tell him everything he didn’t want to hear without saying a word.
 
   He stood there against her for a long moment, not moving. Stiff. Uncomfortable. But she still held on because he didn’t try to shove her away.
 
   “Dammit.” Colt muttered under his breath, and she didn’t think she was supposed to hear it when he wrapped his arms around her as well and sighed, “I don’t know how to do this.”
 
   She burrowed deeper into his embrace and bit the inside of her cheek when she felt his lips brush the top of her head. No, she couldn’t imagine he did. He didn’t let anyone this close to him. He’d kept her from getting this close for so long she was shocked to find herself in his arms now. And even though she’d been in relationships and cared about people she didn’t know how to do this either. She’d never felt like this about anyone else so she simply held on to him for as long as she could.
 
   Eventually, his grip on her loosened and she knew he was going to pull away. She hated it but she let go of him as well. He dropped his hands and stepped back, his handsome face solemn. She stepped back as well and straightened her cardigan and dress, anything to keep from having to meet his eyes in case he regret this entire encounter.
 
   Colt cleared his throat, “You should get going.” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Stop by the shop sometime this week if you want to talk about the ink.” He shifted on his feet, “I mean, you don’t have to if you don’t like it. I just thought…”
 
   She remembered the piece of paper in her hand and smiled softly when he trailed off, “I love it.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I’ll stop by this week.”
 
   “Okay.” He stepped back again and jammed his hands into his pockets, “You should get to dinner. I didn’t mean to make you late.”
 
   “No worries, I was already late.” She smiled.
 
   “I figured.” A flicker of a knowing smile brought out his dimples and her heart leapt all over again. “You’re always late.”
 
   “It’s not a big deal. The guys went fishing today so they’ll still be cleaning the catch most likely. The later I am the less likely Owen will chase me around with fish guts.”
 
   Colt’s smile dimmed, “The guys?”
 
   “Dad and Owen and…” She refused to say his name, refused to put that wedge back between them and destroy this perfect moment they’d managed to carve out, but it didn’t matter that she didn’t say it, his reaction was all the same.
 
   “Trey.” Colt stepped away from her, putting space between them quickly now.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah,” He mimicked with a shake of his head, “You should get going now Skylar. Your boyfriend is probably waiting on you.”
 
   “Colt, I…”
 
   “See you around, Sky.”
 
   She closed her gaping mouth when he turned and walked away from her. One mention of Trey and he shut down completely. Indifferent Colt appeared just that fast. He shoved her away again and she couldn’t even blame him. She had a boyfriend and until she handled that, she couldn’t force Colt to let her any closer than he already had.
 
   Since he’d already disappeared into his apartment, she sighed and went to her car. Once she was inside, she carefully straightened the drawing he’d given her and tucked it inside her purse. She didn’t want anyone else seeing it. Some part of her liked the idea of it being a secret, a tattoo that only she and Colt knew about, something they shared that nobody else would ever see.
 
    As she drove to her parent’s house outside of town, she thought about the way it had felt to be in Colt’s arms. Right. There was something so right about being cocooned in those big, muscled arms of his. He felt it too. She was certain of it now.
 
   He’d given her a gift today. More than one really. He’d given her that drawing. He must have spent hours working on the design and getting it just right on paper. He’d drawn out her next tattoo for her and told her to come by the shop any time to get it inked. But the more important gift had been the apology.
 
   Colt Bomar. Mr. No Apologies himself. He’d apologized to her. 
 
   She hadn’t thought to ask what he was apologizing for. Being an ass? Pushing her away? Forgetting to order her fries the last time they had lunch? She didn’t care what he was apologizing for honestly, only that he had.
 
   In all the time that they’d been friends, he’d never apologized, not once. She’d let him get away with it, chalked it up to a flaw that she would just have to deal with if she wanted him in her life. He made up for it in other ways. He might never have said the words but after they fought he always went out of his way to do something nice for her. But it was better to get the actual words, to know that she meant enough to him to earn a real apology.
 
   He cared about her. He’d shown up when she was sick. He cared that he’d hurt her feelings. He’d apologized and given her a gift. They were more than friends, just like she’d tried to make him admit yesterday. He hadn’t said it but surely between the note and the drawing and telling her she was beautiful and holding her, that was his way of agreeing with her. Right?
 
   As she turned her car into her parent’s driveway, she was still thinking about Colt and the fact that he’d told her she looked beautiful. He’d never told her that she was beautiful before. He’d told her that she looked nice once or twice but usually if he was commenting on her looks he was making some joke about her pointless heels. He’d called her beautiful and the only thing that could wipe the smile off of her face was the sight in front of her as she stopped the car.
 
   Her parent’s house loomed ahead. The two story ranch house where she’d grown up was huge by Old Settler’s standards. Most everyone that lived in the tiny town fell into the wide middle-class heading. There were some, like the Bomars, that sat well below that line. Then there were some, like the Hollands, that sat well above it.
 
   The disparate upbringing between her and Colt was never more obvious to her than in that moment.
 
   “Hey! There you are!” A booming male voice pulled her out of her thoughts.
 
   “Hey, sorry I’m late.” She answered as she stepped out of the car and her brother crossed the yard towards her.
 
   “Yeah, I told them ya were probably just hoping to avoid the fish guts.” Owen grinned, holding his hands out as he neared her, “But lucky for you I haven’t showered yet. Come on, give big brother a hug.”
 
   “Eww! Gross! Stay away from me!” She squealed and high-tailed it around the back end of her car.
 
   “Aww, come on Sky. I missed you.” Owen laughed as he circled after her.
 
   She squeaked and darted away from his grabby hands. Owen chased her of course and she rounded the car, using it as a shield between them. She laughed even as she thanked her good sense not to wear heels. He totally would have caught her if she’d been wearing heels.
 
   Owen might be four years older than her but he was still a boy. If he could get fish guts on his little sister, he was going to do it. She grinned and feigned a turn before darting to the other side of the car when he tried to reach across the hood and grab her.
 
   “You’re getting slow in your old age.” She taunted playfully.
 
   He barked out a laugh, “You think so?”
 
   “I know so. It never used to take you this long to catch me.”
 
   “Maybe I’m just buying time until reinforcements arrive.” He wagged his eyebrows and it hit her what he meant at the same time she felt two arms wrap around her waist and haul her off the ground.
 
   “No!” She screamed and flailed uselessly, “Trey! Put me down!”
 
   Deep male laughter vibrated against her ear as her attacker easily repositioned her, holding her gently but securely against his front. She was in her boyfriend’s arms. She should have experienced some sort of shiver, some flare of awareness, of heat, of something, but all she felt at the moment was annoyance.
 
   “Trey! Let go!”
 
   “Sorry Sky, no can do.” He chuckled.
 
   “You’re supposed to be on my side.” She knocked him in the ribs with an elbow and caught the hint of movement out of the corner of her, refocusing on her brother as he came closer, “Don’t you dare, Owen! Stay back or I’ll kick you in the balls.”
 
   Owen only laughed, wagging his eyebrows like a madman as he taunted her with his fish covered hands. Trey didn’t release her and his grip was iron clad. She was trying to decide whether to knock her head back into his face to force him to let go or kick out towards her brother when she was given a reprieve from the danger.
 
   “Boys! Let her go!” Her father called good-naturedly, “You know we’ll have to listen to it all night if you get her dirty.”
 
   Owen laughed and dropped his hands, “True.”
 
   “You’re all a bunch of dicks.” She squirmed when Trey still didn’t release her.
 
   Her father smirked, “O, get inside and get cleaned up. Leave your sister alone.”
 
   “Come on, I’m not that dirty.” Her brother pouted as he walked away.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief when Trey finally loosened his hold on her and she immediately stepped out of his arms. Wrong. He might be her boyfriend but it felt all wrong. She spun to face him, fully prepared to berate him for engaging in Owen’s shenanigans but she stopped short when he held his hands up in surrender.
 
   “I’m clean. Swear. I already took a shower or I wouldn’t have grabbed you.”
 
   She blew out a breath, “I know. You don’t smell like fish.”
 
   “Gee, thanks hon.” He chuckled, “Neither do you.”
 
   Despite everything, she smiled. He really could be funny. And she liked him, she really did. She just didn’t love him and she didn’t think she ever could. Not when her heart belonged to someone else. That wasn’t Trey’s fault, it was hers.
 
   She was the one that couldn’t stop cataloguing all the ways he was different from Colt. His dark hair and dark eyes didn’t do a thing for her. Reasonably she knew that he was attractive, could admit that she had been attracted to him when she first met him, but she thought now that might just be something biological. His dark good looks did nothing for her libido these days but remind it that what she really wanted was golden and gorgeous instead.
 
   He tilted his head now, “Hey? What’s wrong?”
 
   She blinked, realizing she’d been staring at him silently, “Nothing.”
 
   “You sure?  You spaced out there for a sec.”
 
   “I’m fine, still a little tired.”
 
   “From being sick? Yeah, I forgot to ask. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   He raised a dark slash of eyebrow, “Pretty standard response there. I wish you’d let me come over and take care of you. I was worried.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. I just like to be alone when I’m sick.”
 
   And she did, usually, but of course her stupid conscience had to remind her that she hadn’t been alone this time. Colt had come over. He’d taken care of her and she hadn’t minded in the least. 
 
   “Were you…” He tilted his head again when she remained quiet, “Alone, that is?”
 
   “I…” She fumbled with what to say to that, not wanting to lie, “Yes, I was alone most of the night. A friend of mine stopped by to check on me but otherwise I just slept off the sickness.”
 
   His dark eyes studied her for a long moment and then he nodded, “Was it him? The friend?”
 
   She furrowed her brows, opened her mouth and then closed it again. Him. She knew who Trey was talking about of course. The only him that she really considered a friend. Colt. But she wasn’t sure how Trey could have figured that out so she remained silent.
 
   Trey sighed, “Yeah, you’d think I would be used to you shutting me out by now. I keep thinking you’ll let me in, eventually, but you never do. It took me longer to figure out why than it probably should have considering the way you two look at each other.”
 
   His words felt like a slap and she physically stepped back before she even realized what she was doing. She couldn’t believe he had said that to her. Trey, who never rocked the boat, had just called her out. She wanted to argue, to tell him that he was wrong, but she knew that he wasn’t.
 
   She did shut him out. She kept him separate from her life as much as possible. It helped that he was gone half a month at a time working on the rig but even when he was in town she didn’t see him every night. They’d been dating for months but she didn’t sleep over at his place and had never invited him to stay over at hers. Even the hot and heavy petting they’d done when they first started dating had fallen by the wayside in the last month or so and she knew why that was. 
 
   She’d started pushing him away the instant Jemma came back to town. There had been a lot going on. She’d gotten a new roommate. Jemma had been running from her abusive ex. There had been shit to do and emotional baggage to work through with her BFF. She’d been upset that she was out in the woods, camping of all things, with her boyfriend instead of home where she could have helped Jemma when she first arrived, and maybe part of her had been blaming Trey for that.
 
   But the bigger part of her had pushed him away because she’d gotten to see what true love looked like and she knew that wasn’t what they had. Jemma and Cash had just clicked from the moment the universe shoved them back together. Made for each other didn’t even begin to cover it. They were soulmates in the most basic and fundamental way. They were two halves that together made them whole.
 
   Being around them and seeing that kind of love was both a blessing and a curse. It made her want it, badly, even as it made her admit that she didn’t have it, not yet. It made her see that the person she could have it with was standing right in front of her too… he was one of her closest friends, he just wasn’t her boyfriend.
 
   And she should have broken up with Trey right then and there but she hadn’t. Instead she’d been slowly and steadily pushing him away. She’d been distant and even harsh with him. She had, she now realized, been doing all of the same terrible things to him that Colt had been doing to her.
 
   As if she didn’t already feel like shit. She was a complete bitch. She knew that. But having the mirror held up to her face by the man she was hurting was a whole new level of awfulness and she hated it.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She shook her head, “I’m sorry, that doesn’t even begin to cover it but I am.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Trey shrugged.
 
   “No. It’s not. It’s really not. You deserve so much better than what I’ve been giving you. I…”
 
   “Sky.” He stepped towards her again and shook his head, “Let’s not do this now. It’s not really the time or the place.”
 
   She swallowed the words and nodded, “You’re right.”
 
   “I know you wanted to talk. I want to talk too. But let’s get through dinner first.” 
 
   “You’re right.” She mumbled again, “I’m sorry. I just… I’m still a little out of sorts I think. I feel… off and I need to set things straight.”
 
   Trey looped his arm around her shoulders in a friendly gesture, “It’s okay. We’ll sort it all out later. Right now, let’s go inside and enjoy some good food and some good company.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He led her towards the house, “Don’t mention it.”
 
   Skylar followed him up the stairs and into the house. Her father was waiting on her so Trey released her and she was immediately wrapped in another warm hug. Her mother came out of the kitchen a few moments later to greet her as well. Eventually Owen came trotting down the stairs, freshly showered, and wrapped her in a bear hug, swinging her around the room before dragging her to sit beside him at the table so they could catch up.
 
   It was only in the middle of dinner that she put together what Trey had said. He knew. He knew about Colt. He knew at least enough to know that there was something going on between them. But he hadn’t said he knew from the way she looked at Colt. He’d said he should have known based on the way they looked at each other.
 
   She had to fight a smile at the thought that somebody other than her had seen it. She knew she hadn’t dreamed it. Colt wanted her just as badly as she wanted him.
 
   Better than that realization though was that Trey had been the one to tell her. He knew what was happening between them. He knew what was coming. And he hadn’t seemed mad, he hadn’t seemed angry, he’d seemed fine with it. Because he didn’t love her either and that took a huge weight off of her shoulders and allowed her to smile when she thought about moving on with her life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    “You just broke my heart and you’re grinning like an idiot. What’s on your phone?”
 
   Skylar forced her gaze up from the small device that kept pinging with messages, not bothering to hide the grin that wouldn’t stop as she resettled herself on the couch after her quick trip to the bathroom, “What?”
 
   “We’re kind of in the middle of a breakup. Could you please pay attention?” Trey grinned right back at her and she laughed.
 
   “Oh, I heard you and I did not break your heart. You broke up with me!”
 
   Trey chuckled and kicked his feet up on his coffee table, “Preemptive strike.”
 
   “Mmhmm.”
 
   “Were you or were you not preparing to let me down easy?” Trey raised a dark slash of eyebrows and then smirked when she winced, “Yeah, my point exactly. We can call it a mutual decision to part romantically but remain friends if it makes you feel better.”
 
   She laughed, “I don’t care either way but saying it was mutual works better for you. No reason for my brother to start swinging if you didn’t break my heart.”
 
   “Your heart was never anywhere near me, princess.”
 
   That awful nickname he knew she hated sobered her good mood and Skylar put the phone down. So far, this breakup had been nothing but amicable. They’d made it through dinner without anyone becoming any wiser about their impending implosion. 
 
   Her father had proudly boasted about Trey’s fishing prowess. Her mother had kissed his cheeks and invited him back to dinner. Owen had glanced between them a few times as though he sensed something was going on but he’d kept his mouth shut and hadn’t said a word before ducking out for the night.
 
   After leaving her parents’ house, she’d followed Trey home so they could talk. He’d cut her off at the pass and done the unthinkable, ending their relationship before she could utter a single word. They’d talked and agreed that neither of them had truly thought it was going anywhere, that they were better friends than lovers and that it was long past overdue. 
 
   It had been bittersweet but friendly because that’s what they were. Friends. And they both wanted to stay that way. He’d poured her a glass of wine, retrieved himself a beer from his fridge, and they’d been talking easily ever since. It might actually go down as the best breakup ever.
 
   Without the tension of their doomed relationship hanging over them, they could laugh and really talk. Skylar didn’t feel the need to shut him out or keep him at arm’s length. And as it turned out, Trey was really easy to talk to when she wasn’t hiding the fact that she was in love with another man from him.
 
   If she’d known it was going to go this well, she would have broken up with him a long time ago.
 
   “I really am sorry I didn’t say something sooner.”
 
   “Nah,” Trey took a long swing of his beer and shrugged, “Don’t be sorry. I get it. I’m gone half a month at a time for work, sometimes more. It makes it hard to keep anything steady going.”
 
   It did. He was right about that. She knew that a lot of the guys that worked the oil rigs enjoyed that aspect of their job. They were constantly moving from area to area and changing girls as easily as zip codes. But the good guys, guys like Trey that wanted something solid and real, found it difficult to pin down a girl willing to be alone for long periods of time.
 
   It was a hard life. It was hard to keep a relationship afloat that way. But that wasn’t the real problem between her and Trey and they both knew it. She’d liked that he was gone for weeks at a time. It made it easier to keep him at arm’s length. But she didn’t think he needed to know that, not now, or ever.
 
   “It is.” She agreed instead and watched him scrub a hand over his handsome face.
 
   “Even when I was in town, we had to feel our way back out every time. Try to realign our lives for each other so there was space. We never really fit. There wasn’t a good time to get into it or I probably would have said something sooner too.”
 
   “Still, I should have ended things the moment I knew my heart was somewhere else.”
 
   Trey raised a skeptical eyebrow, “You mean the moment you knew your heart was with someone else?”
 
   So far, neither of them had acknowledged the elephant in the room, at least not by name. Trey wasn’t an idiot. He knew exactly what she meant. Even still, Skylar felt the blush color her cheeks and hid behind her glass of wine, staring at the floor instead of meeting his dark gaze.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Since we’re still friends and all… when did you figure that out?”
 
   “Not nearly as long ago as you probably think.”
 
   “You didn’t know from the start then?”
 
   She jerked her gaze back up to his when she heard something that sounded like hurt in his voice, “No. Not even close. I mean… I knew I had feelings for him but I thought it was just friendship, maybe a little bit of a crush.”
 
   Trey nodded, as if he understood, and maybe he did. He’d told her earlier that another woman had caught his eye in recent weeks as well. That he’d known it never would have happened if he was really invested in their relationship. Both of them had been interested in other people but they’d remained quiet about their true feelings because they were afraid of hurting one another, because they were friends.
 
   It was ironic really. The man that she’d been in a relationship with, the one she should have been feeling all of these intense things for, was the one that she knew was nothing but a friend. Yet the man she wanted more than anything, couldn’t get off her mind and had admitted, at least to herself, that she was in love with, was the one that swore they were nothing but friends. Of course she’d been confused about what to do.
 
   “It’s not a crush though, is it?” Trey smirked and she realized her eyes had drifted back to her phone, “I mean, I’d hate to think I got passed over for a crush.”
 
   She smiled, “No, it’s not a crush.”
 
   “I know.” He smiled back softly, “I knew it the day he showed up in the woods when we were camping.”
 
   Her breath caught at that admission. She knew exactly what day he was talking about. He’d only convinced her to go camping with him once and it had been a disaster. She’d hated every second of it. She might have grown up in a tiny, backwoods town but she was not a country girl, not by a longshot. Her idea of outdoor fun was sitting by the pool with a fruity drink and a good book. Being out in nature where there was dirt and bugs was for… well… people that weren’t her. 
 
   It was one of the many reasons her relationship with Trey was doomed from the start. He loved nature in all its wild glory. He fished and hunted, both things that made her pity the poor little creatures. He liked camping and not in the five star lodge sort of way she did. They were complete opposites when it came to their views on the great outdoors, mainly that he thought they were in fact great and she did not.
 
   She’d been miserable the entire time she’d spent camping with him at the falls but that wasn’t why the memory made her throat tighten. It was because the day he was talking about was the day Jemma had come home to Old Settlers. It was the day that had changed all of their lives, they just hadn’t known it yet. 
 
   “What? How? I mean… really?”
 
   He snorted when she stammered, “Yeah, it was kind of obvious, Sky.”
 
   “It was?” 
 
   She blinked, confused about what it was he’d seen that day. She’d always been very careful about her interactions with Colt when Trey was around. In fact, she never really let them near each other if she could help it. She’d kept them cornered off in their own private sections of her life as best she could but she hadn’t been able to keep them apart that day because Colt had come stampeding into their camp with the express purpose of interrupting her private time with Trey.
 
   “The whole time we were out there you’d looked at me like you were a prisoner and I was torturing you for fun or something. Then he showed up, walked into camp like he had every right to be there and you should have seen your face.” Trey scoffed, “You lit up like he was there to rescue you on a damn white horse or something.”
 
   Skylar studied her wine glass again and tried to remember exactly what she had said and done when Colt came storming into their camp that day but she came up empty. All she really remembered was seeing him and then her heart had started to race like it always did at the sight of him and everything else had blurred. He’d told her why he was there, that Jemma was back in town and needed her help, and she’d gone with him, no questions asked.
 
   Looking back, she thought there was probably a very good possibility that she hadn’t been able to hide her body’s response to Colt that day. She’d been in shock. She’d been surprised when he showed up and then he’d told her about Jemma coming home because she was running from her abusive ex and Skylar had almost lost it. Between the rush of shock and concern, she hadn’t given a single thought to the way she’d reacted to Colt.
 
   Clearly, whatever had happened, it had stuck with Trey. That had been over two months ago. And he hadn’t said anything until she made it clear she was going to end their relationship tonight. She wondered why that was. Had he simply not cared enough to fight about it or had he known they were over already but hadn’t wanted to admit it?
 
   He’d told her earlier, amid their breakup, that he didn’t want to lose her friendship but it was more than that. He’d been worried about losing Owen too. And as strange as it was to her, he’d even been concerned her parents wouldn’t accept him around any longer. She’d known that the one thing Trey had in common with Colt was familial issues but she hadn’t realized how much he really did rely on her family until that moment.
 
   He was one of them. Maybe she’d never look at him like a brother. He’d never see her as a sister. But the easy comradery and friendship they’d enjoyed even in the last hour proved that he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   “In my defense, I probably would have looked at Michael Meyers like he was a savior if he’d showed up in the woods that day.” She teased.
 
   Trey chuckled, “Yeah, I can’t visualize you leaping into Michael Meyers’ arms.”
 
   “I didn’t leap into his arms.”
 
   “Maybe not, but you wanted to.”
 
   Skylar took a long swallow of her wine, finishing off the glass, and hoping she could blame the flush in her cheeks on the alcohol. Because he was right and they both knew it. She hadn’t thrown herself at Colt that day, not physically, but if she hadn’t been with Trey, if she’d thought, for even a second, that Colt would catch her, she would have.
 
   But he wouldn’t have caught her. And she still wasn’t sure he would. Which dimmed her good mood.
 
   He wanted her. She was sure of that now. But he’d still pushed her away yesterday when she went to the shop. He’d been just as mean and rude as he’d ever been. Only this time, he’d apologized. It was a giant risk, pressing him on the issue of them when he swore there was nothing between them, but she couldn’t keep playing this game. If it meant losing him as a friend, then so be it, but she had to know for sure she couldn’t have more with him or it would haunt her forever.
 
   “Looks like I’m all out and need a refill.” She pushed off the couch, “You want another beer?”
 
   Trey raised an eyebrow at her abrupt change of discussion, “No, I’m good.”
 
   “Just me then.”
 
   “You sure you want another?” He held out an arm as she tried to walk past him, “You have to drive home.”
 
   Skylar rolled her eyes, “Don’t act like this is about me driving. Two glasses of wine aren’t going to make a difference in the three miles to my house.”
 
   “Fine. You got me. I’m your friend, I’m allowed to worry about your heart, Skylar.”
 
   “Haven’t you heard? Red wine is good for your heart.”
 
   “One glass. Not two.” He frowned as she went around him.
 
   Since it was his wine and he seemed to have a real problem with her having more of it, she bypassed the bottle and put her glass in the sink. He didn’t even drink wine. He kept the bottle on hand for her because it was her drink of choice. The reminder that he was so thoughtful kept her from telling him it was none of his business what she drank or how much.
 
   “Trey, my heart is fine.” She moved back to the couch and met his concerned expression, “I get why you’re worried. You spent the day with my father and my brother. You listened to my mom berate me at dinner about being sick. But what you’re forgetting is just how overprotective they are of me.”
 
   “Skylar.” He used the same calm tone she’d used, “Your family worries about you. That’s a gift, not a burden. They care and they want to make sure you’re healthy. So do I.”
 
   She sighed, “I’m perfectly healthy.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “Fine. I’m not perfect but I’m damn close don’t you think?” She grinned when he snorted, “My heart is fine. Promise.”
 
   “Would you tell me if it wasn’t?”
 
   “Not a chance in hell.”
 
   Trey snorted, “Well, at least you’re honest.”
 
   “You’d run straight to Owen and he’d tell Mom and Dad and then I’d never have a minute alone again.” She smiled, “Sorry.”
 
   He took a sip of his beer and tilted his head, “Would you tell him?”
 
   She sighed, “Trey…”
 
   “No, I’m serious. Would you tell him if you were sick? If you were in trouble? Is he who you’d call? The one you’d want with you?”
 
   “I…”
 
   Skylar trailed off. She’d started to tell Trey the same thing she had earlier. She liked to be alone when she was sick. She hated having the people she cared about hovering over her. She hated making them worry. But then she remembered how it had felt to have Colt take care of her the other night. 
 
   She loved knowing that he would storm into her apartment to find her. She’d loved curling up in his arms, even if she’d been too sick to truly appreciate it at the time. She loved that he’d been there for her even though it had made him uncomfortable enough he’d felt the need to push her away the next day. 
 
   She just… loved him. Difficult, pain in the ass that he might be. She loved him.
 
   “I think so.” She bit her lip when Trey’s eyes widened, “Yeah, he’s who I’d want with me if I were sick.”
 
   He nodded again, “Good. That’s good. I’m glad there’s somebody you’d call even if it isn’t me.”
 
   “But I’m not sick.” She cleared her throat, “My heart is fine.”
 
   Her phone buzzed again and her eyes shifted back to it, her smile growing. Trey raised an eyebrow and she fought a laugh. She would blame it on the glass of wine if pressed, but she might have gone a little overboard when she decided to text Colt after her breakup was official. She hadn’t told him about it, of course not, she wanted to do that in person. But she’d decided a little teasing was definitely called for after everything he’d put her through lately.
 
   She missed fun-loving Colt. The guy that was first to made a crude joke or break into laughter when a term could be construed as innuendo. She missed the Colt that liked to finish her sentences with stupid that’s what she said humor. 
 
   He was in there somewhere. She just had to find a way to break through his bad mood. Too bad from the look of her inbox, her previous messages hadn’t done it.
 
   “Seriously? Who keeps texting you?” Trey barked a laugh, “Wait? You’re grinning like… hell, are you texting him from my house?” 
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Any other man would be pissed right now, you know that right?”
 
   “Any other man would’ve thrown me out the second we broke up. No, scratch that, any other man would’ve tossed me to the curb weeks ago. You’re a very good man and a very good friend, Trey.”
 
   “Uh huh.” He rolled his eyes again, “Just tell me you’re not setting up a booty call from my couch.”
 
   She wasn’t, not exactly, but she wasn’t going to tell him just what she had done either. The first message she’d sent Colt had been simple. She told him that she’d like to stop by the shop tomorrow since it was her day off and have him start the tattoo he’d drawn for her. But since all he’d shot back was a simple, K, she’d decided to get a little more creative in the hopes of earning a real response.
 
   When she’d excused herself to go to the bathroom earlier, she’d taken a couple of selfies… but not of her face. She’d sent a picture of the top of her thighs, her long skirt hiked up until it was almost indecent, along with a question about exactly how high Colt thought the garter tattoo should go. And, since she’d gone that far, she went ahead and snapped a shot of her inner thighs too, spread slightly to give him a glimpse of her panties, just to see if she could get a reaction out of him.
 
   She had and her phone hadn’t stopped blowing up since. Colt was fuming which only made her smile grow. She could practically hear him growling at her in that sexy low voice of his about sending photos of her body to men. He’d snapped something rude about her boyfriend needing to keep her in line too. After that, the messages had continued to come in randomly, almost as if he would put the phone down for a few minutes and then go back, look at the pictures, and get mad all over again.
 
   Or turned on. She hoped he was turned on. If he was angry she hoped it was because he was turned on and he didn’t think he could do anything about it. She figured she was the perfect girl for him because it got her all hot and bothered thinking of him angrily shoving her against a wall and dragging her dress up so he could see exactly what she’d sent in the pictures and more. 
 
   Her fantasies about Colt were never soft and gentle. When she dreamed about him it was always hard and rough. Wild. Out of control. Needy. Those were the things that he made her feel so it was only natural that when she thought about them getting physical she would think of hard bodies and rough words and…
 
   “Sky?”
 
   And, she was going to need a cold shower if she kept thinking about that. Not that it would work, not where her Colt fantasies were concerned. God knew she’d taken enough cold showers and had enough sessions with her battery operated boytoy to know nothing could scratch her itch but the man himself.
 
   “I’m not setting up a booty call.” She shrugged innocently and put the phone aside again, “I am getting an appointment for some new ink though.”
 
   “You’re getting a new tattoo?” He nodded thoughtfully, “What’re you getting this time, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   She bit her lip because she wasn’t going to tell Trey about the tattoo. She liked that it was something she only shared with Colt. Liked that he’d drawn it specifically for her, liked that he would be the one to ink it and liked that he would be the first, and only, man to see it on her naked body.
 
   “Not sure yet.”
 
   “Not sure yet?” Trey looked skeptical. “But you’re setting up an appointment?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, never mind. I don’t even want to know what you’re really planning.” He chuckled. 
 
   “Good call.”
 
   Her phone buzzed again and Trey laughed, “Are all of those messages from him?”
 
   “Yeah.” She bit her lip to stifle her grin but failed miserably.
 
   “I take it you’re not texting him back?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   That earned her another chuckle, “I’d ask why but I have a feeling I’d get the same response.”
 
   “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   They fell into a brief lull in the conversation and Skylar sighed because she knew she should excuse herself and go home. She’d overstayed her welcome already. All of this talk about Colt was too much, too soon. And not just because it was Trey she was talking to about it, though she sensed as easily as he’d accepted their breakup and the cause of it that there would have to be some resentment on his part. It was more that things were so up in the air with Colt that she didn’t want to reveal the depth of her feelings until she knew more.
 
   It didn’t seem right to be sharing her feelings for Colt with Trey. Not when she hadn’t told Colt about them first. Not when she hadn’t told Colt at all.
 
   “I can see you thinking over there.” Trey glanced at her from half-closed lids, a smile tipping his mouth, “Trying to figure a way out of here without hurting my feelings?”
 
   She smirked, “You really do get me, you know that?”
 
   “Yeah. I know.” He sat forward again, “And you can go home, Sky. I’m fine. Promise.”
 
   “I know, I just…”
 
   “We broke up. It’s not the end of the world. Go home. Stop overthinking things with me. Definitely stop overthinking things with that tattooed bastard you seem to like for some reason. Just let it happen.”
 
   She blew out a heavy breath. Let it happen. She wanted to push and shove and force things but he was right. If she pushed Colt right now, he would push back. They’d already been doing this dance for too long. She’d taken the only steps she could for tonight. She’d ended her relationship and she’d done some casual flirting via text. Now she’d just have to see what happened.
 
   “Thanks Trey, for everything.”
 
   “What are friends for?” He winked playfully.
 
   “You’re a really good friend.”
 
   “So are you.”
 
   They exchanged a warm hug that lingered just a second too long. It didn’t feel wrong anymore. Whether that was because they’d broken up and were hugging as friends or because she’d finally come clean about her feelings for Colt, she didn’t know. But it was nice to hug Trey now, to know that she would still get to see him and have him in her life.
 
   “Bye Sky.”
 
   She waved goodbye and headed to her car. It was a short drive home to her apartment from Trey’s house. Even still, he was right. She hadn’t needed a second glass of wine. She promised herself that she’d text him once she got home to let him know she’d made it and thank him again for everything.
 
   She hadn’t needed a second glass of wine, and not just because driving impaired was a terrible idea. Dialing impaired was too. She glanced at her phone a few times but it didn’t buzz. It had finally stopped lighting up with messages and it felt like a loss. She wanted to talk to Colt, wanted to know that he was still thinking of her, even if he was only cursing at her for sending him completely inappropriate pictures and then not responding.
 
   But she didn’t do it. One glass of wine had helped her send those pictures. Two would have helped her send a whole lot more. And Trey was right. She couldn’t force this onto Colt mere hours after she ended her relationship. She had to let it happen naturally.
 
   A few minutes later she pulled up in front of her apartment. Her gaze automatically swung to the door on the other end of her building. There was a light on inside and the truck sitting in front of it told her all she needed to know. Colt was home.
 
   But she wasn’t going to do anything crazy tonight, she reminded herself as she trekked inside. 
 
   She ignored the empty apartment as best she could. Tried to ignore the fact that once Jemma came home from her trip that she would finish moving her things next door. And then Skylar would be alone all the time. 
 
   It shouldn’t have been a big deal. She’d lived alone for years. But she didn’t want to go back to being alone.
 
   A small idea that she’d had once before seemed even better with the wine running through her system. Maybe, if she was lucky, she could switch roommates with Cash. He could take Jemma but only if he gave her Colt. She grinned to herself as she crawled into bed, thinking about just how much of a fight the man would put up if she suggested such a thing.
 
   Almost the second her head touched the pillow, her phone buzzed again. Her smile grew as she pulled the phone from the nightstand and saw that it was another message from Colt. He’d stopped texting her before she left Trey’s and she hadn’t expected to hear from him again. She braced herself for another message berating her about her inappropriate pictures but the short text surprised her.
 
   Glad U R home. C U tomo.
 
   He knew she was home? Had he been watching for her? Or had he just happened to look out as she came in?
 
   Before she could talk herself out of it, she hit dial and called him instead of responding to the text message. When it rang once and then twice with no answer she tried not to feel hurt that he hadn’t immediately picked up. He’d sent that text message moments ago which meant he was staring at his phone, trying to decide whether to answer her call or not and that stung.
 
   “Hey.” His deep, husky voice finally answered on the fourth ring.
 
   “Hey.” She responded cautiously.
 
   It was one word. She shouldn’t be able to read into it, but she could. She knew Colt. No matter how he tried to push her away, they were friends. She knew his voice. She’d memorized that deep baritone of his ages ago and she could tell the different nuances of his moods. That one word, hey, had come through loud and clear and the ensuing silence only confirmed her suspicion.
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   “I’m home.” She said softly, trying to gauge what was going on without pressing him for more than he would give.
 
   “I saw you come in.” He sighed heavily, “It’s late. I was starting to think you weren’t coming home tonight.”
 
   “Of course I came home, where else would I have stayed?”
 
   The silence was deafening and she knew then what he’d been thinking. Trey. He’d thought she was staying the night with Trey. Was that why he sounded so forlorn? He’d thought she was out with her boyfriend? Damn, she’d wanted to tell him this in person.
 
   “Colt, I think…”
 
   “I worry about you.” He cut her off and her heart flipped. “I’m glad you made it home. I couldn’t go to sleep not knowin’ if ya were home safe or out there somewhere.”
 
   As much as she liked the admission something about his words was off and it killed her to ask, “Colt… have you been drinking?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a whine. Colt hated drinking. He very rarely did it. His father was an alcoholic that had gotten drunk and beaten him and his brother repeatedly throughout their childhood. The only time she’d ever known Colt to pick up a bottle was when he was edging towards destruction. When the worst parts of his family, of his life, got to be too much he drank. He tried to drown the bad and forget for a little while but it never worked.
 
   He only ended up hating himself too.
 
   She’d seen it, more than once, though of course he’d tried to keep that from her too. He hated that part of his world, the darkness that came with his last name, and she hated that he had reached for a bottle tonight and she wouldn’t have known if she hadn’t called. He could have suffered and hurt in silence but instead he’d picked up the phone so she knew she had to tread lightly. 
 
   If she said the wrong thing, he’d hang up. He’d shut her out. And she wasn’t sure she could take that tonight.
 
   “A little?”
 
   “Yeah, just a little.” He blew out a breath, “I was feeling… alone.”
 
   Her heart ached at the whispered confession. She wanted to get up and walk over to his apartment but she knew she couldn’t. This entire conversation was more intimate than he’d ever let her get. Still, that was so Colt to say that he felt alone, not lonely. Alone he could deal with but lonely wasn’t something he would ever admit.
 
   “I get it. My apartment feels empty too.”
 
   There was a long moment of silence and then he sighed, “Cash is gone. He never used to be gone and I hate it. I shouldn’t say that. I know he has Jemma and they’re happy and all but… fuck, I feel like I’m losing him and I hate it.”
 
   If her heart hadn’t already been aching, it would have fallen to pieces right then. Colt was the talkative half of the twins. He could bluster and bullshit with the best of them but he rarely spoke about his family, even to her. Hearing that he missed his twin broke her heart. She couldn’t deal with Sad Colt.
 
   He and Cash were a set, a pair. They did everything together. She knew enough of their horrible upbringing to know that neither of them would have survived if the other hadn’t had their back. It had only made them closer.
 
   She missed Jemma and her friend had only been back in her life on a regular basis for a couple of months. Of course Colt would be feeling the same things she was only amplified by about a million. How had she not thought about how Cash moving forward with Jemma would feel for his twin? She’d chosen to be alone for the past few years, wanting to prove her independence. Colt had never been alone, not even in the womb, and it must have felt like abandonment even if he was happy for Cash.
 
   “I’m glad he has Jem.” Colt continued, as if he knew what she was thinking, “She’s good for him, for both of us. I’m happy for them. I just… miss him I guess. Fuck, I sound like a goddamned baby. Ignore me. I’ll pass out as soon as I finish this bottle.”
 
   She winced at that, “Do you want me to come over? I can. Then neither of us will have to be alone tonight.”
 
   Nothing but silence greeted her and God that hurt. She wanted him to say yes. She wanted to go to him. She wanted this chance with him more than she wanted air to breathe. She wanted to be the one that made him feel not so alone but she knew she couldn’t force him to let her closer.
 
   “Colt?” She finally prompted when he remained quiet.
 
   “That’s not a good idea.”
 
   She bit her lip, “Oh… okay.”
 
   “Fuck, I… No. I appreciate the offer but no. Don’t come over here. I won’t be able to… I can’t. Just don’t.”
 
   “Okay.” She repeated when he cursed on the other end.
 
   “Skylar?”
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   She held her breath when he said her full name. There was something happening. Something she didn’t understand. Something she wished he would explain to her but knew that he wouldn’t even before he sighed again. She could imagine him shaking his head and grasping his liquor bottle again, convincing himself that it was a bad idea to invite her over for reasons she didn’t comprehend.
 
   “You should get some sleep.” He finally cleared his throat.
 
   “Okay.” She blew out the breath she’d been holding, “See you tomorrow?”
 
   “For the tattoo. Yeah, I didn’t forget. See ya tomorrow.”
 
   “Goodnight Colt.”
 
   “Night Sky.”
 
   The line went dead and she dropped the phone when a sob tore through her unexpectedly. She curled into a ball and tried to hold the tears back. She couldn’t even really explain to herself why she was crying. All she knew was that she felt alone too. More alone than she ever had in her life. And if she didn’t somehow convince Colt to let her in, she thought she might feel that way forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   His hands were shaking. They were actually fucking shaking. It was a terrible thing for a tattoo artist to have shaky hands and he silently cursed himself as he wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans.
 
   Was it the alcohol? He’d woken with one hell of a hangover. He always did when he drank which was why it was his last resort. When all else failed to quiet the demons, he got shitfaced drunk and last night even that hadn’t stopped the voices.
 
   After his run in with Skylar, he’d gone home feeling edgy and out of sorts. He’d never apologized to her before but he’d known that she deserved the words after the bullshit he’d hit her with at the shop. He’d hated hurting her and he’d been so worried about losing her for good that he’d done the only thing he could think of and given her the tattoo he’d drawn for her months ago. 
 
   He’d had it all along, ever since their discussion about it, but he hadn’t convinced himself to give it to her until yesterday. Before yesterday, he’d looked at it and imagined another man seeing it on her body. The very idea had made him impossibly angry and jealous and he’d all but refused to ink it on her. Today, he still hated the idea of that boyfriend of hers getting to enjoy the beautiful mark he would put on her flawless skin but it was the only thing he’d been able to think of that would show her he meant the words.
 
   Then he’d run into her, hugged her, let her closer than he’d ever let her before and that thorn under his skin had scratched at his heart again. He wanted her. He wanted every part of her. He wanted the right to hold her and talk to her and just be with her. 
 
   But he wasn’t good enough for her and the longer he’d sat alone in his apartment, the louder the voices had gotten in his head. 
 
   No, not voices. It was just the one. Decker’s voice. It haunted him. It always had. Even when he tried to shut him out, he was always there, wreaking havoc and threatening to destroy him. Every time Decker had told him that he was useless, worthless and a mistake had risen up to drown him in the flood of godawful memories.
 
   So he’d gotten drunk. He’d tried to numb the self-pity and the self-hatred that came with his past. But none of it had helped last night, nothing had, not until he’d heard Skylar’s sweet voice on the other end of the phone.
 
   He’d been sober enough to know that letting her come over would be a bad idea. He hadn’t been in control. It wouldn’t have been safe. He’d have let her comfort him, basked in her sweet, forgiving, good nature and he’d have let it go too far. He’d have blown their entire relationship to hell just to have her in his arms, just to taste her one time.
 
   All day, he’d tried to convince himself that he was more in control than he had been last night. He was sober. He was focused. He knew better. He could handle himself and not be the fuckup that his father thought he was. But as the time for Skylar’s appointment grew closer, his hands had started to shake and he didn’t think it had a thing to do with alcohol.
 
   He was nervous. Like a teenage boy with a chance to see the head cheerleader, he was antsy as hell. He’d cleaned the shop over and over just to keep himself busy. When Remy had teased him about it, he’d sent his brother out to run errands to get him out of the shop. He’d tried not to think about it, about her, but the moment the bell over the door dinged to announce her entrance, he knew that it was completely useless.
 
   He was screwed. 
 
   Skylar was here, in his shop, to get a tattoo. She was going to crawl into his chair and expect him to do his job. Only she wasn’t just a client, she was the one woman in the world that he wanted and couldn’t have and to make it worse, she was the one woman that reacted to his needles as if the mix of pleasure and pain could make her climax.
 
   No, he wasn’t screwed. He turned to look at her and barely contained a possessive growl. He was fucked.
 
   Her shiny blonde hair was down around her shoulders in loose waves. Her suntanned skin and big blue eyes already gave her a beautiful summer girl appearance but her outfit was what caught his attention. She wasn’t in her skin-tight blue jeans and heels today. Instead she was wearing a simple white sundress that left an obscene amount of skin on display. So much skin and so many tattoos, all of them put there on her pretty, flawless skin by him.
 
   The flowing white dress should have made her look like the angel he’d always seen her as but it didn’t. It was too short for that. There was nothing innocent about the skimpy dress that left her shoulders all but bare and ended well above her knees. The nearly sheer material made his eyes latch to her breasts, to the vee of her legs, made him wonder distinctly unangelic things like whether or not she was wearing panties. That dress was a goddamned invitation and pissed him off royally.
 
   It was completely inappropriate. The tattoo he was inking would wrap around her upper thigh. She could have worn shorts and given him plenty of access but no, she hadn’t gone that route. 
 
   Instead she’d decided to wear a short, flimsy skirt that he would have to push up out of the way and pretend that he hadn’t imagined sliding his hands beneath her skirts a hundred times. He would have to kneel between her spread legs knowing that if he moved his hand just right he could find out exactly what was, or wasn’t, beneath that dress. He would be inches from heaven knowing full well every time she squirmed or moaned or `bit her lip that she was getting wet from the pain his needles inflicted.
 
   It would drive him mad. Drive him out of his mind. It would be torture, plain and simple, and for the first time in their friendship, he contemplated throwing in the towel. Calling it quits. Admitting that being near her and not being able to touch her was downright masochistic and that his good intentions were destined to fail. He should send her away for good and put them both out of their misery.
 
   “Hey.” Skylar grinned as she moved towards him and he fought the urge to snap at her, instead choosing to remain quiet as he attempted to pull himself back together.
 
   He bit his tongue to keep from snarling at her. He wanted to ask her what the hell she was thinking coming into his shop dressed like that. She should know better. But the fact that she did know better stopped him, because despite most of his blood supply leaving his brain he processed enough to realize that she was playing with him.
 
   She knew he wanted her. She’d put it together and she was baiting him. Just like last night with those pictures that she never should have taken let alone sent. It only made him angrier. She had no right. She had a boyfriend. It didn’t matter what he wanted. He couldn’t have her. Whatever she was up to, whatever game she was playing, it had to stop. 
 
   “Oh---kay.” She drawled the word when he didn’t say anything, “You playing the quiet game or something? Cat got your tongue? Taken a vow of silence I should know about?”
 
   Despite himself, his lips twitched and she grinned. She always had that effect on him. She might piss him off but she also made him smile. 
 
   No, he wasn’t going to send her away. He knew he wasn’t. He’d spent weeks without her when she was giving him the cold shoulder and he’d hated every second of it. He could deal with his conflicting needs to protect her from letting him hurt her in any way and spanking her ass for leading him on.
 
   He cleared his throat and tried to remember what he would say if he wasn’t thinking about getting her naked, “You’re late.”
 
   “Uh, yeah… I’m Skylar. We’ve met right? You like to say I’ll be late to my own funeral. I figured you told me to be here a half hour early just so I’d show on time.”
 
   She was in a good mood. He tried and failed to keep his scowl in place. Skylar in a good mood was contagious. She practically floated through the shop, all blonde hair and big blue eyes. Her lips were painted pink today, cotton candy pink. It might have seemed innocent on another woman. On her, it just made him want to take a big, juicy bite.
 
   “Your appointment started ten minutes ago.” He turned away from her, straightening his already perfectly straight row of ink. “Get in the chair so we can get started.”
 
   She huffed behind him, “It’s gonna be like that?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s gonna be like that. This is my business, Skylar. You like it when your customers come walking in late to their appointments and throw your schedule off?”
 
   “No. You’re right.” Her perky voice dropped and she sighed, “Sorry I’m late. Let’s get started.”
 
   He was a bastard for ruining her good mood. He hated himself for it. Still, he marveled at her ability to apologize on the spot like that. She’d been wrong and she’d admitted it, immediately. No hedging or making excuses. If it had ever been that easy for him, he didn’t remember it. 
 
   He was a Bomar so the lying and fighting came naturally. Honesty didn’t. Maybe that was why he found that part of Skylar so alluring. She didn’t hide anything about herself. And hell, who was he kidding, certainly not himself, he found every part of her sexy as hell.
 
   Only once he was certain he had himself under control did he turn back to face her, “You sure you want to do this today?”
 
   When she didn’t speak up, he let his gaze find hers. Blue eyes clashing, he saw a hundred things there he didn’t want to see. She didn’t hide anything from him. All of her conflicting emotions matched his own. He glanced away when she gave a short nod and he forced himself to focus on his work.
 
   The tattoo was the important part right now. It was the thing he could control. It was the thing he was good at. He would have to focus because he refused to put anything but perfection on the body he adored. It would be perfect and that meant his hands had to be steady. His breathing and his mind would just have to fall in line.
 
   “I went ahead and drew it out on the transfer. You can take a look if you want, make sure it matches what I gave you yesterday or make any changes.”
 
   “No need. I trust you.” Skylar shook her head.
 
   He forced a calming breath and nodded, “Okay then, let’s get started. Pull your dress up and show me where you want it. Right leg or left?”
 
   Skylar scrunched the material beneath her fists and edged it up, “It’s up to you.”
 
   “No. It’s your body. It’s your tattoo. Make the decision. Now.”
 
   She frowned at him when he snapped at her but he never looked up. He didn’t have to. He knew her well enough to know she was glaring at him. He kept his gaze on the scrap of fabric that revealed more and more of her smooth skin. He couldn’t have looked away if someone had busted into the shop screaming fire at that exact moment.
 
   “Left leg.” Her voice was soft, barely a whisper, “It’s the same side as the shoulder piece and it’ll look like a set with the lace and roses. Is that how you imagined it?”
 
   “Yeah.” He choked out.
 
   “Is this high enough?”
 
   It was an innocent question but he had to bite his tongue and simply nod. He didn’t trust himself to speak again right now. His voice was going to give him away. He couldn’t keep the raging desire under control if he kept talking to her as she all but flashed him with a scrap of barely there, white lace panties.
 
   Thank God she was wearing panties.
 
   Without another word, he set to work. He forced himself to go somewhere else in his mind. He didn’t look up at her. If he didn’t look at her, he might be able to convince himself that it wasn’t Skylar in his chair. It was just another client, any client. He might be able to get through this without completely losing his goddamned mind if he could distance himself from her.
 
   But it was useless and he knew it the moment he touched the first needle to her skin. It wasn’t just his hands on her body that did it. The feel of her smooth skin under his rough fingertips. It went so far beyond that. The electrical charge that lit the air between them had sparked the moment she walked in the door but it went up in flames when he put the needle on her.
 
   Skylar moaned with every prick of the needle and he had to grit his teeth and take a deep breath as a dozen dirty images roared to life inside of him. Her legs were spread. Only a scrap of material separated him from her warm, wet heat. And she was reacting as though the longer he worked the closer she soared towards the edge.
 
   He’d known this would happen. It always happened. But what could he do? Tell her no, that he couldn’t tattoo her anymore? Fuck that. She’d go elsewhere and nobody else was going to get the pleasure of marking her body but him. Nobody else should ever get the pleasure of seeing her react like this but him.
 
   Colt continued his work, gritting his teeth, trying not to look at her. He knew if he did, it would all be over. If he looked up and saw her beautiful face clouded with pleasure, he’d break. He felt like glass that was barely holding against the pressure. Cracks were forming with each line he put on her skin, each moan and sigh, and if he looked at her he would shatter.
 
   Every time she came in for a tattoo, he held his breath. Every time he secretly hoped that she wouldn’t react all the while praying that she would. Every time her reactions only made him want her more, made a little more of his restraint crumble. Every tattoo, every needle against her skin, brought them closer and this one, this special, intimate tattoo that was, in a way, his apology for pushing her away threatened that he might never be able to push her away again.
 
   He wiped away the excess after finishing the outline and leaned forward to get a better look. It was a mistake. He knew it the second he did it. Because as soon as his cool breath hit her heated skin, Skylar let out a loud moan and arched up into his touch.
 
   He glanced up and his hands automatically tightened on her. Just as he’d suspected, the sight of her like this sent him tumbling over the edge. She was so beautiful but like this, it was painful to look at her. Her lips were swollen from where she’d been biting into them and a flush of pink colored her cheeks. She looked like she was about to tumble right off the cliff with him.
 
   He had to force himself to speak and even so, it sounded strangled, “Skylar?”
 
   “Hmm?” She didn’t open her eyes but the warmth of pleasure in her voice made his raging erection twitch in his pants.
 
   “You gotta be still angel.”
 
   Her eyelids drifted open slowly, hazy blue orbs clearing as they met his. He watched, fascinated, unable to look away as her little pink tongue darted out to lick her lips. He swallowed a groan when the corner of her mouth tipped up into a knowing smile.
 
   “You called me angel again.”
 
   Fuck. He swallowed a curse. He had. Again. And of course this time, here, in his tattoo studio, he could see the realization of what it meant sink in and the cloudy look faded from her eyes.
 
   “You called me that the other night, when you took care of me.” Her eyes left his, falling down to his arm and he tensed as her expression softened, “I didn’t get it then… I’m still not sure I get it.”
 
   She stared straight at the tattoo taking up the majority of his left arm. The one that was proof of what he’d been denying for so damn long it felt like acknowledging it might be impossible. The angel inked on his skin, the one wrapped around a dark figure just above the pits of hell… it was her.
 
   The angel was lithe and graceful, drawn to look as if she was in motion. Blond hair streaming behind her, big blue eyes wide, a slinky white dress billowing all around white gold wings. The dark figure she clung to was less identifiable, just a shadowy mess of a man that made it impossible to tell whether he was dragging her down to hell with him or if she was pulling him up and out of the pit towards heaven.
 
   He had drawn it himself. Inked what he could of it too and trusted his mentor to finish his work. But he’d never told anyone that the angel was based on a real person and nobody had ever put it together. Not even Cash. But when Skylar reached out and traced her fingers over the line of a wing, he knew that pretending it wasn’t his twisted version of them was completely out of the question.
 
   His lie was over. No more hiding. No more denying. She was his angel but he still didn’t know if that meant she could save him or if he was destined to drag her down with him.
 
   “You called me angel.” She repeated softly.
 
   “Yeah, I did.” He put steel into his voice and met her eyes, all but daring her to argue, but of course that didn’t faze Skylar, it never had, and if it did, he wouldn’t be so damn crazy about her.
 
   “I’m not an angel, Colt.”
 
   “You’re…”
 
   “No. Listen to me.” She tightened her grip on his arm, “I’m no angel. I’m a flesh and blood woman. I’m a woman and I have wants and needs and desires. I want you. I need you.”
 
   He struggled with his own needs and desires. He wanted her too but he needed to push her away. Only, this time, he couldn’t. Wouldn’t. 
 
   He wasn’t a good man. He couldn’t tell her that she’d be better off if they stopped here, now, and forgot about this conversation, about this tiny moment in time when they’d almost crossed the line. He couldn’t. All he could do was throw up the roadblock that just might save her from him.
 
   “You have a boyfriend.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, “I don’t. We broke up last night. It’s you I want. It’s always been you.”
 
   He broke. All of his other reasons for pushing her away faltered. Every one of his excuses withered. The final strand of his self-control snapped. 
 
   For a split second he stood there, staring at her as if he’d never seen her before and then, in the next, he was crushing her lips beneath his. Taking her mouth. Owning it. Making it his. And God, nothing had ever felt so right in his life as when Skylar wrapped herself around him and kissed him back.
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   He was kissing her. Finally! Colt was kissing her and oh sweet lord have mercy, he was kissing the hell out of her.
 
   Skylar wrapped her arms around him, trying to pull him closer, refusing to allow even an inch of space between them. His heavy weight settled against her and she moaned at the exquisite feel of him.  Her entire body felt like it was going up in flames, every nerve ending snapping as the sensation of kissing Colt Bomar overwhelmed her.
 
   No, he didn’t just kiss her. He conquered her. Dominated her. Branded her as surely as any tattoo he’d ever put on her skin. He was as good as writing his name across her lips and claiming her with this kiss.
 
   Her eyes slid shut as she drowned in him. There were too many sensations to catalog. The feel of his hot, demanding mouth against hers. That strong, masculine scent of his overwhelmed her. His tongue didn’t tease, it demanded entry and when she gave it to him, opened for him, he plundered. He took what he wanted and gave her back everything that she needed.
 
   Skylar moaned when he wrapped one of his fists in her hair and tugged, hard. He fisted the strands and tilted her head back, allowing him complete access to her mouth. Colt kissed her like a madman and she was helpless to do anything but respond.
 
   Need crashed through her system and she squirmed, needing more, needing closer. Her hips tilted up, trying to find him, and they both groaned when his hard length pressed against her core. Her hands scrambled trying to find a way beneath his clothes. There were still too many barriers between them and she needed them gone, wiped away as swiftly as all the others.
 
   His other hand slid down her body, bypassing her breasts and she rocked into his touch. She wanted to rip her dress off and demand he touch every inch of her. Having his hands on her was heaven. But he was so big, so strong and controlling that she was powerless to do much else than kiss him back and hold on for the ride. His big palm curved around her hip as she ground against his erection and then he gripped her, tight, holding her hips down on the chair.
 
   Colt was panting when he tore his mouth from hers. She was sure she was too but she couldn’t hear for the blood pounding in her ears. His lips slid across her jaw, his tongue dragging across the sensitive skin of her neck he’d exposed by pinning her in place. She bit into her lip to stifle a moan when he nipped at her earlobe.
 
   “You keep rubbin’ against me like that and I’m gonna fuck you in this chair.” His voice was dark, threatening, and made her panties even wetter, “That’s what you wanted right? Coming in here dressed like this. You weren’t asking for it. You were beggin’.”
 
   He pulled back enough to look at her and all of the wild heat of only a moment ago chilled inside of her. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting to see on his handsome face after a kiss like that but it wasn’t the turmoil roiling in his expressive blue eyes. He was breathing hard, clearly trying to regain control, and she didn’t know whether to let him have a moment to collect himself or to push him past whatever self-imposed barrier had stopped him.
 
   “Colt, I…”
 
   She didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence, her thought, or even to decide. A bell rang somewhere in the distance and it might as well have been a shot going off. Colt jolted as though he’d been physically knocked back. All of the air rushed out of him in one gust and his eyes flickered over her, horror dawning on his face a moment before his lids slammed shut and he stumbled away from her.
 
   “Cover up. Now!” He growled.
 
   Skylar blinked as her entire world shifted again but nothing went back in its right place that easily after being blown apart. Dimly, she was aware that there were hard footsteps on the concrete floor heading their direction. Someone had come into the shop and Colt was reacting to the interruption.
 
   She looked down at her dress and groaned. It was hiked up around her waist so she smoothed it out as best she could and pulled her legs shut. But no matter what intruder walked in on them she had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach that said Colt’s reaction wasn’t about securing her modesty.
 
   She watched him with wary eyes. He’d flipped his back to her but she didn’t need to see his face to know that he was past turmoil into full on destruction mode. His back rose and fell in heavy pants as he sucked in air. He’d gripped the edges of the counter on the other side of the small stall and his knuckles were white. He was trying to hold on but he should have been holding onto her.
 
   “Yo, Colt, I was thinkin’ about running by the…”
 
   Remington Bomar stepped into view and slammed to a stop just outside the room. In another situation his reaction might have been comical. His eyes went wide as they swung around, quickly taking in the scene he’d stumbled onto. But it was Colt’s older brother and she was nowhere near comfortable enough around him to find this funny.
 
   She barely knew the guy. He’d left town when they were still kids. He’d only shown back up a few weeks ago and everything she’d learned about him since pegged him as nothing but trouble. Jemma didn’t like him. Cash didn’t trust him. Colt didn’t talk about him, never had, and Remy’s sudden reappearance in town and in their lives hadn’t changed that.
 
   To her knowledge, the oldest Bomar brother was a real chip off the old block. Since Decker was that block, she’d always assumed he was pure evil like their father. Having actually met him recently, she wasn’t so sure that was the case. He looked like their father, all darkness where the twins’ features were light, but if he shared Decker’s vices of alcohol, women and violence she’d yet to see it.
 
   Still, that didn’t mean she liked having his dark eyes drag over her in that knowing way and she fought a shudder. For the first time since she’d dressed this morning, she wished she’d put on more clothes. This outfit was the opposite of modest but that had been the point when she dressed to come see Colt.
 
   Remy’s lips twitched when he met her gaze and she felt a flush warm her face before she dropped her head and stared at her lap. She tried to straighten her dress again but it was no use. Her lips felt swollen, her hair was a mess, her clothes were in disarray and she was blushing like a schoolgirl. There was no question whatsoever, Remy knew what he had walked in on.
 
   “Oh, hey Skylar. I didn’t know you had an appointment.” He drawled.
 
   She cleared her throat and tried for a smile, “It was kind of last minute.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Remy’s dark blue gaze swung to his younger brother, “You need some help in here bro?”
 
   Colt turned around slowly, standing up to his full height. His hands fisted at his sides and Skylar felt a rush of alarm run along her spine. She’d never seen him in fight mode but something told her it looked a lot like this. Shoulders back, jaw clenched, death in his eyes and the threat of menace radiating off of him.
 
   “No.” He ground out.
 
   “I was just sayin’ I could…”
 
   “So much as look at her again and you die.”
 
   “Colt!” Skylar gasped at the blatant threat but Remy only chuckled.
 
   “Ya know, I had a feelin’ you were gonna be just as possessive as your twin.” He winked and held his hands up in a faux innocent gesture, “Next time you want to get kinky in your chair, maybe put a sock on the door or…”
 
   “Fuck off Remy.” Colt growled.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” He snorted, “I’ll be in the back so do me a favor and finish this some other time.”
 
   She bit her lip when Remy’s footsteps faded away. The room was painfully silent and tension filled every free space. She didn’t know what to say, wasn’t sure how to get them back to where they’d been before the interruption. Then she remembered that despite that life-changing kiss, Colt had started pulling away from her before Remy walked into the room.
 
   He’d already started to withdraw and as she forced her gaze up, she felt her heart stutter in her chest. He hadn’t moved from his spot on the other side of the room. His shoulders were back, tense, and his hands were still fisted. He was still expecting a fight.
 
   “Colt?” She tested the waters gently but he didn’t budge so she went the other way and decided to jump in, “Please don’t try to convince me that was a mistake.”
 
   He ran a hand through his tousled hair but didn’t say anything. He still hadn’t looked at her. She didn’t have a clue what was going on in his head.
 
   “Colt…”
 
   “It was just a kiss, Skylar.” He gave a mocking snort and finally glanced up. “No reason to get all worked up. It was bound to happen sooner or later and now that it has we can move on. It was a kiss. Nothing special.”
 
   She heard his words. She heard him try to discredit what had just happened between them and maybe it shouldn’t have surprised her given their history, given that every single time he’d let her close he later shoved her away with both hands but it did. Because damn it, that hadn’t just been a kiss, and he knew it!
 
   “Just a kiss?” She gaped at him as she sat up from the chair, “Just a kiss?” She heard her voice rise, knew she was venturing towards shrill and couldn’t manage to contain her irritation, “That was a hell of a lot more than a kiss!”
 
   “No. It wasn’t.”
 
   “Damn it! Don’t do this.”
 
   “Don’t try to make it more than it was. It was a kiss.” His stoic stance faltered, “That’s all it can be.”
 
   She’d already opened her mouth to yell at him some more but she stopped short when he flinched. Pain. It was there in the quiet undertones of his voice. In the dark recesses of his eyes. Colt was hurting and instead of fighting with him, all she wanted was to comfort him, even if she had no idea what was going on.
 
   “What do you mean? Why can’t it be more than a kiss?”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “Why can’t it be more than a kiss, Colt?”
 
   “You should go now…”
 
   “Why?” She raised her voice to cut him off and he surprised her by kicking his cart in response, sending his expensive tools flying and making her leap back out of the way.
 
   “Because it’s all I can give you!” He yelled right back at her, “Whatever it is you want from me, I can’t give it to you. I’m not that guy. I’m not Cash and I don’t get a happy ending. You won’t either if you choose me so just go. The only way I can protect you is if you go. Now.”
 
   Her world spun again and she shook her head, “No, I…”
 
   “Damn it Skylar! Go!” He growled, knocking over more bottles with a swipe of his arm, “Get out of here! I can’t have you here right now. It’s not safe. Go!”
 
   He was falling apart. She watched in horror as he destroyed his shop in front of her very eyes. Everything he loved and held dear was crashing down around him. He was hurting and he was wreaking destruction on his shop instead of taking it out on her.
 
   Tortured Colt wasn’t new to her but she’d never seen him so out of sorts. All she wanted was to reach out and touch him. Hold him. Try to figure out a way to make it okay. Whatever reason he had for pushing her away, it wasn’t her boyfriend, she realized. That had been her barrier but he had plenty of others and they were bigger and would be much harder to scale because she didn’t know what they were.
 
   But now wasn’t the time for that.
 
   He only needed one thing from her right now. He needed her to leave. He needed her to give him some time. So as much as she hated it… that was what she had to do.
 
   She pushed out of the chair and forced her legs not to move towards him, “Okay. I’m going but you should know I’m not going far. I’m not giving up on this or you.”
 
   He didn’t turn back around. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t even acknowledge her and she bit her lip to keep from saying more. To keep from saying things he wasn’t ready to hear. 
 
   She tried to keep her own emotions under control as she turned to leave. She grabbed her purse from where she’d dropped it and looped it over her shoulder. She’d almost made it to the door when his dark voice stopped her.
 
   “Damn it, put a bandage on your leg before you go.” He barked, “You know better than to go walking out of here with a new tattoo uncovered.”
 
   She might have laughed at his sudden demand in another situation, “You’re the professional. If you’re so worried about it, you do it.”
 
   “Bad idea Sky. I’m not touching you again.” He growled as he ripped a clean bandage off the counter and brought it over to her, “Not ever again.”
 
   “Told you that you were a liar.” She jerked the bandage out of his hand.
 
   “Cover up the damn tattoo and get your ass out of here before I change my mind and do something we’ll both regret.”
 
   “Promise you’ll finish the tattoo and I’ll go.”
 
   He sighed heavily but nodded, “I’ll finish it but not today. Nobody inks you but me.”
 
   She fought a smile at his possessiveness, “I thought you said you weren’t going to touch me ever again?”
 
   “Nobody inks you but me, angel. Nobody. You let anyone else near you with a needle and I’ll remove their fuckin’ hands.” He stepped towards her, back into her personal space and met her gaze with a hard stare, “You hear me?”
 
   As far as reassurances went, it wasn’t much. Still, it meant the world to her. He might be pushing her away but he still couldn’t handle the thought of another man putting ink on her body. It was his canvas. She was his even if he refused to claim her.
 
   “Nobody but you.” She nodded her agreement.
 
   His eyes studied her face for a long moment and then he surprised her again because he reached out and gently cupped her cheek. He stroked his thumb over her bottom lip and his eyes followed the motion. She didn’t move, barely even breathed as the sparks between them flared all over again. When his eyes met hers, she could see that he felt it too. 
 
   He groaned, “Goddamnit, when you look at me like that...”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “You make me want to be better.” He muttered softly, “A better man would let you go so that’s what I’m tryin’ to do.”
 
   “I don’t…” She started but he kissed her then, stopping her protest.
 
   He didn’t jerk her towards him. He didn’t slam his mouth to hers this time. He didn’t attack or overwhelm her. Instead, he moved into her, cupping her face and holding her gently as he slowly pressed his lips against hers. It was a soft kiss, so at odds with the violence and anger and pain of only minutes ago. He kissed her this time as if he wanted it to linger and last forever and when he pulled back she wasn’t sure even forever would have been long enough.
 
   Colt dropped his hands and stepped away, “Goodbye Skylar.”
 
   It sounded all wrong. Felt all wrong. And she refused to play along. That kiss had felt different because he’d intended it as a goodbye but it wasn’t. This wasn’t the end. It was only the beginning.
 
   She shook her head, “I’ll see you later Colt.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   He’d been fighting with himself for hours. Ever since he tripped over that line in the sand he’d drawn and gone tumbling down the rabbit hole. Ever since he’d done the right thing and forced himself to push Skylar away again, to send her away again. He’d been fighting with himself, with the demons that haunted his every dark shadow, and for the first time in his life he was losing.
 
   He’d already crossed the line. He’d kissed her. He’d touched her. He could have had her right there in his chair. 
 
   He’d known for a while now that Skylar wanted him the same way he wanted her. He’d known that they would be good together. Their chemistry was too good not to be explosive. But the moment he’d touched her, she’d reacted with even more fire and desire than he’d ever imagined she would. 
 
   He’d barely been able to keep himself under control before. Now he had the memory of Skylar’s taste, the sound of her moans, the feel of her hands on him to drive him mad. He still wasn’t sure how he had kept himself from taking her right then and there.
 
   He couldn’t imagine not kissing her again. Not touching her again. It was a bad idea. Terrible really. But he couldn’t seem to wrap his head around walking away from her without ever really having her. He wanted her. She wanted him. And he wasn’t a good man, not good enough for her, not nearly good enough to walk away from her.
 
   That was why, instead of doing the right thing and going home, he found himself marching to her door the second he got off work. He’d spent hours trying to convince himself not to do what he was about to do, but he’d lost the fight. If he was going to hell, he wouldn’t drag his angel down with him but he would have her, just this once, so he could always remember her light in the darkness.
 
   Colt took a deep breath for courage as he raised his hand and banged on her door. He had his speech all prepared. He would apologize for yelling at her earlier. She hadn’t deserved that. He was the one fighting what he felt and that wasn’t her fault. He would explain, calmly and rationally, why it was a bad idea for them to get involved. He couldn’t offer her anything more than…
 
   The door flew open, framing Skylar in the glow of the yellow porchlight and words deserted him. She was barefoot, still in nothing but that sexy white dress, and everything he’d prepared himself to say evaporated. Gone. Just like that. One look at her and the entire world disappeared right along with all of his reasoning and the last vestiges of his sanity.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   Her voice drew his attention to her mouth. That sweet, pouty mouth that he now knew was just as soft as it looked. The mouth that tasted like heaven but would be his ultimate downfall. Because the second he registered that mouth saying his name again in that breathy voice he knew she was right. 
 
   He was a liar. One would never be enough. Because once would always leave him wanting one more with her.
 
   “Colt, what are you doin…”
 
   He never gave her a chance to finish her question. He was moving before the words left her lips. He moved into her with one step, cupped her face and swallowed the last syllable when he pressed his mouth to hers.
 
   It was a bad idea. Kissing Skylar again was an even worse idea than coming here had been. Because her taste exploded something inside of him and sent all of his walls crashing down. And when she let out a small squeak of surprise as he pushed his tongue past her parted lips, he knew that walking away from her now would be the hardest thing he’d ever done.
 
   Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised him how fast she recovered from his bold move. Shouldn’t have shocked him when she wrapped her arms around him instead of pushing him away. Shouldn’t have destroyed him when her hot, wet tongue stroked eagerly against his but her willing welcome did.
 
   No matter how many times he pushed her away, was rude and crude and downright mean to her, she always let him back in. And he didn’t deserve it. Not one bit of her kindness or goodness, but God he wanted it, needed it.
 
   He was so lost in her drugging kiss he barely noticed when Skylar’s hands left his neck and began moving over him. Around and down his chest, she found the bottom of his t-shirt and he only jolted back to reality when her nails scored his abdomen. She was pushing his shirt up, trying to get his clothes off, and they were still standing in the open doorway.
 
   The move forced him into action and he was crowding her back into the apartment even as he released her face to tug her against him. In a matter of moments he had the door kicked shut and he pivoted, pinning Skylar against the hard surface. He was panting, struggling for control, and looking down at her did nothing to help steady him.
 
   Her lips were swollen again. Pink and full and pouting for more of his rough kisses. Her cheeks were flushed and she was sucking in air as well, her chest heaving with the effort. Her blue eyes were glazed, heavy with desire, but it was the disappointment that flashed in them that kept him from moving away from her like he’d been intending.
 
   That was what she expected of him. He’d touched her, again. He’d kissed her, again. And she expected him to lash out at her for it, again.
 
   Only he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not this time. So he made sure to keep his eyes on her, so she could see what he was doing, even as he lowered his mouth back to hers and pressed a soft, gentle kiss to her lips.
 
   “One night.” He whispered.
 
   “What?” Skylar’s eyes searched his face.
 
   “I can’t give you what you deserve, but I can give you this. One night.”
 
   He saw it the moment his words sank it. The disappointment was still there along with a jumble of other emotions that threatened to break him apart. He could see her desire and longing battling with her hurt and he had a sinking feeling that he was losing her so he pressed his advantage while he still had it.
 
   “I want you, Sky.” He admitted as he let his hips fall and rubbed their lower bodies together, “You asked me to admit that we’re more than friends. I don’t know what we are but this is me admitting that I want you. I want to feel you, every inch of you. It’s all I fuckin’ think about all the damn time.”
 
   She sucked in a gulp of air and a soft moan escaped her lips when he pressed his erection against her. Colt planted more kisses across her jaw and her head fell back against the door. He risked a glance up to see she’d closed her eyes. She wasn’t shoving him off but she wasn’t saying yes either so he kept talking.
 
   He was good at talking. Always had been. Good at distracting people from what he didn’t want them to see by using pretty words or mean words or simply loud words. He talked and he lied and he bullshitted but this time, with Skylar, he simply told the truth.
 
   “Touching you, really touching you, I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to come back from it but I need to hear you moan my name as I sink inside you. I need to feel you come apart in my arms. Say yes and I’ll make it so good for you, angel. I promise you won’t regret it if you give me one night.”
 
   Skylar’s fingers were in his hair a moment later, rough and desperate. He groaned at the sensation as she tugged his head back. Her eyes weren’t closed anymore when he met her gaze. There was still hurt there but there was something else too, something he couldn’t name, something that made his breath catch in his chest before she nodded slightly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He dropped his forehead against hers, “Yes?”
 
   “Yes.” She whispered against his lips, “I want you too. I need you, Colt. Please touch me.”
 
   The swell of emotions in his chest made more words impossible so he did the only thing he could. He kissed her again. Not a rough, spontaneous kiss this time. It was so much more than that. Skylar’s tongue twined with his and he felt it for what it was. 
 
   Trust. Acceptance. Even love.
 
   No. He couldn’t have this be about that. Sex with Skylar would break all of his rules. It would probably ruin him forever. But he had to keep it simple, sex was all he had to offer her in return.
 
   He took control of the kiss, fastening his lips to hers and sucking on her tongue. Skylar moaned and he slid his leg between hers. Her moan turned to a gasp as he plundered her mouth and pressed his thigh against the vee of her legs. She instantly arched her hips, riding his jeans clad thigh and he cursed the layers of clothes still in his way.
 
   Colt broke the kiss, “Take it off or I’ll rip it off.”
 
   “I… what?” 
 
   If he wasn’t already on edge he might have smiled at the dazed expression on her face, “The dress, Skylar. Take it off before I rip it off.”
 
   She shivered and bit into her lip but when she made no move to remove the offending article of clothing, he was the one that groaned. Damn, how had he not seen this coming? She wanted him to rip it off. She wanted to drive him so crazy he lost control. That was why she’d worn it in the first place.
 
   He stroked a finger across her jaw and tilted her head back so she was forced to meet his gaze, “You want me to be rough with you angel?”
 
   “I want you.” 
 
   She nipped at his finger when he traced her bottom lip and he growled and slammed his mouth to hers again. He’d already lost control. Even still, he tempered his touch, refused to risk leaving a single mark on her precious skin. 
 
   He wouldn’t hurt her. It was a promise he’d made himself a long time ago. Not her. If she wanted him out of control, he could give her that because she’d officially, finally, driven him past the point of no return, but he couldn’t, wouldn’t, hurt her. She was too important and he couldn’t risk hurting her.
 
   He broke the kiss with a nip of her lips, “Times up.”
 
   With one hard jerk on the material, the tiny straps that had been clinging precariously to her shoulders snapped. She gasped softly and he smirked as one more tug had the skimpy white dress pooling at her feet. It had been as easy to remove as he’d thought it would be and just as he’d suspected, she wasn’t wearing a bra.
 
   “God, you’re beautiful.” 
 
   He reverently traced the scar on her chest, the one from her heart surgery. He hated the idea of her being in pain. Hated that she’d been sick, been hurt. Hated knowing that if she handed him this part of her that he would break it all over again and he had no way of stopping it.
 
   “Colt…”
 
   He hated the sudden question in her voice almost as much as he hated that he didn’t have any answers for her. He couldn’t tell her that it was all for her own good. Couldn’t tell her that pushing her away was meant to protect her, not when he was standing here pulling her closer.
 
   So instead, he only pushed forward, palming her breasts so she arched into his touch. So perfect. So responsive. Her perky little mounds were soft beneath his rough hands and her nipples were hard. She gasped his name when he rolled them between his thumbs and forefingers and when he pinched slightly she cried out.
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Already begging me for more.” He leaned down and traced a stiff peak with his tongue and then blew cool air over the spot, “You like that, don’t you?”
 
   “Colt!”
 
   He loved hearing his name from that luscious mouth of hers. Almost as much as he loved the way she responded to him. He latched his mouth to her breast, sucking hard, and she only arched to press even more of her supple flesh into his mouth. He licked and sucked and nipped at her with his teeth and then he switched sides and repeated his torture on her other breast. By the time he pulled back to see her smooth skin rubbed red from his five o’clock shadow she was squirming and pleading with him for more.
 
   “Look at me.” He ordered roughly when he realized her eyes were closed again.
 
   Hazy, blue orbs met his after a few fluttering seconds and her lips parted on a whimper, “Colt?”
 
   “I’m dyin’ to taste you so I’m gonna lick you until you come all over my tongue.”  He dropped to his knees even as he kept eye contact, “After that, I’m going to fuck you and you’re going to come again on my cock while I’m buried deep inside you. Understand?”
 
   That earned him another whimper and a quick nod. He had a sudden need to tell her everything he was feeling, everything he wanted to do to her. He knew he was known for being one of the more talkative Bomars but that had never been the case in bed. Sex had never been about anything but getting himself off before so he hadn’t bothered with words, sweet or dirty, but with Skylar he couldn’t seem to help himself.
 
   He needed this, with her, and he needed her to need it too.
 
   As he stared at her beautiful naked body he had to fight the word that wanted to escape his throat. Mine. He wanted to claim her and his only consolation was that in at least one way he already had. Her beautiful skin was covered with the dark swirling lines and colors that he had put there. He’d marked her body in a permanent and undeniable way, even if he couldn’t truly claim her.
 
   He kissed a line down the smooth plane of her stomach and then against the small bow at the top of her white lace panties, “When you came into the shop earlier and flashed these, I wanted to slide my hand higher and find out if they were wet for me.”
 
   Skylar’s hips jolted forward, “Find out now.”
 
   “Mmm, I know they’re wet now, angel.” He held her hips between his hands and licked the seam, “I can see your desire soaking them. I want to know if they were wet earlier. Did you get wet when it was just my hands and the needle on you?”
 
   When she was silent, he stopped licking at her through the lace of her panties and looked up. She was watching him with those big, blue eyes again. She didn’t look away when he licked his lips. She only swallowed hard and nodded.
 
   “And all those other times when I inked you?”
 
   “Ev-every time.”
 
   “You’re so fucking perfect.” 
 
   He looped his thumbs in her panties and dragged them down. The sight of her standing there, completely naked, completely open to him, had him losing his tenuous grip on his control. He nudged her legs wider and buried his face against her mound.
 
   “Colt!”
 
   He was too far gone to slow down or take it easy on her when she cried out. He used his mouth and tongue to part her folds and easily found her swollen clit. It was already throbbing and when he licked over it, Skylar’s hips punched forward. He had to use a firm hand to hold her still. He drank her down, couldn’t stop licking and lapping at her even as he felt her body stiffen and heard her pleas turn desperate.
 
   “Oh. God. Please. Please, Colt. Please.”
 
   When she whimpered and dragged her nails over his shoulders he growled and only pressed harder. He needed to feel her release as badly as she did. He plundered her without mercy and felt her fingers dig into his hair, tug on him so hard that it stung his every nerve ending. But she wasn’t trying to pull him away, he realized. She was holding him to her as her hips flexed up to take every lap of his torturous tongue.
 
   And then she was coming with a violent shudder. She screamed his name as spasms wracked her body and he held her up. He stayed there, gentling his assault as he eased her through the orgasm. He sipped at the proof of her climax until her knees buckled and then he was up and moving again because there was no way, absolutely none, that he would ever let her fall.
 
   “Colt. Oh, God, Colt.” She whispered as he rose to his feet and wrapped her in his arms.
 
   He didn’t have the words to tell her how incredible that had been for him too. To tell her how many times he’d dreamed of touching her like this, having her like this. He didn’t trust himself to say anything for fear he would say everything so instead of voicing all of the things he shouldn’t, he simply kissed her again.
 
   Skylar shuddered in his arms but didn’t recoil from her own taste on his lips. She licked at his mouth and delved in to twine her tongue with his when he opened. It was a deep, intoxicating kiss that threatened to drown him not just in the things he didn’t say but in the things she didn’t either.
 
   When he felt her small hand slip down his chest and then tug at the button on his jeans, he broke the kiss. She was fumbling to undo his pants but he knocked her hands away. She either didn’t get the message or didn’t care and when she went right back to trying to unzip him he grabbed her wrists and pinned them beside her head.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I want to taste you too.”
 
   Her whispered statement made his cock twitch with excitement but he beat down the urge to let her do just that, “No.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Just thinking about you wrapping that sexy mouth around my cock is enough to make me come at this point.” He kissed her firmly and then pulled back, “But as much as I want that I want to be buried deep inside your beautiful body more.”
 
   She opened her mouth and since he knew Skylar, he knew that she probably intended to argue with him some more. She wanted something and she was the type of woman that was used to getting what she wanted. But he wasn’t bending on this so he didn’t give her the chance to change his mind.
 
   He swept her up into his arms and kissed her again. When she broke the kiss to look down at him he felt that now familiar pain in his chest sear him again. He swallowed hard but she didn’t say a word. She just smiled softly and then peppered him with kisses across his cheek and jaw as he carried her to her bedroom.
 
   “You’re still fully dressed and I’m naked.” She whispered in his ear and then nipped him with her teeth, “If I can’t suck you, I at least want to see you.”
 
   “You will.” He promised as he kicked the door shut behind them and then lowered her to her bed.
 
   After one more invasive kiss, because he couldn’t seem to stop kissing her now that he’d started, he forced himself to release her and step back. He jerked his t-shirt over his head and dropped it to the ground. Her warm gaze stroked over him and he smiled when he remembered her saying she dreamed about him shirtless.
 
   “Like what you see?” He teased as she bit into her lip and watched him intensely.
 
   “You know I do.” Her gaze dropped to his pants when he unbuttoned them.
 
   He quickly kicked off his shoes and socks. His hands shook slightly as he unzipped and pushed his jeans and boxers down his legs and he hoped she didn’t notice. He kicked out of the last of his clothes and heard her quick intake of air.
 
   He knew he was built. It was a fortunate side effect of all the fighting he’d done in his life. Whenever he was feeling edgy and out of sorts, he burned off the restless energy by working out. Add in the God-given good looks that his entire family seemed to be born with and he knew he looked good.
 
   Plenty of women had looked at him like he was a piece of meat over the years. He was used to the look, could spot it a mile away, but that wasn’t how Skylar looked at him. She saw more than just his packaging. She saw him. She always had. That was what made her so special.
 
   “God, you’re gorgeous.” Skylar’s eyes roamed over him hungrily and his dick twitched like she was caressing him, “And you really are pierced. Jesus, Colt, you’re every fantasy I’ve ever had.”
 
   She licked her lips and he groaned, “Goddamnit, if you keep looking at me like that I’m gonna go off before you ever even touch me.”
 
   She smirked like she knew exactly what kind of effect she had on him and hell, she probably did. It wasn’t as if he’d hidden it very well even before he broke down and kissed her today. And within hours of that mistake, here he was again, tracking her down and stripping her naked and telling her how long he’d dreamed of having her.
 
   “Wouldn’t want that.” She curved a finger at him and he growled.
 
   “Little tease.” He paused to pull a condom out of his wallet and then dropped it to the bed as he moved towards her, “I’ve wanted you for so long, there’s no way I’m going off before I get inside you. If I only get you for tonight, we’re doing this right.”
 
   Her eyes flickered away for the first time and he instantly regretted the words. He knew the reminder that this was only for tonight would hurt her. But they both needed to remember that so when her gaze dropped he tilted her chin up with a finger and forced her to look at him again.
 
   “I wish I could give you more. You deserve so much more. You deserve better than me. You know that right?”
 
   She didn’t agree. He could see it in her eyes. But she didn’t argue with him either. Instead she wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned up to brush her lips against his.
 
   “I’ll take you however I can get you, Colt.”
 
   His throat felt tight with unspoken emotions again so he kissed her as he covered her body with his. He licked at her lips and she opened for him on a sigh. Their tongues stroked, twisted and probed until their bodies were rocking together, trying to find the rhythm they needed. When Skylar slid her hand down his body and closed her fist around his cock he jerked back with a strangled groan.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   “Yes.” She arched up as she stroked him, “I need to feel you inside me.”
 
   “I need to feel that too.” He snatched the condom up from where he’d dropped it and tore it open with his teeth, “I want you too bad to go slow.”
 
   “I don’t want slow.” Skylar kissed his jaw as he rolled the condom on. “I just want you.”
 
   “I want you too. So much.” He kissed her as he lined their bodies up and then pulled back to meet her gaze, “You’re all I’ve ever wanted.”
 
   They stared into each other’s eyes as he snapped his hips forward and buried himself inside her in one thrust. Skylar’s lashes fluttered but she didn’t shut her eyes. She cried out. Her hands scrambled for a hold on his shoulders and her nails scratched him as she gripped him tight.
 
   He groaned as he tried to regain control and not immediately pull back and slam inside her again. He’d known that it would be like this between them. Perfect. She just fit him in every way. Hot and wet and tight, her body surrounded him and he felt the oddest sensation that for the first time in his life he was right where he was supposed to be.
 
   “Colt, please…” Skylar shifted her hips beneath him and moaned when his piercing rubbed her clit.
 
   “What do you want, angel? Tell me and its yours.”
 
   “You. I want you.” 
 
   That answer had him biting his tongue to keep from admitting that she already had him. She always had. She always would. She was it for him. He’d known that for months, yeas maybe, but now, buried inside her body, he knew that he’d never experienced anything like this connection to Skylar with anyone else and he never would. But since he couldn’t have her, couldn’t keep her, he didn’t say a word.
 
   Instead he only pulled almost entirely out of her body and then plunged back in. Skylar gasped and her nails dug into his shoulders again. The pain jolted down his spine and he growled as he began to move inside her. He grabbed her wrists, dragging them over her head and pinning her beneath him but the restraint only turned her on more because her body squeezed his and pleas for him to take her harder fell from her lips.
 
   So he did. He pounded into her again and again and again. He couldn’t get deep enough. He couldn’t join them enough. The latex barrier kept them apart and after plowing through all of the other restraints he’d put on their relationship it felt all wrong to have anything between them in this moment.
 
   Sweat broke out all over his skin as he fought off his climax. He wasn’t ready yet. He hadn’t had enough of her yet. He would never get enough of her. But that didn’t change the fact that he could only give her this one night.
 
   “Skylar, look at me.”
 
   Her lashes fluttered as she opened her eyes and he nearly collapsed at the pure, unrestrained emotions there. He shouldn’t have needed to see it. He shouldn’t want to hear her say the words that he couldn’t even bring himself to think. But he did want it, he wanted all of her, and the only thing that stopped him from asking her to tell him was the knowledge that it would hurt her worse when he walked away if she’d admitted it aloud.
 
   He laced their fingers together and she squeezed in response. Instead of a restraint, their hands intertwined as one. They held onto each other. Both giving and taking in that shared moment. 
 
   That pain in his chest ached but instead of giving voice to it he simply leaned down and kissed her again. Soft and slow and deep, he tried to convey everything he couldn’t say with his kiss. As their bodies collided hard and fast, as he fucked her, he made love to her mouth until they were both pulling away to gasp for air.
 
   “Look at me angel.” He rasped when he felt her body begin to constrict around him, “I want to watch you as you come for me. I want to see it. Give it to me.”
 
   “Oh, God, Colt…” Skylar cried out as her back arched off the mattress and her climax ripped through her.
 
   He groaned as he felt every pulse of her body and his own responded in kind. His hips jerked as his release shuddered out of him. And the only thing that could have made it better in that moment would have been knowing that he was filling her, marking her in a way that nobody could ever take away from him.
 
   He hadn’t understood it when he overheard Cash and Jemma talking about not using protection. Not wanting anything between them. Talking about making a baby. But he understood it now, with Skylar, because he felt some deep, caveman part of him scream that if they made a life together, a child together, that nobody would ever be able to take her from him.
 
   But he shook off that insane level of need because he wasn’t Cash. He was in no position to start a family and he couldn’t ask Skylar to tie herself to him when he had nothing to offer her. He had to get clean first, free of the family business, away from all the fighting and threats and danger. That was the only way he could ever hope to be good enough for her.
 
   Skylar moaned beneath him as her orgasm ebbed and he planted kisses across her jaw and down her neck. When he reached the soft spot where her neck and shoulder connected, he latched his mouth to the sensitive skin and suckled. She whimpered but didn’t pull away, only wrapped her arms around him and bucked her hips into him one last time as he released the love bite and then laved his tongue over it.
 
   He continued to kiss her softly as he rolled, taking his weight off of her before he collapsed at her side. She didn’t let him get far. Skylar followed him over, sprawling across his chest. Their sweaty bodies stuck together and even though he knew he needed to get up, needed to deal with the condom, needed to get his clothes and somehow convince himself and Skylar that this was less than what it had really been, he couldn’t bring himself to move.
 
   “That’s going to last a lot longer than just tonight.” Skylar broke the silence as she fingered the mark he’d left on her neck.
 
   He sighed heavily, “I know.”
 
   That was why he’d done it. Because he needed some proof that tonight had happened. It would fade with time but it wouldn’t be gone come morning. Even if he would be.
 
   “Sorry.” He finally forced the apology from his lips and he didn’t miss the importance of the word as he issued her another apology. 
 
   Him. The man that swore he would never apologize for anything in his life. The man that swore he was what he was and would never try to be anything else to please another person. But for Skylar, he would apologize. For not being good enough. Not being man enough. Not being what she deserved. Because he wanted to be, but he wasn’t. Not yet.
 
   “Don’t be.” Skylar whispered against his chest as she found his hand and their fingers intertwined, “I’m not sorry for any of it.”
 
   God, he hoped that were still true tomorrow. In the morning light, he didn’t want her to regret this. He didn’t want her to regret him. But he had a feeling she would. Because he was going to be gone when she woke up and she would finally realize the cold hard truth. He wasn’t the man she wanted him to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   The first time Skylar woke, it was still dark outside and she wasn’t alone. It took her less than a minute to remember the events of the night. All of it came rushing back in a whirlwind of sights and sounds. And feelings, so many feelings and those all came back too. 
 
   Her confusion when she’d opened the door to find Colt on the other side. The excitement she’d felt when he kissed her. The longing that had nearly overwhelmed her. And then the pain. Just a slash of hurt at first and then as his words sank in, the cut had dug deeper and deeper, widened into a chasm that would swallow her whole if she let it.
 
   One night. He had only promised her one night. That was all he would give her. One night. Nothing more than a release of the tension that had built between them. He hadn’t offered more. Hadn’t told her he felt the same way that she did. And he certainly hadn’t put his heart on the line.
 
   Not like she had.
 
   She struggled to contain the sick feeling of dread that rose in her throat. Because she loved him. She loved every beautiful, broken, damaged part of him. And she’d known if she got too close that his rough edges would cut her. She just hadn’t expected it to hurt so damn much before he was ever really gone.
 
   He was still in bed beside her. He was wrapped around her. His arms held her tight, as if he couldn’t bear the idea of letting her go. And maybe in sleep that was true but when he woke, he would leave. She didn’t doubt for a second that he would follow through and walk away from her, maybe for good, and she had no idea how to convince him to stay instead.
 
   In all honesty, she was surprised he wasn’t already gone. The last time she’d fallen asleep with him nearby, he’d disappeared as though he’d never been there. She had no idea how long she’d been asleep this time so she was shocked to wake up and feel his arms still wrapped tightly around her.
 
   “My nights not over yet.” Colt rumbled close to her ear.
 
   She fought a shiver when he read her mind, “I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “Uh, no.” His arms tightened, his hips pressing forward until the steel beam of his erection rubbed at her ass, “Too hard to sleep. Literally.”
 
   Despite her worries, her lips tipped into a smile at his crude humor and she found herself rocking back against him. He groaned and slid his hand down her belly. The pressure kept her back pressed tight to his front as their hips automatically found a rhythm and rolled together. His rough hands against her skin sent pinwheels of desire cartwheeling through her and when he gripped her thigh and pulled her top leg up and back, over his own to hold her open, she gasped.
 
   “Colt…”
 
   “Mmm, I like it when you say my name like that.” His voice was rougher than usual though whether that was from sleep or desire she had no idea. “Say it again.”
 
   Since he dipped his hand between her thighs and found her clit, she couldn’t help but do just that, “Colt, please.”
 
   Teeth bit into her shoulder hard enough to sting but it only made pleasure course through her veins. He knew she enjoyed a little bit of pain. How could he not? There was no way he’d missed her reaction to his needles all this time. She’d never admitted it to anyone, had no idea how to even voice it, but there was something about the sharp sting of the needles mixed with knowing it was Colt’s hands on her that sent her flying every time. 
 
   She liked it a little rough. She’d known that she would even though she’d never experienced it before. Never had anyone hold her wrists down. Never had anyone pull her hair. Never had anyone bite her because she’d never told anyone else she wanted it, needed it. But Colt knew and he gave it to her without her having to say a word.
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a groan when he teased her opening. He grumbled and nipped at her skin again as he rocked his hips against her ass. His other hand moved up and he traced her lips. She nipped his finger with her teeth and he groaned and pinched her clit, sending her hips shooting off the bed, the only sound escaping her a tortured moan.
 
   “Suck. Now.” The finger tracing her lips pushed and she simply did as she was told and opened.
 
   She loved Colt like this. Bossy and demanding. Dominating. He knew what he wanted and he wasn’t afraid to demand it. He took and he gave her back everything she’d never known she needed. He took complete and utter control of her and she responded to his orders as if she’d been born for it.
 
   His finger slipped into her mouth as she nipped and licked at it. His other hand continued to tease her. Stroking her clit and then sliding down to her hole, circling it, and then gliding back up to begin the torture all over again. She was rocking and twisting, trying to force him to give her more, but since he didn’t move on from his pattern she devoted all of her attention to sucking on his fingers.
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   She swallowed a whimper at his grumbled words as he pulled his fingers free of her mouth with a popping sound. It didn’t mean anything. That’s what she tried to remind her stupid, silly heart when it leaped at the words it so badly needed.
 
   He trailed his wet fingers to her breast and played with her nipples as he eased a finger inside her and they both hissed. She arched into his hands, pressing back against him. It felt so good but it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.
 
   She wanted to turn over. She needed to see him. She needed to kiss him. She needed the connection between them to be about more than just sex, needed it to be more than physical. She knew it was but she needed to see it in his eyes, to know that he felt it too.
 
   “Colt…” She started but he cut her off with a groan of unrestrained need.
 
   “I want to be inside you, angel. Nothing between us. Just you and me. Tell me you want it too.” His grip on her tightened and in her foggy, lust clouded brain, it took her too long to figure out his meaning. “I’m clean. I haven’t been with anyone else bare. Ever. I want it with you, only you. Just this once I need there to be nothing between us.”
 
   Her bottom lip began to tremble and she was suddenly grateful that she wasn’t facing him. She wouldn’t have been able to hide her reaction to his words if she was. Tears pooled in her eyes and she tried desperately to blink them back as he slashed at her heart all over again.
 
   He wanted her. Only her. Wanted to take her without any barriers between them and God… the request threatened to break her. Because even without a condom, he wouldn’t drop his other barriers. She knew that. His words only confirmed it. The reminder that it would only be this one time because he would walk away in the morning hurt even more because he was asking her for so much.
 
   “Sky?” His hands paused in their torment of her body and she realized then how easily he could read her, read her mind, and he confirmed it when he only sighed, “I’m sorry. It’s too much. I shouldn’t have asked.” He kissed her shoulder gently, apologetically, and a stray tear escaped and rolled down her cheek, “I’ll get a condom.”
 
   “No.” She reached back to keep him still when he started to retreat from her.
 
   He froze, “No?” 
 
   She took a deep breath for courage and shook her head. If he insisted she turn over and look at him, it would all be over. If he got up to get a condom, he would change his mind. The second he left her bed, he would be gone for good and she wasn’t ready to lose him.
 
   Despite her head telling her that she was setting her heart up for even more pain, she held tight to him. She wasn’t letting go of him, not that easily. She’d gotten to him once already. He’d been fighting this thing between them for months but he was here, now. She had to believe that meant something, that she could break through the rest of his walls if he would only give her a chance.
 
   “I’m on the pill.” She forced out and felt him settle at her back again. “I want it too. I want you. I… I want you to make love to me.”
 
   She held her breath and waited to see if he recoiled. She’d used that word. The one four letter word that she knew he hated. The one that he never used but thought nobody noticed. She had. She noticed everything about him.
 
   She’d noticed the way he always said that he and Cash took care of each other instead of using that word. She saw the way he avoided Jemma when she tossed it at him easily and naturally. She knew that to him that word represented nothing but pain, and in that moment, when she knew that if he pushed her away for using it that she would have to let him go, she couldn’t help but agree with him.
 
   Loving Colt was painful.
 
   “Sky…” He surprised her again when he wrapped her back up in his arms and nuzzled her neck, almost as if he was hugging her, “That’s exactly what I’ve been doing, angel.”
 
   Her heart crumbled and she barely stifled a sob. Gone. Her heart was completely and utterly his, as if it hadn’t been for months. Walk away from him? Never. She wouldn’t give up on him, on them, ever.
 
   Colt slid his hands over her body and she shivered and arched into him. He teased her back to a fever pitch in minutes. His fingers were magic, stroking and pinching in just the right rhythm. His mouth was there too, nipping at her skin, sucking and licking and then pausing to whisper dirty, filthy things in her ear that had her begging him for more.
 
   He owned her. Body and soul. Maybe he always had. Because nothing had ever felt as good as the moment he slid inside of her, skin against skin, and claimed her.
 
   “Fuck.” He groaned in her ear once he was seated deep inside her body, “You’re perfect. So perfect. Like you were made for me.”
 
   She bit her lip to keep her own words at bay. He was right of course. He usually was. About her. About everything really. Everything except himself. He could give her more. He could be more. He could be enough. She just had to find a way to show him that he could trust her and he’d love her in return. He had to.
 
   Colt pulled back slowly until only his tip rested inside her and then pushed back in just as gently. He kept his assault on her body languid, as if he had all the time in the world. Even when she writhed and moaned against him, even when she begged and pleaded, even when she cursed and demanded, he only grinned against her skin and slowed down even more.
 
   “Never want this to end.” He muttered and she was just incoherent enough not to bite her tongue.
 
   “It doesn’t have to.”
 
   “All good things, angel.” He groaned and flexed his hips, “You have to come first. I’m not going until you come.”
 
   In her mind, it was all but a dare and she grit her teeth and refused to let her body crest over the hill it was climbing. If she didn’t come then he couldn’t and then it really wouldn’t end. But no amount of determination could keep her body from giving in to his and when the first tremors rocked her, Colt groaned and his willpower finally broke.
 
   “Can’t hold out. Too good.” He found her clit and rubbed in hard, demanding circles, “Come for me, Sky. I’m gonna lose it when you do and spill my seed deep inside you. You’re gonna feel me in here for days, dripping out, making you wet all over again.”
 
   “Oh, God…” She sucked in a gasp as his dirty words did what his touch couldn’t and set her free.
 
   “That’s it. Drag it out of me. It’s yours. All yours.”
 
   Her entire world broke open and she screamed as the orgasm crashed through her. She heard him muttering more words against her ear but she was too far gone to make them out. Even through the blackout, world-shifting power of her orgasm, she felt it when Colt climaxed. His release felt like fire when he shot inside of her. He groaned and slammed into her over and over as he clutched her close and she whimpered, knowing his dirty promise was true.
 
   She was going to feel him even when he was gone.
 
   Tears pricked her vision when they both finally collapsed from the force of their orgasms. He held her so tight she wondered if she would have bruises. He had well and truly marked her. Between the hickey, the bruises and the soreness that would no doubt permeate her body, she might not even be able to feel her broken heart tomorrow when she woke up alone.
 
   Colt tensed moments later and she clutched at his arms. She wasn’t letting go of him. Not yet. Whatever had just happened, it hadn’t been fucking. She wasn’t sure if it had been lovemaking for him considering he didn’t believe in that word but if it had, she fully expected him to get up and run. And though she swore that she would go after him when he did, that she would find a way to get through to him, she wasn’t ready to release him just yet either.
 
   “It’s still dark out. The night isn’t over.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” He kissed the mark he’d left on her neck and then yawned, “Except maybe to sleep.”
 
   She smiled at that, “I forget you’re the older twin. You probably need your rest huh old man? Sleep and recover if you need to.”
 
   “Smartass.” He chuckled and pinched her lightly, “Think you can sleep with my cock inside you? Because I’m not pulling out. You feel too good.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a full grin. Whole. That was the word for it. She felt it too. She felt whole when they were joined like this. He had to feel that too.
 
   Instead of voicing that, she squeezed her muscles, “Just good?”
 
   “Oh, holy fuck…” Colt’s hips jolted forward and she felt him twitch inside of her, “I’m not too old to ignore an invitation, Sky. Do that again and you’re not gettin’ any sleep tonight.”
 
   She did it again.
 
   “Goddamnit, you’re evil.” He groaned and pulled her hips back against his again as his semi-hard erection came back to life.                                          
 
   “I thought I was an angel?” She teased as she set a gentle, rocking motion.
 
   “You are. Fuck, yeah you are. You have to be because this. Is. Heaven.” 
 
   He punctuated each of his words with a push of his hips and she moaned as she felt him harden again just that fast. She’d been teasing him. Now their roles were reversed. Because that was all it took to make her want him again.
 
   “Colt.”
 
   He chuckled and it was dark, menacing and gleeful. The sound sent chills down her spine. That was the man she knew and loved and she wasn’t letting him go. If she had to tame him with orgasms, then so be it. She was getting forever with her Bomar boy, even if this angel had to walk through hell to make it happen.
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   The second time Skylar woke, daylight beamed in through the curtains on the window and she knew instantly that she was alone. There was no heavy body pressing hers into the mattress. There was no lingering heat on the sheets. The only proof that her bed had been occupied by the man of her dreams was the lingering scent of him all over her and the scream of her muscles when she stretched.
 
   She sucked in a lungful of his delicious scent… and promptly burst into tears.
 
   She was a complete and total mess. She was needy and emotional. She’d never cried over a man. Never. Yet here she was, curled up in her empty bed for the second day in a row, shedding tears for that big, beautiful bastard that she was surer than ever was destined to break her heart.
 
   Every second of last night played through her head in slow motion. Every touch. Every kiss. Every muttered word. She heard Colt tell her she was beautiful. That she was perfect. That she’d been made to fit him. But it was his other words that she knew would haunt her for a long time to come.
 
   I wish I could give you more. You deserve more. You deserve better than me. 
 
   He didn’t think he was good enough for her. Huh. How had she never realized that his own twisted self-image was part of the problem? She should have because now that he’d said it, she knew how difficult it would be to overcome that particular barrier.  
 
   They were already friends. They understood each other. They had a solid base for a relationship. And physically, they were fireworks. Last night had more than proven that.
 
   But emotionally, he was so scarred from the hell his family had put him through that he saw himself through their eyes. Damaged. Dirty. Dangerous. He only saw the worst of his Bomar traits when he looked in the mirror and she wasn’t sure how to change that other than being there for him, being with him, and showing him how she saw him instead.
 
   Only he’d left her, again, in the middle of the night. He’d walked away. Which meant he’d built his walls back and put her firmly on the other side. She would have to start all over trying to scale them and there was no guarantee he’d let her in.
 
   After spending a long time lying in bed, thinking and hurting and crying some more, Skylar finally pulled herself up and went to take a shower. It wasn’t just her emotions that were a mess. Her entire body ached in the sweetest way. She was sticky and the memory of just how she’d gotten that way sent an all new flood of heat through her body.
 
   She’d let him take her without a condom. More than once. Damn. She’d clearly lost her mind the moment he touched her. She didn’t think clearly when it came to Colt. He’d asked her for something and since she was so sick and tired of all the other barriers he put between them she’d agreed to it. Probably not her best decision but she couldn’t bring herself to regret it.
 
   She’d never had sex without a condom. She’d never trusted anyone else with that kind of intimacy. She supposed if she was going to share it with someone that she’d always known it would be with the man she intended to spend the rest of her life with. And even if she and Colt were nowhere near the point where she could openly admit to something like that, he was that man.
 
   He was one of her best friends. She loved him. And after last night, she was more convinced than ever that he loved her too.
 
   Knowing him as well as she did, she was actually shocked that she hadn’t put it together before now. How had she not seen all the signs? If there was one word to describe Colt Bomar it was protector. 
 
   He protected the people he loved. Cash, always. Jemma more recently. And her. She hadn’t known that’s what he was doing but after what he’d said last night it suddenly made sense. He was protecting her… from him. Pushing her away, keeping her at arm’s length, pulling her close and then shutting her out, it was all some sort of twisted attempt to protect her.
 
   If she was any other girl, she supposed that would have made her weak in the knees. The big Bomar boy wanted to protect her from his bad self. He looked at her and saw a damsel in distress that needed him to save her from her own perilous heart. 
 
   Well it was just too damn bad for him that she wasn’t a princess in need of rescue. 
 
   She’d spent her entire life being coddled and protected. Her parents always hovering over her, waiting for her to fall. Her friends constantly watching her, waiting to see if she faltered. She knew it was because they loved her but enough was enough. She wasn’t about to lose the man of her dreams because he was worried about breaking her heart. 
 
   For God’s sake, she’d survived a literal broken heart. Let him do his worst. She could take it.
 
   She knew what she wanted. Colt. And she wasn’t about to settle for anything less than the happily ever after they deserved together.
 
   When she got out of the shower, she checked the time and grinned. She was going to be early to work for once. Her body must have woken her when it sensed Colt had left because there was no other explanation for why she would have been awake so early. 
 
   She was not a morning person and on top of that it was a long standing joke among her friends that she thought clocks were mere suggestions and not hard facts. She was almost always running late. But really, after spending her entire childhood on a strict timetable that had included doctor visits and daily medications, nobody could really blame her for being a little lax about her schedule.
 
   Well, let them all take note today. She intended to call each and every one of her friends to point out how early she was up. Getting to wake them up for a change was going to be hella fun actually so she looked around for her phone and then grimaced.
 
   Shit. Another long standing joke was that she would lose her head if it wasn’t attached and as she stood in the living room, searching for her cell phone, she knew that it was true. Stupid phone. She lost it at least once a week. Well, not lost, she liked to call it misplaced because she did always find it. Or if not always, then usually. There had been two or five occasions when it had never turned up and she’d been forced to replace it but today wasn’t going to be one of those days. 
 
   She was running ahead of schedule. She had plenty of time to find it. She’d still be early to work… probably.
 
   The phone was in the apartment. She knew that much. She’d been talking to Jemma on it last night before Colt showed up and thoroughly scrambled her brain and her life. 
 
   She’d gone through all of her evening rituals with the thing lodged between her shoulder and ear as her best friend gabbed on and on about her magical trip with her fiancé. She loved Jemma. She did. But calling a trip to Kansas to visit her dad at his rig site and let him know she had gotten knocked up and engaged, in that order, were not Skylar’s idea of magical.
 
   Then again, anything involving Cash was magic as far as Jemma was concerned. The man was sweet and kind and doting. He was head over heels in love with his girl and he had no problem admitting it or showing it. So yeah, the impromptu vacation probably had been pretty great because alone on the road and in hotels was still alone which was more privacy than they ever got when they were home.
 
   The reminder of their living arrangements soured Skylar’s mood all over again as she continued her search for the phone. She loved having Jemma as a roommate. There was always someone around to talk to, hang with and complain to. She liked her independence and all but she was really going to miss Jemma when she returned from her trip and finished moving her things next door.
 
   She seriously needed to run that whole roommate swap idea past Cash. It wasn’t a terrible idea, she reassured herself. It was logical really. 
 
   Cash and Jemma needed their privacy. They were starting their life together. Their adult, grown-up family life. They were going to get married soon and not long after that baby Bomar would grace the world with his screaming, crying, up all night presence. 
 
   Colt didn’t need that in his life. He shouldn’t be a part of that. He needed to move out, even if he and Cash would neither one admit it to themselves. They were both too hard headed to admit that they weren’t in fact conjoined twins and it was time to separate. Jemma was too sweet to tell Colt to take a hike and give them space. That was where she came in.
 
   Two birds, one stone. Colt needed out of that apartment. She wanted a new roommate. More importantly, she wanted him with her and thought if she had him close it would be a lot easier to convince him he wanted her too. It was win-win-win really.
 
   Katy Perry belting about fireworks jolted Skylar up from where she’d been digging in the sofa cushions and she listened intently, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. Bedroom. She headed down the hallway and the ringing stopped. It didn’t matter though, because as soon as she’d identified that it was in the bedroom she knew where she was going to find it.
 
   She grinned as she rounded her bed and saw that the phone was sitting on the nightstand as if it had been there all along. It had. It just wasn’t where she’d left it. She might be forgetful but she knew for a fact that she hadn’t brought the phone in here and plugged it in so that it would be fully charged for her to go to work today.
 
   No. She hadn’t done that but she knew who had. Colt. Her heart thumped too hard in her chest and she bit her lip to stifle a smile even though she was alone. It was such a sweet, thoughtful gesture. Completely at odds with the man that claimed he was no good and couldn’t give her what she needed, what she deserved.
 
   Okay, so maybe she went a little weak-kneed when he did sweet things like this but that was different. These were the kinds of things boyfriends were supposed to do. It was the kind of caretaking that normal people did. Not the yo-yo, push-pull, over the top stuff where he was mean to her in order to save her. That was crap. This, this was so sweet she wanted to hug him.
 
   Skylar pulled the phone from the charger and checked her messages. There were two texts from Billie from the night before and she winced as she remembered they’d been discussing getting together before Colt knocked on her door. She would have to text her friend back and apologize for the distraction. Maybe they could get drinks and girl talk tonight since Jemma was still out of town. God knew she could use some female advice about what to do with Colt after the events of last night.
 
   While Jemma had maintained her title of best friend throughout the five years she’d been away at college and then living in Texas, Billie ran a close second place. The three of them had forged a friendship back in school that stuck. As different as night and day maybe, but childhood friendships didn’t care about money or neighborhoods or upbringings. They were an unlikely trio but they’d seen each other through hard times.
 
   With Jemma out of town, and so closely related to Colt now, Billie was her obvious go to for advice.
 
   She punched out a quick message to her friend, knowing it was unlikely the bartender was up at this hour, and then switched to her voicemail. One glance at the missed call told her that she should have checked it first. Her assistant, Rachel, only ever called in case of emergency and as she listened to the message she groaned because it was exactly that.
 
   “Sk-Sk-Skylar? It’s Rachel.” The younger girl’s voice came through the line so softly she had to turn the volume on the speaker up and she winced when she heard the nervous stutter, “Um, there’s a pr-pr-problem at the salon. I just got here and… well… the front window is busted. There’s glass everywhere. It looks like so-so-somebody threw a brick through the windows of the entire building. I don’t know what to do. Can you… uh, call me or get down here? P-p-please. Ok, thank you. Bye.”
 
   Skylar rubbed her eyes as she listened to the message a second time. Somebody threw something through her windows? What the hell was that all about? Why would anyone do that? It was probably kids having a little fun, going a little wild, but destruction of property was not cool and she was going to have their asses in a sling when she figured out who it was.
 
   First she had to deal with the mess though and that meant her shop would need to be closed until she could get it fixed. If she phoned her brother she might be able to get him and his friends to board it up for the time being at least. There was no telling from that message if there was more damage inside the shop though and she was already trying to figure up the costs to replace the giant windows that framed the entire storefront when the phone began to ring in her hand again.
 
   The number that pulled up was from the salon this time and she picked up even as she hurriedly grabbed clothes from her closet, “Hey Rach, sorry I missed…”
 
   “Sky, it’s me.”
 
   She stopped short. The shirt in her hand frozen in mid-air. The phone tucked between her shoulder and ear. Everything stopped except for the pounding of her heart when she heard that all too familiar, deep, baritone voice and for a split second she thought she was hallucinating again.
 
   “Skylar?” Colt repeated, “You there?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry.” She cleared her throat and prayed her voice sounded steadier than she felt, “I was expecting Rachel.”
 
   “I figured.” He cleared his throat too and she wondered if he was as nervous as she was.
 
   This wasn’t supposed to be their first conversation after last night. He’d slept with her and left before sunrise. He’d made love to her and then walked away. They’d had their one night together and now… well now she didn’t know what he expected them to do or say to each other but she had a feeling whatever it was, it wasn’t this.
 
   “Are you at the salon?” She finally asked when he remained quiet.
 
   It was a stupid question. Of course he was at the salon. He’d called her from the salon number.
 
   “Uh, yeah. I showed up for work a little while ago and saw the damage. It looks like somebody threw bricks through my window, got a little zealous and decided to include yours while they were at it. Remy and I are helping to clean up but you should get down here and take a look. I’ll get you the number for my insurance company too so you can give them your information.”
 
   Her mind whirled as he spoke. Insurance information. Their first conversation post life-altering sex was about insurance information? She very nearly laughed at the absurdity of it. If this was the universe’s way of telling her that they were both grown adults that could handle this maturely, then bravo.
 
   “Sky, did you hear me?”
 
   She forced her attention back to the phone and nodded even though he couldn’t see her, “Yeah, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   “I’ll cover whatever was damaged.”
 
   She hesitated, “Um… why would you do that?” 
 
   “Because they were aiming for me. Trust me. This is my problem. Not yours.”
 
   “Since both of our shops are damaged, I’d say it’s both of us that have the problem.” 
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “Don’t do anything until I get there.” She hung up before he could argue any more.
 
   This was not how she’d thought her morning was going to go. Not at all. She hadn’t even been sure she would see Colt today, let alone talk to him. But broken windows be damned, they were not reverting to him trying to protect her from shit that she didn’t need protection from. 
 
   She was an adult. She was a grown woman. She could deal with the damage at the shop and she could deal with Colt Bomar. She would deal with him. She just had to get dressed, get down there, and judge his mood so she could figure out her next move.
 
   She should know soon enough if he needed a good hard shove in the right direction or some time and space to work it out for himself. Who knows, she might even have to thank the little punks that busted their windows out. Despite the horrible news that she would have to shut down the salon for the day, she walked out the door with a smile on her face.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Fuck, she’d been crying.              
 
   That was his first thought when Skylar walked through the busted front door of her salon. She’d been crying. She’d tried to cover it up and she’d done a good job but he knew her too well not to recognize the signs. Her eyelids were puffy and the blue of her eyes was stark against the slight redness. She’d been crying and he was the cause.
 
   He was a bastard. He knew that. He’d known it all his life. But he’d never felt quite so much like the worthless piece of shit everyone in this town thought he was until right at that moment.
 
   Colt had tried to keep himself busy after that awkward phone call with Skylar and it hadn’t been hard. Her shop, like his, was a mess. The guys that had thrown bricks through the storefronts hadn’t stopped there. His side looked like a disaster area and the only thing keeping him remotely calm was the fact that Skylar’s place was undisturbed minus the windows, which meant they hadn’t intended to include her in their destructive raid. 
 
   He’d been attempting to catalog all of the damage in his shop when Remy showed up and said there was a girl standing on the street shivering like a leaf and staring at Split Ends busted front door. From the description alone he’d known that it wasn’t Skylar but he’d still sent his brother back out to deal with the girl in case Skylar was inside. He’d hoped to avoid her but of course, when Remy had come back to tell him that the only person over there was a shy little thing that seemed nervous being alone with him, he’d forced himself to man up and go over to the salon.
 
   He would have had to deal with Skylar eventually. That’s what he’d told himself. Best to rip the Band-Aid off now and see what kind of permanent and lasting damage he had done. If it turned out that he’d inflicted a deep gash in their friendship then he would just have to deal with that and he’d sworn, repeatedly, that if Skylar said she wanted a complete amputation, him out of her life for good, then he would find a way to live with that too.
 
   He thought he had prepared himself. He’d thought he knew what to expect. But when Skylar walked through those doors looking every bit like the same sexy, beautiful woman that he had spent the night holding and then forced himself to leave just before dawn, looking as if she’d cried when she woke up alone, and then smiled at him, his entire world blew apart.
 
   “Hey! You’re still here. Thanks for coming over to help clean up.”
 
   A smile? He blinked as she swept into the room, carefully avoiding as much glass as possible, tossing her purse down on a counter and then continuing towards him with that dazzling smile firmly in place. She was smiling at him, talking to him, thanking him and he had no idea how he was supposed to respond so he didn’t. 
 
   He stared at her and tried to figure out how much trouble he was in. There was no anger in her eyes or her voice. She wasn’t preparing to yell at him from the look of it. She was talking to him, looking at him, not shutting him out or avoiding him like she’d done for the past few weeks when she was mad at him. He would have at least known how to proceed if she’d reacted to him with either of those extremes but this… the smile and the welcome completely threw him for a loop.
 
   And it made something in his chest hurt. Pain ripped through him. His guts twisted and he felt sick to his stomach. Dread and something else, something he thought was disappointment, ricocheted through him.
 
   She was acting as if nothing had happened between them. Like nothing had changed. Like they were still just two good friends that hadn’t spent the past twelve hours wrapped around each other’s naked bodies. Like the single best night of his life had never even happened.
 
   “Colt?” Skylar stopped in front of him, her hands on her hips, her head tilted slightly and he realized she’d said something to him that he had completely missed.
 
   “Uh, sorry, what?”
 
   “I asked what I need to be doing.” She looked around and sighed heavily, “I don’t even know where to start.”
 
   “Well, the cops are on their way. Rachel called them before I got here.” He scowled at the idea of dealing with the police, “They said not to clean up until they get here to take some photos I think.”
 
   Skylar glanced around the empty salon, “Speaking of, where is Rachel?”
 
   “Oh, she cut her hand trying to pick up some glass. Remy is bandaging it up for her. They’re in the back looking for disinfect…”
 
   “Rachel’s with Remy?” Skylar’s eyes went wide as she cut him off and grabbed his arm.
 
   “Uh, yeah.” He tried to ignore the tingle that radiated from the place she touched him.
 
   “Are you insane?” She glanced at her hand and then dropped it back to her side.
 
   Since he was fairly certain the answer to that was yes, he remained quiet. He’d clearly lost his mind yesterday when he crossed the line and touched her, when he went to her place and took her to bed. And considering that all he wanted was to reach for her now, to pull her into his arms and kiss her instead of dealing with this mess, he figured he was certifiable. He was so lost in that fantasy it took him a minute to catch what else she was saying.
 
   “You know how Rachel gets around men! It took her months to get comfortable being in the shop with male customers. You should know. She used to shiver like a tree in a tornado every time you walked in the door. She still stutters just saying hi to you and you left her with Remy? Remy!”
 
   She wasn’t yelling at him but the hissed whisper was almost worse because as soon as she said it, he realized just how distracted he’d been all morning. He knew better and Skylar was right, he hadn’t been thinking. He should have put it together as soon as Remy came back and said there was a scared girl alone at Split Ends but he hadn’t.
 
   Rachel Grant was the complete opposite of Skylar. She was quiet and shy and withdrawn. She rarely spoke and when she did she had a tendency to stammer over her words. Colt didn’t know her well. Hell, he barely knew her name. He didn’t even know how the girl had come to work for Skylar, but he did know that she always looked at him like he was the big, bad wolf.
 
   And he’d sent Remy to the back to help her. Remy. His big brother that made intimidation look like an art form. Jesus, if Rachel looked at him and saw trouble she probably looked at Remy and saw the boogeyman come to life.
 
   He winced, “Shit.”
 
   “Yeah, shit.” Skylar started to step past him and raised her voice, “Rach? It’s Sky. I got your message. I’m here.”
 
   “Hey, I didn’t think.” Colt reached out and caught her arm, “I’m sorry.”
 
   She surprised him by grinning again, her blue eyes twinkling, “Another apology? Who are you and what’ve you done with my favorite Bomar boy?”
 
   That pain in his chest intensified and he found himself smiling back at her, “I’m your favorite huh?”
 
   “Most days.”
 
   He snorted, “Except when I’m being an asshole?”
 
   “I was gonna say except the days I get to see Ford shirtless under the hood of one of his muscle cars but yeah… that too.” 
 
   A flash of red hot jealousy shot through him. Ford? Ford! He hated the idea of Skylar ogling any of his cousins but Ford? Really? The guy was giving those duck people a run for their money with his refusal to cut his hair or beard these days. He looked like a goddamned mountain man. Since when did Skylar have a thing for that? She hated the great outdoors.
 
   He felt an overwhelming urge to put his fist through Ford’s face. Yeah that’d go over well with his cousins and probably earn him a beating. But it’d be worth it to let each and every one of his family members know that Skylar was his.
 
   He didn’t even realize he was making a low growling noise in his throat until she giggled and put a hand on his chest. His. She was his. He still had a hold on her other wrist and he swiped his thumb across her pulse, which was racing. He tugged her closer and she tipped her face up expectantly. When she licked her pretty pink lips he wanted to close the few inches between them and kiss her teasing mouth.
 
   “Oh! So-so-sorry. I’m interrupting.”
 
   Colt released Skylar at the sound of the soft female voice behind her and stumbled away. His throat felt tight and his blood was roaring through his ears again. One more second and he would have crossed the line all over again and said to hell with the consequences. He breathed a sigh of relief when Skylar stepped back from him as well.
 
   No. She wasn’t his. He’d only had her for one night. They were friends, or at least he hoped they still were. And if he needed a reminder of why he couldn’t give her more than that, all he had to do was look around at the damaged salon.
 
   This was his fault. He’d brought this to her door. And even if they’d only hit her salon as an accident when they busted up his place, it was too close for comfort. He couldn’t have this kind of shit touching her.
 
   “No worries, Colt and I can finish our discussion later.” Skylar seemed oblivious to his change of mood when she smiled and turned to face the girl that had come into the room. “He said you hurt your hand and his brother was helping you clean it up. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Um, ye-yeah, everything is…”
 
   “Great.” Remy stepped into the room behind her, a soft smile on his face as he looked down at the girl who was nervously picking at a makeshift bandage covering her palm, “Right Rachel?”
 
   Colt glanced between the two of them and felt his smile fall. What the…? Rachel didn’t move away from Remy. She shyly glanced up at him from under her lashes and her cheeks tinged pink but she didn’t recoil when he gently reached out and stopped her twitching hands. His brother smiled in return and the girl blushed harder. Colt blinked but the two of them were still standing there beside each other grinning at each other like idiots.
 
   “I…” Skylar glanced between the two of them as well, “You all good Rach?”
 
   The shy brunette nodded and then ducked her chin to her chest.
 
   “Oh… kay.” Skylar pursed her lips and then focused her attention on his brother, “Thanks for helping her, Remy.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Is the cut bad?” 
 
   “Remy said it isn’t deep but that we should put some disinfectant on it.” Rachel spoke up, no stuttering at all, which must have surprised Skylar as much as it did him because both her eyebrows winged up, “I don’t need stitches or anything but I need to get it bandaged up so it doesn’t get infected.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor?”
 
   “No, that’s okay. Remy said he can do it and that there are supplies next door at Fine Lines. I looked in the back but we don’t have anything like that.” The girl shyly glanced up at his brother before turning back to Skylar, “We were just about to head next door.”
 
   “Uh, okay, yeah.” Skylar nodded hesitantly, “If you’re okay with him patching it up…”
 
   “I had medical training in the army. I can handle a cut, Skylar.” Remy interjected with a firm nod.
 
   “Okay then.”
 
   “Okay. Good.” Rachel started picking at the bandage again, “I’ll go get this wrapped up and then I’ll come back and help you clean.”
 
   “We’ll come back and help clean.” Remy corrected with another of those gentle smiles that made Colt’s heart clench when his brother nodded in his direction, “Give you two some time alone to figure things out in here.”
 
   With a guiding hand that didn’t quite touch her, Remy skirted Rachel past them and carefully out the broken front door. There was nothing but silence for a few long moments as they exited the building. Colt stared at the spot where the person that looked like his brother but sounded nothing like him had disappeared until Skylar smacked him across the arm.
 
   “Oh my God!” She hissed.
 
   “Ow.” He rubbed his bicep.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Skylar gaped at him, “That was Rachel right? My assistant that freaks out whenever a man walks into the same room as her? That was her, smiling and blushing at your brother like a schoolgirl with a crush? I’m not the only one that saw that right?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.” He ran a hand through his hair, “I’m still trying to figure out if that was really my brother though because that’s the first I’ve ever seen of a kinder, gentler Remington Bomar in my entire life.”
 
   “She didn’t stammer at all after he came into the room. How weird is that?” Skylar gaped.
 
   “I don’t know what the fuck just happened.” He admitted.
 
   “I don’t either but I’m worried. I don’t want your brother anywhere near that girl. She has enough problems. She doesn’t need a guy like him sniffing around her.”
 
   “He’s my brother so I should probably defend him. I mean, if she isn’t stammering then he must not make her nervous right? But it’s still Remy so…”
 
   “I know.” Skylar squeezed his arm again and then sighed, “We’ve got to keep an eye on them but first things first, what do we need to do in here?”
 
   Colt frowned at the reminder of the mess they were standing in, “Right now we’re in a holding pattern. I called the building super and let him know what had happened. Rachel said the deputies were on their way but if she told them my shop was involved I think it’s safe to say they’ll take their sweet ass time getting down here. While we wait, I’ll get you my insurance agent’s information. I already called and told him you’d be phoning. We’ll get this cleaned up and go from there.”
 
   Skylar tilted her head, “Why would I call your insurance agent?”
 
   “Because I’m paying for this.”
 
   He groaned when he saw her lips thin. He knew that look. He’d been expecting it since the moment she walked into the shop. She was gearing up for a fight. He’d known that phone call earlier had gone too smoothly. She hadn’t caught on to what he already knew which meant he was going to have to lay it out for her. 
 
   This was his fault. 
 
   “No. You’re not.”
 
   “Yes. I am.”
 
   “Please explain to me why you would pay for the damage done to my salon.”
 
   “I told you earlier, they were aiming for me. It’s my shop they targeted. From the looks of it, yours was just collateral damage. So yeah, it’s my insurance that’s going to cover it.”
 
   Skylar paused and stared at him for a long moment, “What do you mean targeted your shop? This was probably just some random kids getting into trouble. Wasn’t it?”
 
   He adored that she could be so naïve. Her first thought was that a group of teenagers had decided to go a step further than toilet papering and this had been the result. It never would have occurred to her that this damage was the result of a premeditated plan by grown ass men to cause trouble for him because she didn’t live with the same dark shadows that he did.
 
   And he hated that he was going to have to show her his now.
 
   “No. It wasn’t kids.”
 
   “How do you know that?” Her hands went to her hips.
 
   “Because they left a message for me at my shop.”
 
   “What kind of message?”
 
   “Nothing that bears repeating.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, “Look, somebody’s not too happy with me but this has nothing to do with you and…”
 
   “Nothing to do with me?” Her eyebrows winged up, “Colt, we’re standing in the wreckage of my salon. I think it definitely has something to do with me.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “No. Don’t Sky me like that. I’m not being ridiculous and you’re not going to get away with shutting me out. Not this time.” She poked a finger in his chest, “I want to know what’s going on and I want to know right now. Whatever this is, whatever you think happened, we’ll deal with it together.”
 
   That word, together, made the ache in his chest come back full force and he fought a wince because he couldn’t have it, “Sky...”
 
   “Colt.” She said his name softly and surprised him by moving back in close and framing his face between her small hands, “I don’t want to fight with you anymore but I will if you make me.”
 
   “I don’t want to fight with you either but…”
 
   “Then don’t.” She tiptoed up and brushed her lips against his in a whisper of a kiss before she pulled away, “I’m going to go check on those two next door and then you can explain to me what you think happened here.”
 
   The pleasure of her brief kiss lulled him into a false sense of peace and it took him a second too long to realize what she’d said. Skylar had already stepped out of his arms and headed for the door when he winced. She was going next door to his shop to check on Remy and Rachel but that also meant she was going to see the damage to his place.
 
   “I’ll go check on them. You stay here.” He hurried after her and caught her eye roll.
 
   “Nice try but no.”
 
   “There’s glass over there. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   She gave a very unladylike snort, “There’s glass all over my shop too. Care to try again? Maybe with the truth this time? Why don’t you want me going next door, Colt?”
 
   Because when she saw the damage to his place, she was going to freak out. Because she wouldn’t be able to laugh this off. Because she would demand answers that he wasn’t sure he could give her. But mostly because he worried that having her anywhere near him would show the guys responsible that she was important to him and they really would come after her next. 
 
   He must have stayed silent too long because Skylar gave him a disappointed sigh and then stepped around him to continue towards his shop. Colt groaned but followed after her. He couldn’t stop her without physically restraining her and really, despite his fantasies about tying her up, he wouldn’t do that. She was going to see the shop either now or later when the police finally arrived. He might as well get it over with.
 
   Since she didn’t wait for him, he was a couple of steps behind when she reached the wide open space that used to be his glass door. Now it was nothing but a gaping hole. It lay in broken shambles, ruined, just like everything else in his shop.
 
   “Be careful. The glass is…”
 
   “Oh. My. God.” Skylar’s gasp cut him off and he winced when he saw her hand come up to cover her mouth.
 
   He knew what she was seeing. He’d been shocked when he walked in and saw it earlier too. It was as if the person, or more likely people, responsible had set out with the goal of destroying every single thing they could get their hands on.
 
   Not only were the windows smashed but every mirror inside had also been broken. The framed art that had been hanging on the walls was alternately torn down or spray painted over. The counter was smashed to bits and pieces. His leather chairs had been gashed open and ripped apart. There were holes in the walls and suspicious fluids on the floors. 
 
   It was a total loss. He would have to start from scratch. Only this time he wouldn’t start with a nice, clean studio. He would have to start with trash, which was so damn fitting it hurt.
 
   He was a Bomar. He’d known the instant he saw the broken windows what had happened. He’d never mistaken the damage for something kids could have done but the message spray painted on his wall had more than confirmed that this attack had been brought on by his association with his family.
 
   In big, bold, spray-painted letters, his wall now read, “Lie. Cheat. Steal. The Bomar Way.”
 
   He read the words and felt his anger flare to life all over again. He shoved his hands into his pockets when they balled into fists. Worrying about Skylar, about her salon, even worrying about Rachel, it had distracted him from his anger for a few minutes. Walking back into his business and seeing the ruins of everything he had worked so hard for brought it all roaring back.
 
   “Oh God… Colt?” Skylar’s voice pulled his attention back to her and he sighed at the questions swimming there.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You were going to ask who would do this and the answer is, I don’t know.” He snorted when her lips pursed, “I don’t know who is dumb enough to attack us so blatantly like this.”
 
   “Us? I thought you said my shop was just collateral damage?”
 
   “Not you and I us. Bomars, us.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   He tried to ignore the slight pout that marred Skylar’s beautiful face. He couldn’t get into the argument that they were not an us right now. If anything, this was the reminder he’d needed to keep her at arm’s length after last night. Her shop had gotten busted up just for being next door to his. If whoever had done it figured out how important she was to him…
 
   “Look, I don’t know who did this but you can be damn sure I’m going to find out and when I do, they’re going to pay.”
 
   Skylar frowned, “I don’t like the sound of that, Colt. Let the authorities deal with it. They’ll figure out who was involved and we’ll press charges.”
 
   He rolled his eyes this time, “Yeah, I should trust the cops to help when they clearly jumped right up and came over? It’s been a half hour and you can get across this tiny town in ten minutes. They’re already slacking because of my last name. I’ll deal with it myself, thanks.”
 
   “Using your fists to fix your problems is probably what brought this on to start with.”
 
   “Don’t start, Skylar. I’m a Bomar. I’ve told you before there are things about me that you’re never going to understand and dealing with this kind of thing is one of them.”
 
   She stared up at him for a long moment and he prepared himself for another rebuttal so he was shocked when she once again completely ignored his bad attitude and moved into his personal space, “Colt, I worry about you.”
 
   His hand had a mind of its own and he brushed her hair back, “Don’t waste your time worrying about me. I’m not worth it.”
 
   “I think you are.”
 
   “That’s because you’re an angel… and way too good for me.”
 
   She caught his hand when he started to pull away and placed it back on her cheek, holding him to her, “One of these days, I’m going to make you see yourself like I see you.”
 
   Someday, he hoped that was true. Because he had no idea what she saw in him but it made him want to be that man. The man that was good enough to earn her time and her affection. But he wasn’t that man yet, and standing in his ruined shop arguing about whether he was going to lay a beat down on the people responsible proved it.
 
   He stroked his thumb across her cheek, “I’m going to handle the people responsible for this, Sky. I just need you to stay safe. I can’t stand the thought of you getting dragged into this mess.”
 
   “Stop trying to protect me.”
 
   “Never.” 
 
   That pain in his chest intensified as he looked down at her. He slipped his hand from her cheek back into her hair. He needed to kiss her. Again. Now. While he still could. He knew all the reasons it was a bad idea but right there, at that moment, all that mattered was that she was here, with him, and she wanted him as much as he wanted her. She tipped her face back just as he lowered his head.
 
   And then a loud yell destroyed the moment.
 
   “Well, well, a Bomar in trouble? It must be a day that ends in Y.”
 
   Colt had been dealing with bullshit like that his entire life so he clenched his jaw and tried not to let it get to him. He dropped his hands from Skylar and stepped back. She frowned as she turned to face their intruder but he moved in front of her and shook his head. He didn’t need her defending him.
 
   “Well, well, if it isn’t Johnny Law. Glad you could drag yourself away from the donuts long enough to do your job.”
 
   The deputy that was strolling into his shop glared at him and Colt flashed his teeth. Damn, just knowing he could still get to the bastard was enough to lighten his dark mood. Sometimes it was about the simple joys in life and pissing off Lawson Trebly had been a particular pleasure for him ever since the little shit got him sent to juvie in middle school.
 
   But lately, the biggest reason he’d found for wanting to put his fist through the cocky asshole’s face was the way he looked at Skylar. And as if he had no sense of self-preservation, the deputy caught sight of her standing there and his glare lessened. He smiled, flashing dimples and good ol’ boy charm, as he moved closer with all of his attention firmly on her.
 
   “Sky, I’m sorry it took me so long to get down here. They gave me the address and…”
 
   “And you thought it was just Colt’s shop so you figured why bother hurrying?” Skylar didn’t return his smile and the other man grimaced, “I guess I should just be thankful you finally showed up, huh Law?”
 
   “I… uh… went next door but…”
 
   “But clearly the real damage was done here, as you can see.”
 
   Colt smirked when Lawson blinked at Skylar like he wasn’t completely sure what was happening. He figured this was the first time the lawman was seeing this side of Skylar. His girl was all sweetness with a dash of spice most days but damn if he wasn’t enjoying watching her put someone other than him in their place.
 
   Wait… his girl?
 
   Almost as if his misguided thought about Skylar being his had conjured his worst nightmare, another figure stepped through the open doorway. No, not one figure. Two. He took in the new additions to the party and scowled. If there was ever a shining example of the differences between him and Skylar, it was in the two men that walked in at that exact moment.
 
   Owen Holland glanced around the destroyed shop and immediately moved towards his sister, “Jesus, Sky. This is a mess. Are you okay? What’s going on? Your message just said to come down and help clean up but you weren’t next door.”
 
   Skylar moved toward her brother, meeting him in the middle, and Colt let her go. He had no reason to reach for her, to keep her by his side, even if he’d liked having her there. He had his own family to deal with and he knew that while Owen had showed up because he was worried, Lincoln was walking towards him for a completely different reason.
 
   “Hey.” His cousin returned his scowl as his eyes scanned over him quickly, “You okay?”
 
   “Fine. It happened overnight. Found it when I got in this morning.”
 
   Lincoln scrubbed a hand through his hair, “This is a hell of a mess. Would have taken some time for one guy to do all this. Nobody heard or saw anything?”
 
   “Not that I know of but I haven’t exactly had a chance to interrogate the neighbors yet.”
 
   “Course not, been too busy babysitting your girlfriend.”
 
   Colt growled, “Leave her out of this.”
 
   He realized his mistake as soon as Lincoln’s scowl turned into a smirk. He’d been calling Colt out about his friendship with Skylar for months. He was always poking and prodding at him about being sweet on the girl but every time Colt had always rebutted with the truth that she wasn’t his girlfriend. He hadn’t this time and that was far more telling than it would have been if his cousin had walked in and found him kissing the girl.
 
   “Gonna be hard to do that considering they hit her shop too.”
 
   In an attempt to change the subject Colt cleared his throat, “They. You think it was more than one person?”
 
   Lincoln nodded, “Probably. Like I said, it’s a lot of damage for one guy to do by himself.”
 
   “I thought the same thing.”
 
   “So the question is, who’ve you pissed off lately Cuz?”
 
   Colt fought the urge to lash out and took a deep breath before he responded evenly, “This isn’t somebody I pissed off, Link. This is someone we pissed off.”
 
   “How do you figure that?”
 
   “Look at the damn wall. It’s an issue with all of us. This is Bomar shit.”
 
   Lincoln stared at the writing on the wall and then lowered his voice considerably, “Maybe but they went after you for a reason. It’s got to be somebody you’re connected to. Maybe a sore loser from the fights?”
 
   That was exactly what he had been thinking so he simply nodded. They couldn’t get into this conversation here. Not with Deputy Trebly standing a few feet away talking to Skylar and her brother but most likely eavesdropping on them. This was a discussion for later, somewhere private where there was only family around.
 
   “Where’s Remy?” Lincoln asked instead of elaborating.
 
   “He’s in back with Skylar’s assistant I think. The girl cut her hand on some glass and he was cleaning it up for her.”
 
   Colt ignored the confused look that crossed his cousin’s face. He was pretty confused himself. Now that he thought about it, he realized that not only had his older brother offered to help Rachel and taken her to the back but he hadn’t come out. The girl seemed to hate being around crowds, particularly of men, so if Remy was keeping her company back there instead of bringing her out among the growing group, that was even more confusing. 
 
   Remy doing something nice for somebody other than himself? It was best not to mention that weirdness to Lincoln until he had a better idea what was going on. He was still trying to figure his brother out and this was more evidence that Remy wasn’t quite the careless, selfish bastard Colt had always pegged him as.
 
   “Hey, check it out…” Lincoln’s voice pulled his attention back to their conversation, “Looks like your girlfriend’s boyfriend just showed up.”
 
   Colt flipped back to the front of the store and felt his fists clench all over again. Watching Trey walk through the door of his shop and wrap Skylar in a hug made his blood pressure skyrocket. He felt like his head was going to explode.
 
   What the hell was Trey doing here? Why had he come? Why was he touching Skylar? She’d told him they broke up.
 
   “We need to go next door and check the damage to fill out your report.” Deputy Trebly was telling Skylar.
 
   “Um… yeah, just give me a second would you?” 
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at Colt, worry darkening her eyes and he clenched his fists. Was she worried about him seeing her hug Trey? Well, she shouldn’t be. He didn’t care. Nope. Didn’t give a shit. She could hug whoever she wanted. She wasn’t his. She would never be his.
 
   Colt turned on his heel to go to the back and check on Remy and Rachel. It would give him something to do other than beat the shit out of Skylar’s boyfriend. And he didn’t feel like going to jail for murder today.
 
   He didn’t care if she was getting back together with Trey. Didn’t care if they’d never really broken up. He didn’t care. Yeah, and if he kept telling himself that it just might be true… eventually. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Skylar sat on the front steps outside Colt’s apartment and tried not to think about the last time she’d waited here for him to return. She’d told herself that she was only worried about Colt because he was her friend. But the second she’d seen him bloody and bruised, nothing could have stopped her from reaching for him that night.
 
   To offer comfort. To be there for him. To reassure him that someone cared if he was okay. And maybe, just a little bit, because she’d needed the reassurance that he was okay too.
 
   But he’d pushed her away, just like he always did. He’d snapped and snarled at her like a dog that had been kicked one too many times. And it had hurt so badly hearing that he didn’t want her there, didn’t want her to care about him, that she’d walked away.
 
   She’d spent weeks pretending that she didn’t care. Weeks trying to convince herself that it would be better for both of them if she didn’t. Weeks of forcing herself not to think of him and trying to move on, trying to be with another man, a good man, but in the end trying not to think about him had only made her think of him even more and that had made her mad.
 
   Getting mad at Colt was easy. He gave her plenty of reasons to be angry with him. Staying mad at him, however, had proven to be the tough part. Because even through her anger, she knew that she couldn’t hold his reactions against him.
 
   He was what he was. He was a wild animal and he lashed out when he felt threatened. He didn’t know how to trust because everyone he should have been able to rely on had let him down. His first instant was to fight because he’d had to fight all of his life just to survive a father that wanted him dead and a mother too stoned to take care of him. He isolated himself because Cash was the only person in the world that had never abandoned him.
 
   She couldn’t blame him for that. She couldn’t hold any of that against him. He was what he was but she was what she was too. She was a fighter too and this time she couldn’t let him win. She couldn’t let him push her away. She wouldn’t.
 
   All day she’d watched him retreat further and further into himself, further and further away from her, and she wanted him back. She wanted Sweet Colt. The man that had made love to her in the middle of the night. She wanted Affectionate Colt. The man that had refused to stop protecting her. The man that, for just a minute there, she’d let herself believe loved her in return. 
 
   Despite the awful attack on their businesses, she’d had hope when the morning started. Colt had talked to her, even flirted a little. He hadn’t made any grand gestures to move them forward but he hadn’t backtracked either. She’d kissed him and he’d let her. He’d admitted that he worried about her and wanted to keep her safe. She’d thought that they were finally getting somewhere.
 
   And then Trey had walked in.
 
   Skylar silently cursed her newly minted ex-boyfriend all over again as she picked at her manicure. It was all kinds of wrong to blame Trey. She knew that. He’d come because he cared about her, because he was a good friend. She’d called Owen for help knowing full well that Trey was probably with him but she hadn’t been thinking about that. She hadn’t given a thought to how his presence would affect her fragile, precarious relationship with Colt. She hadn’t thought about the damage she was doing when she hugged him. Not until she’d turned around to find Colt watching them.
 
   She couldn’t name the look she’d seen on his face but it had scared her. The mix of anger and frustration weren’t surprising but it was something else that she couldn’t quite place that had made her heart ache. Disappointment maybe. But when she’d tried to go and talk to him, explain why Trey was there and tell him that it didn’t mean anything, he’d crossed his arms over his chest as though he needed the extra line of defense against her and then walked away.
 
   And he’d kept walking away. She’d had to deal with Indifferent Colt all day. Every time she approached him, he found somewhere else to be or someone else to talk to. He’d avoided her and ignored her and the one time she’d managed to sideline him for a split second he’d growled at the first mention of Trey’s name, said it was none of his business, and stormed away.
 
   She’d had too much going on to go after him. She’d filed a police report and talked to the insurance agent that Colt had given her number to. She’d sent her brother and Trey off to buy wood to board up the windows and then helped them get it installed when they came back. She’d swept up the glass and checked in on Rachel and her cut hand. She’d kept an eye on her shy assistant as she interacted with Colt’s big brother as well and if she had any spare energy to deal with someone else’s love life at the moment she would have been figuring out a way to keep Rachel away from Remy. 
 
   But she didn’t. Because she was too worried about Colt. And after she’d watched him leave with his cousin, her worry had morphed into actual fear.
 
   He’d left his shop late in the afternoon with Lincoln at his side. He’d crawled into his cousin’s truck and roared away without a backwards glance. When she’d asked Remy where they were going he’d given her the standard Bomar line that it was better if she didn’t know.
 
   So yeah, she’d been worried and as afternoon turned to evening and then to night and Colt remained away from the shop and then missing from his apartment, fear for his safety had begun to set in.
 
   Clearly whoever had hit the shops didn’t have a problem inflicting physical damage and after seeing the message on Colt’s wall she’d known her initial reaction had been wrong. It hadn’t been kids. It had been someone with a grudge that wanted to hurt Colt. They’d settled for his business this time but she wasn’t naive enough to think they wouldn’t love to take a shot at him if given a chance. 
 
   Colt had told her he didn’t know who was responsible but that had been before Lincoln showed up. She wasn’t stupid. She knew exactly who and what the eldest Bomar boy was. He was their unspoken leader and he was dangerous as hell. 
 
   She’d never spent much time with him. Whenever he came into the shop while she was hanging out with Colt, he’d dismissed her. Colt hadn’t wanted her near his cousins, any of them, but the way he sent her away when Lincoln appeared had been blatant and obvious.
 
   All she’d ever seen out of Lincoln was that cocky, knowing smirk that seemed to permanently reside on his face. And it was one sexy ass smirk. She could admit that. Lincoln Bomar had the kind of smile that could get a girl pregnant. It was a good thing her ovaries only threatened to explode for one Bomar boy and it wasn’t the criminally inclined leader of their little band of thieves.
 
   Despite that smile and the panty-dropping prowess that was legendary, Lincoln was also known for going from a grin to a scowl in the blink of an eye. She’d never seen it herself but she’d heard about it. He was smart and calculating and if Colt’s moods could be classified as volatile then Lincoln was a Molotov cocktail with no conscience or sense of right and wrong.
 
   If Lincoln had figured out who was responsible for the destruction of Colt’s business, she figured the two of them had gone off to deal with the person. That meant fists and fighting if she was being optimistic and if she wasn’t it probably meant bullets instead of bruises. Either way, it meant bloodshed and pain and that meant Colt would come home in one of his dark moods.
 
   Whenever he had to deal with his family, the darkness overtook him. His demons threatened to drag him down, back into hell. That was what dealing with the family business and his parents did to him. It brought out all the bad and reminded him that he hadn’t broken free, not yet, and she thought it scared him that he might never be free of them.
 
   But she’d seen the tattoo on his arm. She knew what it meant now. She’d always known really, she just hadn’t understood her part in it. He called her his angel and in the image she was pulling him up towards the light. She wasn’t an angel. She’d told him that. But if that was what he needed her to be, she’d damn sure try to save him.
 
   So here she was, sitting on his porch, waiting for him. Again. Worrying about him. Again. And knowing that when he did finally come home that it was highly likely he would try to send her away. Again. 
 
   She had no idea how long she sat there in the dark. She’d contemplated going home and waiting for him there, keeping a lookout through the window but she hadn’t trusted that she could get to him before he shut the door and locked her out if she did so she’d stayed put. She sat on the porch long enough that her butt went numb and she had to get up and stretch. Long enough that all she seemed capable of imagining was the worst.
 
   When a pair of headlights flashed over her, she squinted, trying to see if this time it was the man she would wait on forever or if it was just another false alarm. The headlights stayed on for a long minute after the truck pulled to a park across the lot. She was framed in the glow and her heart started to race, a sure sign that it was Colt’s gaze on her.
 
   She put her hand up to shield her eyes from the bright lights and they immediately clicked off. It was sad that she saw the simple act as a good sign. The man didn’t want to blind her? Yay! But with Colt she’d always taken the smallest gestures to heart because she didn’t know if she’d ever get the big ones.
 
   Skylar held her breath as the door of the old truck creaked open and the driver pulled his tall, broad frame out. The door slammed shut and her stomach twisted when he started walking towards her. In the dark and shadows of the poorly lit parking lot she couldn’t get a good look at him until he was only a few feet away. When she did, all of the air rushed out of her lungs with relief.
 
   He looked fine. Well, not fine. He looked tired and annoyed and seventeen different levels of pissed off but his face wasn’t marked. No black eyes. No busted lips. No broken nose. All the usual signs that he’d been in a fight were clear except… her gaze dropped to his hands and her heart lurched.
 
   There it was. The proof she’d been looking for. Confirmation of what he had been doing. His knuckles were blue and slightly swollen. He’d hit something, or more likely someone, but they hadn’t been given the chance to hit him back and for that, she found herself sending up a silent thank you.
 
   Jesus, when had she accepted that Colt coming home bruised was okay as long as he wasn’t hurt? She knew the answer. She’d accepted that this was a part of him right around the same time she’d fallen in love with him.
 
   She loved him. All of him. Even this violent, aggressive part of him that he hated himself for having.
 
   “Hey.” She swallowed hard when he stopped directly in front of her.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   His gruff question made her roll her eyes. Not hello. Not thanks for waiting up for me. Just the same rude question he always asked.
 
   “I would’ve thought that was obvious. I’m waiting on you.”
 
   His jaw jumped, “Why?”
 
   “Because we need to talk.”
 
   Colt stared at her for a long moment and she tried to figure out what he was thinking. It was impossible. He was wearing his mask of indifference. The same mask he always put on when he was trying to push her away. When he was trying to convince her that he was some sort of badass Bomar boy that she shouldn’t be around because he was dangerous.
 
   Well, too damn bad, she wasn’t the kind to scare easy.
 
   “Not tonight, Sky.”
 
   “Yes, tonight. Now.” She stood her ground.
 
   “It’s been a long fuckin’ day and I’m not in the mood for whatever this is. Go home. I don’t want you here. I want to be alone.”
 
   She watched as he stomped past her and didn’t miss that he was careful not to brush against her. Interesting. He didn’t want to talk to her, or touch her. He’d dismissed her with the same bullshit he’d used last time but they were past that now. He needed to catch up so she followed behind him and watched him scowl when she caught the door he attempted to close behind him and followed him inside.
 
   She shut the door behind her and turned to face him, “No, you don’t. You hate being alone.”
 
   “Get out, Sky.” He pointed at the door and raised his voice which only made her raise her eyebrows.
 
   “No. Not until we talk.”
 
   “I don’t want to fuckin’ talk!” He snarled and threw his keys on the table so hard they skidded right off the other side.
 
   Not so indifferent then. Angry Colt. The question was whether he was angry at her or angry at the world.
 
   “Fine. You can listen then. I didn’t call Trey today. He came with Ow…”
 
   “I am not talking about your boyfriend.” He cut her off with a growl.
 
   “Ex.”
 
   “Goddamnit Skylar. I’m not doing this with you. Go home. I can’t have you here right now. It isn’t safe. I’m on edge and if you stay…” He snapped off as if the rest of his sentence was something he couldn’t put into words and she blinked at him.
 
   “What? If I stay, what? You’ll say something you’ll regret?”
 
   His eyes flashed a warning before his lips curled into a sneer, “No. I’m going to do something you’ll regret.”
 
   She felt his eyes skate over her body and everything inside of her tensed. Low in her belly, heat unfurled at the leering way he eyed her. She couldn’t recall ever being eye-fucked quite so blatantly and she had to struggle to keep up.
 
   Oh! She hadn’t seen this coming but maybe she should have. He was a Bomar and there was a long-standing legend that they were only good for two things. Fighting and fucking. Colt had already done one of those today. It only seemed natural he’d be interested in the second.
 
   Instead of backing down like he clearly intended her to, she met his fiery gaze, “Who says I’d regret it?”
 
   “You would. Trust me. Because if you don’t leave, right now, I’m gonna be on you, Sky. I’m gonna mark you so that fuckin’ rig rat knows who you belong to. I’m gonna use you, hard, and I’m gonna ruin you for any other man.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a moan at the dirty threats he was delivering. Not indifferent at all. Angry Colt, sure, but also Sexy Colt. He’d said he was on edge and she’d thought she understood what that meant, but she hadn’t. He was on the verge of losing control. Finally. 
 
   No tempered touches. No excuses or reasonings. No caveats about one night. He was going to lose control and finally, finally take what he wanted. Her. And she felt like she’d been waiting for this moment forever.
 
   “It won’t be sweet this time. No soft words. No gentle kisses. I’m gonna take what I want from you and I’m not gonna hold back.”
 
   Skylar struggled to swallow past her suddenly dry throat. He was trying to scare her off again. The harsh, crude words were meant to send her running but all they did was turn her on and soften her heart to this man even more.
 
   He wanted her that badly? Needed her that much? He wanted to mark her? Claim her? Even as he dealt with whatever internal struggle was threatening to destroy him, he was still trying to protect her from him and that decided her fate.
 
   She was already ruined for any other man. Colt was the only one she wanted. He was the only one that made her feel like this. She loved him so she steeled herself for whatever obstacle he threw at her next.
 
   “I already told you.” She moved towards him slowly, as if he really were an animal that would spook, “I’ll take you however I can get you, Colt.”
 
   Heat sparked in his eyes when she trailed her hands up his chest. He caught her wrists in each of his and tugged them away. It was a forceful move but it didn’t hurt. Just like the tingles that radiated through her scalp when he gripped her hair tight in his fist and forced her head back was more pleasure than pain.
 
   He tilted her chin up and his mouth was on hers before she could even suck in a gulp of air. Rough. He stamped his lips to hers almost brutally and when she gasped he plunged his tongue into her mouth. She tried to keep up. She tried to return his kiss but he held her too tight, used too much pressure, and jerked back before she could adjust.
 
   “You said last night you wanted to suck me.” His eyes gleamed with a menacing dare, “Do it. Get on your knees.”
 
   Skylar fought a smile by biting her lips. Did he really think that was a threat? Being on her knees for him was something she’d fantasized about for months. If he expected her to fight him on this, he was in for a rude awakening.
 
   She gripped his hips for balance and dropped down. That earned her a sharp intake of breath and she did smile now that he couldn’t see it. He’d honestly believed she wouldn’t mind the order. Poor, misguided man truly thought his aggression would scare her. He should have learned after her numerous orgasms last night that she liked his bossy, dominant behavior and his dirty talk.
 
   With slightly shaky hands, she unbuttoned his jeans and carefully slid down the zipper. Colt cursed when she pulled the material down and freed his erection. Despite having had him inside her last night, this was her first real look at him and she had to bite off a curse of her own.
 
   The man was perfection.
 
   Long and thick with just the slightest curve to the left that she already knew from experience hit her in all the right places. Because it was Colt, she hadn’t been surprised to find he had the most intimidating dick she’d ever seen. What had surprised her was that the bastard had pierced it.
 
   A big silver barbell shot through the base. He’d told her that this piercing existed but until last night when she’d seen and felt it for herself, she’d honestly thought he was teasing her. She’d never added it to her fantasies of him and that was a damn shame because it was sexy as hell.
 
   She wanted to play with it. With her fingers. With her tongue. She wanted to play with him, learn exactly what he liked, find out what spots made him groan and what would send him over the edge. But from the tight way he held himself and the demand in his voice, she knew this wasn’t going to be her opportunity to do any of that.
 
   “Suck me, Sky. Now.”
 
   Colt circled his hand around his shaft and angled towards her. She licked her lips and he growled her name again in warning so she did what he wanted. She opened her mouth and slid down as far as she could, engulfing his cock and taking him down until her gag reflex kicked in and she couldn’t take another inch.
 
   “Fuckin’ hell.” Colt gasped and his fingers in her hair tightened.
 
   She couldn’t smile in her current position but she did hum her agreement as she tightened her lips and slid back up to the crown. She sucked hard and then licked and lapped at the head before taking him down again. She repeated the pattern again and again, earning her groans and clutching hands but when she cupped his heavy balls as well, Colt cursed again and she felt whatever thread of control he’d been holding onto snap.
 
   “Take me.” He snarled at the same time his hips snapped forward.
 
   He fucked her mouth, holding her head steady so she could do nothing but that over and over again. She held steady and relaxed her jaw. When he growled and thrust deep and then deeper still she squeezed her eyes shut to stamp out the flash of tears that sprang up. She forced her breathing to switch to his rhythm and the next time he went deep she swallowed him down her throat and earned another round of four letter words.
 
   It was fast and deep and brutal but she held onto him and let him have his way with her. Whatever he wanted. Whatever he needed. She could give it to him. Just when she expected him to grab her hard and force himself even deeper, he sucked in a gasp of air and his hips hesitated in their pounding rhythm.
 
   His voice was rough when he spoke, “Look at me.”
 
   She obliged as best she could considering he still had a firm grip on her hair and his cock was in her mouth. She tilted her head up slightly and then raised her eyes to meet his gaze. He stilled and the look in his eyes made her entire body lock up with a mixture of expectation and apprehension.
 
   “Had enough?”
 
   Really? She barely bit off her sarcasm. He was still trying to send her away?
 
   Skylar fought his hold on her hair for the first time and he instantly let go. No doubt he did so now because he thought he’d succeeded in pushing her away. He expected her to shove him off for being so rough and crude and leave him. She pulled off of him so she could speak. She didn’t want there to be any confusion on his part when he thought back on this moment.
 
   “No. Not even close to enough.”
 
   Her refusal to back down made something dark and dangerous flare in his eyes. Since she was on her knees and at his mercy, she wasn’t prepared when he reached down and grabbed her arms. He moved fast, hauling her up to her feet and then spinning her around. He plastered his front to her back and pinned her against the table in one easy move.
 
   When he gripped her chin and dragged her head back for another roughly possessive kiss, her knees went weak. He’d barely touched her. He’d used her rough and hard, just as he’d said he would. And all she wanted was more. He snarled as he broke the kiss and she whimpered at the loss of his lips.
 
   “Goddamnit. You’d let me hurt you?”
 
   “Holding back hurts me. Pushing me away hurts me. This?” She gasped as she tried to suck in much needed air, “This doesn’t hurt. Give me more.”
 
   He growled as he kicked her legs apart and ground his erection into her ass, “You want this?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He cursed again and then his hands were moving south. He ripped her jeans down her legs, taking her panties with them. She tried to help pull them off but he smacked her hands away.
 
   “Put them on the table and keep them there.”
 
   She did as she was told. Why wouldn’t she? Everything he’d done to her so far had only made her achy and needy. She needed to come, soon. Felt like she would combust any second and she wanted him inside her when that happened. The memory of having had that last night made her moan when she felt him prod at her entrance.
 
   She opened her mouth to beg him, to plead with him not to tease her, to give her what she needed, but before she could utter a word his hands went to her hips. He gripped her tight and pulled her back at the same time he shoved forward, impaling her. And she saw stars.
 
   “Yes!” She screamed as he pulled out and thrust again, hard enough to have her bending over the table and coming up on her toes to regain her balance.
 
   It was just as hard and rough as he’d promised it would be and her entire body lit up like a live wire. Yes. This was what she needed, what she’d always needed. Colt, completely out of control, needing her and taking her. After a few more brutal shoves inside of her, she was tilting her hips back trying to take more of him.
 
   “You’re soaking wet and gripping me like a vise.” He snarled at her ear, “You like this?”
 
   “Yes. God, yes. Please…” She squeaked when his motions slowed, “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
 
   Despite her protests, Colt jerked free of her body once more and she felt it like the loss of a limb. This was it. He was going to torture her by withholding her release. If he walked away from her now, like this, she feared she might never forgive him. 
 
   “Damn it Sky.”
 
   She whimpered, trying to process what was happening through the whirlwind of her desire and her need and her emotions. Colt turned her around and then lifted her to the table. He cupped her cheeks between his hands and forced her to meet his gaze.
 
   She blinked, confused by the sudden softness she saw there. He was studying her face as if she was the confusing one and his brows furrowed at whatever he saw there. She reached for him, already hating the distance between them, and this time he let her wrap her arms around his neck.
 
   “You said you’d take whatever you could get with me?”
 
   She didn’t understand the question so she nodded, “Yes.”
 
   “Even if this is all I can give you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   With one simple yet complex question, her crazy, swirling emotions stilled and her heart melted. Reassurance. That’s what he’d been looking for on her face. The strong, confident man in front of her needed reassurance and she was helpless not to try and give him what he needed. Colt held his breath but she couldn’t hold back, not anymore, not here and not now.
 
   “Because I love you.”
 
   A pained, almost fearful expression crossed his handsome face and her heart broke all over again. It shattered. Because she could see the uncertainty there and she knew she was on the verge of losing him. She tightened her grip on him and met his gaze, praying that he wouldn’t shut her out for something that had never been in her control.
 
   She loved him but she knew him well enough to know he couldn’t just accept it.
 
   “You don’t have to say it back. You don’t even have to feel the same way. It won’t change how I feel about you, Colt. Nothing will, because nothing can. I love you. I think I’ve always loved you.”
 
   Whether it was the admission of love or the permission not to reciprocate, Colt softened under her hands. Some of the tension left his shoulders and he moved into her again. He took her mouth and this time his kiss was soft but no less passionate. He made love to her mouth, teasing and stroking her back to a fever pitch. She was so lost in his beautiful kiss that she almost missed that he was undressing her.
 
   He kept kissing her as he unbuttoned her blouse and pushed it off her shoulders. Her bra was next and as it hit the floor she shoved her hands under his shirt and forced it over his head. He had to release her to remove it and then he was bending to remove both their pants as well. When they were finally naked, he moved back between her legs and she wrapped herself around him.
 
   Their gazes met and held and she forgot to breathe. Neither of them blinked as he slowly and steadily fed his length back into her. Once they were joined completely, he dropped his forehead to hers.
 
   “Please don’t give up on me.”
 
   She trembled in his arms, “Never.”
 
   Colt kissed her again as he began to slide in and out of her body. She’d thought it couldn’t get any better than the wild, desperate mating they’d started with but this… this was better. 
 
   It was everything he’d told her he couldn’t give her. Sweet. Gentle. Lovemaking. And even if he couldn’t say the words, she didn’t need them because his body was telling her what his lips couldn’t.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her, hauling her close so that they were wrapped tightly around each other, skin to skin, as close as any two people could be. She rolled her hips as he thrust into her and made them one. Like this she could feel their hearts beating wildly and she felt it the moment they synchronized into one steady beat.
 
   “You’re too good for me. So beautiful. So strong. So passionate.” Colt whispered against her ear as he thrust inside her, “I should let you go and be with someone that deserves you.”
 
   She bit her lip to stifle a cry of despair. No. No! He couldn’t do this to her. Not now. Not again. Not after she’d told him she loved him. Not while he was making love to her, body and soul, and binding them together. He couldn’t be planning to leave her when he was still inside her.
 
   Colt pulled back enough to look her in the eyes and she whimpered at the determination she saw in his gaze. He brushed her hair back and kissed her lightly. When he looked at her again, he shook his head.
 
   “But I can’t do it. Not anymore. You’re mine, Skylar.”
 
   Her heart soared and she nodded, “Yes. Yours.”
 
   “I don’t have a right to ask but say it again. Please.” He brushed his lips over her jaw.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.” He nipped her with his teeth.
 
   It wasn’t the three little words she yearned for but it was just as beautiful an admission. She was his. He was done pushing her away. He wanted her love and just knowing that he would accept it, accept her, sent her over the edge. Between her racing heart and the feel of his body wrapped around her, she couldn’t stop the orgasm that stole her breath.
 
   Colt groaned and plunged deep, “That’s it, angel. Come for me.”
 
   He kissed her as his hips sped again and she clutched him until her nails must have dug into his skin. She felt it coming. Felt him grow impossibly harder, felt him twitch, and when she felt his hot, wet seed erupt deep inside of her, she cried out at the incredible feeling of rightness.
 
   “Colt! Oh, Colt… I love you. I love you so much.” His climax forced another round of shudders through her before they collapsed against each other.
 
   They stayed like that for a long time. Holding each other, clutching at one another, refusing to break apart. For the first time in her life, Skylar understood the term soulmate. That’s what Colt was. Being with him completed her. They were better together than they could ever be apart.
 
   Sweaty and sated, their breathing began to slow as they held each other. Eventually the silence in the room became deafening. When Colt began to extricate himself she moaned and tightened her grip on him, terrified that the second she released him he would begin the process of pushing her away all over again.
 
   He sighed and then, as if he read her mind, he shook his head, “I’m only taking you to my bed, where you belong, where you should have been all along.”
 
   Colt picked her up easily and she let him. She cuddled into his embrace as he carried her through the apartment and to his bedroom. She curled up in his bed and let him tuck her against his side. 
 
   And she prayed that it was that easy, that they’d turned a corner in their relationship and could be together the way she so badly wanted them to be. But she knew better. 
 
   He’d taught her to expect the worst. Every time they took a step forward, he forced them to take two backwards. So she held her breath and waited for the other shoe to drop… and it didn’t even take until sunrise this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   He had no idea how much time had passed. No clue how long he had been staring at the ceiling, watching his fan loop lazy circles in the dark. But no matter how tight he held Skylar, how deep she cuddled into him or how much he focused on her even, steady breathing, he knew that peace wouldn’t come.
 
   Not tonight. Not sober. His demons were prowling and he could feel them just beneath his skin. They’d been scratching at the surface all day and nothing could quiet them now that Skylar had said those three awful amazing words.
 
   Colt swallowed past the terror that tightened his throat. It was the fear that gripped him tight and wouldn’t let him go. If it had just been anger or doubt or self-loathing he could have dealt with that, he had a lifetime of experience with those, but this bone deep fear was new.
 
   He’d grown up scared. He wasn’t the kind of man that lied to himself about that. He’d been scared of Decker and his drunk fists. He’d been scared of Chrissy and her confused ramblings. But even when he was a kid he hadn’t been scared for himself.
 
   He’d worried about Cash. He’d worried about being big enough to protect him. He’d worried about being strong enough to stand in front of him. He’d been scared that he would let his twin down the same way everyone else that should have looked after him had let them both down.
 
   Worrying about the people he loved was embedded in his DNA. Maybe he’d been born that way. He’d come out of the womb fighting and he hadn’t stopped since. His entire life he’d tried to take care of Cash, protect him, shield him, keep him safe.
 
   But all of that worry, all of his fears, paled in comparison to the terror he felt when he thought about hurting Skylar.
 
   She loved him. Fuck. How had he let this happen? And why did it send equal amounts of warmth and cold seeping into that giant hole inside of him that nothing had ever been able to fill? 
 
   She couldn’t love him. She just couldn’t. God knew she shouldn’t.
 
   He was a mess. He was mean. He was rude and crude. He was violent. And some days, when he was feeling particularly on edge and his emotions were whipping through extremes he sometimes thought he was just as mentally damaged as his father claimed he was. 
 
   He wasn’t a smart man. He’d barely passed high school and he’d had neither the money nor the brains to pursue college. He wasn’t someone that would ever care about the economy or the politics that ran it. He couldn’t even hack half the intelligence it took to work one of those rigs that Skylar’s daddy ran.
 
   The reminder that she was a Holland made his guts clench. If his last name was synonymous with trouble in their small hometown then hers rhymed with money, power and prestige. She came from a good family and he didn’t. She had options and he never had and never would. She was an angel and he was a born and bred hellion.
 
   He wasn’t good enough for her. He knew that. He’d always known that. But even knowing that he might never be good enough for her, he wanted her.
 
   She loved him and damn him to hell but he wanted her love. He wanted to keep her. He’d come to terms with that today when he saw her with another man and wanted to rip his heart out. Skylar was his. His shot at something better. He wanted to earn her love and have the chance for that someday that he dreamed about with her. 
 
   But it couldn’t be today.
 
   Colt scrubbed a hand over his face and then slowly and carefully slipped out of the bed. He didn’t want to wake her. Not yet. Not until he figured out just how much he could tell her. Not until he found the words to explain that no matter how much he wanted her, his need to keep her safe trumped it.
 
   He pulled a pair of clean boxers from the stack of laundry on his dresser and then silently slipped down the hallway. He’d never been so glad that Cash was out of town than he was when he got a glimpse of the apartment. His and Skylar’s clothes were littered all over the floor. He’d picked up Cash and Jemma’s more than once but he didn’t like the idea of his twin and Skylar’s best friend knowing what he’d done to her tonight. 
 
   The table was shoved against the wall and the memory of how roughly he’d taken Skylar against it made him a little sick. The way he’d crudely shoved her to her knees and demanded she suck him off had him wincing.
 
   He’d fucked her. Rough. Hard. Used her body to fulfill his needs. And if he was honest with himself, he’d tried to scare her with just how much he wanted her. He’d tried to push her too far. He’d fallen off the cliff and he’d dragged her down with him like he’d sworn he would never do. 
 
   At least, that’s what he’d thought was happening right up until she responded to every touch with passion and desire. Until she’d begged him for more. Until she’d broken through all of his walls and destroyed everything he thought he knew about her, about him, about them.
 
   She was his perfect match in every way. They might be complete opposites in some regards but in others they were exactly the same. When it came to their friends and family, to their hearts, they were both fighters. And really, when he thought about that, he knew that fighting each other was completely pointless.
 
   They wanted the same things. Each other. Happiness. Peace. Freedom to be themselves. And to protect the people they loved.
 
   She loved him. Maybe she’d admitted it in the heat of passion. Maybe she’d just known how badly he needed to hear her say it out loud. But he’d seen the truth of it in her eyes, felt it in her touch, in her kiss. She’d trusted him with her body and then she’d handed him her heart as well and he knew without a doubt that he didn’t deserve that kind of trust.
 
   Because he would break it if he had to. If it meant protecting her, he would. He’d choose her life over her heart every time. She could live with a little heartbreak. Hell, she’d overcome so much already. She would get over it if he broke her heart. He might never survive it but he would choose her over himself. He only hoped it didn’t come to that.
 
   Colt picked up their clothes and carried them back to the bedroom as quietly as he could. The shitty old apartment creaked with his every move but since Skylar lived next door he hoped she was used to sleeping through these kind of noises. He smiled when he saw that she hadn’t moved from where she’d curled up with his pillow when he left.
 
   God she was beautiful and in his heart he knew that she was right where she was supposed to be. Her golden hair was spread across his pillow. Her pretty face peaceful in sleep. The blanket concealed her small body but just knowing she was naked in his sheets made his blood hot. Here, like this, it was impossible to deny that she was his and he didn’t want to.
 
   From the moment he’d convinced her to talk to him last year, he’d known that this was inevitable. They’d known one another in school of course. It would have been impossible to miss the beautiful blond even if her constant trips to the hospital hadn’t been regular gossip fodder. But they’d never traveled in the same circles, not even when Jemma and Cash were dating. And after Cash broke Jemma’s heart, as her best friend, Skylar had gone out of her way to avoid them both. 
 
   When he’d first approached her, it had only been in an effort to smooth things over because he’d bought the space next to her salon. He’d told himself that they needed to at least be civil since they lived and worked next door to each other. But then he’d seen her for the first time, really seen her, close up, as a woman, and his body had betrayed him. 
 
   He’d wanted her right then and there, that first day on the street when she’d ripped into him for being an arrogant ass and a bullying bastard simultaneously. He’d been entranced by her feisty spirit and refusal to back down when he called her out for lumping him in with the rest of his family members. Looking back, he may have fallen in love with her right then and there.
 
   Because he did love her. It scared the hell out of him. He had no idea how to voice it or even admit it but he did. He loved her but that word meant something different to him than it did normal people. It meant hurt and pain and he was usually the one left wanting. He didn’t want to reduce their relationship to that, didn’t want to break her the way he’d been broken. 
 
   So he hadn’t told her and he wouldn’t, not until he figured out how to be free of his familial responsibilities, to be the man that she deserved, not until being with him wouldn’t be a threat to her very well being.
 
   He wanted to crawl back into the bed beside her. He wanted to hold her and forget all of the reasons it was a bad idea. He wanted to get lost in her again and ignore the fact that having her here put her at risk. But needing to protect her would always be more important than touching her so instead of sliding back in beside her, where he wanted so badly to belong, he perched on the windowsill and watched her sleep.
 
   Only, he had barely gotten settled when her lids flipped up and he was met with two sharp blue eyes. He sucked in a startled breath. Not asleep. She was awake and he hadn’t worked out what he was going to say to her yet.
 
   Skylar’s long lashes fluttered, “You came back.”
 
   “Of course I came back. It’s my place.” He frowned when she shrugged as if it had really been a question, as if he would really leave her here after what they’d shared tonight. Then he remembered he’d done just that yesterday and sighed. “I went to pick up our clothes. I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “I’m not.” 
 
   “I see that.”
 
   She bit her lip and slowly sat up, pulling the sheet up around her naked breasts, “You looked like you were thinking something pretty serious there. Want to talk about it?”
 
   God, she knew him so well. When had that happened? How had that happened? Usually he kept people at arm’s length. He threw them off with his changes in moods until eventually they stopped trying to figure him out. But not Skylar. 
 
   “I was thinking about that day on the street when I first approached you outside Split Ends.”
 
   Her head tilted slightly, “You mean the first time we fought?”
 
   His lips twitched, “Argued. I don’t like using the term fight when it comes to you.”
 
   “Oh, it was definitely a fight.” She smiled softly, “I yelled at you, called you every name in the book and told you if you knew what was good for you then you’d keep your distance.”
 
   “I knew what was good for me and it wasn’t staying away from you.”
 
   Skylar’s answering smile to that admission made it more than worth it. She lit up. Her eyes sparkled and he wanted more than anything to go to her when she tucked her legs up and patted the empty space beside her, asking him to come back to bed with her. It took everything in him to shake his head and force out the words that would ruin the moment.
 
   “But it would be better for you if I stayed away now.”
 
   Skylar’s smile dimmed slowly, “What?”
 
   “I need you to give me some time, Sky.”
 
   “I.. but… what does that mean?”
 
   “It means I need some time before we take this any further than tonight.” He winced when she recoiled as if he’d physically shoved her away, “I want you. You know that, or at least I hope you do by now. It’s you. It’s always been you for me.”
 
   “But?” She prompted, her voice carefully even.
 
   “But it isn’t safe for you to be with me right now.”
 
   “Safe? Are you kidding me? You’re really going to use my safety as your excuse?”
 
   “It’s not an excuse, Skylar.” He groaned at her incredulity, “My shop was attacked. Yours was hit simply for being in close proximity. It would go down the same way if they came after me and you were at my side.”
 
   “Colt, that’s ridiculous!”
 
   “Maybe, but that’s my life right now. There are people out there that want to hurt me and if they figure out how much you mean to me, they’ll use you to do it. I won’t let that happen. I can’t.”
 
   Skylar opened her mouth, shut it again, and he watched her brows furrow. Colt swallowed past the lump in his throat. He hated that he had to push her away again, especially after what she had said earlier. He pushed her away to protect her but he only ended up hurting her when he did it. A little heartache was better than what his enemies would do to her though.
 
   “I can’t put you in harm’s way. Don’t ask me to. I want to be with you but not if it puts you at risk.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s my choice?”
 
   “Maybe. But it’s also mine.”
 
   She blew out a rough breath, “So you’re pushing me away again.”
 
   “For your own good, Sky.”
 
   “It’s always been for my own good though right? That’s what you tell yourself. But what if what’s good for me is being with you? I told you I love you and I meant it. You can’t expect me to just walk away.”
 
   He was silent because he’d known that this wasn’t going to be easy for either of them. He’d known that it was going to be a fight. But hearing her say that she loved him again hit him hard. He loved her too and loving her meant that he had to keep her safe. 
 
   Skylar finally met his eyes again after a long minute, “You said you needed more time. How much? How long do you expect me to sit on the sidelines and wait for you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He winced when she rolled her eyes, “I know that’s not fair but it’s true. I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know how long it’ll be until you’ll feel safe being with me? Or you don’t know how long it’ll be until this threat is handled? Or is it bigger than that, Colt? Is it because you don’t know how long it’ll be until you can get out from under whatever it is Lincoln holds over your head that keeps you tied to your family?”
 
   All of the air hardened in his lungs. He searched her face but there wasn’t a shred of doubt there. She hadn’t been guessing. She hadn’t gotten a lucky strike off a wild statement. She knew. He didn’t know how or when she’d figured it out, didn’t know the extent of what she’d put together but she knew the secret he kept from everyone, including Cash.
 
   “What do you know about me and Lincoln?”
 
   She snorted, “That’s what you’re worried about? We’re talking about us, finally, and you want to get sidetracked with the same old family bullshit that always drags you down. That figures.”
 
   “Sky.” He growled a warning and she threw her hands up.
 
   “You work for Lincoln. I don’t know how or where or why but you do.”
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
   “Nobody told me that.” She pursed her lips, “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out you two have business together. You’re always huddled up talking and you stop whenever anyone else comes around.”
 
   “I don’t work for Lincoln.”
 
   He didn’t. Not technically. But fuck, that felt like a lie and it burned his throat. 
 
   “Fine. Maybe you work with him. The fact is, he comes around and then you get all snarly. Shortly after that you usually disappear for a few hours. Most of the time you come back bloody and bruised. I figure you fight for him in that gambling ring your cousin Abel runs but since you’re a tight-lipped bunch I’ve never been able to discern exactly where or when those go down to prove it.”
 
   Colt was having trouble breathing. All of the air had been sucked out of the room. Not only had Skylar put together that he was involved in the family business because of something Lincoln was holding over his head, she’d also figured out that he fought for him as well. And Jesus, he felt sick to his stomach thinking about Skylar digging around, trying to find out more about those fights, and who she would have gone to for information.
 
   “Have you run any of this by Cash?”
 
   Skylar’s eyes softened and he realized that she’d been expecting some kind of denial. She’d wanted him to tell her she was wrong. She’d been hoping for it actually but his question proved everything she had said right. 
 
   “No. He doesn’t seem to know what sort of trouble you’re into so I kept my hunch to myself.”
 
   “Thank you.” He blew out a relieved breath.
 
   Cash didn’t know. Thank God. It was a small blessing though because he had a feeling if Skylar had figured it out that Jemma wasn’t far behind. The feisty redhead was smart and as soon as she got over the distraction of her happily ever after she’d start poking at his life and trying to figure him out just like she had his brother. It was only a matter of time.
 
   “Don’t thank me. I haven’t told him. Yet. But in exchange, I want you to tell me exactly what’s going on.” She shook her head when he started to cut her off, “I need to know how deep you’re in with Lincoln’s crew. And I want to know what your exit strategy is because I know you and you’re not a bad man so I know you’re not doing this, whatever this is, because you want to. You’re better than your last name. You always have been. So tell me the truth and maybe I can help.”
 
   “You can’t help.”
 
   Just the thought of Skylar anywhere near Lincoln made every hair on his body stand on end. He was still trying to come to terms with her digging around for information. Surely she hadn’t gone to Lincoln directly. His cousin would have told him, would have gotten a sick kick out of it. But if she’d talked to any of the other guys, why hadn’t they told him?
 
   “Colt. Start talking.”
 
   He groaned. Right. She wanted answers. He scrubbed a hand over his face and decided if he was really going to do this, tell her his secrets, then he might as well start at the beginning. Get it all off his chest. Everything that he’d never told anyone. If he told her all of it and she still stuck around, well maybe he really could trust her and love her the way he wanted to.
 
   “When you said Lincoln and I have business together, you were right.” He felt the words stick in his throat, “Lincoln owns Fine Lines.”
 
   Skylar’s eyes widened with shock, “What? I thought it was yours?”
 
   “It is. He isn’t part of the operations at all but he paid for it.”
 
   She shook her head, “I don’t understand.”
 
   “When Cash decided we were going to live straight, we both knew that meant staying away from the family business. It seemed easy enough. Get legal jobs and keep our noses clean. Cash was already working for Auto and I convinced Johnny to let me apprentice under him at his shop in Falls Lake. We thought that’d be enough but the truth is we were young and stupid. We had no idea how much life, a clean life, truly cost.”
 
   Skylar was silent, letting him talk, but he didn’t dare look at her. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to see pity, or worse judgement, on her beautiful face.
 
   “Rent. Utilities. Vehicles. Fuckin’ food. We were going under fast and it wasn’t like I had a lot of options. The bank never would have given me what we needed to survive on our own. So, when Link offered…”
 
   “You took his money.”
 
   He nodded and heard Skylar sigh. It had been stupid. He knew that. Believing Lincoln actually wanted to help had been naïve. He knew better. Nobody in their family ever helped anyone but themselves. But he’d been out of options. 
 
   If he hadn’t come up with the money to live on, they would have been forced to move back home to that shack on the Bomar land where their parents still lived. They’d barely gotten out of hell once. They never would have survived it a second time. Going back would have destroyed them both so he’d made a deal with a different devil instead.
 
   “You did what you had to.” Skylar whispered softly but her understanding only made him shake his head.
 
   “I was desperate.”
 
   “And Cash doesn’t know?”
 
   “No.” His stomach turned at the very idea of telling his twin the truth.
 
   “Colt, your brother isn’t stupid. How does he think you came up with the money to get out of trouble and start your business?”
 
   “He thinks Johnny helped me get started.” He glanced up in time to see her eyebrows go up and groaned, “I never lied to him about it. He assumed and I never corrected him. He thinks to come up with the rest that I did a few odd jobs for the crew and won a few fights. He thinks I fight because I need it, to work through my anger and maybe sometimes I do but most of my anger is tied to Lincoln these days. As far as Cash knows, I’ve never done anything for the family. I’m clean, just like him, but it isn’t true.”
 
   Skylar frowned, “Why let him think that? You two tell each other everything. You’re practically conjoined. I don’t understand why you’ve kept all of this to yourself all this time.”
 
   “Because if I told Cash what I was doing, he would’ve felt responsible. Best case, he would’ve told me no and we’d have been right back where we started. Worst case, he would’ve wanted to help and I couldn’t let him go down that road.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “He’s the best of us, Skylar. Not just me and him or even Remy but all of the Bomars. I’ve known it since we were kids. Hell, Decker knew it. That’s why he tried so hard to tear him down. Cash was just born better than the rest of us and he deserved a shot at getting the life he wanted. He deserved to get out and I gave it to him.”
 
   “There you go again deciding what’s best for other people.” Skylar rolled her eyes, “I bet Cash would say the same thing about you if he knew what all you’d done for him.”
 
   “Well he’s never finding out so it doesn’t matter. I did what I had to do and I don’t regret it. He’s happy and healthy and whole. That’s more than I ever thought was possible when we were kids. And now he’s gonna be a father, a helluva father, way better than we ever had. If I had to crawl through hell all over again, I’d do it to give him that. I’d give anything to see him get the life he always wanted with Jemma and that baby. Anything.”
 
   Sadness colored Skylar’s blue eyes and he felt sick to his stomach again. Anything. He’d give anything for Cash’s happiness. Even his own. He’d even give her up if he had to. 
 
   He could see her thinking it but he didn’t know what to say to take away the sting of a truth like that. He would. His happiness came second. It always had. Safety came first. Protecting the people he loved came first. It was the only way they’d survived this long.
 
   Skylar blew out an unsteady breath, “So you took Lincoln’s dirty money and he’s been holding it over you ever since?”
 
   Leave it his girl to get them back on track. She wasn’t done getting her answers yet. She knew there was more to it than just letting his cousin own a majority of his tattoo studio. She was smart too. He wasn’t surprised she’d figured most of it out and was looking for confirmation.
 
   “Yeah, kinda. I’ve been working off my debts. Like you already figured out, I fight for him.”
 
   “And the other stuff?” She studied his face warily, “Are you boosting cars for him?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head instantly, “I put my foot down on the shit that could get me thrown in prison first thing. I’m his muscle if he needs backup but that’s it. Slap on the wrist stuff. Nothing serious.”
 
   It was a line of bullshit and they both knew it but Skylar didn’t call him out. If the police ever caught up to the Bomar crime ring they’d all be in trouble. Dipping in a toe made him just as guilty as his cousins. But Cash was clean, he’d made sure of it and that was what mattered.
 
   “How much do you still owe him?”
 
   “Not much. I’m getting close to paying him off.” He shook his head, “At least I was until last week when I nearly lost that fight.”
 
   Skylar’s brows furrowed, “When you were all bruised up?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You almost lost?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And you’ve never even come close to losing before?”
 
   “No.” He glanced up and saw her lips pursed. “Why?”
 
   “You don’t think it’s a little bit strange that you’re finally getting close to freeing yourself from Lincoln’s chains and all of a sudden you nearly lose a fight and your business, which he gave you money to start in the first place, is attacked?”
 
   He scowled, “What are you gettin’ at Skylar?”
 
   “It just seems to me that the person with the most to gain here is your cousin. Lincoln doesn’t strike me as the type of guy that’s going to let something good go easily. You bring in money if you never lose and it’s pretty clear even to an outsider like me that he loves lording his power over all of your cousins. You and Cash will be the only ones he can’t touch once you pay him off.”
 
   What she was saying sank in and his brows shot up. No. That was crazy. Wasn’t it?
 
   “You think Link attacked my shop?”
 
   “Maybe.” She shrugged a delicate shoulder, “Would you put it past him?”
 
   Colt rubbed his temples as a headache began to take hold. No, he wouldn’t put anything past Lincoln. Not really. And it made a sick, twisted kind of sense. With the shop destroyed, he’d need more money to fix it. Lincoln had even offered to cover it already, claiming he still owned some of it anyway and would be happy to help. Of course, that money would come with its own debt and he’d known that so he hadn’t said yes.
 
   But if Lincoln had set him up, what had they spent the afternoon doing? All of the phone calls and hushed conversations while they cleaned up the shop. The tip that their guy had been blabbing about getting back at the Bomars. They’d found the bastard responsible and returned the favor. But who had told Lincoln that was their guy?
 
   Damn it, he didn’t know.
 
   “I don’t know.” He admitted.
 
   “Do you trust him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Skylar shrugged, “There’s your answer.”
 
   He wished it were that simple but it wasn’t. He didn’t trust anyone. That didn’t necessarily mean his cousin was out to ruin him. Lincoln was a selfish, sadistic prick but he’d never hurt the family. 
 
   “If Link set me up, how do you explain the guy we paid a visit to today?”
 
   “That’s where y’all went?” 
 
   “Yeah and the guy wasn’t working with Lincoln. Trust me. He was terrified of him. Started talkin’ straight away. He said Link has a rat in his crew, somebody playing both sides with the competition. That got Link’s attention for sure but if the guy we talked to knew who it was, he would’ve cracked and said something after the beating we gave him.”
 
   Skylar winced, “Guess I’ll just have to take your word for it.”
 
   “Hey…” He crossed to the bed and reached for her hand, “This shit, it’s a part of me. I’m trying to break free but you said you wanted to know everything. That’s everything. Please don’t hate me for being honest with you about who I am.”
 
   “What?” Skylar squeezed his hand, “I don’t hate you, Colt. You did what you had to do in order to survive. You still are. I don’t blame you. I respect the hell out of the tough choices you’ve had to make.”
 
   “You have no idea what that means to me.” He breathed a sigh of relief and pulled her close, knowing that he was about to push her away again, “But until Link and I figure out who the threat against us really is, I need you to keep your distance from me.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “No.” She pulled back to look him in the eye, “If whoever wants to hurt you is part of Lincoln’s crew then they likely already know we’re friends. Whether that’s Lincoln himself or not, if they know you care about me, I’m already a target.”
 
   He blanched at the very thought. She was right. Guilt by association. Whatever semblance of space he’d been keeping between them it wasn’t enough. Anyone that knew him, knew she was important to him. 
 
   Fuck. What if they’d hit her shop on purpose? What if they went after her next? He’d kill them. Plain and simple. He’d kill anyone that dared touch her. She was his and he protected what was his.
 
   “I’m safer with you than without you.” Skylar studied his face again, her expression serious when she lowered her voice, “Unless you don’t want me with you.”
 
   “I do.” He cupped her cheeks, “I want you, more than anything, but I’m still trying to wrap my head around allowing myself to have you. If you get hurt…”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “But if you did…”
 
   “You won’t let anything happen to me. I trust you.”
 
   She kept hitting him where it hurt. Her trust. Her love. Both things that he wanted, needed like air. Things he hadn’t even known he was missing but wouldn’t lose now that he had them. He would protect her if it was the last thing he did.
 
   He’d been fighting her, fighting himself, but he was done with that. There were bigger threats out there. They were better together. Safer together. 
 
   Because anyone that messed with a Bomar had the entire family to deal with. If he made Skylar his, she’d have the entire family at her back. They might not be good for much but they protected their own. 
 
   “Thank you. I won’t let you down.”
 
   “I know.” She bit her lip and glanced up at him from beneath her lashes, “So, does that mean we’re together? You and me? Are we an us now?”
 
   “Us.” He managed a tense smile, “It’s always been us hasn’t it?”
 
   “Mmhmm, good answer. They don’t say you’re the silver tongued twin for nothing.” She pressed a kiss to his jaw, “Just one other thing?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Are we going to tell Jemma and Cash?”
 
   He chuckled, something he hadn’t expected after this conversation, “You think they haven’t figured it out yet?”
 
   “No. I mean yes. I think they knew we were on a crash course with each other but that’s not what I’m asking. Are we going to tell them we’re together now or wait until they get back from their vacation? I mean, we could wait until you figure things out with Lincoln if you really want but I think they’re gonna put it together as soon as they get back and see us so…”
 
   He laughed, “You’re kind of adorable when you’re nervous. You know that?”
 
   “I’m not nervous. I’m just…”
 
   “Worried what Jem is gonna think of you shacking up with her future brother in law?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good. Because I already told her and she said it’s about damn time.”
 
   “What?” Skylar gasped and he grinned. 
 
   Damn, he liked that he could surprise her. He felt more like himself than he had in weeks. Not carefree, not exactly, but he’d lightened the burden he was carrying by sharing it with Skylar and now that he knew his truth wasn’t going to drive her away, he could smile again.
 
   “I told Cash and Jemma we’re together.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Earlier.”
 
   “How much earlier?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.
 
   “This afternoon when Cash called to check in and I had to tell them about the stores being busted up.”
 
   “I… but… really?”
 
   “Really.” He smirked when Skylar got tongue tied, “I told them we were working things out but not to worry because no matter what, I was going to take care of you.”
 
   She smiled, “I can’t believe you told them we were together and still tried to scare me off tonight.”
 
   “I had to try. For you. I want you but if being with me puts you in danger…”
 
   “I know, but we’ll figure it out. Together.”
 
   “Together.” He kissed her softly but her giggle had him pulling back, “What?”
 
   “I bet wherever my phone is, it’s buzzing like crazy with missed calls from Jemma wanting all the dirty details.”
 
   He snorted, “You lost your phone again?”
 
   “Temporarily misplaced. I think I may have left it at the salon.”
 
   “We’re gonna have to glue that thing to your hand.”
 
   “That’d be a problem. How would I do things like this?”
 
   He groaned as she slid her hand down to cup his erection. He was semi-hard just being near her. Her touch had him throbbing in seconds.
 
   “Sky…” He pushed her back on the bed and hovered over her, kissing her face as she stroked him, “Say it again. Please.”
 
   She smiled up at him, “I love you, Colt. We’re gonna get through this together. I trust you.”
 
   As he made love to her again, he couldn’t help but hope that was enough. Trust and love should be enough. But it never had been before…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    “So you guys are finally coming home?”
 
   Skylar held the phone between her ear and shoulder as she pulled her car into a parking spot just outside the salon. Despite the ungodly early hour, the place was buzzing with activity. She’d kept the salon closed for the past few days as she worked out all the details of getting the windows replaced and the guys were installing her new glass today. Her excitement probably should have been about getting back to work but when she got a glimpse of the guys working right next door, she forgot all about mundane things like work.
 
   Sweet Jesus, that many Bomar boys in one place should have been illegal. No, scratch that. It probably was illegal. No doubt some of them were breaking probation or at the very least the laws of attraction. There were at least five of them in various states of sweaty undress and as a woman, her eyes couldn’t be blamed for taking in the man meat on display.
 
   They might be criminals. They might be dirty and backwoods. They were definitely crude and offensive. But they were also some of the best looking men to ever grace the face of the earth in her not at all biased opinion. 
 
   In the Bomar genetic lottery, they’d all cashed in. Cash! Ha! And he wasn’t even among them today.
 
   Instead she watched as another set of infamous Bomar twins worked together to lift a large glass mirror. Royce and Bentley were Auto’s second set of twins and sported the same Greek God stature of their older cousins and brothers. Their oldest brother was there of course too, no doubt spouting orders since Lincoln’s handsome face was twisted into a murderous expression at the moment. Lincoln’s twin, Ford, was nowhere to be seen sadly but there was plenty of other eye candy. Remy was taking a break, his back propped against the wall and a cigarette dangling from his lips as he smirked and said something to Lincoln that earned him a finger and some choice four-letter words. 
 
   All in all they were a sight to behold but even still her eyes kept twitching around, looking for the one Bomar boy that made her insides turn to liquid. She didn’t see him but he had to be there. There was absolutely no way Colt would let his brother and cousins do all the work while he sat around.
 
   A loud shout went up from somewhere nearby and her gaze tracked over until she found him. Colt had come through the still open frame of his shop and standing half in shadow and half in light he looked like a fallen angel. She let the goofy grin spread over her face at the thought he would no doubt call ridiculous. 
 
   His sand colored hair was sticking up in every direction as if he’d run his hands through it a dozen times. He had a smirk on his face, his dimples flashing and his blue eyes twinkling with laughter. A smile on that man was a beautiful thing but she couldn’t get distracted by it, not when her gaze traveled further south and she realized he was wearing only a white muscle shirt.
 
   And oh, sweet heaven, it did its job. It clung to his bulging muscles, showing off his broad chest and highlighting the abs that she knew lurked below. The man was built like a freaking tank but it was all of that dark ink poking from beneath the edges of his shirt, twisting down and around his arms that made her stomach flutter.
 
   For a long time now she’d fantasized about getting to run her tongue over all of those tattoos and last night, she’d finally gotten the chance to do just that. The memory of Colt laid out in her bed, letting her have her way with him, made her body tingle with awareness. He’d gripped her headboard so hard she thought he would break it in half and when she’d tongued his piercing he had broken and grabbed her, flipping their positions. The things he’d done to her after that… lord help her but she thought some of those things might still be illegal in the great state of Oklahoma.
 
   “Skylar? Sky? Earth to Skylar?”
 
   She giggled as she heard Jemma calling her name through the phone she’d completely forgotten she was holding, “Oops, sorry. Forgot you were there.”
 
   “I said your name like twenty times. What are you doing?”
 
   “Ogling my boyfriend.” She grinned.
 
   Jemma barked out a laugh, “You know, I’m beginning to think Cash and I should stay gone an extra night or two. I’m not sure either of us is ready to deal with you and Colt in relationship mode.”
 
   “Hey! I dealt with you being all blissed out over Cash when ya’ll got your shit together.  It’s your turn.”
 
   “I guess that’s true.”
 
   “Damn right it is. Besides, think of all the fun we’re going to have doing compare and contrast with the twins.” She giggled and heard a very distinctive male groan on the other end of the line. “Oh, hey Cash, didn’t know you were on speaker.”
 
   “Bullshit.” He snorted with laughter, “And don’t you dare start giving sex details until I’m well out of hearing range. I don’t want to have to bleach my brain.”
 
   She giggled, “Like you don’t know exactly what Colt’s rockin’ under his clothes.”
 
   “We are not having this conversation.” He groaned.
 
   “Oh my God! Jem! Did you know Colt was serious about that piercing? It’s pierced. You know, for his and her pleasure.” She laughed even harder when she heard Cash start cursing on the other end of the phone, “Does your Bomar boy have one of those? If not, I’m gonna suggest a Christmas present. I know a guy that…”
 
   “Stop! Stop! Stop!” Jemma squealed with laughter, “If you don’t stop talking Cash threatened to throw the phone out the window.”
 
   “Oh fine!” She pretended to pout, “Fun killer.”
 
   “Save the dirty deets until I get home and then we’ll pour some wine and have girl’s night.” Jemma snorted, “Yeah, okay, I’ll pour you some wine and me some milk according to my fiancé but still, girl’s night.”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “Like I was saying before you sidetracked me, we’ll be back home late tonight. I figure around midnight depending on how traffic goes. Since it’ll be late, we’ll probably just crash at Cash’s and I’ll come see you tomorrow morning and we can catch up.”
 
   “Midnight isn’t that late old timer but since I plan to be busy with my very own Bomar boy, I’ll be sure we clear out of y’alls place for the night.” She teased as she watched Colt and Remy argue about something.
 
   Colt snatched the cigarette away from his brother and Remy came up to his full height so fast it was a little bit scary. He reached for the cigarette his younger brother had taken from him but Colt put a hand to his chest to hold him off. When Colt dropped the cigarette to the ground and stomped on it, Remy cursed and then threw his hands up and walked off.
 
   Skylar grinned. That was her guy. Always trying to take care of people even when they wanted to punch him in the face for it.
 
   “Yeah, about that, I guess we’re all four going to have to figure out living arrangement huh?” Jemma was saying.
 
   “Oh, yeah, we’ll talk about it when you get back.”
 
   “Uh huh, I can tell you’re distracted. Since I doubt you’d actually do it if I told you to stop ogling Colt and talk to me, I’ll let you go.”
 
   “Good call.”
 
   “Okay, fine. I’m glad you two finally figured your shit out.  Love you. Tell Colt we love him and we’ll see you both tomorrow.”
 
   “Love you too. Bye Cash!”
 
   “Be good to my brother Skylar.”
 
   “Oh, I’m always good… except when he prefers me to be bad.” She teased and was pleased to hear another groan on the other end of the line before it went dead.
 
   She hung up and tossed the phone on the console. Yeah, life was pretty good. For the past few days, she’d had all of her friends and family helping to get her salon back up and running. And for the past few nights, she’d had the man of her dreams in her bed doing sweet, dirty, sexy things to her until they were both too tired to move. She was in heaven.
 
   The only way it could possibly get any better would be if Colt admitted he loved her in return. He hadn’t. Not yet. But she knew he did. She could see it in the way he looked at her sometimes. She could feel it in the way he touched her. And when he was buried inside of her, their bodies as tightly joined as two people could be and he begged her to love him and not give up on him, she knew that it was only a matter of time.
 
   He was wary. She didn’t blame him. He was in a tough spot with his family right now. Add in all of the emotional damage his parents had done to him and nobody could hold it against him that he didn’t throw the L word around lightly. The two of them, together, had been a long time coming. Waiting a little longer for the words that would get them forever wasn’t such a hardship.
 
   It had been a good week but it had still only been a week.
 
   As she watched Colt talking to Lincoln her smile faded. She’d been keeping a close eye on the eldest Bomar boy the past few days and had ultimately decided he wasn’t a threat to them. He’d been nothing but helpful in getting Colt’s shop cleaned up. The more she’d watched him the more she’d noticed the way he always seemed to be right there when things started to slide out of place. Whether it was breaking up a brewing argument between the brothers or catching a falling screwdriver, he was there to help, not hurt. But that didn’t mean she trusted him. 
 
   Skylar slid out of the car and wasn’t surprised in the least when it was the always at attention eldest Bomar boy that saw her first. Lincoln nudged Colt in the shoulder and pointed at her as she strategically leaned against the hood of her car. Lincoln grinned and she would have sworn he winked at her before Colt turned around and garnered her full attention. His eyes skated over her and when they reached her face again the heat there was palpable. He stalked towards her and she whistled appreciatively.
 
   “Whew, men at work.” She fanned herself dramatically, “Take it off baby.”
 
   Colt’s grin widened as he came closer, “My thoughts exactly.”
 
   Instead of waiting for him to reach her, she raced the few feet still separating them and leaped into his arms. He groaned but caught her easily. She slid her legs around his waist and his hands immediately went to her ass to steady her. She twined her arms around his neck and since his face was so close, she pressed her lips to his. 
 
   She had all of two seconds to revel in the feel of Colt’s mouth opening to hers before he took complete control of the kiss. His lips parted and he ravished her mouth. One of his hands came up to tangle in her hair, pulling hard enough she would have winced if a tingle of pleasure hadn’t raced through her. He held her head just where he wanted as his tongue darted forward without hesitation, demanding entry and she let him have it.
 
   If there was any air left in her lungs, she would have moaned. As it was, she simply ceded control and let him dominate her. He owned her like this. He had from the first time he touched her. Her body reacted to him in ways it never had for anyone else and never would.
 
   She forgot where they were the instant his warm, velvet tongue twined with hers and she rocked her body against him. Her breasts tightened and her panties grew wet as desire rolled through her. It was only the sound of catcalls and whistles that finally broke through her haze of need and Colt groaned as he wrenched his mouth away.
 
   God, he was sexy. 
 
   The hand he’d tangled in her hair came forward and he stroked her cheek so softly she couldn’t help but lean into him as her heart fluttered at the sweet gesture. This was what had always gotten to her. The contrasts of Colt Bomar, the man that could go from smiling to scowling in a split second, that was equal parts rough and soft. She loved every part of him.
 
   “That was the complete opposite of laying low, angel.” He grumbled as he pinched her chin.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t hear you complaining when you were sticking your tongue down my throat.” She grinned and nipped at his thumb, pleased when he chuckled and the vibrations made every nerve ending in her body sing.
 
   Happy Colt was truly a sight to behold.
 
   “Not complainin’. Just sayin’, I think we went public in a big way.”
 
   “Go big or go home. That’s what I always say.” She rolled her hips and giggled when he growled at her.
 
   “Tease. You’re lucky my shop is full of people or I’d drag you in there and spank your cute little ass for giving me an erection in public.” He nipped her bottom lip and then began extracting himself to put her back on the ground, “Again.”
 
   “Again?” She dropped to her feet and smiled when he didn’t push her any further away.
 
   “Always.” He planted another soft kiss against her lips before pulling back, “What are you doing down here so early anyway? When I left you in bed you said something about alarm clock’s being the devil’s work and passed smooth ass out again. You were snoring before I got my shoes on.”
 
   “I do not snore!”
 
   “Do too. And I found it adorable. Further proof I’m crazy about you.”
 
   She blushed at the admission, “Keep up that sweet talk Bomar and I’ll be the one dragging you into my shop to take care of that erection I caused.”
 
   “As much as I enjoy seeing you on your knees, I’m not into having an audience.” Colt glanced around and then stepped back to a respectable distance, “Did you come to help?”
 
   “God no. I’m not getting my hands dirty. That’s why I have all you big strapping men.” She winked and turned back to her car, “But I did bring you breakfast.”
 
   “You did?” He grinned as he moved around her.
 
   “Donuts. I picked them out myself and everything.”
 
   “That’s sounds about right.” Colt chuckled and then his smile dimmed just a little, “Uh, Sky, not to be the bearer of bad news or anything but you’re not the only one that thought to bring us food this morning.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She brought food too.” He nodded towards the sidewalk with his chin and she followed his gaze.
 
   Her eyes widened in shock and horror. There, standing amongst the crowds of big, intimidating Bomars and the glass replacement specialists, was none other than Rachel Grant. The girl that was too scared to be alone in the salon with Colt most days was standing so close to Remy it was difficult to tell if he’d leaned down or if she’d leaned in. The two of them were talking, their gazes locked on each other, and both seemed completely oblivious to the world around them.
 
   “Son of a…” Skylar cursed under her breath. “I thought you said you talked to him?”
 
   “I did.” Colt scratched his head. “He said not to make a big deal out of it, that the girl looked like she could use a friend.”
 
   “I don’t think she needs the kind of friend that looks at her like she’s little red riding hood and he’s the big bad wolf ready to huff and puff and blow her house down.”
 
   Colt laughed, “Those are two different stories, angel.”
 
   “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes, “Go. Do something with your brother. I’m getting Rach out of here.”
 
   “You going to give her the birds and the bees speech?”
 
   She smacked his arm when he teased, “Maybe.”
 
   “Well try not to be too hard on her. I hear we Bomars are irresistible.” He winked and sidestepped when she started to smack him again. “See you tonight?”
 
   Skylar nodded.
 
   “Your place or mine?”
 
   “Mine. Jemma and Cash will be home late and they’re claiming your place. We need to talk about that too.”
 
   “Sure, we can have another naked conversation if you want. Anytime, angel. Anytime.”
 
   She rolled her eyes as he blew her a kiss and then turned and strolled away. He called out that there were donuts for anyone that hadn’t been eye-fucking his girl and she covered a smile as half the men turned to glance at her. Lincoln smirked before following Colt inside. Remy stayed firmly planted where he was, talking to Rachel, and Skylar thought about walking over and smacking him upside the head.
 
   Instead she took a deep breath and planted a smile on her face, “Hey! Rach! What do you say we girls get out of here and let the men work, huh?”
 
   She had plans to meet Billie for brunch over at the bar and though she’d never seen Rachel take so much as a sip of alcohol, she thought now was as good a time as any to change that. If she was going to crush on a Bomar boy, the girl might as well get acquainted with the good stuff. She was going to need it.
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   Colt grinned when his phone buzzed across the counter again. It had been going off steadily all night. No, it had been going off steadily all day and night and each and every time he picked it up he was greeted with either a sexy private snapchat, a teasing text message or a voicemail intended to make his blood boil. So instead of picking it up to see what racy thing Skylar had sent him this time, he ignored the phone for the time being.
 
   All he had to do was finish this last coat of paint and then he could climb off his ladder and see what his girl was up to. He had no doubt as soon as he did he would be in a rush to get home. And just thinking about that, about Skylar being his and home being wherever she was, made that painful ache in his chest both better and worse all at the same time.
 
   He wasn’t the kind of man that found it easy to admit when he was wrong but he’d been wrong when he tried to push Skylar away. He’d been wrong to deny what he felt for her. He should have claimed her the first time he saw her staring at his mouth while he was talking to her but he hadn’t. Now he had a lot of time to make up for and in the past few days, they had definitely been doing that.
 
   They’d rarely been without each other for more than a few hours. Since Skylar’s salon had been shut down for repairs, she’d been sleeping in late and staying up half the night with him. He’d spent his days working to repair his own shop and he knew that once they were both back open for business that their little vacation from reality would have to end so they’d been enjoying it as much as they could.
 
   Next week they would both go back to work. Cash and Jemma would be home tomorrow. They’d have to take a serious look at the way their lives were all intertwined and make some decisions. Maybe that should have scared him, how fast all of it was happening, but it didn’t because now that he had Skylar the last thing he wanted was to do anything that would make him lose her.
 
   His phone buzzed again and he laughed out loud since he was all alone. Damn, he was happy. Really and truly happy. He couldn’t remember the last time he could have said that. Oh, he put on a good face. He wasn’t the Bomar known for scowling and stomping around all the time. That honor went to Abel with Cash coming in a close second until Jemma walked back into his life. Colt had never been the kind to get down for long but this wasn’t just a good mood. It was so much more than that. For the first time in his life, he had hope. For something good. For something better. For himself.
 
   He was going to make it to the other side. He was going to find his way out of the bullshit Bomar drama. He was going to get and stay clean this time. He was going to beat his demons and he had Skylar to thank for all of it. His angel was pulling him out of his darkness slowly but surely and when she did, they were going to have that someday together he’d been dreaming about.
 
   The phone dinged with a message at the same time he picked it up and his smile fell. Not Skylar. It was a message from Lincoln. He scrolled quickly through his alerts but other than a text from Cash letting him know they were going to make it back to town a little earlier than expected, there was nothing but messages from his girl asking, begging and then demanding that he come home and do bad things to her.
 
   He smirked and thought about typing out something dirty for her but then rethought it. He didn’t want any interruptions when he got Skylar on the phone so he needed to deal with his family first.  Then and only then would he call his girl and give her exactly what she wanted.
 
   Colt hit the button for his voicemail as he cleaned up the paint he’d been using. Looking at the wall, it was impossible to tell that it’d had those taunting words spray-painted on it just a few days ago. He was still staring at the blank spot that would be covered in art once it dried when he heard Lincoln’s voice come through the phone.
 
   “Hey. It’s me. Where you at?” There was some background noise, a few other voices and then Lincoln telling someone to shut up before he cleared his throat, “If you’re off with your girl and ignoring me, I’m gonna find ya and beat you upside the head. We’ve got shit going down tonight, cuz. That guy we saw the other day was runnin’ his mouth down at the bar and we have names. We’re hitting them up. If you want in. Call me back.”
 
   The line went dead and Colt stared at the phone in his hand for a long second in shock. First, he couldn’t believe that Lincoln would leave that detailed of a message. Usually his cousin was smarter than that. Nothing traceable meant nothing incriminating. That was the rule. Second, he found it hard to believe the guy they’d tried to beat information out of the other night had any names to give up because of a little liquor. He scratched his head and tried to figure out what felt off about the whole thing but he came up empty.
 
   He knew Skylar didn’t trust Lincoln. That had to be it. Her feelings on the matter were throwing him off. He didn’t trust Lincoln as far as he could throw him when it came to business but they were still family. He didn’t believe his cousin had set him up or attacked his shop. He’d been too damn helpful the last few days and when Colt had declined his money, he hadn’t put up a fight at all. He’d said it was Colt’s business and his call. They were good.
 
   He shook off the strange feeling of unease and hit redial to call his cousin back. As much as he wanted to go home and slip into bed with Skylar he needed to finish this mess with his family first. He had an out. If he told Lincoln that he was already home with his girl, his cousin would give him a pass. He might get some teasing but it would be good natured.
 
   That would be the smart move. 
 
   Only, as the phone started to ring, he knew those wouldn’t be the words that came out of his mouth. Whoever Lincoln and the boys were going after, he wanted, needed, to be part of it. It wasn’t logical and it definitely wasn’t healthy but there was something inside of him, something dark, that had his fists balling before the ringing ever ended.
 
   “There you are.”  Lincoln picked up in lieu of a greeting, “I was starting to worry.”
 
   “Sorry Mom. I didn’t have my phone on me.” He joked and earned a snort of laughter, “What’s up?”
 
   “Somethings going on. That little prick we visited with the other day is at the bar. He’s been running his mouth. Danny called and told Abel it sounded like they were planning another hit.”
 
   “Danny?” He balked at the mention of their youngest cousin, “What the hell was Danny doing at The Rig in the first place? He’s what? Seventeen?”
 
   “Fuck, C. Don’t act like we weren’t all hangin’ out down there when we were that age.”
 
   “But it’s Danny.”
 
   “Yeah, don’t even get Abel started.” Lincoln chuckled, “Anyway, we’re headed down there now to see what’s up. Where you at?”
 
   “The shop.”
 
   “Good. Stay there.”
 
   Colt frowned, “I thought you’d want me with you tonight.”
 
   “Nah. Keep an eye on your place. We’ve worked our asses off putting it back together. I’m sending Remy over there to sit on it tonight. I called him when I couldn’t reach you. Could be nothin’ but I’d rather have somebody there to watch the shop and I figure you’re going home to your sexy little blonde.”
 
   He rubbed his forehead and ignored the fact that Lincoln had called Skylar sexy. If he thought about that right now, his head might explode. Instead he focused on the important part of what Lincoln was saying.
 
   “You think they’ll come back here tonight?”
 
   “Doubtful. They gotta know Deputy Dickhead is doing drive bys on the hour but you can never be too careful.
 
   “Yeah, I guess.” He felt his shoulders tense, “You don’t think they’d go anywhere else, try to hit us where it hurts, do you?”
 
   “I don’t think they’re stupid enough to touch your girl if that’s what you’re gettin’ at. I told you already, I think her salon was an accident but I don’t expect you to leave her unprotected. I’m sending Remy to cover the shop. Go home. We’ll call you once we know more.”
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief at the permission to go home and be with Skylar. He hadn’t expected Lincoln to understand, but he did. In fact, his cousin had seemed to get how much Colt needed to keep her safe all along. It made him wonder if Lincoln had ever had someone he loved like that. He couldn’t remember there ever being any one particular girl in Lincoln’s life but his cousin more secretive than the CIA so who knew.
 
   Colt mentioned his thanks and reminded them to call him when they found anything before hanging up. When he dropped his phone, he groaned at the streak of paint staining it. He glanced at his hands and cursed. Damn it, his phone was a piece of shit but it was all he had. He headed to the back to wash up. 
 
   Once he did that he’d see about cleaning off the phone and then he’d call and check on Skylar. Maybe he’d grab some food to take home and they could have a late dinner together. That was something couples did, right?
 
   He was new to the whole relationship thing. Sex. One night stands. Those were his forte. This, building something important, was something he was going to have to work at one day at a time.
 
   He found some acetone under the sink and scrubbed his hands. For an artist, he’d made a damn mess with the paint. He almost chuckled at the thought, remembering how Skylar liked to make fun of his penmanship for that very reason. She’d no doubt laugh at this too when he told her about it.
 
   After a few minutes of scrubbing he shut the water off and his ears twitched in the echoing silence. Only it wasn’t silent. He could hear the distinct sound of footsteps on the concrete floor. He swiped a towel over his wet hands as he stepped back out into the main room. He was expecting to see his brother since Lincoln had said Remy was on his way but he stopped in his tracks at the sight of multiple figures he didn’t recognize crowding the front lobby.
 
   “Hey guys. We’re closed.”
 
   His gaze winged around the room, taking stock. There were three of them. It wasn’t uncommon for his customers to wander in as packs. Most people wanted a buddy there with them when they permanently altered their body. But something about these guys made the hair on the back of his neck stand up and he didn’t like that he was outnumbered.
 
   His phone was still on the counter where he’d left it across the room. Even if he could get to it, he wasn’t sure what good it would do. If these guys were here to cause trouble, like he thought they were, then he wouldn’t have time to dial let alone wait for someone to get here to help him.
 
   “Yeah, we noticed.” The guy near the doorway sneered.
 
   Colt clenched his fists, “Something I can help you with?”
 
   “Oh, I think so.” The guy spoke again, “You’re gonna give your cousins a little message for us. Tell ‘em that if we lose money, they lose money. And when our guys turn up broken, their guys end up broken too.”
 
   The man standing behind the newly rebuilt counter stepped around it, showing his hands for the first time and Colt’s muscles tensed. He was holding a baseball bat. This was an ambush. Something in his gut had told him that from the second he walked out here but that didn’t change things.
 
   He was alone. He was outnumbered. And from the sound of it, they intended to damage a lot more than just the furniture this time.
 
   Three on one. He’d had worse odds. But then the only guy that had spoken jerked his gaze up over Colt’s shoulder.
 
   “You got him, Bug?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   There was a fourth! His brain screamed at him for not paying attention. Colt jerked sideways and just barely avoided the fist being leveled at his head. Shit! They’d gotten behind him and he hadn’t even noticed. Whirling around was a bad idea, it put the other three at his back, but instinct was instinct and it gave him a good look at the one they’d called Bug.
 
   Confusion tumbled through his head as he backed away, arms coming up in defense. The others were dressed in jeans and t-shirts. No attempts to hide their identities had been made. Not that it mattered because Colt didn’t recognize them. But this guy was wearing a ski-mask which meant he’d worried about being recognized.
 
   Strangely familiar, rage filled eyes stared back at him but he couldn’t place what made them familiar. They were the last thing he saw before a sharp, blinding pain tore through his head. Somebody had hit him in the back of the head and despite his body trying to right itself, his legs gave and the ground crashed upwards at him.
 
   Blackness blurred his vision but he tried to think before unconsciousness swallowed him. Why were those eyes familiar? Who was the man in the mask they called Bug? And why couldn’t he get his body to work? At the very least he needed to open his mouth to remind them that dead men couldn’t deliver messages.
 
   Colt kicked out when one of the guys moved around him. He connected with a groin and heard a muttered curse. Before he could push up to his elbow and get to his feet to fight back, another foot connected with his ribs. The pain was excruciating but it kept him awake at least.
 
   He was going to lose this fight. He already had. He hadn’t lost a fight since Decker used to pick on him when he was a kid but the bastard hadn’t played fair and neither had these guys. They’d outnumbered him. Circled him and then put him down with a baseball bat. 
 
   His thoughts jumbled as the blackness rose up again. His last thought was that at least Skylar was safe. She was at home, warm and probably in bed waiting for him. 
 
   She’d waited for him a long time. She’d told him that the other night. But he hadn’t told her he loved her. She was still waiting for that and if they killed him she would never know. That would end up being his biggest regret. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Skylar was starting to get worried. Maybe she was being ridiculous. Maybe she was being overprotective. But she hadn’t heard from Colt in hours and a sick feeling had taken root in the pit of her stomach.
 
   He was a grown man. It was Saturday night. If his shop was open he’d be working until at least midnight, probably later. It was barely ten o’clock now but he’d stopped responding to her playful, teasing text messages over an hour ago and she couldn’t seem to shake the bad feeling that was taking her over.
 
   As the clock ticked on and on, she tried to tell herself there was nothing to worry about. She was being paranoid. Just because he’d stopped responding to her messages didn’t mean something bad had happened. It just meant that he was busy or more likely that he was sick of her teasing texts and finishing up whatever he was doing before he came to punish her for being such a brat.
 
   She chewed on her lips and darted another glance at the phone she’d purposefully put out of reach on the coffee table. The damn thing was weirdly silent tonight and it was messing with her head. Jemma and Cash were on the road. Billie was at work. She wasn’t so sure Rachel would want to hear from her since their last conversation had mostly consisted of her warning the girl away from Remy Bomar. If any of them were around to talk to she wouldn’t even be thinking about how long it had been since Colt called her, probably.
 
   Skylar had decided to distract herself by painting her toenails. She’d removed the old pink polish. Then she’d done a wrap. She was taking her time, trying to drag it out and was halfway through the second coat when Katy Perry started belting out the chorus of Hot N Cold. She jumped in surprise and the new ruby red color streaked across the bridge of her foot.
 
   “Shit.” She muttered as she quickly tried to recap the bottle and reach for the phone all at the same time.
 
   Katy was just getting to the line about being up and then down when Skylar managed to grab it without getting the polish on the couch. It was a fitting ringtone. She’d programed it in for Colt the same day he’d given her his number. Mr. Mercurial was hot, hot, hot now though so maybe she should change it.
 
   She grinned as she raised the phone to her ear, “Guess what I’m not wearing.”
 
   There was a long pause on the other end of the phone and the silence was deafening. Her breath caught in her chest. The worry that she’d been feeling sprouted into ice cold dread and her heart jumped up into her throat as all of her worst fears were confirmed in the span of that long second of silence.
 
   “Uh, Skylar… It’s Remy.”
 
   She shuddered out a breath, “Oh, God. What’s wrong? What happened?”
 
   “Colt was attacked.”
 
   Her entire world shifted off its axis. Colt attacked. Remy calling her from his phone. She had to fight the bile that rose in her throat.
 
   “Is he…?”
 
   “In and out of consciousness. I’m trying to keep him awake. We’re on our way to his place. Can you meet me there?”
 
   “What?” She heard the shriek in her voice but didn’t pause, “Why aren’t you going to the hospital? He needs to see a doctor!”
 
   “Skylar, we can’t do that.”
 
   “Bullshit. If it’s about the money, I’ll…”
 
   “You know it’s not about the money. Doctors ask questions. Questions we can’t answer. We’ll get him help but I’m bringing him home. I called to prepare you. It’s bad, Sky.”
 
   “Remy?” She bit her lip to stifle a cry, “Can I… Can I talk to him?”
 
   “You’re on speaker.” Remy answered and then, in a softer voice than she’d ever have imagined he could use, he sighed, “Hey, little brother? Tell Skylar you’re gonna be ok. You’re scaring your girl.”
 
   Tears pricked at her eyelids and she tried desperately to blink them back, “Colt?”
 
   “Hey angel.” His voice was low, quiet and agonized, but she could practically see him trying to put a fake smile on his face for her, “You ok?”
 
   “I’m fine. You’re the one that…”
 
   “Good. I’m glad. Stay inside ‘til we get there.”
 
   She bit her lip again, “Bossy ass.”
 
   “You…” There was a gasp of clear anguish and then a round of labored, panting breathing, “Like me bossy.”
 
   Her bottom lip was trembling so she nodded before she realized he couldn’t see her, “Yeah. I do.”
 
   There was silence on the other end of the phone again and she fought the urge to scream. She wanted to ask a hundred questions. She needed to know what was going on but she knew now wasn’t the time. She fought the urge to demand answers and asked the only thing she could.
 
   “What can I do? What do you need baby?”
 
   “You. Just you.”
 
   A whimper she couldn’t contain escaped her. For so long she’d wanted to hear Colt tell her things like that. She’d wanted him to need her, but not like this. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. Not with pain and violence.
 
   He said something else, something she couldn’t make out because it was too jumbled. She wiped at her damp cheeks and asked what he’d said but he didn’t answer. There was a commotion and she registered that Remy had taken the phone off speaker when she heard him speak again.
 
   “Okay loverboy. That’s enough for now.” Remy cleared his throat and then spoke to her again, “Skylar, you there?”
 
   “Yeah.” She sniffled.
 
   “Get whatever first aid supplies you have. Gather up any old towels you won’t mind burning too. We’re gonna need them for the blood. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes. Do you have a key to his place?”
 
   Blood? She nearly threw up at the thought. Colt’s blood.
 
   “Skylar?” Remy’s voice jolted her out of those dark thoughts.
 
   “No.” She tried to focus, “No, I don’t have a key.”
 
   “Okay. Well, just get the stuff together then. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
 
   The frustration in Remy’s voice was clear to her to but she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “What about a doctor? A nurse? Somebody that can look at his injuries? You said he’s in and out of consciousness. What if he has a concussion or a brain bleed or…”
 
   “Damn it Skylar. I’m doin’ the best I can.” Remy cursed and then lowered his voice again, “I called Link. He’s getting Nessa. They’re gonna meet us there. Other than that… I don’t know. We’ll have to see what she says.”
 
   Skylar fought another wave of tears. She didn’t know Remy well enough to read his tone of voice but even she could hear the desperation when he trailed off with a heavy sigh. Colt was his brother. He was trying to take care of him. She had to trust that he wouldn’t do anything that would hurt his little brother worse than he already was.
 
   “Okay.” She said simply, “I’ll get the stuff and see you soon. Where are you?”
 
   “Turing onto Oak.”
 
   “See you in a minute.” She hung up without waiting for any further details.
 
   He was close and there was no doubt whatsoever that he was driving like a maniac to get Colt home. Remy was a Bomar after all. Their specialty was boosting cars which from what she knew of their illegal business made most of them damn good getaway drivers. 
 
   A sick thought tugged at the back of her mind, wondering if Remy was being chased, but she pushed it aside. No. He would have known if that was the case. He wouldn’t bring more trouble to their door if he could help it. She had to believe that. 
 
   With no regard for her wet toenails, Skylar bustled around the apartment. She dragged a handful of towels from the hall closet and then searched the medicine cabinet for anything that would be useful. She ended up emptying a shower caddy and tossing in the bottles of alcohol and peroxide that she found then she turned her attention to the pill bottles that lined two small shelves.
 
   Since she’d had her heart surgery, she’d been prescribed just about anything and everything over the years. She had antibiotics that she’d never finished. She had several different kinds of pain pills. She even had an epinephrine shot because she was allergic to bees and could never be too careful. She threw all of it into the basket and headed for the door.
 
   Almost the same time she walked out onto her porch she heard the squeal of tires as a slick, black Challenger came barreling into the parking lot. She didn’t recognize the car but that didn’t surprise her. Cash and Colt were the clean Bomars so they drove shitty pickups because that’s all they could afford. The other Bomars made their money on illegal cars and drove some of the fastest vehicles in town. Somehow, Remy already having a brand new muscle car didn’t surprise her in the least.
 
   As soon as he slammed the brakes on, she started for the car. Remy was up and out of the driver’s side less than a second later and her steps faltered as she got a good look at him. Every muscle in her body failed her and she felt her knees go soft when she saw it.
 
   Blood. It was everywhere. On Remy’s hands. On his clothes. And her brain knew that it wasn’t his blood. It was Colt’s.
 
   “Oh God…”
 
   “Skylar.” Remy paused and then groaned as he rushed forwards and caught her by the shoulders, “Skylar! Pull yourself together. I need your help. Colt needs your help.”
 
   She nodded, “I’m ok. Promise. I just…”
 
   “I know. This is all new to you. I’m sorry to drag you into this but…” He trailed off and she shook her head.
 
   There was no time for apologies.
 
   “I’m here. Tell me what you need.”
 
   “Take these keys. Unlock the door. Put as many towels as you can find down on his bed. I’ll carry him in.”
 
   Skylar nodded because she knew better than to argue right now. Remy was right. She had to stay strong. Colt needed her. She could do this. She would do this. She was strong, damn it.
 
   Her hands shook as she unlocked and then pushed the door open. She grabbed the supplies she’d collected and rushed toward Colt’s room. She didn’t look back. Not yet. If she looked back and saw him for herself, she wasn’t sure she would be able to function. Just the sight of all of that blood threatened to break her heart and Colt…
 
   No. She focused on doing what Remy had asked. She tore the blankets off the bed and then spread as many towels as she could over the sheets to protect the mattress. There had been so much blood on Remy’s hands she could only assume Colt was bleeding profusely.
 
   She was still dragging the blankets out of the way so nobody tripped on them when she heard heavy footsteps behind her. She turned on instinct and immediately dropped the pillow that was in her hands. Her breath caught and she wasn’t sure if it was a curse or a prayer that she whispered when she saw Remy holding Colt upright in the doorway.
 
   She winced as her eyes darted over him, taking in all of the damage even as her mind rebelled against what it was seeing. Colt’s face was a bruised and bloody mess that barely resembled the handsome man she knew. She had to fight back a scream of denial that anyone could do that to another human being let alone the man she loved.
 
   The skin on Colt’s cheek was split open and blood was oozing down the side of his face. She couldn’t tell if all of the blood was from that gash or not but she didn’t think it could be considering his hair was tinted red as well. His nose didn’t look broken this time but that was no real victory considering his right eye, just above the cut, was so swollen it was glued shut. His lips were busted and he spit blood, showing off red stained teeth when he grimaced in pain.
 
   Skylar covered her mouth, “Oh God…”
 
   “Watch out.” Remy maneuvered Colt on his wobbly legs towards the bed and she leaped out of the way as both men grunted, “Sorry bro. I know it hurts, just lay down and I’ll get you something.”
 
   “Sky. Need Sky.” Colt hissed out a rough breath.
 
   “I’m here.” She moved around to the other side of the bed and started to reach for his hand then thought better of it and pulled back, “I’m here baby.”
 
   Colt groaned as he turned his head to face her and his lips twitched, “Hi angel. My angel.”
 
   “I am. I’m yours. Don’t you leave me okay?” She felt the tears slip down her face when he managed to reach out and brush a hand across her cheek, “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too.” Colt’s hand dropped away, “So much.”
 
   Skylar gasped in a breath as the words she’d waited for hit her like a slap in the face. No. No! She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to shake him. No, he didn’t get to tell her that he loved her now. Not like this. Not because he thought he was dying.
 
   Tears streaked down her face, “Don’t you dare leave me.”
 
   Colt was still and silent except for the heavy, labored breaths of a man in pain and she fought the urge to crawl into the bed with him. She glanced up to find Remy watching them with a look she’d never expected to see on his chiseled face. There was pain and there was despair and then there was this.
 
   She looked him over again and tried to figure out not just what to do next but also what had happened. Remy looked like hell. His clothes were rumpled and covered in blood. His dark hair was disheveled and his five o’clock shadow gave him a wild, unkempt look. But it was his eyes, those darker than sapphire blue eyes, their father’s eyes, that had her pushing to her feet to confront him head on.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I told you, he was attacked.”
 
   “Don’t try to bullshit me, Remy. What the hell happened?”
 
   He didn’t look at her. Didn’t even glance at her. He stared at his little brother, lying beaten and bloody, bruised and broken on the bed instead. A look passed his eyes that she couldn’t read, didn’t understand, and then it was gone and with it all trace of emotion disappeared from him as if it had never existed.
 
   If she wasn’t so accustomed to Colt’s mood swings, she might have been shocked by the ease of the change. Remy’s shoulders went back and his chin went up. When he finally looked at her, he was every inch the eldest Bomar brother, dangerous and untouchable.
 
   “Let’s talk in the other room.”
 
   She opened her mouth to tell him she’d prefer to stay with Colt but Remy didn’t wait for her response. He turned on his heel and walked out of the room. She growled and cursed as she shot a glance at her unconscious boyfriend, worried about letting him sleep when he might have a concussion, worried about leaving him alone, but ultimately decided answers were the only way she could help him and followed his brother, gently shutting the door behind her.
 
   “Remy?” She prompted when she found him at the kitchen sink scrubbing his hands clean.
 
   “He was attacked. I don’t know by who. I don’t know by how many. He was like that when I found him.” He paused and shot a sharp look over his shoulder, “You need to decide right here and right now how much you want to know. This is Bomar shit. If I tell you…”
 
   “I’m all in with Colt. I’m not going anywhere and I’m not going to betray him. Talk.”
 
   If she stopped to think about what she was really saying, she still wouldn’t have taken the words back. They were true. She knew Colt. She knew all of him, the good and the bad, and she knew that as much as he hated it, as much as he might try to deny it, this dark and dangerous world the Bomars inhabited was a part of him.
 
   “Okay then… I don’t know how much you know so I’m going to keep this as simple as I can. There are some guys that are mad at Colt right now. He was supposed to end a fight last week and it went on a lot longer than it should have. People lost money. The attack on your shops, this, it’s their way of sending a message.”
 
   “A message?” 
 
   “They think they got cheated and they want Lincoln to know that if they get hit where it hurts, we get hit where it hurts.”
 
   “Jesus.” She swiped a hand over her face as her mind finally stopped whirling long enough to latch onto a piece of information, “This is about Lincoln? About those fights he has Colt competing in?”
 
   Remy’s eyebrows went up, “You know about that?”
 
   “Of course I know about that. Colt told me that he’s fighting for Lincoln until he can pay him back for the loan.”
 
   “The loan?”
 
   She met Remy’s eyes and felt an insane urge to laugh or cry or both. This family and their damn secrets. From the confusion coloring his face, it was clear to her that despite whatever parts of the puzzle Remy had been clued into, he didn’t have the full picture. Since he’d decided to enlighten her, she figured she might as well return the favor. 
 
   “Yeah, the loan. Lincoln loaned Colt money a few years ago when he and Cash were first trying to get out from under Decker’s rule. Colt’s been fighting for him ever since to pay him back and earn his freedom because only in your fucked up family could helping each other mean paying back money with blood, sweat and tears.”
 
   Remy’s mouth thinned, “That’s what Lincoln has over Colt? The kid owes him some money?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Son of a bitch.” He surprised her by slamming his fist into the cabinet and then cursing some more, “I knew Link had somethin’ on him but nobody would tell me what it was. That bastard put my brother in a ring and risked his life for some fuckin’ money?”
 
   She assumed that was a rhetorical question and remained quiet. 
 
   “Does Cash know about this?” Remy scowled.
 
   “No. Colt kept him in the dark. He said Cash would’ve stopped him.”
 
   “Damn right Cash would have stopped him because somehow that twin got all the brains.” Remy kicked the cabinet, “Goddamnit, they never should’ve gotten involved with…”
 
   Before he could finish his sentence, the door to the apartment opened again and the man they were discussing came through it. Lincoln Bomar looked exactly like he always did. Smug, arrogant, self-assured and not a hair out of place. The only sign that something might even be wrong was the fact that he was scowling instead of smirking.
 
   Knowing that Colt was lying in bed hurt while this man walked around untouched made Skylar’s blood boil. Before she could think better of it, her temper got the best of her. She rushed towards him and raised her hand. She slapped him so hard it made her palm sting but he barely budged so she shoved him in the chest, trying to inflict some sort of damage as she railed at him.
 
   “You did this!”
 
   “What the fuck!” He snarled as he easily restrained her.
 
   “This is your fault!” She struggled against his hold and when she couldn’t break free she raised her knee.
 
   “Stop!” Lincoln scowled and twisted, clearly sensing her intention to harm his favorite body part and pushing her back away from him, “I said stop! We’re all on the same side here.”
 
   “Fuck you, Lincoln! You’re the reason he’s hurt!”
 
   A pair of strong arms wrapped around her waist and hauled her backwards. She struggled against Remy but when he didn’t budge an inch she gave up. She couldn’t fight them, not physically, and another round of tears blurred her vision.
 
   “I’m the reason he’s gonna survive this too so back off and let us through.”
 
   “Skylar, calm down. Let Nessa go look him over.” Remy whispered, his touch softening as soon as she stopped fighting.
 
   Skylar shuddered out a breath and managed a nod. She hadn’t even noticed the woman standing behind Lincoln in the doorway. The other woman seemed altogether unfazed by Skylar’s outburst. As soon as she nodded, the nurse darted past her towards Colt’s bedroom.
 
   “Nessa will take care of him and if she can’t, she’ll tell us and we’ll get him to the hospital.” Remy promised as he released his hold on her and stepped between her and Lincoln.
 
   Nessa. Right. She was a nurse but she was also family. She’d been engaged to one of the Bible Bomars, Joel, before he died. That was why they trusted her to keep this quiet and help them. She was one of them.
 
   “I’ll go see if Nessa needs anything...”
 
   Skylar shot a hand out when Lincoln started to go past her and shook her head, “No. You’re not going anywhere near him.”
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   He balked, as if shocked she would dare tell him what to do. She was sure it was a rare occasion when anyone dared contradict Lincoln Bomar. God knew she wouldn’t have done it either but this was too important and her handprint on his cheek made her bold.
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   “Is that so?” His lips curled into that trademark smirk and she contemplated slapping him again.
 
   Remy stepped up right beside her, blocking Lincoln’s path, “That’s so.”
 
   Since Remy seemed to be standing with her, she crossed her arms over her chest and held her ground, “Colt’s out.”
 
   That earned her a snort, “Yeah, okay…”
 
   When he started to go around them Remy stepped in his way and put a hand to his chest, his voice deadly serious when he spoke, “He’s out, Link. For good. No more fighting. No more jobs. He’s going to survive this and when he does, he’s done.”
 
   A warmth she hadn’t expected lit her veins as she glanced over at Colt’s older brother. She’d heard the anger in his voice when she told him Lincoln was forcing Colt to fight for him. She’d seen his despair as he looked at his brother lying in that bed. But somehow, when faced with his eldest cousin, his de facto leader, she hadn’t expected him to take her side or even Colt’s. 
 
   “He’s out.” She reiterated and then made the offer she knew Lincoln couldn’t refuse, “Whatever he owes you to get out, I’ll cover it.”
 
   That earned her both of their intense stares and she fought not to fidget. Remy looked shocked. Lincoln looked interested. Just as she’d known he would.
 
   One dark eyebrow rose, “Honey, do you have any idea who you’re talkin’ to?”
 
   “Do you?” She shot right back at him, “Because if its money you want, I can get it to you as soon as the bank opens on Monday. Give me the number you need to let Colt out of whatever deal you two have and I’ll get you clean bills to cover it.”
 
   Lincoln seemed to consider her words and then shook his head, “I wish it was that easy sweetheart. I like you but it’s about more than money.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not the only one that fronted the C’s. Colt fights for me, yeah, but he does it in Abel’s ring. I might take your money but my cousin, he’s gonna want more than that.”
 
   Remy cursed, “Abel too? Both of you fuckers took advantage of him?”
 
   “He needed help and you weren’t around, Cuz.” Lincoln narrowed his eyes at Remy, “Abel needs a fighter, somebody in the family that can’t be beaten. Without Colt in the ring, we’re not represented and…”
 
   “I’ll take his place.”
 
   Skylar gasped at the offer. Remy didn’t fidget. He didn’t blink. He stared Lincoln down when his cousin appeared to size him up and she felt not only an odd sense of warmth for the dark-haired Bomar brother but also real respect. He would take Colt’s place in the ring, just like that, because Colt needed him. No matter what his brothers or anyone else thought about him, she saw in that moment that whatever reason Remy Bomar had for leaving town ten years ago, he was trying to make up for it now.
 
   She swallowed past the lump in her throat, “That’s it then. I’ll cover the money. He’ll cover the muscle. Is there anything else you need to make this deal?”
 
   Lincoln scratched his head, “You’re both crazy, you know that?”
 
   “Do we have a deal?” Remy growled.
 
   “Yeah. We’re square. Colt’s out.”
 
   “Good.” She rubbed a hand over her face, “Let me know how much.”
 
   “Oh, you can bet I will.” Lincoln snorted.
 
   “Fine. I’m going to go check on my boyfriend now. You two stay out here.”
 
   She turned on her heel and retreated down the hallway of the small apartment. She didn’t honestly expect either of them to listen to her but when she didn’t hear footsteps behind her, she breathed a sigh of relief. She felt like she was on the verge of losing it and when she slipped inside Colt’s bedroom, shutting the door quietly behind her and saw him again, she did.
 
   Tears blurred her vision and she hurriedly wiped them away. Colt was out. He was finally going to be free of his demons. No more dark, dangerous Bomar life for him. No more fighting or dealing with his cousins and their threats. He was free of it all and it had only taken him being beaten into unconsciousness for her to figure out what she should have done from the beginning.
 
   The money wasn’t important to her. She had it. She’d always had it. Whatever insane figure Lincoln cooked up, she could cover it. 
 
   There was a college fund her parents had set up when she was born and she’d never touched it. When she’d decided not to go away to university, to instead try her hand at cosmetology, they’d told her it was hers to do with as she pleased. They’d wanted her to use it to open the salon but she’d refused. She’d wanted to do that on her own. 
 
   She’d never found anything she wanted badly enough to accept her parents money but she wanted this. She wanted Colt, happy and whole. She wanted them to have a future together. And she was only angry with herself that she hadn’t thought of using the funds to buy his freedom from his family earlier.
 
   If she had, he wouldn’t be fighting for his life right now. 
 
   A hard voice with a strict no-nonsense lilt cut through the silence, “You gonna be okay?”
 
   Skylar wiped at her cheeks, “Yeah.”
 
   “Good, because I can deal with blood but I’m not so good with tears.” Nessa hadn’t turned to look at her as she bandaged Colt’s face, “You’re the girlfriend I take it?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, your boyfriend is gonna be okay. I gave him something to knock him out because he was fighting me when I first came in. I need to stich up a few of these lacerations and he’s gonna hurt for a while but he’s lucky. He’s young, strong and healthy. He’ll pull through.” Nessa turned to face her, her eyes serious and her face solemn, “But a word of advice from somebody that’s been in your position? Don’t let him see you cry. Don’t let any of them see you cry. They’ll never take you seriously if they do.”
 
   Skylar opened her mouth and then closed it again. She nodded instead. She hadn’t asked for the advice but she would take it.
 
   “You love him?”
 
   “Yeah.” She answered easily, her gaze straying to the man in the bed.
 
   “Then you need to harden yourself to this.” Nessa spoke again and Skylar’s eyes went back to her in time to see her hands shake just a little as she brushed Colt’s hair back from his damaged face, “Because this is who they are. The fighting and the danger, it’s a drug to them. They need it as much as they need oxygen. Can’t survive without it.”
 
   “No, that’s not Colt.”
 
   “It’s all of them. Don’t kid yourself thinking yours is any less damaged than the others. It’s who they are and this…” Nessa motioned at Colt’s unconscious body, “This isn’t the worst that can happen. Not by a longshot.”
 
   Skylar bit her lip, unsure of what to say to that. What could she say? If there was anyone that knew the Bomars and their penchant for trouble, it was this woman. She’d loved one of them and she’d lost him to this dangerous life that they all lived. Skylar couldn’t say anything in that moment but luckily Nessa didn’t appear to want her to.
 
   The older woman wiped her hands and then cleared her throat, “Would you mind telling Lincoln that I need that kit from the car? I only brought my small bag in but this… well it’s going to take a lot more needles and thread to put your boy back together.”
 
   She winced at that but nodded, “Yeah, okay.”
 
   Skylar let herself back out into the hallway, trying not to let Nessa’s advice get to her. Colt wasn’t like the rest of the Bomars. He wasn’t. He didn’t love the danger and the fighting. He wanted out. He did. And now that she’d bought him out, he would be happy. They would be happy.
 
   But it was hard to ignore her doubts when she walked into the living room and found a whole group them all looking like they were gearing up for a fight. Skylar stopped in the doorway, her eyes going wide at the sight. Jesus, she’d left the room five minutes ago and it had just been Lincoln and Remy. Now there were multiple men, multiple Bomars, and her stomach twisted when she saw Cash standing in the middle of them.
 
   He glanced up from where Remy had a firm grip on his shoulder as he spoke to him and their eyes met across the room. Shit. Sometimes he and Colt really did look so much alike it was disturbing. Despite the differences in their haircuts and the tattoos, those sharp blue eyes met hers and the pain and anger in them was so familiar she almost forgot how to breathe.
 
   “Sky! What’s going on?”
 
   She turned just as Jemma engulfed her in a hug and despite what she’d been telling herself about being strong, she felt tears well in her eyes again. She latched onto her best friend like a lifeline. Amid all of the commotion, she’d forgotten that Jemma and Cash were due home tonight.
 
   “Oh, honey…” Jemma softened her tone and stroked her hair when she whimpered and clung to her, “It’s okay. He’s going to be okay. That’s what Remy said. Right?”
 
   She nodded and wiped at her face, “Yeah. I think so.” 
 
   Jemma pulled back to look her in the eyes, “When we pulled up and saw all the cars and the guys, Cash just about lost his mind. Why didn’t you call?”
 
   “I didn’t think. I’m sorry. It all happened so fast.”
 
   “Okay. Okay. Let’s settle down and you can tell me what’s happening okay?”
 
   “Yeah I…” Skylar’s gaze jerked up when she heard Lincoln’s voice across the room, “Hold on a sec.”
 
   She forced herself to release Jemma. As much as she wanted to hold onto her friend and take the comfort of the familiar that she offered, she knew that she couldn’t. Not yet at least.
 
   “Lincoln.” She grabbed his arm when he didn’t notice her amid some tense discussion with a man she didn’t recognize. “Lincoln!”
 
   “What?” He snapped at her.
 
   “Nessa said she needs the bag out of the car.”
 
   “Fine.” He flicked his wrist at the other man, “Go get it. Now! My cousin is bleeding in there. Move your ass.”
 
   Since the guy hadn’t even hesitated before rushing from the room, Skylar raised an eyebrow at Lincoln. He looked edgier than he had when he arrived. She glanced over him and sucked in another surprised breath when she saw that he was holding a gun in his hand.
 
   “What the hell?” She stepped back, “Where did that come from?”
 
   “What?” He looked down at where her horrified gaze was and snorted, “I’m always armed, Skylar. Just because you couldn’t see it doesn’t mean I didn’t have it on me.”
 
   And she’d been yelling at him? God, she was horrified. He must have seen the realization dawn on her face because he scowled.
 
   “Don’t fuckin’ look at me like that. It’s for protection and I hardly need it against a hundred pound girl no matter how feisty she might be when it comes to protecting her boyfriend.”
 
   She shook her head, “I don’t…”
 
   “Link? We gotta go now.” Another voice cut her off and Lincoln nodded before turning his attention back to her.
 
   “Stay here and don’t go outside until I call Remy and give the all clear.” He raised his head and scowled at Cash and Jemma, “That goes for all of you.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “We found the guys that hurt Colt so we’re gonna return the favor. I’ll leave Nessa here to work her magic but I’ve got to go deal with this. Stay safe and have Remy call me if Colt worsens.”
 
   Her stomach turned and she gripped his arm tight again, “Wait, you’re not gonna…”
 
   “We’re thieves. Not murderers.” His lips curled into his patented playboy smile and he winked at her as he backed out the door, gun in hand, “Oh and Sky, let me be the first to say welcome to the family.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “Oh my God, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”
 
   Skylar winced when her mother dropped the hedge clippers she’d been holding and rushed towards her. She’d known when she got into her car and headed to her parents’ house that this would be the most likely response. As soon as she’d gotten out of the car and her mother had stood up to face her she’d seen her face pale as concern pushed away all other emotions.
 
   She knew she looked like hell. She’d barely slept a wink in the past forty-eight hours. She was exhausted, emotionally distraught and to be completely honest, she wanted her mommy so she didn’t pull away when she was grabbed by the shoulders and held too tight.
 
   “I’m not sick.”
 
   “Are you sure? You’re…”
 
   “I’m not sick. I just…” Her voice cracked and she saw the look of distress she knew so well color her mother’s unlined face, “Can we talk?”
 
   “Of course.” Melanie Holland nodded quickly, “You know we can always talk.”
 
   “Is… Is Dad here?”
 
   “No. There was a problem at one of the rigs so he went out to take a look.”
 
   Skylar nodded, unsure if her father’s absence was a good or a bad thing. It would be easier to have this conversation one on one with her mother but her father deserved to hear it from her too. It was his money after all.
 
   She’d spent a long time thinking about this while she was lying in Colt’s bed, watching him sleep, too afraid she’d hurt him to curl up at his side. There was a part of her, some leftover remnant of the rebellious teenage girl she’d been maybe that said it was her money and she could do what she wanted with it. That part of her wanted to keep the withdrawal she’d made earlier in the day a secret the same way she’d kept her first tattoo a secret from her parents for months. That part of her whispered that they wouldn’t approve and wanted to delay the inevitable argument as long as possible.
 
   But another part of her, the adult, rational, reasonable part of her had won out. Yes, it was her money. Her parents had told her that for years, but it had still been a gift from them to her and she knew they deserved an explanation for why she’d finally touched it. At the very least, they needed a heads up before the withdrawal showed up on their bank statement. She didn’t want to be responsible for giving her father a heart attack when he saw the number with all of those zeroes behind it missing from the account.
 
   She’d also reasoned that if she wanted them to give Colt a chance, give her relationship a chance, then she had to tell them what she’d done with the money. If she hid it, that was as good as hiding him, and she couldn’t do that. She wouldn’t. They needed to know he was important to her and why.
 
   Now, standing in front of her mother, she couldn’t seem to find the words.
 
   “Why don’t we go inside?” Melanie offered when Skylar didn’t say a word, “It’s too hot to be out here right now anyway. Come on, let’s go in the house.”
 
   She nodded and let her mom guide her up the porch steps and into the house. Neither of them spoke but Skylar didn’t miss the questions crossing her mom’s face. Her silence was worrisome. She knew that. She’d never been a quiet child except for the times she was in the hospital, too sick and too tired to get into trouble. She knew her mother must be thinking the worst but her worry over what her mother would say when she told her the true reason she’d come kept her quiet.
 
   Would she be mad? Angry? Disappointed? Skylar had, in no uncertain terms, paid off a known criminal with her trust fund money. Sure there was paperwork to show that she’d legally purchased a percentage of Fine Lines but that was a cover and anyone with half a brain would know that. Her parents were not stupid. They would know what she had done but they wouldn’t understand why unless she told them what Colt meant to her.
 
   “Would you like some iced tea?”
 
   Skylar slid into a chair at the kitchen table and watched her mother remove her gardening gloves and hat. Melanie smoothed her sleek blonde strands back and tried for a smile that didn’t fool either of them. The tension in the room was palpable.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Good. Okay.”
 
   It would keep her mother’s hands busy and buy her a few more minutes. Skylar watched as her mom bustled around the kitchen, pulling glasses from the cabinet and then filling them with ice. As she did, she thought about how much she loved Colt and wondered if this was how her mother had felt when she first met Skylar’s father. Desperate. She’d heard the term before in the movies. Desperately in love. She hadn’t understood it then but she did now.
 
   “Mom…”
 
   “Yes, honey?” Melanie paused in pouring the tea from the pretty glass pitcher into the waiting glasses.
 
   “How’d you know Dad was the one?”
 
   “I…” Her mother furrowed her brow, “I don’t know. It was just a feeling I guess.”
 
   “What kind of feeling?”
 
   Melanie finished pouring the tea and then put the pitcher back into the fridge, “I loved him the instant I met him. It was like something just clicked into place inside of me. I know love at first sight sounds naïve but for us, it was true.”
 
   “Yeah, you’ve told me that before…” She chewed the inside of her cheek as her mother crossed to the table and took a seat.
 
   “But if you’re asking when I realized he was it for me, that I couldn’t imagine my life without him, I guess that happened when he said he was coming back here.”
 
   Skylar tilted her head, “To Old Settlers?”
 
   “Uh huh. He was leaving Tulsa, moving back to this tiny, dusty backwoods town to take over his father’s business and he didn’t ask me to come with him. He didn’t have to. I knew that I’d go anywhere with him, give up anything for the chance to be with him. That’s when I knew.”
 
   “Oh…” Her throat felt tight and she couldn’t say anything more.
 
   Her mother reached out and took her hand, “Honey, what’s this all about? I know you told me that you and Trey broke up because you were better as friends but if you’re having second thoughts…”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Trey is a very nice boy and you two seemed to get along well but, if I’m being completely honest, it never seemed like there was much of a spark. Did I miss something?”
 
   “I’m in love with someone else.” She admitted and watched two perfectly sculpted eyebrows rise on her mother’s face, “That’s the reason Trey and I broke up. You’re right, there was never a spark with Trey because my heart wasn’t in it. I had feelings for someone else. I’m in love with someone else. I think I have been for a really long time and it’s big and scary and I don’t know if I’m handling it right at all.”
 
   “You’re in love?”
 
   “Yes.” And because she couldn’t stand the way her mother was looking at her, Skylar admitted, “I’m in love with Colt. I love him. So much it scares me. So much that I know, without a doubt, that I’d go anywhere with him and do anything to be with him. I’d give up anything for him.”
 
   As she spoke, she watched confusion cross into understand and then her mother’s face softened again, “Colt? Your friend, Colt? The boy you’re always talking about?”
 
   “He’s more than a friend, so much more.”
 
   “And is he…”
 
   “A Bomar? Yes, he is, but he’s not his family and he’s not a criminal. He’s a good man.” She felt the rest of her defense get stuck in her throat and her hands clenched before she could stop them.
 
   He wasn’t a criminal. He wasn’t. He’d done some bad things in the past because it was the only way he’d known how to survive. He wouldn’t have to do it anyone. She had made sure of that.
 
   Her mother reached out and squeezed her hand, “Skylar, I was going to ask, is he good to you?”
 
   “Oh…” She felt her cheeks heat at the disapproving way her mother said her name.
 
   “I would have thought we’d raised you to understand that we don’t judge people by the actions of others but since it seems to be a worry for you just know, I don’t care what his last name is so long as he treats you well and makes you happy.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   She hadn’t been expecting this. The easy acceptance. The understanding. No questions of who and what Colt was. No condemnation of the family he came from. Her mother was only worried about her and after all of the drama and stress of the past few days, Skylar realized she’d needed somebody to make sure she was okay more than she realized.
 
   She burst into tears.
 
   “Oh, baby…” Her mom was instantly there, dragging her chair closer and wrapping her in a hug, “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s going to be okay.”
 
   “Th…Th…Thank you.” She sobbed.
 
   “You don’t have to thank me. I love you.” She smoothed Skylar’s hair back and held her until the worst of the sobs passed, “You could see how I might be worried, Bomar or not, that you burst into tears telling me you love the boy, right?”
 
   “It… It’s not like that. He makes me happy.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that.” Melanie pulled back to meet her daughter’s watery gaze, “You don’t look ridiculously in love, Skylar. You look tired and exhausted. Tell me what’s going on so I can try to help you.”
 
   Skylar wiped at her eyes and tried to pull herself back together. She’d never cried this much in her life. Not even when the doctors had told her that her heart was broken and she’d need surgery to fix it. Not even when they’d told her she’d have to be on medication, have to be careful not to overexert herself, for the rest of her life. She’d dealt with her health issues without a tear but this thing, with Colt, it had the power to break her heart for real, for good, and no matter how many times she told herself to be strong, that scared the crap out of her.
 
   “Is this about your shop being broken into?” Her mother asked hesitantly when she didn’t immediately speak, “I know that boy’s tattoo parlor is next to yours and the rumor is that the people that attacked it only meant to hurt him because of his family but if they know you two are involved maybe…”
 
   “Mom.” She cut her off with a shake of her head, “Can you let me get this out? I’ll tell you what I can. I just need you to promise to hear me out.”
 
   Melanie’s lips pursed, “Of course. Go ahead.”
 
   “I…” She took a deep breath for courage and then started with the real reason she was here, “I can’t give you all of the details but Colt is in trouble. He was attacked Saturday night. He was beaten and he’s hurt pretty badly.”
 
   “Oh my God! Is he okay?”
 
   Just thinking about him lying in that bed threatened to tear her apart again. When she’d left this morning, he’d been awake but groggy still. Nessa had come back to check on him over the past few days and been pleased that he seemed to be doing well. She’d said his concussion was mild and that despite a couple of broken ribs that it was mostly superficial cuts and bruises. He would be up and back to his usual self in a few days which didn’t give her much time to finalize her plans with Lincoln.
 
   “He will be. I’m going to make sure of it.” She blew out a breath, “The thing is, the best way I can help him right now is to buy out his silent partner at the shop.”
 
   There was a long moment of silence, “Wait, you’re buying part of his business?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   Her mother winced, “Skylar, honey, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Neither am I but I have to help him and this is something I can do. He needs the money and I have it. It’s really that simple.”
 
   “Did he ask you to do this?”
 
   “No. He would never ask me for money, for anything. He doesn’t even know I offered it. I made the deal with… well with his silent partner. I’m buying him out of the business to keep Colt safe. It’s better for everyone this way.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “I love him. I do. Mom, I love him and I can help him so I have to do it.”
 
   “Skylar.” Her name again in that concerned, motherly tone made her shake her head, trying to combat any argument.
 
   “No. Don’t do that. Don’t tell me it’s a mistake. You said yourself that you knew Dad was the one when you’d give anything to be with him even though he didn’t ask. Well, Colt didn’t ask but I’m willing to give this, to do this. You have to understand that!”
 
   Her rising voice earned her another sigh, “Honey, calm down. I’m not saying you shouldn’t help him. I only think you should talk to him about it first. Mixing business, money, into your relationship is trouble… particularly when it’s as new as yours is with this boy.”
 
   “I couldn’t talk to him about it.” She bit her lip, “He would have said no.”
 
   “Would have said?” Her mother winced, “You’ve already done it then, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes. I went to the bank before I came here. They’re drawing up the paperwork to transfer the money as we speak. I have to go back to sign it in an hour.”
 
   Her mother’s face softened again, “Did you do it before coming here because you were worried your father and I would tell you no too?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Skylar, you’re a grown woman and it’s your money. Your father and I gave it to you and we trusted that you would use it for something that was important to you when the time came.” She started to open her mouth but her mother held up a hand to silence her, “If this is what you choose to use it for, I’ll support you. So will your father. We love you and if you love this boy that much then he must really be something.”
 
   Her throat felt tight, “I do. He is.”
 
   “Then all I need to know is… does he love you the same way?”
 
   Skylar bit her lip to stifle another flood of tears. She couldn’t tell her mom that she didn’t know. Couldn’t tell her that he’d only told her he loved her for the first, and last, time when he thought he was dying.
 
   But then she thought about how Colt had tried to push her away. He’d told her that she deserved better, deserved more. He’d told her that she made him want to be a better man and despite how he felt, he’d put her first. He’d tried to protect her, even when he wanted her for himself, even when he’d been injured. She’d been the thing he was worried about even when he was fighting unconsciousness.
 
   “Yes.” She nodded.
 
   Melanie smiled softly, “Then I hope you’ll talk to him about what you’ve done. I don’t know the boy but he is a man and they tend to react badly when they think we’ve made their decisions for them. You’re doing something kind, impulsive and a little crazy, but kind. Don’t let it come between you.”
 
   “Thank you mom.”
 
   She wiped a stray tear from her cheek and managed a small smile. Her family was amazing. They would support her, no matter what. They loved her, unconditionally. They worried and protected and babied her because they cared so much but when it came down to it, they knew they’d raised her to be a smart, compassionate, independent woman and they trusted her decisions. If she chose Colt, then they would do their best to make him part of the family too. 
 
   “Don’t thank me yet.” Her mother smiled in return, “I expect your young man at the next Sunday dinner after he’s recovered and is well enough to attend. I want to meet the man my daughter has given her heart too.”
 
   Skylar managed a watery laugh, “Ahh, Mom!”
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   “How you feelin’?”
 
   Colt tried to resituate himself against the headboard without wincing. It was weird having Lincoln here, in his bedroom, but he refused to let his cousin see how uncomfortable it made him. He was already at a disadvantage, half-clothed and tucked into bed like a sick child. He wouldn’t let Lincoln see that just sitting upright made his head swim.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   It had been two days since he was attacked. The first twenty-four hours, as well as most of the events following getting hit with what must have been that bat, were nothing more than a fog to him. Only since he woke this morning had he fully come out of the haze of what he’d learned was a concussion. Even still, he was already sick and tired of everyone asking him that question.
 
   His brothers had been downright overprotective as they did their best impressions of Florence Nightingale. Cash and Remy had checked on him hourly, even throughout the night, even when he kicked them out and cursed at them. They came back every time, with pain pills, with antibiotics, with fluids and food to help him keep his strength up. 
 
   After a fight that had left him more than a little lightheaded, he’d ordered Cash to go back to work. He’d even thrown enough of a fit that Jemma had said she knew better than to stay where she wasn’t wanted and left as well. That had only left him with Remy so he’d told his older brother to go home, or at least to the place he’d been crashing the past few weeks. He’d honestly been surprised by how difficult it had been to get rid of Remy.
 
   It was weird. He was used to Cash making a fuss over him when he was hurt. They always had each other’s back. But Remy’s hovering and fretting left him feeling strangely off-kilter. He’d expected Remy to take off again at the first sign of trouble but he’d done the opposite and dug his feet in deeper. 
 
   The man he’d convinced himself his older brother was after he left them was becoming harder and harder to reconcile with the Remy that had returned. The cold, selfish son of a bitch that hadn’t cared if his little brothers survived their parents wasn’t the same man that had helped him free Jemma from her abusive ex, no questions asked. He wasn’t the same man that he had vague memories of gently carrying him out of his shop the other night and reassuring him that he was going to be okay. It was a worried, protective big brother that had spent God only knew how many hours the past few days in the chair he’d dragged next to Colt’s bed. 
 
   It had been that brother he had hell convincing to leave him alone for a few hours this morning and somehow he wasn’t surprised that Lincoln was here now. Remy had been crashing on Lincoln’s couch since his unlikely return to Old Settlers. If he’d gone home to shower and get some clean clothes like Colt had told him to, it seemed likely he’d talked to Lincoln and sent him to watch Colt in his stead.
 
   And, for the first time since she kissed him goodbye and said she had to run some errands, he was relieved Skylar wasn’t around. She’d been by his side every minute since he woke up and unlike his brothers he hadn’t minded her worry at all. He’d loved waking up each morning with the feel of her close by, the scent of her clinging to him and his sheets. He’d decided sometime around the moment she offered to help him shower that she could baby him all she wanted.
 
   Of course, the shower hadn’t ended as happily as he’d been hoping. She’d told him he was still too banged up for sex and put him back into bed with nothing but a sweet kiss. He’d tried to explain to her that if his body was well enough to sport wood the instant she touched him it was plenty well enough for some of her attention but she’d only giggled and told him maybe she’d get creative when she got back.
 
   He’d been looking forward to that moment, when she came back to him, crawled into bed with him, and pressed her soft body against his. But then Lincoln had walked in the door and he knew the discussion they needed to have wasn’t one that she needed to hear. It was best if he kept those two parts of his life separate. There was never a time when he could see himself being okay with having Lincoln and Skylar in the same room.
 
   “Yeah, you look fine.” Lincoln only snorted and collapsed into the empty chair, kicking his booted feet up onto the corner of the bed, “You need anything?”
 
   “Nah, I’m good.”
 
   “Uh-huh, and where’d your nurse get off to?”
 
   He frowned at Lincoln’s curiosity, “Skylar had some errands to run.”
 
   “Yeah, I meant your twin sister.”
 
   Colt snorted at the joke but it hurt his ribs too much to laugh, “I sent Cash to work.”
 
   “And the concerned mother hen?”
 
   He raised an eyebrow, “I figured you knew. I sent Remy home a while ago. He didn’t go to your place?”
 
   “Nope. Haven’t seen him in a day or two.” Lincoln scratched his jaw uncomfortably.
 
   Two days? Colt narrowed his eyes at the admission. It had been two days since Remy found him curled into a ball on the floor of his shop, beaten and barely conscious.
 
   “You haven’t seen Remy since the night I was attacked?”
 
   “Yeah, well, we kinda had a disagreement that night and he’s not so happy with me. I’m not surprised he’s gone MIA but I’m sure he’s found somewhere else to crash. I ain’t exactly had time to go tracking him down.”
 
   “Why is he not happy with you?”
 
   Colt felt the beginning of a bad feeling twitch inside of him and then take hold. He remembered how both of his brothers had been quiet since he woke up. Cash hadn’t once asked him what happened. Remy had told him not to worry about it and to focus only on getting better. Now, with Lincoln sitting in front of him, his mind finally clear, he realized how stupid he’d been. There was only one reason his brothers wouldn’t have been asking questions and that was if they already had the answers.
 
   “Link?” He prompted when his cousin didn’t immediately answer him.
 
   “Look, Remy told me to give you time to recover but I figure you deserve a heads up.”
 
   “A heads up about what? What the hell is going on?”
 
   “Your brothers know about our deal.”
 
   Colt was having trouble breathing and his ribs weren’t to blame, “Brothers? Plural? So… Cash?”
 
   Lincoln nodded and Colt felt dizzy. He’d pretty much accepted that Remy knew the situation. Despite what he’d thought for years, his older brother did care and he’d been paying attention. He’d been there after the failed fight and he’d been part of Lincoln’s power play at Fine Lines. Remy was aware Colt and Lincoln had business.
 
   But Cash… Cash was never supposed to know. Never supposed to find out.
 
   He blew out a strangled breath, “How?”
 
   “Come on C.” Lincoln gave him a skeptical look, “I know you were mostly unconscious but they didn’t knock all your brains out of that pretty head of yours. Do you really think there was any way out of this where your twin didn’t figure out what you’ve been doin’?”
 
   “He knew about the fights but he didn’t know why.”
 
   “Well he does now and he’s pissed.”
 
   “He hasn’t said a word to me.”
 
   Lincoln snorted, “Of course not. Yet. He’s too worried about you to be angry with you right now. I’m the bad guy in this little story.”
 
   “Cash doesn’t think you’re a bad guy.”
 
   “That’s a pretty little lie. Was that for my benefit?” Lincoln’s lips curled into a sneer, “Don’t bother, Colt. It’s not exactly new territory for me. I’m always the bad guy.”
 
   It was clear he wanted Colt to think he was unaffected but he wasn’t buying it. Lincoln could be a hard ass. He could be cold and ruthless. But when it came to the family, nobody looked after the other boys like he did. He wasn’t just their leader because he was the oldest. Hell, technically Ford was a few minutes older than his twin. Lincoln was the leader because he put them all first and did whatever it took to keep them together.
 
   “I’ll set him straight.”
 
   Lincoln rolled his eyes.
 
   “I mean it. I’ll set him straight. Him and Remy both and anyone else that wants to chime in with an opinion. I’ll tell them it was my decision. I’m a big boy. If they want to be mad at someone they can be mad at me.”
 
   “Nobody gets mad at the person forced to make a deal with the devil, Colt. That’s not how it works.”
 
   “You’re not the devil.” He gave Lincoln a sharp look when his cousin only shrugged indifferently, “I grew up with the devil, Link. You’re not him.”
 
   “Hmm… yeah. Dear old Uncle Deck did a number on you boys didn’t he? It’s a wonder really that any of you survived let alone grew up to be good, decent men.”
 
   Colt raised his eyebrows, surprise showing on his face before he could think to camouflage it. Had that been a compliment? From Lincoln? Surely not.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.” His cousin smirked.
 
   “I mean, I know I hit my head pretty hard but…”
 
   “Shut it. You tell anyone I’m secretly impressed by you little shits and I’ll deny it.” Lincoln ran a hand through hair and then smiled, “I am though, just for the record. Impressed. You three stick together like… like…”
 
   “Family?”
 
   The smile disappeared and Lincoln’s eyes narrowed, “Don’t be an asshole. We’re all family. It’s just nice seeing you three together again. That’s all.”
 
   “Cash and I always have each other’s backs. That’s nothing new.”
 
   “Ya know, you keep treating your big bro like an outsider and I’m gonna knock some sense into you.”
 
   He frowned at the reprimand, “Link…”
 
   “No. Listen up. Remy is here for you. He came back for you and he stayed for you.”
 
   His temper flared despite himself. He wasn’t doing this. He wasn’t having this fight and yet. He was. He was yelling before he’d ever even realized he opened his mouth to speak. Years of anger flaring up at the first opportunity.
 
   “Yeah, of course he’s here, now, but I don’t need him now. I needed him when I was fourteen and Decker broke Cash’s arm. I needed him when I was seventeen and I had to call an ambulance because Chrissy tried to drown herself in the bathtub. It would have been nice to have my big brother around to help me with those things but I don’t need his help anymore.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Bullshit? You know what’s bullshit? I don’t even know why he left. Why’d he leave? Why’d he stay gone for ten years? Where was he when I was trying to hold our fucking family together and keep Cash alive huh?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask him?”
 
   “No, I…” Colt opened his mouth to continue his rant and then paused, “Wait. You know don’t you?”
 
   Lincoln shrugged and Colt barely resisted the urge to grab his cousin and shake him until his teeth rattled and all of his secrets spilled out. He knew everything, about all of them. Of course he knew why Remy had left. 
 
   “Damnit Link.” He growled, “What aren’t you tellin’ me?”
 
   “Nothin’ I’ve got a right to tell. You want to know why your brother left, you ask him. Until you man up and do that, don’t you dare say another bad word about him to me, got it?”
 
   He flinched backwards at the venom in his cousin’s voice. So protective. That was Lincoln. But this was something more than just protection, something else, and it didn’t sit right with him that Lincoln knew more about Remy’s choices than he did. 
 
   “Remy’s back. He’s been helping around here. I ain’t got nothin’ bad to say about him but I’m not going to start trusting him to have my back instantly either.”
 
   “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” Lincoln snapped.
 
   “No, I…”
 
   “Listen up you little shit because I’m only gonna say this once. Your brother didn’t abandon you. He left because he had to. If he’d stayed…” Lincoln shook his head as if he couldn’t even find the words, “He had his reasons for leaving and he had his reasons for staying gone. He knew you wouldn’t understand and wouldn’t welcome him home but he came back anyway because you needed him. He’s staying because you need him.”
 
   “I don’t need Remy!”
 
   “No? So, is Cash gonna climb in the cage for you then?”
 
   Colt froze. All of the heat of his anger dissipated. He faltered, unsure if he’d heard his cousin correctly. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s right. You heard me. Remy’s takin’ your spot in the cage.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   It came out choked with denial. No. Remy wouldn’t do that. No way.
 
   “Yes.” Lincoln sneered at him, sharp eyes flashing with barely restrained anger of his own, “He offered and Abel and I accepted. He’s in. You’re out and that’s thanks in large part to your big brother so you better show a little respect around me or what those guys did to you won’t be half as bad as what I do.”
 
   Colt felt lightheaded again, “But… but… but what about the money? Remy doesn’t have that kind of cash. I don’t just owe the fights.”
 
   “Your girl took care of that so we’re square.”
 
   “My… what?”
 
   His head exploded. It was the only explanation for the ringing in his ears. The pain in his body receded, replaced by the pounding of his heart, by the rush of blood in his ears. His hands curled into fists and he was up with his feet on the floor before he even realized he’d moved.
 
   “Hey, easy there.” Lincoln reached for him but Colt jerked away.
 
   “Fuck that. Say it again. Tell me what you just said.”
 
   “Shit.” Lincoln scrubbed his jaw again and looked strangely apologetic when he met his eyes, “I figured she’d already told you what she did.”
 
   “What did she do?”
 
   He felt like the world was shifting under his feet and he didn’t think it was his body’s reaction to standing up after days in bed. No. No. Disbelief coursed through him. There was no way Lincoln meant what he thought he did. There was simply no way.
 
   Skylar wasn’t that stupid. She wouldn’t have done something so rash, so crazy, so goddamned criminal without at least talking to him first. Right?
 
   “Your girl paid off your debt. She owns a majority stake in Fine Lines now, not me. We signed the paperwork this morning.”
 
   This morning? This morning when she’d told him she had errands to run? Errands he’d assumed were grocery shopping and picking up mail. Errands like checking in with her family and running by her salon. Never in a million years could he have imagined her errands included paying off his criminal cousin to release him from his debts.
 
   She had the money. He knew that. He’d known that all along. But she had to know he never would have asked her to do this. He’d never wanted this. Never wanted to corrupt her by letting this dark, dirty side of his life touch her. 
 
   She was his angel and she had made her own deal with a devil. For him. It was his fault. He’d dragged her into hell just like he always feared.
 
   He grit his teeth and tried to focus, “Lincoln, you’re gonna tell me exactly what happened while I was unconscious.”
 
   “I don’t know if…”
 
   “Lincoln!” He snapped, “You’re gonna tell me. Now. You owe me that much. Tell me how the hell Sky and Remy both got tied up in my mess. I want to know. I need to know!”
 
   “Why?” His cousin eyed him carefully.
 
   “So I can undo it.”
 
   “Colt…”
 
   “Start talking Link. Now!”
 
   His cousin must have sensed how serious he was, how on edge, because for once in his life, Lincoln followed orders and started talking.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Skylar put her car into park and sighed. Home. She was finally home. 
 
   Even though she’d spent several hours in the house where she’d grown up, she didn’t consider that home anymore. She hadn’t in a long time. She loved her family house. She’d loved growing up there, loved that she was always welcome back there but it wasn’t home.
 
   She’d always thought that home was the place you wanted to be at the end of a long day and lord, it had been a long day. It had been a long week. If she was honest, it had been a long couple of months. 
 
   Her life had been in a state of upheaval ever since Jemma came home. Not just because she’d gotten a roommate for the first time in her adult life or because her best friend had finally come home. That day had been a turning point in all their lives.
 
   She hadn’t known it at the time. Hadn’t known it when Colt came storming into the woods after her and interrupted her weekend away with Trey. Hadn’t even known it when she stumbled into that apartment next door and found Jemma and Cash cuddling like the old lovers they were.
 
   It was crazy to think that had been over two months ago. Crazy to think that she’d been living and working next door to Colt for years before that and hadn’t pushed the issue between them. She hadn’t been happy with their strange, sometimes strained, friendship, but she’d been content.
 
   It had taken Jemma coming home, falling in love with Cash again and getting her happily ever after for Skylar to finally own up to what she wanted.
 
   She wanted Colt. She wanted them to build a life together. She wanted them to have a future, together.
 
   And after spending most of the day talking to her mother, she knew that if she was going to get what she wanted that she had to talk to Colt. She had to tell him the truth about what she’d done. She had to explain why she had done it.
 
   He was going to be angry. She didn’t doubt that for a second. But she prayed that he would understand. She could deal with his anger, had done it before and would likely have to do it again. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She loved him and she’d done what she needed to in order to protect him. He had to understand that.
 
   Colt had spent most of his life trying to take care of Cash. It hadn’t mattered that they were the same age. In fact, he’d once told her that despite being twins he considered himself the big brother. He was Cash’s protector and even though they were grown men, that hadn’t changed. Just a couple of months ago, when Jemma had been threatened by her abusive ex, Colt had taken it onto himself to handle it so that his twin didn’t get into any trouble.
 
   And the way he’d tried to protect her, that had been crazy, over the top and unnecessary but it only spoke to what a good man he was. He’d known his life was dangerous as long as he was involved with Lincoln and he’d kept her at arm’s length to keep her safe. He hadn’t even allowed her to be in the shop whenever his cousin visited him to talk business. He hadn’t wanted any part of that world touching her.
 
   He took care of people. It was what he did. But it was time somebody took care of him in return and that was going to be her.
 
   She took a deep breath and then pushed herself out of her car. She headed towards her own apartment. She intended to take a quick shower, grab an extra set of clothes to sleep in and then she would head back over to Colt’s for the night. 
 
   She hadn’t spent a night in her bed all weekend and she didn’t miss it. Home wasn’t just a place. It was a person. And at this point, after the chaotic last week, she wasn’t even sure she could sleep alone anymore and hoped she wouldn’t have to.
 
   She loved sleeping with Colt. Even if all they did was sleep. He’d tried to get handsy this morning in the shower, proof positive that he was feeling more like himself, but she’d shut him down. She doubted her ability to put him off much longer but even if they did have to go without sex for a while longer due to his injuries she wouldn’t complain as long as she got to wake up next to him.
 
   Waking up in Colt’s arms was heaven. Being surrounded by his masculine heat and scent drove her crazy but it was also soothing. Reassuring. Because she’d known that he would be there when she woke up. She hadn’t been sleeping well but that had nothing to do with her bedmate. That was her own guilty conscience keeping her awake, knowing she had to tell him what she’d agreed to, soon, before someone else did.
 
   Skylar sighed and busied herself finding the key to her apartment. Her stomach grumbled and she ignored it. She’d contemplated calling in a pizza for dinner but since she didn’t know who all was hanging out with Colt today she figured she’d better wait to make sure she got enough for everyone.
 
   The apartment had basically become a swinging door over the weekend. Tons of people stopped in to check on Colt. Cash and Jemma and Remy were all mainstays of course but there were a lot of other familiar faces concerned about Colt as well. Nessa came by daily to check on her patient, usually accompanied by at least one Bomar boy, sometimes more. Skylar had seen each and every one of Auto’s boys swing through at some point and almost all of the Bible Bomars had stopped in as well. In all honesty, the swell of people hadn’t surprised her. For a man that claimed not to trust anyone and who kept most people at arm’s length, Colt was still a Bomar and they were incredibly loyal to their own despite all their other flaws.
 
   She was still thinking about her run in with Abel Bomar, the eldest of the Bible Bomars, when she slid her key into the lock and twisted. She’d never officially met Abel before yesterday and she almost wished she still hadn’t experienced that displeasure. Lincoln was supposed to be the scariest mo-fo of the bunch but in her humble opinion, he had nothing on his scarred, fighter cousin that had seemed none too happy about Remy taking Colt’s spot in the cage. Because she was still thinking about their meeting, she barely realized the door had been unlocked until it twisted in her hand.
 
   Strange. She’d have sworn Jemma said she was going to visit her mom after work today. Colt had long since kicked her mothering, overprotective ass out of the apartment next door. His words, not hers. 
 
   Skylar called out as she stepped inside, “Hey, Jem. I thought you were…”
 
   She trailed off when she walked into her apartment and saw the figure sitting on her couch. She gasped and her hand shot up to her mouth to cover a shout. Since the door had been unlocked she’d assumed Jemma must be home but it wasn’t her tiny, redheaded friend at all.
 
   “Oh my God!” She tried to slow her racing heart, “You scared the hell out of me.” She dropped her purse into the recliner and shut the door behind her when her guest didn’t move, “What are you doing up? You’re supposed to be in bed. I was coming over after I finished up my…”
 
   “After you finished your errands?” Colt cut her off with a growl.
 
   Skylar stopped in her tracks at the venom in his voice. His mere presence in her apartment had surprised her. She’d assumed he got tired of sitting around in bed all day since he’d been complaining about getting up before she left earlier. But from the tone of his voice she knew she wasn’t just dealing with Frustrated Colt.
 
   “Uh, yeah?” 
 
   He snorted, “What kind of errands were you runnin’ Skylar?”
 
   She rounded the chair and studied him intently. His eyes were narrowed and barely banked fury burned just behind them. She swallowed hard as her concern immediately turned to wariness. She’d given a lot of thought to how she was going to tell him what she’d done but from the looks of it, someone had beat her to it. She couldn’t imagine there was anything else that would have made him so angry.
 
   Skylar sighed, knowing there was no use denying it if that were the case. She was going to tell him anyway. She’d just wanted more time to come up with an argument that might dampen some of his anger. Her time was up so she simply steeled herself for the fight she knew was coming.
 
   “I went to the bank to transfer some money and sign some paperwork.” She ignored the way his jaw twitched, “I bought Lincoln out so he can’t hold Fine Lines over your head anymore.”
 
   Colt slammed his fist into the coffee table before shooting to his feet, “Goddamnit Skylar! You had no right to do something like that!”
 
   She frowned, “I had to do something.”
 
   “Bullshit. You didn’t have to do anything. I never asked you to get involved. I told you the other night that I had it under control.”
 
   Anger sparked inside of her as he yelled, “Under control? Under control? Colt, you were beaten into unconsciousness. You did not have it under control!”
 
   “I didn’t want you fuckin’ involved! You knew that. You knew I wanted to protect you from this shit.”
 
   “So you’re allowed to protect the people you love but I’m not?”
 
   “What?” Colt growled, his eyes narrowing as though it were a trick question.
 
   “You’re allowed to protect me but I’m not allowed to protect you.”
 
   “Damn it Sky, that’s not the issue.”
 
   “Isn’t it though?” She softened her voice, “Nobody’s ever protected you before so you don’t expect it but that’s how relationships work when two people love each other. They take care of each other. It goes both ways.”
 
   Colt froze and she moved towards him slowly. She wanted to rush into his arms. She wanted to wrap him in a hug and squeeze him until he put his arms around her and stopped fighting her. But she was still too worried about his injuries and too wary of his mood to make any sudden movements.
 
   “Your parents should have protected you but they didn’t. Decker’s been trying to kill you since before you were even born. I’ve seen the scars, Colt. I know they’re burn marks. I know he physically and psychologically abused you for years.” She took another step closer, “He should have loved you and protected you but he tried to break you instead.”
 
   Colt’s face had gone pale at the mention of his father. She didn’t know if it was from the pain of standing up and moving around with his injuries or if it was from something else. The awful memories she was bringing up maybe. The admission that she knew some of the terrible things he didn’t even admit to himself.
 
   His back was one of the few places on his upper body that wasn’t covered in tattoos. She’d noticed, of course she’d noticed, but when she’d asked him about it once he’d deflected. He’d told her that he was just waiting for the right image and he hadn’t found it yet. Maybe that was true, but she’d known there was more to it and after Jemma had told her about the burn marks on Cash’s body, she’d put together what the dozens of scars were that puckered Colt’s back.
 
   Someone had used him as an ashtray. Sick. Twisted. But true. And she’d known without a doubt that it was Decker. That son of a bitch enjoyed inflicting pain on the twins simply because he didn’t believe they were his. And if Cash had a handful of scars, it was only logical that Colt would have dozens because he’d stepped in to take twice the punishments to cover for his twin.
 
   She knew that Colt had a tough time dealing with the abuse he’d suffered at the hands of his parents. He didn’t talk about it. He didn’t even acknowledge it. But it had happened and she had a feeling the cigarette burn marks on his back were the least of the true damage.
 
   Psychologically, he was far more scarred than he was physically. He didn’t trust. He didn’t love. He survived. It was the only thing he knew how to do.
 
   And she hadn’t even mentioned his mother. Hadn’t mentioned that Chrissy should have protected him from Decker but hadn’t. She’d been too stoned to care about any of her sons. Only, if that were true, maybe it wouldn’t have hurt Colt and Cash so badly. 
 
   Chrissy had cared about Remy just like Decker had. Their one true son. She’d always wondered if that was Colt’s real problem with his older brother. Not that he’d left them behind to the abuse and neglect but that even when he’d been there, he’d never been a target.
 
   “He didn’t break me.” Colt growled at her and she shook her head.
 
   “Of course not, because you’re strong, so strong, but you never should have had to fight like that, not against your father.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It does. You became a protector when you were just a kid because there was nobody there to take care of you but that’s not true anymore. You have people that love you and care about you. I love you and I want to take care of you.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He looked so damn wary that it broke her heart. He was shaking slightly though whether that was from pain or anger, she didn’t know. He was still fighting her but his voice was barely a whisper.
 
   She reached up and framed his face between her hands, “You can get mad at me. You can be angry all you want. You can yell at me and you can even walk away but I’m not going to let you go and I will never, ever, stand by and do nothing when I can help you. I love you and that gives me the right to protect you whenever and however I can.”
 
   Colt stared down at her for a long moment and she thought, for just a second she thought that she’d gotten through to him. His eyes searched her face but she wasn’t sure what he was looking for this time. She stroked her hands over his cheeks, trying to offer him reassurance, but just as quickly as he’d started to lean into her he jerked away.
 
   He turned and walked over to the window and she bit her lip, unsure if she should follow. His shoulders were heaving as if he were sucking in deep gulps of air, trying to steady himself. If she touched him now, would he recoil or would he finally give in to her?
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “I…” He turned back to face her and that horrible grief-stricken look was back on his face, “I can’t do this, Skylar.”
 
   Everything inside of her twisted up into a knot. Her hands had started to shake too. Now she couldn’t cross to him because she wasn’t sure her legs would hold her. 
 
   “You’re right. We should talk later, after you’ve rested and recovered. You’re still hurting and…”
 
   “No.” He gave a firm shake of his head, “I don’t know that I can do this. Us.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know if I can do it, not like this.”
 
   She struggled to breathe because it felt like her throat was closing off. She’d known he would be mad. She’d known he would be angry and even hurt. But she’d thought that he would understand when she explained herself. She’d never have imagined that this would be the reason he walked away from her.
 
   She must have misunderstood him. Must have. There was no way that he was saying what she thought he was saying but she had to ask, just to make sure.
 
   “You’re breaking up with me?”
 
   “No.” He wiped a hand over his face and groaned, “I don’t know.”
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “Damnit Sky, why would you do something like this? I don’t understand. Explain it to me. You know how much I wanted to keep you separate from this Bomar shit. I didn’t want to drag you down into my hell and now you’ve made a deal with the devil.”
 
   “You’re the one that said Lincoln’s not nearly as bad as he’s accused of being. He gave you what you needed, when you needed it and yeah, that came with strings, but what I did, doesn’t. I’m not stupid and I made sure our deal was clear. My money gets you out, for good.”
 
   “You paid off a known criminal. That makes it dirty money. You dirtied yourself and for what?”
 
   “For what?” She raised her eyebrows, “For you! I did it for you!”
 
   “Exactly, and I already told you that I’m not worth it.”
 
   God they were back to this, again? She’d thought when he gave in and admitted that he wanted her, intended to be with her that they’d worked past this but now she realized how foolish she’d been. His worthless self-image was well ingrained and it was going to take a lot more than hot sex and a declaration of love to change it.
 
   “I think you are.”
 
   “You’re wrong.”
 
   “I’m not. You’re worth saving and I’d give Lincoln double, triple that amount of money to do it if I had to. The money doesn’t mean anything to me. You do.”
 
   “I didn’t ask you to spend your money on me.”
 
   “You didn’t have to. I offered.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have.”
 
   She groaned and rubbed her temples. They were getting nowhere. He didn’t think he was worth it. Fine. But it was too late to change the dollar amount on his head. It was what it was and no amount of arguing was going to change either of their minds at this point.
 
   “I’m not going to apologize for trying to save you, Colt. You said you wanted to be free of your family. You said you wanted to put all of the Bomar bullshit behind you. I saw a chance to make that happen and I took it. It was my choice.”
 
   “It wasn’t your choice to make. It was mine.”
 
   “You were unconscious!” Her voice rose of its own accord and she had to consciously rein it back in, “Someone nearly beat you to death. You can’t hold it against me that I made the decision when you couldn’t. You needed out. Now. Not in some distant future. Now, before somebody else tries to kill you and don’t try to say it won’t happen again, if you honestly believed that you wouldn’t be trying so hard to keep me safe. It’s a dangerous world and it’s safer for both of us if you’re out of it.”
 
   Colt rubbed his hand over his face again, “Okay, I get why you would do it. I just… I can’t wrap my head around how you managed it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because…” He held his arm out as if it were obvious, “Dragging you down with me is my worst nightmare. You’re my light, angel. If I put that out, if I darken you with my shadows… damn it, Decker couldn’t break me but that will.”
 
   Tears sprang to life when she saw the pain of that possibility right there on his handsome face. She tried to blink them back but it was almost impossible when she could practically feel Colt’s pain as her own. Finally. She understood. Finally, his argument made sense. Twisted, painful sense but that was Colt. He saw her as an angel and no matter how many times she told him that she wasn’t, he disagreed.
 
   She wiped at her suddenly damp cheeks, “If I’m you’re angel, then I’m allowed to save you.”
 
   “Not like this.” He shook his head again.
 
   “I won’t apologize for not saving you within the confines of your fantasy.” She softened and shook her head, “Colt, please, think about this. You don’t like how I went about it? Fine. But it’s done. I can’t undo it and I wouldn’t even if it could.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “I know. I know I can’t ask you to apologize for something if you don’t think you’re wrong. I wouldn’t.”
 
   She didn’t like the sound of that at all, “What does that mean for us?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He met her gaze and the sadness she saw there scared the hell out of her. “I don’t know. I need some time to figure out how to fix this.”
 
   “Fix it?”
 
   “I’m going to undo it, Skylar.”
 
   Her jaw fell open, “You’re what?”
 
   “I’m going to find a way to undo it. Fix it. I’ll get your money back for you. You’ll be clean again and everything will go back to normal.”
 
   She didn’t understand how he thought that was better. Didn’t understand why he would want to go back to the way things had been. She’d gotten him the only thing he had ever wanted, freedom from his family, and he was throwing it back in her face.
 
   Nessa’s words taunted her and she felt sick to her stomach. Maybe the other woman was right. Maybe he really was addicted to the danger and the pain. Maybe he would always choose it over everything else, even her.
 
   “There’s nothing to fix. I don’t want the money back. I don’t want to go back to how things were.”
 
   Colt wasn’t looking at her. He was looking out the window again. Staring at what, she didn’t know. She didn’t think he was hearing her either and she had no idea how to get through to him.
 
   She’d never seen him like this. In all the time they’d been friends, she’d never seen him lost so deep inside his own head. She wasn’t even sure why he’d come here to talk to her because he wasn’t talking to her. He was talking at her. He’d already decided on a plan of action and it was to undo all of the good she thought she had done. 
 
   She could have dealt with Angry Colt. Indifferent Colt even. But this Colt, the man standing on the other side of the room, wasn’t any version of the man she loved that she knew how to deal with. 
 
   When he finally turned back to face her she wasn’t even surprised to see the look of determination on his handsome face. It didn’t matter what she said. Wouldn’t matter what she did. He was going to do whatever he wanted.
 
   “I’m going to fix this.” He said again.
 
   “I don’t want you to fix it, Colt.” She studied his face for any sign that he was listening, “I want you to accept that I did what I did because I love you and that I’m okay with it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Colt…”
 
   “No. We’ll undo it. Tear up the paperwork. Whatever it takes. You’re going into business with the Bomars over my dead body. I already talked to Lincoln.”
 
   She bit her lip to keep from pointing out that the only Bomar she was in business with was him. That wasn’t what he meant. He was saying that she wasn’t allowed to be a part of his life, not really. He still didn’t want her anywhere near his real life, the dark dangerous part of it that he didn’t know how to leave behind.
 
   And the worst part was that she couldn’t even hold it against him that he refused to take her opinion into account. He hadn’t asked for her help. He didn’t know how. Just like he didn’t know how to let someone else be there for him, to trust that she had done it because she wanted to protect him. 
 
   But even knowing that, it hurt that he wouldn’t accept her help. 
 
   “You already talked to Lincoln?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what did he say?”
 
   He frowned as if even the words tasted bad, “That I needed to think about it and talk to you before I did anything.”
 
   She took a shaky breath, “Then I think you need to go home and do that.”
 
   His eyes snapped to hers, “What?”
 
   “Go home, Colt. Go home and think about what you’re doing. Think about what you’re saying. Think about what you would be willing to do if I was hurt and bleeding and I needed help.” She help up a hand when he looked like he might say something, “No. I’m not done. You go home and think about it and if you can honestly tell me that you wouldn’t do the same damn thing for me, then I’ll let Lincoln rip up the papers and take my money back.”
 
   “Skylar…” 
 
   “But…” She cut him off before he could say something that might hurt her even worse, “But if you decide that you wouldn’t do the same thing for me, that you wouldn’t give up anything and everything to protect me and keep me safe, you should know that I’m not going to be here for you anymore.”
 
   The words cut her throat. Just saying them left her feeling raw and exposed. But she meant every word and from the shocked, pained expression on Colt’s face, he knew she meant it.
 
   She had to stand up for herself, here and now. She loved him but other than his admission when he was half-unconscious he hadn’t said the words back. She knew he loved her but if he couldn’t say the words, if he couldn’t choose her over that dangerous deal he’d made with Lincoln when he was nothing more than a stupid kid, then she shouldn’t be with him. He was the one for her but if she wasn’t that to him, then she would have to move on.
 
   Her own self-respect demanded it.
 
   Colt’s jaw tensed, “Are you giving me an ultimatum?”
 
   “I guess I am.” She managed, “You said we couldn’t really be together until you were free from Lincoln and your debt to the family. It’s gone now. I made that happen. You’re free and if you go back, if you choose that life then you said yourself that I can’t be a part of it.”
 
   His jaw was jumping and his eyes had narrowed. He crossed his arms over his chest, a defensive move that put extra space between them. And more than anything she wanted to go to him and touch him, hug him, tell him that she hadn’t meant it and he didn’t have to choose because she was so damn scared that he wouldn’t choose her, but she couldn’t.
 
   “You should go home and think about it.”
 
   His jaw jumped again, “You want me to go?”
 
   “I hope you’ll come back, that you’ll realize I did what I did because I love you and choose me, but yes I think you should go right now.”
 
   Colt stared at her for a long moment but she couldn’t read him at all. His usually expressive eyes were hard, cold steel at that moment. Other than his jaw jumping with the stress of him gritting his teeth, he would have looked like a statue. She wasn’t even sure he was breathing.
 
   “Fine.” He finally said, and then she had to watch as he simply turned away from her and walked out her front door.
 
   Skylar winced when he slammed the door shut behind him and then he was gone. Colt was gone from her apartment and she could only pray that he wasn’t gone from her life. She loved him and she wanted him and she needed him. But she wouldn’t give in, not on this. 
 
   He had to choose her the way that she’d chosen him. No more sneaking around it. No more denying it. No more codifiers of one night or waiting until things were perfect to really be together as a couple. He had to want her enough to put her first the same way she’d put him first when she made the decision to buy his freedom.
 
   She collapsed to the couch and hugged her knees to her chest. There were things she needed to do. She still needed a shower. Her stomach still growled because she hadn’t eaten all day. But she couldn’t bring herself to move from that spot, wasn’t sure that she wouldn’t fall apart if she did any of the things that she’d been doing with Colt for the last week.
 
   Jesus, had it really only been a week since her entire life changed? She felt like she’d already had a lifetime of her and Colt together. The thought of not having the rest of her life with him was terrifying. It would feel lonely and empty and wrong. How was it possible that in one week everything could change so much that going back, going without him, could seem like an impossibility?
 
   She was still sitting on the couch when the door to the apartment opened again. She glanced up, her breath catching in her chest, but it whooshed out when she saw that it wasn’t Colt. Jemma and Cash stumbled through the door already wrapped around one another and the pain that lanced her chest was equal parts jealousy and longing. Because that might never be her and Colt again.
 
   The happy couple had their lips locked together and their hands were racing over each other. Clearly they thought they were coming home to an empty apartment and why wouldn’t they? She’d been spending her nights next door with Colt so even though it was Jemma that was moving, not Cash, they’d been temporarily displaced. She was about to clear her throat to make herself known before clothes started coming off when Cash broke the kiss and his eyes found her.
 
   “Fuckin’ hell.” His face flushed red which was kind of adorable and she couldn’t help but smile at him.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “What the…” Jemma whirled to face her and despite her own flushed cheeks and bruised lips, the pleasure instantly left her face, “Skylar? What are you doing here?”
 
   “I live here.”
 
   “No. I….” Jemma shot Cash a look and then stepped away from him and towards her, “What happened? Why aren’t you with Colt? What’s wrong?”
 
   Her friend’s concern broke something loose inside her and tears welled behind her eyes, “Everything.”
 
   “Oh, honey…” Jemma was beside her in an instant, dragging Skylar into her arms and rubbing her back soothingly, “Tell us what happened.”
 
   She glanced up to find Cash watching her from where he still stood across the room. He looked so much like Colt when he frowned like that. He was wearing almost the exact same expression his twin had before he walked out of the apartment. His lips were thin and his body was still. He’d even crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “It’s okay.” He gave a short nod, “I already guessed this is something Colt did so tell us. Tell us and I’ll fix it.”
 
   A silent tear rolled down her cheek, “Jesus, you two are so much alike it’s scary sometimes.”
 
   “What?” Jemma looked between them, “What did Colt do?”
 
   So she told them. She told them everything. All of it, from the very beginning of her realizing she wanted Colt even though she was still with Trey to the ultimatum that she had posed that he choose between going backwards without her or going forward with her. And because Jemma was her best friend. Because Cash was Colt’s brother. Some of it was awkward and uncomfortable but it was the truth and that was the important part.
 
   When she was done, she looked at her friends. Jemma looked sad and worried. Cash looked frustrated and annoyed. She felt a little bit of all of those things and so much more.
 
   “So he’s at home now?” Cash finally broke the silence.
 
   “I guess. I don’t know. He left so I assume that’s where he went.”
 
   “Good. You stay here.” Cash came towards them and bent to brush a kiss across Jemma’s forehead, “Stay with your friend. Keep her company. I’m gonna go knock some sense into my twin, okay?”
 
   Skylar wiped at her wet cheeks, “He has a really hard head. Don’t break your hand okay?”
 
   Cash offered up a small smile, “It’s no harder than mine. He forced me to face some hard truths when I was on the verge of screwing things up with Jemma. I’m going to return the favor.”
 
   She bit her lip because tears flooded her vision again. Cash was on her side. She’d known Jemma would be. They’d been best friends since elementary school. But she hadn’t expected Cash to have her back, to agree with her that Colt had to choose and that he should choose her. She nodded her thanks, unable to do more than that at the moment.
 
   “Be careful babe.” Jemma tilted her head up for another kiss and Cash gave it to her.
 
   “He’s never fought me before and he won’t start now. Trust me.” He stepped back after also giving Skylar a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder, “He knows that you’re right. He’s just too scared to admit it and accept your help. I’ll talk to him and I’ll bring him back to you Sky.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Cash left, shutting the door gently behind him and Jemma stroked her back again. Skylar leaned into the touch. She needed some reassurance right about now. She didn’t know what Cash was going to say to Colt but she couldn’t imagine whatever it was that it would go smoothly.
 
   “You know…” Jemma said, and Skylar could hear the smile in her voice even though she wasn’t looking at her, “I used to know this girl that told me those Bomar boys are nothing but trouble and I should steer clear of them.”
 
   Skylar snorted, “Sounds like a smart girl, maybe she should’ve taken her own advice.”
 
   “You don’t mean that.”
 
   “No.” She admitted sadly, “I don’t.”
 
   But she was worried if Colt chose wrong that she would.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    “Get your ass in the truck.”
 
   Colt had only just calmed down enough to hear something other than the blood rushing in his ears. He turned at the sound of his brother’s voice and when he saw the look on the face that so closely resembled his own, he cringed. He shut the door of the fridge and crossed his arms over his chest even though it still hurt like hell.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me. Get in the truck.”
 
   “Nah, see, I’m not really feelin’ up for a ride down memory lane right now.”
 
   Cash narrowed his eyes, “Get in the truck, Colt.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So help me, I swore I’d never raise another hand to you after that thing with Jemma but if you don’t get your ass in the truck I’m gonna knock you out and drag your ass out there.”
 
   He wasn’t sure what had gotten into his brother but he rolled his eyes, “Like you could take me.”
 
   “Damnit, I’m serious. I’m done keeping quiet and letting you have your secrets. It’s far past time we had a talk. I’m not about to let you throw away the best thing that ever happened to you.”
 
   “Ah, I see now. You talked to Skylar.”
 
   God, saying her name hurt. Thinking about her hurt. Because he knew that she was hurting too and more than anything he wanted to hold her and tell her that it was okay, that he’d figure out how to be okay with what she’d done. But now he had Cash to deal with and that would have to wait.
 
   “Yeah, I did and she’s really upset.”
 
   “I know.” He admitted.
 
   “That’s what I want to talk to you about.”
 
   “And if I tell you to stay out of it?”
 
   “I’ll remind you that you put yourself right in the middle of me and Jemma. You didn’t let me ruin things with the woman I love and I‘m gonna return the favor.”
 
   “I never said I was in love with Skylar.”
 
   Cash snorted, “Yeah, I figured, and that’s something else we’re gonna talk about. No more lies. I’m sick of it. It’s time to come clean once and for all. Now, get your ass in the truck.”
 
   Colt stared at his twin for a long moment but ultimately decided he couldn’t win this fight. Cash wanted to talk and once his twin got something in his head there was no changing his mind. His brother wanted to talk, fine. He’d give him the truth even if he wasn’t going to like it.
 
   “Fine. Let’s talk.”
 
   “Not here. I said get in the truck.”
 
   He frowned, “Why?”
 
   “Because there’s something I think you need to see.”
 
   He scowled when Cash refused to elaborate but instead of fighting he headed for the door. He was so damn tired of fighting. Cash opened the door and ushered him out before shutting it behind them. Since he refused to even look in the direction of the apartment next door lest his feet automatically take him there, he headed for his truck and climbed in the passenger side, wincing when his ribs protested the movement.
 
   Only once they were both in the truck and on the road did he speak again, “Where we goin?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   Colt blew out a rough breath and decided he might as well broach the subject since it was coming either way, “Link told me you know about the deal I made with him.”
 
   Cash’s jaw tensed, the only outward sign of his anger, “Yeah. The night you were attacked I found out a lot of shit you’d been keeping from me.”
 
   He hated the accusation he heard in his twin’s voice and sighed, “You were never supposed to find out.”
 
   “Does that make it okay in your mind? Lying to me?”
 
   “I never lied to you.”
 
   “Bullshit.” Cash snapped. “You lied every time you told me you fought in that cage to control the anger. You lied every time I asked if we were okay or if there was anything I could do to help with money. You looked me right in the fucking eye and lied to me when you told me that we were out, that we were clean.”
 
   “You were clean. Are clean. That’s all that mattered.”
 
   Cash snorted, “Maybe to you but your safety definitely matters to me and you lied to me about it.”
 
   “I was never in any real danger.”
 
   “Tell that to the thugs that beat you half to death.” Cash’s jaw twitched again, “You know what, it doesn’t matter to me why you lied. I can’t change that but we’re done with it now, Colt. Do you hear me? No more lies. You’re out and you’re staying that way.”
 
   “So you think I should be fine with Sky putting herself in…” Colt started to speak but then he got a good look at the gravel road his twin turned the truck down and his throat tightened as all of the hair on his body stood up, “Where the hell are you takin’ me?”
 
   Cash shot him a look out of the corner of his eye but said nothing. Colt’s heart started to thump too hard and his fists were already clenched with the need to defend himself.
 
   This was the road to hell, the place he’d sworn he would never go again. Cash had promised him, on the day he cut ties with their father for good he’d sworn that Colt would never again have to come back here. Even as the truck bumped up the uneven one lane road, he couldn’t believe Cash would go back on his word like this. Couldn’t believe Cash had lied to him. And God, as the sick, scared feeling twisted his guts, he suddenly understood how Cash must have felt when he was blindsided with everything Colt had kept from him.
 
   “I… I get it. I get it okay? I’m sorry. I’m sorry. You don’t have to do this. I get it.”
 
   He hated the fear that tinged his words. Hated that this place, that man, still had the power to make him feel like a scared little boy. But that was what Decker had beaten into him right up there at the crumbling shack of a house where he’d grown up. No matter how old he got, no matter how much time went by or how much distance he put between himself and that bastard, this place made him feel just as small and stupid and worthless as he had when he was a kid. 
 
   “Colt?” 
 
   Cash’s voice broke into his thoughts and he realized he’d started panting. Adrenaline was coursing through his veins. It numbed the pain but not the panic. 
 
   “Colt. Breathe.” Cash ordered, concern deepening his tone, “We’re not going up there. That’s not where we’re going.”
 
   Colt sucked in a gulp of air, “It’s not?”
 
   “No, of course not. I told you I’d never make you go back there and I meant it. I’m not taking you home. Promise.”
 
   Some of his panic receded but not all of it. He felt shaky and unsure. He shot his twin a questioning look and Cash reached out and squeezed his shoulder reassuringly.
 
   “Promise.”
 
   He blew out a breath because he believed him. He always believed Cash because Cash didn’t lie to him. He was the liar. Cash was the good twin and his promise only reinforced that he’d always been better.
 
   “Wh… where are we going?”
 
   “To see Remy.”
 
   That made him blink and he looked around at the overgrown fields on either side of them, “What? Out here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I thought he was staying with Link?”
 
   “Yeah.” Cash took the left where the road split and headed down towards the creek instead of up the hill towards their parents’ house, “He was but he moved out here yesterday.”
 
   “Yesterday?”
 
   Colt’s head was spinning again. He’d shot through too many emotions in too short a time. From anger to fear to panic to… damn that felt like guilt. He swallowed hard when Cash remained silent and let him catch up.
 
   “After he found out about my deal with Link?”
 
   “Yeah. He and Lincoln got into a pretty big argument about it and before you ask, no, Link didn’t kick him out. Remy left because Link took advantage of you and he was pissed.”
 
   “Link didn’t take advantage of me. I needed help and he offered.”
 
   “He put strings on his offer, Colt. That’s the definition of taking advantage. He wanted something from you, to keep you tied to him and the family knowing full well we wanted out.”
 
   “I had strings too. He couldn’t tell you or Remy.”
 
   “Strings he was more than happy to agree to because it benefited him. With us in the dark you were even more indebted to him.” Cash swerved to avoid a huge pothole, “Look, I’m pissed you didn’t tell me. Remy? He never expected that kind of honesty out of you. Doesn’t think he deserves it probably, because he left. Remy’s pissed at Link.”
 
   “Because they’re friends?”
 
   “Because Link was supposed to look after us.” Cash snorted and Colt knew his face must have shown his disbelief. “He told me that himself. Link I mean. When he apologized for getting you hurt he said Remy asked him to keep an eye on us before he left town a decade ago.”
 
   Colt scratched his head, “Why would he do that?”
 
   “I don’t know. That’s part of the reason we’re here. I said it was time to come clean and I meant it… for all of us.”
 
   Colt didn’t say anything to that because he wasn’t sure what to say. Instead he watched as a battered old trailer house came into view when they crested the last ridge. He’d honestly forgotten the thing was even out here on the land their family owned.
 
   Decker’s twin brother, Duke, had moved it out here when Colt was still a kid. He hadn’t been very old but he’d understood enough to know Uncle Duke was out of prison on probation and Aunt Mary had kicked him out of the house. When Duke went back to prison it sat empty for years and years until his son took it over.
 
   Joel had been in the process of fixing it up for his pregnant girlfriend when he died. Right after that, Colt had come out here and looked at it because he and Cash had needed a place to move to after graduation. Ultimately they’d decided it was still too close to Decker and from the looks of it as Cash slowly pulled the truck through the almost overgrown path to it, nobody had been out here since.
 
   Nature was trying to reclaim the space. Weeds grew waist high in some places and vines had grown over one end of the trailer almost completely. But the slick black Challenger in the drive said somebody was indeed inside and the juxtaposition of the flashy new car and the junky old trailer made him uneasy.
 
   Remy was living here? In this dump? On Bomar land no less? And when he’d had a cozy little setup crashing at Lincoln’s house in town only days ago?
 
   Colt didn’t like the feeling in his chest and he knew what it was this time. Guilt. Again. Because Remy was living like this because of him. Remy had left Lincoln’s place because of him and he’d made it abundantly clear when his older brother first arrived back in town that he wasn’t welcome at their place. For Remy, it was this place or going back to Decker’s house.
 
   That thought made him even more uncomfortable because until recently, that’s exactly where he would have expected Remy to go. And why not? The beloved first born son had never been beaten or abused, never been ignored or neglected. He would have been welcomed home with open arms but if he’d gone to see their parents even once since he came back to Old settlers, Colt didn’t know about it.
 
   Remy didn’t talk about their parents. Since Colt didn’t either, he’d never bothered to ask why that was. Now, seeing this, seeing the squalor that Remy had chosen to live in instead of going home to them, he felt that niggling doubt in his mind again, the one that said maybe he didn’t know his brother at all. 
 
   Cash pulled the truck to a stop next to the Challenger and sighed, “You okay with this?”
 
   “Not like you gave me much of a choice.” 
 
   “I’m giving it to you now. You say the word and we’ll talk to Remy about Skylar and what happened the night you were attacked. We don’t have to ask him why he left. Your call.”
 
   “No. It’s okay. I think it’s time we knew the truth.” He ran a still shaky hand through his hair, “It’s past time.”
 
   A dark shadow appeared behind the screen door and a shiver of dread went down Colt’s spine. He had to consciously remind himself that it wasn’t Decker. But damn if his older brother didn’t look like that fucker.
 
   Remy opened the screen and walked outside, squinting at them as he wiped his hands on a rag. He was wearing a pair of faded blue jeans, ripped at the knees, and a white muscle shirt. With his tall, muscular build, dark hair and eyes and casual outfit, he was nearly the spitting image of the Decker that had tried to destroy Colt in his younger years. 
 
   Remy raised a hand to shield his eyes and a grin split his face. Colt relaxed instantly. Decker had never smiled at him. Not once. Not unless Colt was lying on the ground in a pool of blood or vomit and even then it had been more of a sneer. That smile belonged to his brother alone.
 
   “Well hell, ya could’ve called. I ain’t exactly set up for visitors yet.”
 
   Cash stepped out of the truck, “We ain’t visitors. We’re family.”
 
   “Shit.” Remy drawled as his gaze cut to Colt climbing carefully out of the truck, “How you feelin’ little brother?”
 
   “I’ve been better.”
 
   “That drive out here is rough as hell.” Remy shot Cash a look that they hadn’t seen in ten years, all big brother sternness and reprimand, “If you’d called I would’ve come to you in town. Could have saved you a trip and Colt some soreness.”
 
   “Wasn’t time.” Cash only shrugged.
 
   “Time for what?” Remy looked between them.
 
   “I needed to get Colt away for a little while before he did something stupid.” Cash shot him a look and then turned back to Remy, “He seems to have a problem with the way things went down the night he was attacked. He’s mad at Skylar for getting involved and I thought, since you were the one there with her, that you could explain it to him.”
 
   Remy’s lips pursed into a thin line and Colt felt some of his age old anger towards his big brother slip away. He knew that look. Cash did the same thing when he was mad at him. His lips always thinned with disapproval right before he threatened to smack some sense into him. They all really were brothers.
 
   “Yeah, come inside.” Remy motioned them to follow him as he turned and headed back into the trailer, “It’s not much but I got the AC unit working.”
 
   Remy went in. Cash followed. Colt was the last one through the door and he gaped at what he saw. It wasn’t a nice place, not by any stretch of the imagination, but it was clean. The smell of bleach and lemons assaulted his nose and his eyes watered. Clearly Remy had been busy.
 
   There wasn’t much inside. No tables or chairs in the small kitchen. Only a stained couch in the living room and then a very out of place looking La-Z-Boy recliner. It was shiny brown leather and had that new smell to it. He raised an eyebrow and Remy only chuckled.
 
   “I had to get somewhere to sit. Sue me if I like old man chairs.” He shrugged and motioned around the tiny living area and kitchen that was separated by only a counter, “The rest of the shit in here was junk, just like that couch, so it had to go. I don’t have the money to upgrade but I got a bed, a chair and a TV so I’m all set for now.”
 
   “You know, if you downsized the car you could probably afford some furniture.” Cash pointed out with a smirk.
 
   “Car isn’t mine. It’s Links... or one of his boys. I didn’t ask any questions when he turned over the keys.”
 
   “Probably for the best.” Colt agreed with a nod, “You moved out of his place and kept his car?”
 
   “I found somewhere else to live easy. What’re the odds I’ll find a car like that sittin’ around unused?” Remy joked.
 
   “Yeah, just don’t get pulled over in it. Odds are it ain’t legal.” Cash warned.
 
   “Nah, Trebly’s been on the take for years.” Remy shrugged.
 
   “Maybe but Little Law ain’t and that bastard hates me so watch your back around him.”
 
   Remy smiled softly, “Careful little brothers, I might get the idea you actually give a shit about me.”
 
   Cash winced. Colt frowned. He didn’t like to admit it but Remy had a point. They’d kept themselves carefully separate from Remy since he returned. He’d thought it was because they were both angry with him but now he could admit it had mostly been about protecting himself. He’d worried Remy would leave again and it had hurt so badly the first time he hadn’t wanted to open himself up to that again. And as long as he didn’t know why Remy had left, there was no way to be sure he wouldn’t do it again.
 
   “That’s part of the reason we’re here. We need to talk. Clear the air.” Colt motioned to the couch, “Can we sit? My ribs are killing me.”
 
   “Yeah. Sure.” Remy looked between them, a sudden wariness in his eyes, “You boys wants a beer?”
 
   “Nah, pain pills.”
 
   “No thanks.” Cash shook his head.
 
   “Cigarette?”
 
   Colt scowled at the mere mention of it. He didn’t smoke. Neither did Cash. They both had too many bad memories, too many scars. But Remy didn’t have any and the reminder made his insides twist again as he remembered Skylar saying she knew what they were from and how he’d gotten them. He shook away the sharp longing that pierced his heart.
 
   He had a feeling, a deep, sinking feeling that Remy had his own scars to contend with. Only his weren’t visible to the naked eye. They were internal and much, much deeper.
 
   “Sorry.” Remy dropped his gaze and sighed heavily, “I forgot.”
 
   “It’s ok.” Cash offered but Remy shook his head.
 
   “No. It’s not. I should have been there. I should have… fuck.” He glanced between them and the wariness in his eyes turned to dread, “Fuck. Are we really doing this? Is this why you two are here? Not just to talk about Skylar. You want to know why I left?”
 
   In another situation, he might have smiled that Remy had figured it out so quickly and easily. He and Cash had always been able to read each other. It was part of their twin connection. They had entire conversations without words, sometimes a necessity give Cash’s bouts with silence. There had even been times when they felt each other’s pain. 
 
   But at one point in their lives, it had been the same way with Remy. He’d forgotten about that or shut it out. But it was still there.
 
   He nodded.
 
   Remy’s face dropped as if he’d hoped to never have this conversation. And maybe he had. He’d stayed gone a long time. Colt had long ago faced that Remy had been running from something or someone but for the first time since his brother returned he wondered if he still was.
 
   “I’m gonna need a drink for this. You boys sure you don’t want one?”
 
   Colt exchanged a glance with Cash after they both declined. This was going to be bad. They’d known it going in so the question was, just how bad? The tension in the room persisted. Nobody spoke until they were all seated. Remy in his chair and the twins on the couch.
 
   Remy took a long drink and then met each of their gazes, “I never, ever, would have left you if I’d thought there was any other way. You have to know that first. I… I didn’t have any other options or at least I didn’t think I did, not back then. I had to get away.”
 
   Cash posed the question that Colt knew they’d both asked themselves a hundred times, “From us?”
 
   “No. God no. What would make you think…” Remy cursed a blue streak, “Decker. Fuck. I should’ve known he’d blame you for that too but I didn’t think about it. I was a stupid, stupid kid.”
 
   Remy took another long drink of his beer and then stared off into the distance as if he was having an internal debate. Colt frowned. Remy’s face was pale and he didn’t look at them when he started talking again.
 
   “I left because of Mom.” He winced as if he’d only realized what he called her after it left his lips, “Chrissy.”
 
   “What?” Colt tilted his head, unsure if he was asking for clarification that he had heard right, or wrong.
 
   “I don’t understand.” Cash shook his head, “Chrissy loved you. Still does. You’re the only one of us she asks for when she’s even half lucid.”
 
   “Yeah… She uh… Fuck… This is…” Remy stammered for another minute and then his voice trembled when he said, “She loved me a little too much.”
 
   “Too much?” Cash asked even as Colt’s confusion tipped into understanding.
 
   Something dark and dangerous flared inside of him. Anger. Pain. Rage. He wondered what it said about him that his brain had instantly filled in Remy’s statement with the sickest, most vile thing imaginable. It took Cash longer to get there but he saw it when he did. His twin paled noticeably and he shook his head again, horror lacing his words.
 
   “No. No. That’s… no.”
 
   “Cash.” Colt shot his twin a warning look to calm down.
 
   Remy already looked on the verge of shutting down. If Cash tried to argue with him, he might run again. And Colt didn’t want that. He realized that all of his anger and resentment, all of it had stemmed from the belief that Remy had always had it easy and he’d still gotten out long before and far more easily than them. 
 
   Finding out that wasn’t true… Damn. Remy had far more fucked up issues than he did. He must. Because as damaging as Chrissy’s neglect had been it was preferable to what Remy had gone through.
 
   “She… She hurt you?” Cash looked like he might be sick at the thought and Colt wasn’t far behind.
 
   “I…yes. No.” Remy dropped his head into his hands, “I mean, she never raped me but… it was heading that direction. That’s why I had to leave. I couldn’t stay. I… I couldn’t.”
 
   Colt’s throat felt tight but with Cash staring at their brother like he’d just grown a second head, he knew he had to say something, “You never told anyone?”
 
   “Not at the time. No. I mean, who was I gonna tell that when I was sixteen my drugged out mom started wandering into my bedroom at night, confusing me for my dad and touching me? Decker?” Remy winced, “I had a front row seat for the abuse he leveled at you two whenever I couldn’t get in his way. He did that simply because you were born so I can only imagine what he’d have done to me if I told him she was coming into my bed at night. I was a teenage boy and he would have made it my fault.”
 
   Colt’s stomach turned again because yeah, he thought the same thing. Decker would’ve blamed Remy. No doubt. He’d have mocked and scorned him. Beaten and maybe even killed him. And for the golden child that had seen it, had protected his little brothers from it but never experienced it himself, that must’ve been just as terrifying as a mother violating his innocence.
 
   “I… I did the only thing I could.” Remy whispered, “I had to leave. If I’d stayed…” He shook his head violently, “I couldn’t stay and I couldn’t take you with me. You were only thirteen!”
 
   Colt winced when his brother heaved a sob. He understood. Better than Remy could ever know. He understood what it was like to be helpless, to be hurt by the people that should’ve loved and protected you. He knew what it meant to be at your wits end, out of options and have to make the only choice you could. He’d done it when he’d accepted Lincoln’s offer. He’d done it to save Cash, sure, but he’d done it to save himself too. 
 
   He reached out and clapped his hand around Remy’s knee, “I get it.”
 
   “No. I left you with those two…”
 
   “You did what you had to do to save yourself.”
 
   Remy shuddered again, “There wasn’t a second I didn’t think about you, didn’t worry about you. I… I figured you were safe from her even when you got older because you don’t look like him.” Remy swallowed audibly, “You were, weren’t you?”
 
   “She never touched us.” Colt squeezed his knee reassuringly and Remy practically crumbled into himself, “She never even acknowledged us.”
 
   “Thank God.” Remy dropped his head into his hands again.
 
   Yeah, his brother had demons, just like him. Just like Cash. Different horrors but the same twisted, messed up history. And all because their parents were monsters.
 
   Cash had been quiet for a long while but he spoke up suddenly, “That’s why you left and why you haven’t gone to see them since you came back.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “I’ve been taking care of her for years. I fought Colt when he said she wasn’t as bad as Decker.” Cash winced, “I was wrong.”
 
   “You didn’t know.” Remy raised his head.
 
   “But you do now.” Colt met his twin’s gaze and knew what would come next without needing words. 
 
   They were done. Finally. No going back to believing Chrissy was somehow less responsible or less guilty for their abusive childhoods.
 
   For the first time, possibly ever, all three of them were in complete agreement. As far as they were concerned they no longer had parents. All they had were the memories of the devils that had tried and failed to ruin them. And each other.
 
   They were all silent for a long time, processing the horrible truths of what had been admitted today. When someone spoke, he was shocked that it was Remy. More surprised was what he had to say because after that emotional confession, Colt had all but forgotten the other reason Cash had dragged him out here to talk to their brother.
 
   “Whatever reason you’re telling yourself you have for being mad at Skylar, let it go.” He met Colt’s gaze and held it, “That girl loves you and she wanted to protect you however she could.”
 
   Skylar. God, just her name made his chest hurt. He wanted, needed, to go back and talk to her, explain why he’d been so upset and figure out a way to work through it, but mostly he just wanted to touch her, hold her, kiss her. He missed her.
 
   “She was fierce, man.” Remy continued, “I wish you could’ve seen the way she stood up to Link. She slapped him. Did you know that? Just walked right up to him and slapped the living hell out of him, yelled at him that it was his fault you were hurt and he damn well better fix you.”
 
   He gaped at that. No, nobody had told him she slapped Lincoln. And Jesus, what had she been thinking doing something like that? It was crazy. Nobody dared lash out at Lincoln but apparently his girl had and she’d not only lived to tell the tale but had gotten what she wanted out of him too.
 
   “She’s incredible. Strong and smart. Hell, after seeing her handle Lincoln I think I’m half in love with her.”
 
   He growled at that and Remy smirked. 
 
   “Yeah, still possessive as hell.”
 
   “Was there a point other than telling me my girl is amazing?” He scowled at his brother.
 
   “Yeah, there was. She loves you and she wants to take care of you. We all know how truly rare that is in this world. So if it’s your pride that’s hurt because she had the money and you didn’t or if it’s just your subconscious telling you that you’re not good enough for her, get the fuck over it little brother.” Remy gave a sad smile, “You should’ve been protected from the start. Our parents let you down. I let you down. But she never has so don’t take it out on her.”
 
   Colt nodded because he knew he couldn’t argue. Skylar hadn’t deserved his anger. He’d always thought of her as his angel and she’d saved him when he couldn’t save himself. It hurt to hear some of what she’d said but that didn’t make it any less true. 
 
   Even when he’d walked out of her apartment earlier he’d known that there was no way he would choose anything that made him lose her. He would need some time to wrap his head around her putting herself in danger but he would always choose her. He loved her.
 
   “Remy.” He cleared his throat, “I’m glad you came home.”
 
   “You’re just glad you’re not the most fucked up brother anymore.”
 
   “That too.” He chuckled because he was mostly thankful Remy could still joke after what he’d told them tonight, “Do you… Do you think you’re gonna stay in town?”
 
   Remy hesitated, “Do you want me to stay?”
 
   “Yes.” Cash answered immediately.
 
   “Yeah.” He agreed.
 
   “Then I’ll stay as long as you want me here.”
 
   Colt managed a small smile, “Then you better buy some furniture bro because I think that’s gonna be a good long while.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   It was late and Skylar couldn’t sleep. She’d been right. It felt all wrong being alone in her bed. And she hated that she’d fallen so hopelessly, so helplessly in love with a man that couldn’t admit he loved her in return because she was addicted to him now and he might never come back and hold her so that she could sleep ever again.
 
   Jemma had long since gone to bed, or rather back to Cash’s apartment to wait for him. Funny she’d started to think of it as Cash’s and not Cash and Colt’s. She tried to figure out exactly when that had happened. Probably around the same time she convinced herself that Colt would fall madly in love with her, move his things over here and make her apartment, their apartment instead.
 
   She’d never really considered herself a dreamer but there it was. Exhibit A. She might not be a princess. She might not need saving. But she damn sure wanted her happily ever after with her not quite charming bastard prince.
 
   Skylar paced her bedroom and when her mind insisted on playing her last conversation with Colt back on a loop, she knew that she couldn’t be still a moment longer. Cash had said that he would bring Colt home to her but since when was she the type to wait around for somebody else to do what she could do herself? They’d been gone for hours and she’d been sitting here like a useless princess in a tower instead of going out there and getting her man.
 
   She picked up her cell phone and hit the first button to call Jemma. It rang twice and a very sleepy voice finally came on the phone. She almost felt bad that she’d woken Jemma considering her best friend was pregnant but this was more important than a little beauty sleep.
 
   “Sky? What’s wrong?” Jemma asked groggily.
 
   “Is Cash back?”
 
   “Uh… no. Hold on.” There was the sound of rustling on the other end and she imagined Jemma sitting up and looking at a clock on a nightstand, “I was tired so I laid down for a bit. Is it really that late?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “They’ve been gone a long time, huh?”
 
   “Yeah.” She grit her teeth, “You haven’t heard from Cash at all?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Hold on. Let me check.”
 
   Skylar rolled her eyes up at the ceiling and held her breath as she waited. That bad feeling was starting to coil in her guts again. It was the same bad feeling she’d gotten the night Colt was attacked. But before the bad feeling could take root and a dozen images of the twins lying hurt or worse could flash through her head, Jemma came back on the line.
 
   “There’s a text from him saying they’re at Remy’s and not to worry that he’d be home as soon as he could.”
 
   “Remy’s?” Skylar frowned, “I thought Remy was staying with Lincoln?”
 
   “He was but he moved out the other night.”
 
   “After he found out about Lincoln using Colt to fight for the family?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Skylar softened even more towards the elder Bomar brother. She wasn’t entirely sure what Remy’s relationship with the twins was like these days but whenever they all got together next she was going to point out all of the good their older brother had done for them. Of course that only reminded her that she might never be part of a gathering between all of them again and she shook off the momentary distraction.
 
   She needed to find Colt.
 
   “Do you know where Remy moved to?”
 
   “Some old trailer out on the Bomar land I think.” The sleep was fading from Jemma’s voice fast, “Don’t even think about it Sky.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s dark. We have no idea where that trailer is and it’s not safe to go wandering around Bomar property. You’re not going out there.”
 
   Jemma was right of course, on all counts. If Skylar went out there alone she might never find the trailer she hadn’t even known existed until a minute ago. And if she ran into Decker or any of the other Bomars doing God only knew what kind of illegal activity she just might end up shot like a trespasser.
 
   Even still she shook her head, “When did Cash send you that message?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How long ago did he send it? Is it possible they’re still out there? It’s been hours, Jem. Hours. What if something happened to them?”
 
   “Sky, nothing is going to happen to them on their own land and before you mention it, even if Decker stumbled onto them, it’s three against one these days. They’re fine”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “And you don’t know either. Look, they probably got to talkin’ and lost track of time. They need to talk and fix their relationship with their brother. If they’re out there having a beer and relaxing then maybe the two of them together can talk Colt down from whatever he...” Jemma trailed off and Sky groaned.
 
   “Jem? Hello? Earth to Jemma?”
 
   “Hold on. Cash? Baby is that you?” Jemma called out and then there was a sharp gasp, “Sky, he’s home. He’s here but he looks like he’s been through hell. I’m gonna have to call you back.”
 
   The line went dead and Skylar cursed. Damnit what did that mean? Cash looked like hell as in he’d been in a fight? And was Colt with him?
 
   She was already heading to her closet to find a pair of shoes to go over there when the sound of a door slamming jerked her to attention. That was too close to have been next door. She whirled to face the open doorway of her bedroom and gasped as Colt came barreling through it at full speed.
 
   Her eyes skated over him and sure enough, just as Jemma had said Cash looked bad, so did Colt. Not beat up. Not bruised or bloody. But there was pain in his eyes and she didn’t hesitate, didn’t even think about stopping herself from opening her arms and letting him engulf her in his when he reached for her.
 
   Colt hugged her to his chest so tight it was hard to breathe but she didn’t fight him. She wrapped her arms around him though she didn’t squeeze. She was trying to be mindful of his injuries but when he scooped her up, giving her no choice but to wrap her legs around his waist, she clung to him.
 
   His mouth was on hers a second later and she whimpered at the desperation in his kiss. Colt sealed his lips to hers. No teasing. No tongues or teeth. It was just a hard, solid kiss as if he needed to ground himself against her.
 
   “I’m sorry.” He whispered in a rough voice when he broke the kiss and trailed his mouth across her cheek and jaw, “I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   Her heart soared at the apology as much as the gentle way he brushed his lips over hers again and again. He held her so gently, so tenderly, that it was almost hard to believe this was the same man that had ordered her to her knees and slammed her into a table just days ago. He kept kissing her for a long moment and then he dropped down to sit on the edge of the bed, taking her with him so she was in his lap.
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   She framed his face between her hands and studied him intently, “For what?”
 
   “Everything.” Colt’s voice was ragged.
 
   “Colt…”
 
   “I’m sorry that I couldn’t be a better man for you before. I’m sorry that it took me so long to figure my shit out. I’m sorry that I made you doubt for even a second that I would ever choose anything or anyone over you.” He dropped his forehead to hers and whispered, “I’m sorry that I couldn’t find the words to tell you that I love you. Because I do, Sky. I love you so damn much it scares me. It always has. Maybe that’s one of the reasons I pushed you away. Because the people I love, they have a tendency not to love me back and I don’t think I could survive if you stop loving me.”
 
   Her heart, that shoddy, patched-up, wounded thing in her chest that pumped her blood for her, broke into a million pieces. Not just because he was apologizing for everything that he’d put them through. Not just because he had finally told her that he loved her. But because he was finally trusting her with his secrets, with the things he had never told anyone.
 
   “I do love you.”
 
   “Still? Even though I was an asshole?”
 
   The skeptical look on his handsome face made her smile, “You’re an asshole about fifty percent of the time. I’m used to it.”
 
   “What am I the other fifty percent?”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   He snorted, “Moody is more like it.”
 
   “You are moody but I love that about you. Love that I never know which Colt I’m going to get. You keep me guessing and I like the excitement.”
 
   “Say it again. Please?”
 
   “I love you Colt.” She pressed her lips to his softly and punctuated her words with kiss after kiss, “I love you. I love you. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” He nipped her bottom lip with his teeth, “I’m sorry I ever made you doubt it.”
 
   “Another apology? Are you sure you’re my Bomar boy?”
 
   His lips twisted up into that megawatt smile that had first stolen her heart. It was perfection. All white teeth and boyish dimples on that hard, chiseled face. Mischievous and full of promises for dirty things, it was so Colt, so Bomar, that it was impossible not to smile in return.
 
   “Yes. I’m yours.”
 
   Her grin widened, “I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Good, because it means you’re mine too.” Colt slid a hand into her hair and then fisted the strands to hold her steady with just the smallest hint of pain, “Say it Skylar. Tell me you’re mine.”
 
   Heat flashed through her veins at the order and she squirmed on his lap. The devious man raised a knowing eyebrow. He knew exactly what he was doing. Knew exactly how to set her on fire. Knew he was the only one that could have ever gotten away with bossing her like this.
 
   “Say it.” He looped his free arm around her waist and hauled her up against his erection.
 
   “I’m yours.” She gasped.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “Always.” She parroted as he guided her hips into a rocking motion that had his jeans rubbing against the thin material of her pajama shorts in all the right places.
 
   “Forever.”
 
   “Forever.”
 
   “Let me make love to you.” He whispered against her ear. “I need to touch you, Sky. Every inch of you. I need to mark you and make you mine.”
 
   “I am yours.”
 
   “It’s been too damn long since I was inside you.” His hips bucked up and she whimpered as the move pressed his erection against her, “You’ve missed it too haven’t you, angel?”
 
   She was becoming mindless with the pleasure. Colt’s rough voice skated over her nerve endings. Her skin tingled everywhere he touched her. And she was so close just from this, from his words of love and his demands, that she could only nod as her hips found the rhythm and rocked against him.
 
   “Say it. I need to hear you say it.”
 
   “I… I need you inside me. I need to feel… us. I… Ahhh.” She moaned as he jerked her tank top over her head in one swift motion and exposed her breasts, “Oh God, Colt. I’m close already. Touch me. Please.”
 
   “Not until you say it.” He traced a rough finger against the curve of her breast and caused her to shudder, “Finish what you were saying, Sky.”
 
   “I feel empty without you. I… You make me whole.”
 
   He groaned and pressed his mouth to her neck, “I know, angel. I know. Me too.”
 
   Skylar arched into his touch as he trailed his hot mouth over her skin. She pressed her breasts against him and he nipped at the sensitive skin with his teeth. When she cried out he latched onto her nipple and sucked hard. She went soaring as the first waves of an orgasm crested through her body and her hips bucked against his erection.
 
   He released her breasts with a groan, “Fuck that was hot but it only makes me want inside you more.”
 
   Half woozy from her sudden release, she was little help to him as he stood her up and stripped her out of her pajama shorts and panties. He kept one had on her at all times, holding her up, and somehow managed to strip off his own clothes as well in record time. She half expected him to throw her to the mattress and take her hard but when he dragged his shirt over his head and dropped it to the ground she became conscious enough to remember why this was a bad idea.
 
   “Oh, baby…” She gently reached forward and traced the multiple cuts and bruises that marred his broad chest.
 
   There for just a minute or two, as she was writhing against him mindlessly, she’d forgotten that this was what had nearly torn them apart. He was still hurt. There were bandages covering the worst of the damage but it was still enough of a mess that she could see the blue and green bruises even through his tattoos.
 
   Colt caught her hand and pulled it to his shoulder, “Don’t tell me that we can’t do this. We can and we will. I need you.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I need you, Skylar.” His blue eyes met her with determination and purpose, “I trust that you won’t hurt me. Just ride me and go slow. I need to feel you and being inside you is so damn good, I won’t feel any pain. Promise. Make love to me, angel.”
 
   She bit her lip to stop it from trembling. How was she supposed to refuse him when he said things like that? From dirty and demanding to soft and sweet in the blink of an eye. That was Colt. That was her Bomar boy. And as if his words of love weren’t enough, he’d also said he trusted her.
 
   “You’re sure?” She hesitated.
 
   He nodded, “More sure than I’ve ever been about anything.”
 
   “You tell me if I do something that hurts you and we’ll stop.”
 
   “We’re not going to stop.” His lips twitched upwards as he pulled her onto his lap, “Ever.”
 
   Concentrating on being careful was hard to do when he pinched her nipples and bit her ear but she tried. She straddled him and positioned him against her. He held her hips, guiding her down, and she was careful to keep her arms around his neck so as not to squeeze his ribs.
 
   “Ah, God…” Colt groaned as she slowly slid down, taking him inside her inch by torturous inch, “You’re heaven.”
 
   She pressed kisses to his jaw as she worked her body up and down in small rolling motions. She couldn’t contain her sigh of pleasure every time she impaled herself on his erection and took him as far as she could into her body. It felt so right being with him like this. It didn’t matter how they came together. Fast or slow, soft or rough, it was always like this between them. They just fit.
 
   His hands tightened on her hips, “Harder.”
 
   “Can’t.” She gasped when he dropped a hand between them and found her clit, “Don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “This is hurting me. Holding back.” He mimicked her words on a groan, “I need more. Everything. I can’t hold back with you. Not anymore.”
 
   Her own body was aching to increase the pace so she trusted him to know what he could handle and gripped him a little tighter as she raised her hips and then dropped down hard and fast. They both groaned. He ordered her to do it again so she did. Then again, and again, until they were both mindless and grinding their bodies together, desperately searching for release and clinging to each other.
 
   “Love you.” Colt bit into her shoulder, “Love you so much.”
 
   Skylar moaned when he sucked her skin hard enough to bruise. He was marking her again and her body and her heart both reacted to the thought of her skin bearing a more permanent mark. Maybe someday he’d brand his name on her body the same way he’d branded her heart. She could already envision the dark twisting lines he would choose for the letters that would lovingly wrap her skin and the idea sparked a similar image of Colt’s beautiful body displaying her name as well. Just the idea of it along with the feel of him wrapped around her, pounding into her, joining them together, had her second orgasm crashing through her body.
 
   “Colt!” She cried out his name as her body shuddered under the force of the release and she heard him groan.
 
   “Mine. You’re mine and I’m never walking away from you again.”
 
   She sought out his lips desperately. It was all tongues and teeth now as they both jolted through their climax. She felt him come inside of her, was only vaguely aware that they’d foregone a condom again, and didn’t care. It would always feel wrong putting that barrier between them when all of the others were finally gone. 
 
   She was on the pill. They were safe. And when the time came for them to talk about children, about making a family of their own, they would decide together to take that step. She wasn’t ready yet. She’d just gotten her Bomar boy and she wanted him all to herself for a while longer.
 
   The kiss went on and on until they were collapsing together on the bed, all sweaty limbs tangled together. She ended up curled against his chest and when she tried to slip off of him to the bed, he only tightened his hold on her. She lay still, not wanting to risk hurting him.
 
   “Colt, your ribs…”
 
   “Are fine.” He finished as he stroked his hands over her back, “It’s my heart that hurts.”
 
   She raised up enough to look at him, “What?”
 
   “You didn’t say you loved me back.” He pouted. “I wanted to hear you say it while I was buried inside your sexy little body.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, “I couldn’t say it. You knocked the air out of my lungs. But I do love you.”
 
   “Mmm, I’ll have to demand it before I let you come next time.”
 
   “Want to hear something kind of crazy?” She settled back against his chest with a smile.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “When you were giving me another hickey I was thinking how someday it might be cool if you marked me in a more permanent way.”
 
   He sucked in a gulp of air, “A tattoo?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   He moved so fast she was on her back with him sitting up over her before she could even complain. She started to chastise him for risking further injury but the look in his eyes stopped her. Pure love and adoration was there along with a good mix of awe.
 
   “You really mean that? You’d want my name on your skin? Permanently?”
 
   “Well I kinda hope to keep you around permanently… so yeah.” She bit her lip when his expression didn’t change, “I mean, Cash has Jemma’s name on his chest and I thought maybe you might do the same.” He didn’t budge and she harrumphed, “You don’t have to. It was just a thought.”
 
   “Hey…” Colt tilted her chin back up when she tried to look away, “I want it. I just never let myself hope that you would too.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “You’re already on my body, Sky. You know that. But if you want your name, you can have that too. You can have anything you want. Anything. Ask me for the world and I’m gonna do my damndest to get it for you.”
 
   She softened at the emotional words, “I don’t want the world. I just want you.”
 
   “You’ve got me and if you really want me forever, I’ll put my name on your skin tomorrow. Say the word and as much as I’ll hate leaving this bed we’ll go down to the shop and do it right fuckin’ now.”
 
   A giggle escaped her, “We can’t do it right now. That’d be crazy. Besides, you’ll need time to draw it out.”
 
   That patented Bomar smirk pulled at his lips, “Who says I don’t have it already drawn up and hidden away just like I did your garter drawing?”
 
   She gasped, “You do not.”
 
   “Mmm, maybe I have an entire notebook full of beautiful roses and other ideas I drew just for you.”
 
   He pulled back a little and she shook her head in astonishment. He was serious. She could see it in his eyes. He had an entire book of tattoo ideas that he had drawn out specifically for her. And if her heart hadn’t already been his for a good long while, it would have been right then and there.
 
   Which only left her with one question about her tattoos that she’d never had the courage to ask, “Why roses?”
 
   “Hmm?” He was tracing the one on her shoulder distractedly.
 
   “Why did you choose roses? Even that first drawing you did, the crown that I tore up, it had roses in the design. Why?”
 
   “Because they fit you. Beautiful, strong, dangerous. I couldn’t get the sky blue color of your eyes just right no matter how many times I mixed it but that… if I couldn’t give Skylar Rose a rose I wouldn’t have been much of an artist.”
 
   She grinned at the admission, “So you did know it was my middle name?”
 
   “Of course I did.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You might’ve ignored me for years after what Cash did to Jemma but you, my beautiful, sexy angel, are impossible to ignore.” He traced the tattoo again and sighed, “I wanted you, even back then, and knowing I didn’t deserve you didn’t mean I couldn’t keep an eye on you from a distance.”
 
   Skylar gaped up at him. He’d wanted her that long? He’d kept tabs on her even before they were friends? Her heart ached a little more at every layer he peeled back with honesty. And though she hadn’t thought it was possible she fell in love with him even more.
 
   “You do deserve me though.”
 
   Colt sighed and collapsed to his back beside her in the bed, “No, I don’t but I’m going to try harder to be the kind of man that does. I promise.”
 
   She bit her lip, hating that the pleasure of their afterglow was fading even if she knew they needed to talk about this and settle it once and for all. He’d apologized. He’d said he loved her. But he hadn’t said anything about the situation that had nearly torn them apart in the first place.
 
   “Does that mean you’re not going to fix the deal I made with Lincoln?”
 
   Colt was still beside her for a long time and she turned on her side and watched him. He was staring at the ceiling, one arm behind his head, the other still clutching her tightly. He might have looked relaxed to someone else but she knew better. His lips were thin when he shuddered out a rough breath.
 
   “There’s nothing to fix.” He finally said, “It’s done and we can’t undo it even if I wanted to.”
 
   “And do you still want to?”
 
   Colt groaned, “Yes and no.”
 
   “Care to explain?”
 
   “I want to undo it because I never wanted you to get involved in my family bullshit. Everything I did, all the time I spent pushing you away, it was all designed to keep you safe from them. What was all of that for if you ended up making a deal with Lincoln anyways huh?” 
 
   With a little explanation, she understood what he meant. She got why he’d been so upset now. He’d wasted so much time keeping her at arm’s length in hopes of keeping the dark part of his life away from her and then she’d all but jumped in at the first chance. Looking at it from that perspective, all their time apart had been wasted.
 
   “But then I think about what you gave up for me and why you did it, and I know that I can’t throw it back in your face.” His grip on her tightened, “That was a lot of money, Skylar. Money I might not have come up with in another year or two and you just wrote a check. It dinged my pride a little.”
 
   “The money isn’t a big deal though…”
 
   “It is to me and it always will be. Maybe because I’ve never had any. I don’t know. But it’s never gonna sit right with me that you basically bought me from Lincoln.”
 
   She winced at that, “I didn’t buy you, Colt. I bought part of your business.”
 
   “That’s logistics and you know it.”
 
   She couldn’t argue that. Not really. Lincoln had used the money to force Colt to work and fight for him. Her money had freed him from that but in his mind, it only meant he had a new debtor that he owed. That dynamic would never work in their relationship.
 
   “What if you think of it more as a loan?” She met his gaze when his brows furrowed, “You can pay me back as you get the money like you were doing with Lincoln or you can save up and buy me out all at once. I don’t want to own Fine Lines, Colt. I want you happy. I’d give you the paperwork to the shop right now if I thought it would make you happy but I know you’re too stubborn to simply take it.”
 
   “You can’t gift me my own damn shop.” He grumbled.
 
   “Exactly, which is why you’re going to buy me out just as soon as you get the money but only with a couple of conditions. One, you do not go to your family for the money. You can save or you can go to the bank. I won’t take dirty money and I won’t let you go down that road again.”
 
   He snorted, “Yes dear, anything else?”
 
   “Don’t call me that. I’m being serious.” She resisted the urge to smack him in the shoulder since he was still injured, “And two, I’m a silent partner until that day happens. You act like I don’t even exist.”
 
   “But the shop is partly yours. Don’t you want a say in what’s going on down there?”
 
   “As long as it’s legal, no. It’s yours. I have my own business to worry about. You run Fine Lines and I’ll run Split Ends and other than a piece of paper that me, you and the rest of the family knows about, nobody else will even be the wiser that the property has changed ownership. It’s not like anyone else knew Lincoln was involved in the first place, right?”
 
   “Yeah. Right. I guess.”
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief, “So that’s it then? You agree that the money isn’t going to be an issue between us?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And you’re really done with the fighting and the side jobs with Lincoln? You’re out, Colt. That’s part of this deal. You said you wanted it but if you’re having second thoughts I need to know now. I can’t be one of those girlfriends that sits at home not knowing if you’re out there in danger or risking your life. I can’t end up like Nessa. I won’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Hey.” He rose up on his shoulder again to look at her directly, “I’m out. I swear. I can’t promise that there won’t ever be nights when I step into the cage. Sometimes I need to hit things. Its part of the anger that bastard left in me. And I can’t promise that there won’t be any danger because I’ll always be a Bomar and people in this town have a tough time differentiating between us. But I can promise you that I will always come home to you.”
 
   Her eyes watered, “Always?”
 
   “And forever.” He kissed the track the lone tear that escaped made before pulling back, “I’m out and I’ll go tell Lincoln that first thing tomorrow. I don’t think he’ll be surprised by my answer. I heard he figured out just how amazing you are firsthand.”
 
   “Oh… yeah… that. I guess you heard that I slapped him huh?”
 
   “Yeah. I heard and damn, if I wasn’t so proud of you I’d put you over my knee and spank you. That was crazy. You know that right? Nobody hits Link and gets away with it.”
 
   “I did.” She smirked. “In fact, I think he kind of likes me.”
 
   Colt growled, “He better not.”
 
   “Likes me as in respects me.” She rolled her eyes, “Not likes me as in wants me naked and in his bed.”
 
   “Don’t ever mention my cousins and a bed ever again.”
 
   “Oh come on, you know if I was thinking about crawling in bed with another Bomar boy it would be Ford, not Linc…” She screeched as Colt shifted on top of her and pinned her down, “Oh my God! I was kidding!”
 
   “You’re gonna get Ford killed if you keep that up.”
 
   “It was a joke, Colt. You’re the only Bomar boy I want.” She struggled against his grip and he released her easily so she framed his face and leaned up to kiss him, “You’re the only man I want.”
 
   “Say it again.” He brushed his lips over hers and made her smile.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Thank you Skylar.”
 
   “For what?” She tilted her head.
 
   “For saving me when I couldn’t save myself. For being my angel. For loving me and protecting me.” He rolled over and pulled her close, hugging her tight, “You’re the only person that’s ever put me first.”
 
   She snuggled in tight against him, “I’ll always protect you.”
 
   “We’ll protect each other.”
 
   “Now that sounds like a good deal. I guess that means I’ll go with you to talk to Lincoln tomorrow.”
 
   He growled, “Not a chance.”
 
   “Bet I can convince you.”
 
   “You’re not going, Sky.”
 
   She grinned and pulled herself up over him. He groaned when she straddled his hips. His eyes dilated and his hands immediately went to her breasts. She rocked against him and felt his erection grow. 
 
   Not going? Yeah right. This was going to be too easy.
 
   “Love you.”
 
   “Love you too angel but you’re still not going tomorrow.”
 
   She grinned as she slid down his body, “We’ll see about that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   He couldn’t believe that he’d actually let her come along to this meeting and from the looks on his cousin’s faces, neither could they. No doubt he would get shit about being whipped from here to eternity over this. Not that he cared. He would happily spend the rest of his life wrapped around Skylar’s little finger and his cousins could go to hell.
 
   That wasn’t why he hesitated.
 
   He was having a tough time wrapping his head around Skylar being a part of this dark, dirty side of his life. He hadn’t just let her touch the darkness this time. He’d brought her straight to it.
 
   He’d tried explaining to his cousin that he and Skylar had come to an agreement and there was no need for this meeting at all. When Lincoln insisted they have a sit down, he’d even tried convincing him to come to the apartment, going so far as to use his injuries as an excuse. But Lincoln hadn’t been swayed and in the end, he’d said they’d better be here, at the barn, on time, or they would regret it.
 
   At that threat, he’d immediately started thinking of ways to keep Skylar away.
 
   That was before he’d talked to his brothers. Plural, which was still strange to him. In one way or another, the person he’d always been most accountable to was Cash but Colt was still getting used to having Remy around too. They were all feeling their way through the rough spots and figuring out how they fit together as adults but there had never been any question that both his brothers had his back. They’d said they were coming to the meeting and that was final. 
 
   He hadn’t even bothered to argue with them. It would save him another fight with his girl if they went. Skylar being in Bomar territory, facing down his cousins, worried the hell out of him enough to take back the promise she’d coerced that she could go. But if he had Cash and Remy there to back him up in case things went sideways, he didn’t have to disappoint her.
 
   Even still, her safety was his first priority and his brothers were under strict orders that if anything more than voices were raised, they were to get Skylar out first. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Lincoln. At this point, he did. He thought his cousin honestly had his best interests at heart. But he didn’t know exactly what he was walking into and he didn’t like that, not when it came to the Bomars.
 
   He’d been tense all day but walking into the barn made his every muscle bunch with the expectation of a fight. It wasn’t a regular barn. What use the Bomars could ever have had for a barn, he didn’t know, but for as long as he’d been alive it had been a hub of underground action. 
 
   Sometimes it was storage. Sometimes, like now, it was simply a meeting place. But most of the time, it was Abel’s version of a fight club.
 
   Just looking at it now, it was impossible to see it. The cage was gone. The dirt floor was freshly swept to get rid of the hundreds of footprints from the weekend crowd. To the naked eye it only looked like a well-maintained but otherwise unused barn. That was the point. Even if the cops did get word of Abel’s extensive gambling ring, they’d never think to look here.
 
   But everywhere Colt looked he saw his violent past. He saw himself throwing punches and breaking bones. He saw himself grinning and holding his arms up in the air after a victory. He saw himself bruised and bloody on the ground as the crowd cheered and jeered. And his fists automatically balled the moment he stepped through the doorway.
 
   “Hey.” A soft, familiar voice pulled him back from the darkness that threatened to overwhelm him, “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine.” He loosened his fists so he could take Skylar’s hand and kissed it gently, “Stay close okay?”
 
   “I’m not leaving your side.” She squeezed his hand and then nodded, “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   Colt glanced over her head at his brothers. They’d flanked him coming in, one of them on either side. Remy’s jaw was tense and his eyes kept scanning the perimeter. Cash looked tense too but he met his twin’s eyes and nodded slightly. Cash understood what he had asked better than Remy could. His twin had threatened to lock Jemma up when she asked if she could come too. In the end, she’d agreed to stay behind but Cash knew all about wanting to protect the woman he loved. He’d get Skylar out if things went bad.
 
   “Yeah, let’s go.” He kept her hand as he headed deeper into the barn.
 
   His brothers followed in silence. They didn’t have to go far. His cousins were waiting for them in the middle of the bar in a loose semi-circle. He’d known Lincoln would be there. He’d even expected Abel would be part of the meeting since it was happening in his territory. But when he saw both Ford and Noah standing respectfully just behind their older brothers, he almost stopped walking.
 
   They’d each brought their second in command. Backup. This was more serious than he’d thought. Apparently he wasn’t the only one expecting a fight.
 
   Skylar squeezed his hand and he caught her smirk when she greeted them all, “Lincoln. Abel. Nice to see you again Noah. And Ford… it’s a pleasure.”
 
   Colt growled and jerked her into his side, “Really?”
 
   “What? I was just saying hi.” 
 
   His jaw clenched when she grinned up at him innocently. If there was anything he’d learned about his angel in the past few weeks, it was that she was nowhere near as innocent as she looked. She knew exactly what she was doing greeting his cousins like that. No, not his cousins, just Ford. 
 
   He growled, “Don’t even think about it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re trying to provoke me and now isn’t the time. You’re not going to touch him.”
 
   “Maybe just a hug?” Her eyes twinkled with laughter.
 
   “Sky…”
 
   Lincoln cut him off with an amused chuckle, “As much as I’d love to know who she isn’t allowed to hug, we have some important business to tend to.”
 
   “Ford.” Skylar grinned and then shrugged when Colt growled at her, “What? He wanted to know?”
 
   He glared at his cousins when they all chuckled. Well, all of them but Ford. He only looked slightly uncomfortable. If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn a blush colored his cousin’s cheeks beneath that thick beard. The bulky ex-con blushing was too strange for words though so he ignored it and focused his attention on Ford’s twin.
 
   “Business.” He met Lincoln’s gaze and shook his head, “We don’t have business anymore.”
 
   “Well…” His cousin drawled, “That’s not entirely true.”
 
   That got Colt’s full attention and he scowled, “What the hells that mean?”
 
   “It means that we have some business we need to discuss with you before you walk away from the family.” 
 
   Remy stepped forward before Colt could say anything else, “He’s out. There’s nothing else to discuss. Whatever business you have, it’s with me now.”
 
   “And me.” Skylar spoke up and if he hadn’t already jerked her closer he would have at the soft smile she exchanged with his older brother.
 
   Another man probably would have been happy to see his girl getting along so well with his brother. And he was. Colt swore he was. But he was also a possessive bastard and he wanted to punch his oldest brother every time he remember Remy saying how amazing Skylar was and how he was half in love with her.
 
   Colt had been surprised but relieved when Skylar so easily welcomed Remy into their lives. She’d been far more accepting than Jemma had been that was for sure. And he hadn’t breathed a word of Remy’s story to her. She’d simply decided for herself that whatever reason his older brother had for leaving that he was trying to make it up to them now that he was back. Whatever had happened while Colt was unconscious had bonded them and he wasn’t jealous of the soft way she looked at Remy. He swore he wasn’t.  
 
   “Sorry doll.” Lincoln smirked, “You’re here because you made yourself a part of this but you’re not a Bomar.”
 
   “Not yet.” She shot back and Colt managed a grin despite his tension when his cousin’s eyebrows winged up in surprise.
 
   It wasn’t something they’d talked about but that didn’t matter to Skylar. They both knew this was forever. And his girl wasn’t some retiring flower that was going to sit around and wait for him to ask. When she was ready, she’d drag his ass down the aisle and he’d go willingly whenever that was.
 
   “You’re here because I’m allowing it.” Abel grumbled, “Be quiet and let the men talk or I’ll escort you out myself.”
 
   Skylar bristled, “You’ll have to drag me out of here if you think I’m leaving Colt alone with you.”
 
   “Think I won’t?”
 
   “Try it. I dare you.”
 
   “Stop!” Colt stepped in front of Skylar when Abel took a threatening step forward, “Touch her and I’ll fuckin’ kill you.”
 
   His cousin glared at him but didn’t take another step forward. Lincoln was the oldest of their generation and had earned his spot as their leader. Because of that, he was widely regarded as the scariest fucker out of all of them. But within the family it was generally accepted that Abel was the biggest bastard. Lincoln’s heart might be cold but Abel’s was black.
 
   He didn’t have a single doubt in his mind that Abel would manhandle Skylar if she continued to talk back to him. His cousin was just one more in a long line of Bomars that saw no difference in men and women when they saw red. And if Abel so much as laid a finger on her, Colt was going to lose his goddamned mind and start an all-out family brawl.
 
   “Abe.” It was Noah that stepped in front of his older brother, “Leave the girl alone. She’s with Colt now and that makes her one of us.”
 
   “Like hell it does. She’s not family. She shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Really?” Noah scoffed, “So I guess Nessa’s not family either, huh? You’d drag her out of here too?”
 
   Abel’s left eye twitched, “That’s different.”
 
   “No. It’s not. Nessa’s one of us and Skylar is too.” Noah told his brother before turning to face them again, “You’re one of us now. That means we protect you, same as we protect each other, but it also means you protect us. Whatever you hear, it stays between family.”
 
   Skylar nodded immediately, “Of course.”
 
   “Thanks.” Colt nodded his appreciation to the other man standing up for Skylar and then glared at Abel, “Don’t threaten her again.”
 
   Skylar’s soft hands on him soothed the worst of his anger. Nobody was going to touch her. He would make sure of it. The fact that both of his brothers had stepped forward, flanking him and shielding Skylar from their cousins only made him even surer of his decision to be with her. He could protect her because he wouldn’t have to do it alone.
 
   “Okay boys, put your dicks away. We all know mines bigger.” Lincoln strolled between them with his trademark smirk firmly in place, “We came to talk, not fight amongst ourselves. We’ve always had each other’s backs no matter if we like each other all that much or not. That’s why I called this meeting. There are three branches of Bomars in Old Settlers and we’re all represented here today.”
 
   Colt shot Cash a questioning look but his twin’s face mirrored his own. He had no idea what Lincoln was talking about either. Remy scowled at their cousin and crossed his arms over his chest but he didn’t move from his defensive position between Abel and Skylar. And Skylar… she squeezed his hand and moved back to his side.
 
   “We have a problem, something that affects all of us and we need to decide on a course of action.” Lincoln continued until Remy shook his head.
 
   “Cash and Colt don’t need to be here. They’re out. What part of that are you not gettin’ Lincoln? They’re done with all of this. They only came here today to tell you that. You got your money from Sky. Abel has his champion for the family as long as I’m in the cage. We’re done here.”
 
   “No. We’re not. Not yet.”
 
   “Whatever happens next doesn’t involve them.” Remy snapped.
 
   “How about you let them hear what I got to say and decide for themselves?” Lincoln’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “They’re not kids anymore Remington. They haven’t been for a long time. They may’ve needed you to speak for them once but they don’t now.”
 
   At the use of his full name, Remy took a threatening step forward and Colt groaned. He couldn’t reach him in time. There was no way. Skylar was between them. But he didn’t have to because Cash was there, grabbing their older brother by the arm and tugging him to a stop before he could lash out at Lincoln for poking at old wounds.
 
   “Hey. Be cool.” Cash shook his head sternly and then looked at Lincoln, “We’ll hear you out but don’t try to provoke him again or I won’t stop him from taking you apart.”
 
   Lincoln snorted, smirk still firmly in place, “As if he could.”
 
   Remy shook off Cash’s grasp but remained quiet. Colt swallowed his own smartass remark. If Remy wouldn’t say it, he’d keep his mouth shut but they all knew his brother could take Lincoln if he really wanted to. Lincoln was a badass, sure, but Remy was a trained killer after spending years in the army. If they came to blows, Remy would come out on top and even Lincoln had to know that.
 
   Colt cleared his throat, “Say what you have to say and then we’re out. For good. No more jobs. No more fights. No more money. Got it?”
 
   Lincoln gave a short nod, “That was the deal.”
 
   “So what’s goin’ on that you wanted all of us together out here in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
   “We couldn’t meet at my place because we have a rat.” Lincoln scowled and then glared at Abel when their cousin snorted, “Fine. I have a rat.”
 
   “What?” Cash raised a skeptical eyebrow and Colt understood the look.
 
   If he hadn’t already heard as much from his cousin, he would have been shocked too. Anybody with the stones to lie or steal from Lincoln was a stupid motherfucker. Whatever the person was getting, it wasn’t worth what he would lose in the end.
 
   “Some punk little bitch has been double dealing and selling us out.” Lincoln glanced at Abel, “Somebody’s been talkin’, giving out information on when and where our jobs are goin’ down. Our last few marks have been hit by someone else before we got there. We’ve been keeping an eye on the situation, but it’s gotta be somebody on the crew. Nobody else knew about that last fight but us.”
 
   Colt frowned at that. He remembered Lincoln coming into the shop and telling him that the invites were going out in person. They’d steered clear of electronics to keep from being tracked. He’d been distracted that night, by Skylar, and he hadn’t given it another thought but now, with all of the other shit that had gone down, he felt his anger begin to simmer just beneath the surface.
 
   “You think the same person is responsible for the attacks on the shops?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Which means it’s the same guys that fucked me up.” He grit his teeth, “You think one of your guys was a part of that? Really? And you’re just now tellin’ me?”
 
   Lincoln held his hands up innocently, “I didn’t know for sure.”
 
   “But you do now?”
 
   “Well…” His cousin hedged, “Not exactly, but I got a pretty good idea.”
 
   “Who is it?” Remy growled, “I want the name.”
 
   “Relax Remy. You’re not killin’ anybody today.” Lincoln shook his head and when Remy looked like he might argue he glared at him, “I don’t have a name. Not yet. But it’s one of the boys on the crew.”
 
   “You’re sure?” Cash looked around at all of them and then shrugged, “Somebody’s got to say it. Are you sure it’s not one of us?”
 
   “What the fuck did you say?” Abel snarled.
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   “We don’t turn on each other.” Abel took a dangerous step forward but Noah stepped in his path and Lincoln moved between them as well, stopping him before he could reach Cash.
 
   “It’s an honest question Abe.” Lincoln sighed, “And it’s not like we didn’t discuss it amongst ourselves.”
 
   Colt raised an eyebrow at that. They had? He wouldn’t have expected that but he supposed it had to be done. Just like Cash’s question had to be asked. 
 
   Sure Lincoln ran a crew that included some lowlifes but when push came to shove, the only people with any power in his ring were family. It was Auto’s garage. Royce and Bentley headed up teams that boosted the cars. Ford did the dirty work of pulling the cars apart with his own hands. But working with them, there were plenty of other men that knew enough to get them all in trouble.
 
   Abel kept his family separate from that business but he was no cleaner. He ran the fights and between them his brothers covered any and every kind of sin that could be peddled to those that partook. Drugs, girls, guns, it didn’t matter to the Bible Bomars as long as it made money. 
 
   Their two branches crossed because most men that got involved in one side of the dirty life usually ended up dealing in the other too. Lincoln and Abel had an understanding that each business was their own but in the end, it was all Bomar territory. If somebody had information and was attempting to sabotage one of them, the dumb fuck was going after all of them and there was no way he would get out of it alive.
 
   Selling out the fights was one thing. That would have been enough to earn a beating unto which recovery would have been long and difficult. But attacking one of their own like they had Colt, well that was going to get a much heavier response. They all knew it and whoever had done it, if they were really part of Lincoln’s crew, must have been desperate on top of stupid because he had to know it too.
 
   “It’s not one of us. I’ve already made sure of that. I didn’t like checking on the family but everybody has alibis for the night of the attack.” Lincoln shrugged, “Which only leaves a handful of guys from the car crews. I’m narrowing it down. Keeping an eye on them. I’ll figure out who it is and when I find out, they’ll be dealt with. You can bet on that.”
 
   They. Lincoln kept saying they. Did he think it was more than one person?
 
   All of a sudden, something Colt hadn’t mentioned to Lincoln poked at his consciousness. The night of the attack he hadn’t known any of the men’s faces but there had been that one guy. The one in the mask had kept his face covered as if Colt would recognize him if he didn’t. 
 
   Was that because he was one of Lincoln’s men? Someone Colt had met before? And what was it the guys had called him? Shit, he couldn’t remember but he had a feeling it was something important, the missing piece that would help lead them to the man that was putting their entire family in danger.
 
   “So what’s this got to do with Cash and Colt?” Remy spoke up.
 
   “Colt was attacked because he’s a Bomar. He can scream from the rooftops that he’s clean now but it won’t keep him safe. Not until we find this fucker.”
 
   “I’m not worried about me.” He pulled Skylar close and kissed the top of her head when she shivered.
 
   “I know.” Lincoln almost looked apologetic when he glanced at Skylar and then at Cash, “I’m sorry you all got dragged into this. I know it’s not what you wanted. You want to be free of this life. I say good for you. But until we catch our rat, you need to be careful and protect the people you love.”
 
   “How are we supposed to do that?” Cash scowled. 
 
   “Keep them close.” Noah spoke up, “Same as I… we’ll do with Nessa.”
 
   “I can’t keep Jem locked up for God only knows how long. She has a job. Responsibilities. She’s pregnant for fuck’s sake. We’ve got doctor’s appointments and shit! She’s not gonna…”
 
   “She’ll be protected by all of us.” Lincoln cut him off. “We’ll keep an eye on her. On all of you.”
 
   Colt frowned at that, “You’re gonna put a guard on the girls?”
 
   He didn’t like the sound of that. He could protect Skylar. She was his. His brothers would help him. He didn’t want his cousins following her around. He didn’t want them anywhere near her. 
 
   His first, knee-jerk reaction was to say no way. She wasn’t a part of this, of any of this, but he knew that wasn’t true anymore. She’d stepped into his world and that meant she was in just as much danger as he was. Because Lincoln was right, being clean now didn’t absolve him of anything, particularly not in the eyes of whoever had attacked him. They’d still come after him and they could still use Skylar to hurt him.
 
   He couldn’t let that happen. He had to keep her safe. It was the one thing he’d always tried to do, even when he hadn’t let himself even think of being with her. Now that he’d had her in his arms and in his bed, now that he knew his today was better than any someday with her, he couldn’t lose her and that meant he would do whatever it took to keep her safe.
 
   Even let Ford or one of his other cousins keep an eye on her if need be. Okay, probably not Ford. He wasn’t letting Skylar near that particular cousin. She was probably just teasing him about her crush on the quiet, older Bomar boy but either way, he wasn’t risking a situation where he’d have to kill his cousin for looking at her too closely.
 
   “Damn straight. Anytime you can’t be with them, one of us will be. They go nowhere alone until this is over.” 
 
   “Now, wait just a second.” Skylar spoke up, shooting daggers at every man in the room, “I don’t need a babysitter.”
 
   “Sky…”
 
   “No, Colt. I’m serious. I don’t want one of your cousins following me around like a damn puppy.” She snorted and then pointed at Lincoln, “In case you haven’t noticed, these guys didn’t attack your women. They’ve attacked your businesses and your men. They’re not after us. They’re after you, ya morons.”
 
   “She’s got a mouth on her, don’t she?” Abel sneered.
 
   “Yeah, she does.” Skylar chirped back at him before he could hush her, “She’s also got a brain and she thinks that having a Bomar babysitter 24/7 is just asking for trouble.”
 
   “Yeah, well nobody asked what you think.” Abel growled.
 
   “She has a point.” Noah shrugged when his older brother glared at him, “What? She does. These guys haven’t gone after the girls.”
 
   “Yet.” Lincoln corrected, “They haven’t gone after the girls yet but there’s no guarantee they won’t and I’m not taking chances with them.” He met Skylar’s gaze and when she was looking at him he shook his head, “You’re getting a guard, doll-face. Get over it.”
 
   Skylar harrumphed, “And if I say no?”
 
   “You’re still getting one.” Colt turned her to face him and tilted her head back until he could meet her eyes, “You’re going to do this and keep yourself safe for me. We protect each other, remember?”
 
   She frowned but didn’t argue and the tightness that had begun to permeate his chest again eased. He’d fight with her on this if he had too. She had wanted to be part of his life, had stepped into this dark and dangerous world and refused to walk away from him. He was getting out, was out, but he would always be a Bomar and as long as that meant there was a threat to her, he would use his family to protect her. It was their fault she was in danger. It was the least they could do.
 
   “Okay.” She finally nodded.
 
   “Thank you.” He brushed his lips across her forehead and hugged her close. “Thank you.”
 
   “God I hope Jemma agrees that easily.” Cash snorted.
 
   Skylar pulled back from his embrace, “I’ll talk to her. She’ll be fine. Promise.”
 
   Cash gave her an indulgent smile and Colt listened as his cousins talked through the specifics of who would be expected to play bodyguard. It wasn’t ideal. He knew that. This wasn’t the way he’d wanted it all to go down. But considering just how rarely in his life he’d gotten what he wanted, he couldn’t say that he was surprised.
 
   He’d gotten Skylar though, and that was all that mattered. She was his. She was here, with him. She had seen the darkest, ugliest parts of him and his world and she had accepted him. She loved him. And he was going to keep her safe or die trying.
 
   From the looks on both of his brother’s faces, he knew that they felt the same way. They weren’t the most conventional family. Not by a longshot. But no matter what people said about them, one thing had always been true. Bomars protected each other and Skylar, she was one of them now.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hmm?” He glanced down when she nuzzled his chest.
 
   His cousins were still talking. Names were being thrown around now and he suspected that they would find their rat sooner rather than later. Lincoln would see to it, just like he would see to it that they were all safe. He wasn’t a bad guy, not really, but he would do whatever he had to in order to protect the family.
 
   “I know you’re worried about keeping me safe, but who’s going to keep you safe?”
 
   Colt grinned, “You are, of course.  You promised.”
 
   Skylar lit up and he cupped her cheeks lovingly. God she was beautiful and she was all his. She loved him and he loved her so damn much it scared him. He wasn’t sure if he would ever get used to that tight feeling in his chest when he looked at her but he doubted it. He’d been living with it for months, ignoring it for years, but now she was his and he didn’t have to keep it trapped inside of him anymore.
 
   “I love you.” He whispered softly, just for her to hear as he brushed his mouth over hers.
 
   “I love you too.” She caught his wrists, holding him close when he would have pulled back, “We’re going to beat this, ya know?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Lincoln’s going to find out who is after you guys and we’re going to be free of all this drama once and for all. I promise we will.”
 
   He tipped his forehead down against hers and smiled, “I know.”
 
   “And we’re going to build a life together. You and me. Jemma and Cash. All of us.”
 
   “Don’t forget about Remy.”
 
   “I haven’t.” She glanced over at where his brother was arguing something with Lincoln, complete with hand gestures, “I like him.”
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   “He’s a good guy.”
 
   “He’s trying to be.” He nodded his agreement.
 
   Skylar bit her lip, “You think we can get him out too?”
 
   Colt chuckled because he’d had a feeling this was coming. She just couldn’t help herself. As much as he needed to protect the people he loved, Skylar needed to save people just as much. If she saw someone in need, she had to help. She’d befriended him when he needed a friend, loved him when he needed it most and now she’d set her sights on his brother.
 
   “Angel, I don’t doubt you can do anything you set your mind to.”
 
   “Mmm, good answer.” She tip-toed up and brushed her lips over his again.
 
   When she dropped back to her heels he sighed, “I want to take you home and not talk about my brothers or my cousins or even think about this traitor bullshit for a little while. I just want us to be together and be happy.”
 
   “Then what are we waiting for?” She grinned, “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   He started to tell her that they couldn’t. He needed to stay. They needed him here. He was a part of this. This was where he belonged. But the truth was, he didn’t, not anymore. 
 
   They didn’t need him. There were plenty of them that could handle whatever plan they concocted to flush out the rat. This wasn’t where he belonged, not anymore, because his angel had saved him. She’d lifted him up out of the shadows. Now he had a chance to live with her, in the light, and he didn’t intend to waste that opportunity.
 
   “We’re heading out. You can fill us in later.” He called out as he scooped Skylar up into his arms.
 
   “Colt!” She squealed as he tossed her over his shoulder and turned for the door.
 
   “Much later.” Lincoln chuckled behind him.
 
   “Much, much later.” She giggled and waved.
 
   Cash grumbled, “Guess I’m riding back with Remy.”
 
   “Guess so.” His older brother chuckled. “Go easy on him, Sky. He’s still banged up.”
 
   “Not a chance.” He growled once they were clear of the barn and out in the bright sunshine of the late afternoon, summer day. “I don’t want easy. I just want you.”
 
   “You’ve got me.” Skylar grinned, “Now what are you going to do with me?”
 
   “I’m gonna love you just like you deserve.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    “Colt?” Skylar pushed open the door of Fine Lines.
 
   The new door, she smiled as she stepped inside the shop and looked around. The boys had worked fast to get it back up running for Colt in a matter of weeks. They’d also worked hard and the proof was in every detail. From the shining glass doors that matched the old ones perfectly to the brand new check-in counter that Bentley had built with his own hands, the shop looked even better than it had before the attack. It gleamed. They’d done a grand re-opening over the weekend and it had gone off without a hitch. 
 
   Despite their uncomfortable and frustrating meeting with Lincoln and the other boys, things had been quiet the past couple of weeks. She’d gotten, not necessarily accustomed to having one of the guys always hanging around the salon, but familiar with the routine of it. She’d spent time with everyone from Cash and Remy to Lincoln himself, though Bentley was usually the Bomar assigned to keep an eye on her and they’d found an easy friendship. She liked to ask when Ford would be assigned to her detail just to irritate Colt but the truth was, she hoped they were nearing the point the guys would stop the overprotective crap and they could all move on with their lives. 
 
   There had been no more attacks. No more threats. If there was news on whoever Lincoln thought was his rat, they hadn’t told her about it. Life was good and she prayed every day that it stayed that way.
 
   “Colt?” She called again as the door swung shut behind her, “Remy said you needed me?”
 
   “Back here.” His voice pitched loud for her to hear, “Lock the door, would ya?”
 
   She raised an eyebrow at the odd request but did as he asked. She had no idea what her boyfriend was up to. Remy had strolled into the salon, grin firmly on his face when he told her that Colt needed her next door and then told Bentley his services wouldn’t be needed the rest of the night and to get lost. She’d just finished up her last client of the day so she’d grabbed her things, asked Rachel to close up, and high-tailed it next door to see what Colt wanted.
 
   Another thing that had happened in the past couple of weeks, she’d stopped freaking out about leaving Remy alone with Rachel. The girl had a crush and it was kind of cute. She’d warned Remy that if he hurt her friend he’d have to answer to her but he’d only shaken his head and said the last thing he wanted was to hurt the girl.  
 
   That had helped to put her worries at ease but so had their interactions the past few weeks. He was kind to her, gentle with her and he went out of his way to make her smile. Whatever Rachel was feeling it was clearly reciprocated and that had put Skylar’s worries at ease. 
 
   Remy was a good guy. All previous evidence to the contrary, he’d gone above and beyond to help his brothers. He’d been there for them and intended to stick around for the long haul from the looks of it. He might be rough around the edges, but he was a Bomar so that came with the territory. 
 
   If Rachel wanted to be his friend, what could Skylar possibly say to the girl? She’d befriended her own Bomar boy knowing full well that it would come with a truckload of headaches and heartache. And if Rachel wanted more than that with the eldest of the bunch, who was she to warn her off? It might be a longshot but she and Jemma had both gotten their Bomar boy and their happily ever after so why couldn’t Rachel? The girl deserved it after the hell her family put her through.
 
   All thoughts of Remy and Rachel dissipated when Skylar rounded the corner of the curtain and got a good look at her boyfriend. Her boyfriend! Ah, that felt so good, so right, when the man was the gorgeous Bomar boy that had stolen her heart. 
 
   Colt was sitting on his stool, his tray of inks and tools right next to him. He was dressed in his usual outfit of worn-in blue jeans and simple black t-shirt. His hair was spiked in a dozen different directions, proof he’d been running his hands through it, but he grinned when he saw her. Those dimples flashed and her heart stuttered in her chest just as it always did when he looked at her like that.
 
   Happy Colt was truly a sight to behold. She was still getting used to seeing this particular side of him on the regular. She’d always wondered if his moodiness wasn’t a direct result of having to deal with his family when he didn’t want to but there was no question of that now. Free of Lincoln’s chains, he’d been more lighthearted and carefree than she’d ever seen him. He would never be considered easy-going probably. He was still overprotective and demanding but he smiled far more than he ever had before and she liked to think that was because of her.
 
   “Hey baby.” She grinned back at him. “Whatcha doin?”
 
   “Finishing what I started.” He motioned to the chair, “Hop up.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’re finishing that garter. Today. Now.” He shrugged when she only raised an eyebrow, “It’s been buggin’ me for weeks that it’s not finished, that I couldn’t finish it for you. It’s not perfect yet and it shouldn’t be on your body if it isn’t perfect.”
 
   “That’s sweet.” She smiled as she eased into the room. 
 
   That was so Colt and so sweet, she had no words. He only wanted perfection for her. She leaned down and brushed her lips over his. She wasn’t surprised in the least when he took control and kissed her back just the way he liked, hard and dirty. Tongues and teeth and she moved closer, trying to straddle his waist but he grabbed her hips and held her in place when he groaned and pulled away.
 
   “I’m glad you think so.” Colt swiped his thumb over her bottom lip, “Now get your sexy little ass in my chair.”
 
   She laughed at the order, “I can’t. In case you haven’t noticed, I wore jeans to work today.”
 
   “Take them off.” She raised an eyebrow at that and Colt gave another of those lazy smiles, “Angel, you and I both know you’re gonna end up naked with my cock buried deep inside you before this is over. Might as well lose the pants now and let me get started.”
 
   Skylar shivered at the image he painted. How many times had she dreamed of that when Colt was tattooing her in the past? His rough hands on her body, the flare of pain from the needle, and her mind wandering to what it would feel like if he moved those hands to her breasts, to what he would say and do if he slipped them beneath her panties and found her wet. She didn’t have to wonder if he wanted her the way she wanted him anymore and he was right, they were going to have sex in that chair if he tattooed her again. There was no other outcome. 
 
   The locked door suddenly made complete sense. No interruptions this time. No brothers walking in on them. Just the two of them, the way they’d both wanted for so long.
 
   She popped the button on her jeans and Colt groaned. She hid a smirk as she unzipped them slowly and then wiggled her hips to work the skin tight material down her legs. Colt helped, holding her upright when she slipped out of her shoes and then stepped out of the jeans one leg at a time.
 
   “Jesus.” He whispered when she stood in front of him again, “I’m never gonna last until we finish the tattoo. Get in the chair, Sky.”
 
   She bit her lip and walked backwards, keeping her gaze on him as she hopped up into the chair. His eyes were on fire as they traced her body lovingly. Her skin had flushed just from the way he looked at her and she knew that this was nowhere near the first time he’d noticed. It was the first time he’d had every right to comment on it though and as he scooted his stool closer and ran a finger up her calf he groaned.
 
   “Seeing you like this, all spread out and flushed pink… it drives me crazy.” He grabbed her knee and spread her legs, putting her on full display, “Your breathing speeds up before I ever even put the needle on your skin. Your eyes dilate and I can practically hear your heart racing. Did you know that?”
 
   Skylar swallowed hard and shook her head. She couldn’t speak, because he was right. Her heart was racing and she could barely catch her breath. It wasn’t just the pain that turned her on. It was Colt.
 
   “All this time.” He muttered more to himself than to her as he settled next to her hip and grabbed his pen, “All this time you were thinking about the dirty things I could do to you in this chair, weren’t you?”
 
   She nodded and he groaned.
 
   “I fuckin’ knew it. I knew it and I couldn’t do a goddamned thing about it.” He swiped the alcohol wipe over her thigh and then tossed it aside, “But now you’re mine and I’m gonna make all your dreams come true, angel.”
 
   As soon as he put the needle to her skin, she whimpered and the bastard chuckled. It had always been a distinctive kind of torture when Colt put a tattoo on her body. Because he was right and it made her wet and achy and always left her wanting. But this? This was a whole new kind of hell because he teased her the entire time.
 
   As the machine hummed and the needle punctured her skin over and over again, Colt talked to her. Crude, lewd and wildly suggestive comments about what he was going to do to her mostly. He told her about how hard she made him and about all the times he’d wanted to slip his hand under her clothes and find out if she was wet for him. And when he did just that, when he slid his free hand up between her legs and ran his finger down the seam of her body they both moaned.
 
    “You’re soaked through.” He growled and his voice was gravel, “Such a naughty angel. You need it so bad.”
 
   “Colt, please.” She whimpered, trying and failing not to shift her hips up for more of his touch.
 
   “Uh uh. Not yet. We’re finishing this damn tattoo.”
 
   Skylar bit her lip and nodded. She didn’t want to finish the tattoo. She wanted him touching her, inside her, now, right this second. She didn’t want him to finish the tattoo because she’d just have to come up with another one for him to put on her skin so they could do this all over again.
 
   And again. And again. And again.
 
   She held her breath as Colt went back to his work. Her head fell back against the chair and she bit her lips to keep from crying out. It felt so good and knowing that he was going to make love to her after only made it better. He kept one possessive hand on her mound, occasionally swiping his finger over her clit just enough to keep her right there on the edge. And he continued to talk to her, telling her how beautiful she was, how much he wanted her, how much he’d wanted this and for how long.
 
   “You’ve gotta be still angel.”
 
   “Can’t. I can’t.” She whimpered, only realizing that her hips were shifting again of their own accord when he moved his hand to her hip to hold her still. “Colt, please.”
 
   “God, I love you.”
 
   Warmth suffused her chest at how easily he said it now, “Love you too. I need you baby. Please.”
 
   “You’ve got me.”
 
   He swiped the alcohol wipe over her skin again and she barely felt it. She felt raw and overexposed. Every touch felt like a jolt of electricity until it had blended into one long, continuous ache that was pure bliss. And then Colt removed his hands and she shivered at the loss.
 
   “Colt?”
 
   “Look at it.” He ordered, his voice low and gruff, “I’m done. Look at it.”
 
   Her entire body was languid and unresponsive. It took her a moment to collect herself enough to twist her leg around so that she could see his finished work. It was beautiful but she’d known that it would be. It was exactly what he’d drawn her. Lace and roses and chains, softness and strength, but when she pulled her legs further open and looked at the mark on the inside of her thigh where the two sides met, the part of the tattoo that had hurt the most because the skin there was so sensitive, she gasped.
 
   “Oh my God…” Her heart tripped up and tears blurred her vision.
 
   “Shit. You don’t like it.” 
 
   “No.” She grabbed Colt when he shifted uncomfortably and she thought he was going to pull away from her, “No, I don’t like it. I love it. It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect.”
 
   And it was. Her vision cleared enough that she could see it again and she stared. He’d marked her skin for real this time. Permanently. Just like she’d told him she wanted him to. Because there, amid the lace garter that he’d designed, was his name.
 
   His name, on her skin, branding her as his.
 
   “Colt, it’s perfect.” She reached for him and drew him up until she could frame his hard face between her hands, “I love it and I love you.”
 
   “You’re mine, Skylar. I love you and I’m never letting you go.”
 
   She smiled softly, “I don’t want you to.”
 
   He kissed her then and the kiss was as gentle and reverent as any kiss they’d ever shared. He showed her with his kiss the same thing he’d showed her time and again in the past weeks. He loved her more than he knew how to say maybe but he showed her with the way he touched her, treated her and looked at her. When he broke the sweet kiss she pouted and he smiled.
 
   “I’ve got something else to show you.”
 
   “Well, I was hoping so.” She wagged her eyebrows and purposefully stared at the bulge in his pants.
 
   “Perv.” He chuckled as his hands went to the hem of his shirt and pulled it up and over his head, “Not that. Well, not yet. Something else.”
 
   At the sight of his broad, muscled chest she swooned a little. His entire body was made to be showed off. He would have looked right at home in one of those underwear ads in the glossy magazines. But it was the artwork that had always stolen her breath. The beautiful, slightly foreboding symbols that marked his skin, that he himself had put there, the ones that spoke of the dark, tumultuous soul beneath that beautiful exterior.
 
   There were so many tattoos. So many dark lines and swirling words. There was the angel and devil depiction on his arm. The one she’d finally realized was his twisted version of them. On the other was a dark and ominous forest that rose up his forearm with stark black birds circling up his bicep as they flew away. And on his chest and abdomen, there were other smaller tattoos. 
 
   The oldest was a tree growing crooked and gnarled and wrapped around a full-scale, lifelike heart. She’d never had to ask what that one meant. It was obvious. The tree was the Bomars, a family tree, and as dark and twisted as it was, it had punctured the heart but it had also grown around it, protecting it and keeping it safe.
 
   The one that had always drawn her attention though was on his ribs. In big, scrawling letters, it said, for those I love I will sacrifice. And if that didn’t sum up Colt, nothing did or ever would.
 
   As had become a habit, her hand automatically reached for that tattoo. To trace the words that were so much a part of the man she loved. But Colt caught her hand and shook his head.
 
   “There’s a new one.”
 
   Her eyebrows winged up and her gaze raked over him, “Where?”
 
   When he smiled softly and then turned around, her breath caught in her chest and tears rushed her vison all over again. On his back. The back that he had never let so much as one needle touch. The back that bore the awful, painful scars of his childhood. There, on the back that she’d thought he would always leave bare and unmarked because he needed to keep those scars and see them, not cover them up, was a new tattoo.
 
   “Oh, Colt…” She traced her name across the expanse of his broad back, “It’s beautiful.”
 
   He’d had her name tattooed on his back. It was a huge tattoo. Big and bold, just like the man that wore it. There was no hiding it. No denying it or ignoring it. This tattoo was a statement and when he didn’t flinch as she ran her fingers over the fresh mark, she knew what it meant to him.
 
   Not just that they wore each other’s names. Not just that they had joined themselves in a more permanent way than rings ever could. It didn’t just mean that they belonged to each other. It meant that they had a future together, that they were putting the past behind them and Colt was finally ready to move on, with her, and be the man he was always meant to be.
 
   “I’m yours and you’re mine.” He turned back to face her and she nodded quickly.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Love you so much.” He pressed a kiss to the outside of her eye and she knew a tear had escaped. “Forever.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   He pressed kisses across her jaw as she wrapped her arms around him, “I’m gonna make love to you, Sky.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m not gonna fuck you. Not this time. So you’ll just have to crawl back into this chair for another tattoo someday soon to fulfill that fantasy. Because right now, I love you too much to be rough with you, angel.”
 
   “Make love to me, Colt.”
 
   Always.”
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   Colt had never even imagined this kind of happiness. Not once in his life had he thought that he would ever be truly happy. Not like this. Because even in his imaginings, in his dreams of his someday, he’d never really thought about what it would mean. 
 
   He was free of his debt to the family. No more fighting. No more random jobs. No more calling on his years of terrible memories, anger and hatred to get him through the bouts in the cage. He was free of it all and the person he had to thank for it was the woman he loved.
 
   They were together. She was his. They were planning a future and a life together. And he would owe her forever for what she’d done for him. She hadn’t just set him free. She’d showed him what it felt like to be loved for the first time in his life. She’d taught him what it meant to truly love someone and she’d been there for him, protected and trusted him, even when he still wasn’t sure he deserved it.
 
   But he would. He would deserve her. He would deserve this incredible life that she had given him. He would work his ass off to be the man that she deserved because he loved her.
 
   This woman… his woman… she was an angel.
 
   He stared down at her and almost couldn’t believe she was real. Her blonde hair was spread out all around her. She was already stripped down to nothing but a tiny little tank top and sexy black lace panties. And her ink, God he loved that he had put every single line of it on her skin. From the first shoulder piece to that last line of the garter he’d only just finished, he’d made every mark and now he’d branded her with his name as well.
 
   His heart swelled in his chest, “Skylar?”
 
   “What is it?” She tilted her head slightly, reaching for him and drawing him close.
 
   “I just…” 
 
   The words stuck in his throat and he shook his head. For once in his life, he couldn’t find he words. Him, the twin that always had something to say, could always come up with something to draw attention away from his brother, something to rile or something to calm, he couldn’t come up with any way to tell her just how much he appreciated her. He’d told her that he loved her, sure, but this was something else.
 
   “I know.” She leaned up and pressed a kiss against his chest. “I know babe.”
 
   “You’re mine and I’m gonna protect you.”
 
   “I know.” She soothed again as she ran her hands over him.
 
   There was still a threat out there. They both knew it. Couldn’t forget about it. Couldn’t ignore it. Things had been quiet but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be attacked at any time, in any place. They were all being careful, keeping their watch vigilant, but he had a feeling that whoever hated the Bomars wasn’t done seeking their version of justice yet. They were waiting for their guard to drop, for enough time to pass for them to think they were safe, and then they would strike again.
 
   But they wouldn’t touch Skylar. Not a chance. He would protect her with his life.
 
   “I love you.” She murmured quietly and he gave up trying to find the words.
 
   He would show her instead.
 
   Colt ran a hand through her hair and then knotted his fist earning a gasp of surprise. He caught the sound with his mouth as he kissed her. She responded instantly, just as she always had, opening for him and slipping her tongue against his. The kiss spiraled out of control just that fast and suddenly he wasn’t sure if he was the one guiding it or if she was.
 
   He groaned and tilted her head back, stringing kisses down her neck. When he reached for her shirt, her hands were already there to help him lift it. The small piece of fabric hit the ground and he growled because she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples were hard, jutting out, needing his touch, so he caressed her and then lowered her back against the chair as he put his mouth on her.
 
   “Yes.” She gasped as be nibbled on her. “Oh yes.”
 
   Skylar arched into his touch and he groaned. Damn, he loved the way she reacted to him. Every touch, every kiss, earned him a breathy sigh or a moan or a demand for more. By the time he released her breasts she was squirming and desperately trying to unbutton his jeans.
 
   “Please, Colt. Please.”
 
   As if he could deny her? He looped a finger in the side of her panties and pulled. The lace ripped and she only became more desperate. He’d told her he was going to love her, not be rough with her, but he wasn’t sure if he could keep that promise. Not with her all but clawing at him and pleading for more, faster.
 
   He pulled at his own clothes. Skylar’s nails scored his abs as she pushed his shirt up. She scratched over the freshly inked tattoo across his shoulder blades and he winced. He’d let Bentley do the ink, a first for his cousin and a step towards the trust he knew they needed to regain. As it turned out, he’d been right and the guy was a natural. It had turned out great, but it was still sensitive and probably should have been covered. No doubt she would draw blood and he still couldn’t bring himself to care.
 
   “Sorry.” She murmured against his lips.
 
   “Don’t be. It’s yours. It’s all yours. You can do whatever you want to me. I can take it.” He nipped at her bottom lip, “Mark me, Sky.”
 
   Her eyes, those beautiful, endless blue eyes that had the power to see through him, studied him intently for a long moment. Their bodies stilled as they looked at one another. Wrapped around one another, almost naked, their hearts beat as one… and then Skylar bit her lip and scratched the living hell out of his back.
 
   “Ow.” He grabbed her arms reflexively, pinning her beneath him, which only made her smile.
 
   Naughty little angel that she was, she knew exactly how to drive him crazy. He finished stripping off his pants quickly and then positioned her so that she could wrap her legs around his waist. Careful of the fresh ink on her thigh, he held her loosely. She met his eyes and in one thrust he buried himself inside of her.
 
   “God.” He groaned as her body welcomed him into her wet, clenching heat, “You feel so good.”
 
   “So do you.” Skylar panted as her hips automatically rocked up against him, “More. I need more.”
 
   “I’ll give you anything you need. Everything.”
 
   He set a slow, deep rhythm that had them both moaning and begging for more. She tried to speed them up, used every teasing trick she could. Tightening her muscles, playing with her breasts, whispering dirty words to him, but he kept the pace slow and languid. He loved every inch of her, kissing her and telling her how beautiful she was until she was mindless with pleasure beneath him.
 
   When he felt the first telling flutter of her body around his he paused, “Say it.”
 
   “Love you.”
 
   “Say it, Skylar.” He demanded.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Again.”
 
   “I love you!”
 
   He broke when she screamed and the climax stole through her body. She tilted her head back and bellowed the words to the ceiling. They echoed off the cement walls of the studio and he wondered briefly if they could hear her next door. He wouldn’t mind if they did though he suspected Remy would give him hell because it would undoubtedly embarrass the shit out of Rachel. Even still, he basked in knowing that it was just another form of claiming this beautiful, smart, strong woman as his. 
 
   He unleashed everything that had always been pent up inside of him. All of the love and hope and joy that he’d never known even existed, he gave it to her. It belonged to her and only her. It always had.
 
   “Love you. Love you. Love you.” Every stroke had him uttering the words that had saved him.
 
   The rest of his world fell away as the climax stole through him and he groaned as Skylar’s body took him deep. It was all them, just the two of them. That was all that mattered. Not his last name. Not the ongoing threats. Not her family and whether or not they would welcome him. Those were all small details that didn’t matter because they would get through it. So long as they had each other they could get through anything.
 
   He collapsed against her as his strength left him. Skylar wrapped her arms and legs around him and gave a contented sigh that wrapped around his heart as well. He struggled to pick himself up but since she wouldn’t release her hold on him he simply lifted her as well and then changed their position, sitting in his chair with her in his lap.
 
   Skylar kissed his collarbone, “Mmm, do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted this?”
 
   He smiled against her hair, “You and me, this? Or you and me and this chair, this?”
 
   She giggled, “I’ve been fantasizing about this chair since the first time I sat in it.”
 
   “Well, technically this is a new chair. The old one got ripped up in the attack.”
 
   “Smartass.” She nipped at his skin and then soothed the sting with her tongue, “You know what I meant. It feels like I’ve dreamed of this forever.”
 
   “Keep telling me your dreams, angel. I’ll keep trying to make them come true.”
 
   “You already have. So many of them, you already have.”
 
   “You’re my dream.” He admitted as he played with her hair. “Whenever I thought about the future, it was always you I saw.”
 
   “It was?”
 
   “Always. My glorious someday was when I could allow myself to have you. The someday when I was free of Decker’s fists and Lincoln’s threats. You gave me that. You set me free.”
 
   “No, I just believed in you. That’s all.”
 
   “It’s more than anyone before you ever did.”
 
   “I’ll keep on believing in you. Whatever you want, whatever you want to be, we’ll build it together.” Skylar sat up enough to look him in the eyes, “You just have to talk to me and not shut me out. I’m here and together, we can be whoever we want to be.”
 
   Heaven. He was half worried he’d died and gone to heaven. Because Skylar really was his angel. She’d saved him and she’d given him a future, something to look forward to. She saw past all the bad to the good parts of him too.
 
   He brushed her hair back softly, “What if I want to be a husband someday?”
 
   She smiled, “I thought now was our someday?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Then yes. If you’re asking, the answer is yes.”
 
   Colt brushed a kiss across her lips, “I think permanently carving my name into your skin is probably a little past the point of no return, Sky. But I will ask, for real. I’ll get you a ring and we’ll do it up right. I promise. I’m not proposing while we’re naked.”
 
   She laughed, “Why not? Cash did.”
 
   “Hmm, you girls have been telling tales again.” He tickled her and she squirmed, “The way I heard it, he proposed and then they got naked.”
 
   “Details.” She settled back against his chest with a contented sigh.
 
   He tipped her chin up until she met his gaze, “There’s something else I want to be someday, Sky. I didn’t think I ever would, not considering the bastard I had as an example. But I’ve seen how happy just the idea of it makes Cash and I want it too. I want it for us.”
 
   “A father. You want to be a father someday?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I do.”
 
   “That’s good.” She cuddled in close, “Because I want to be a mother someday too.”
 
   “Someday.” He smiled.
 
   “Yes, someday, but not today or tomorrow or even next week.”
 
   He chuckled, “We don’t have to rush it. I’m in no hurry.”
 
   “Good.” Skylar shifted back over his lap, “Because I’d like us to actually live together before we start making babies.”
 
   That earned her a full laugh, “Are we back to the discussion about moving in?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then yes, if you’re asking my answer is yes.” He shot her words back at her and watched her grin.
 
   “Finally!”
 
   He smiled back at her as she beamed. He’d made her happy. She made him happy. They were moving in together. They were going to get married someday and someday after that they were going to have a family of their own. And their someday, he realized it didn’t start today. Their someday had started that day on the street when he’d walked up to her and simply said hello to the beautiful blonde that he’d known even then was an angel in disguise.
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   Remy Bomar ran away from what being a Bomar meant when he was eighteen. Ten years later, he’s finally come home and he’s sworn that he’ll do anything to take back his place within the family. He didn’t protect the people he loved when he was young and he won’t make the same mistake again.
 
    
 
   When the cute, shy, girl next door looks up at him with fear in her eyes, what he feels is far from simply protective. He wants her safe but he also wants her to be his. Being a Bomar, those two things have a tendency to be mutually exclusive, particularly since his family has a traitor hell bent on hitting them where it hurts.
 
    
 
   What happens when the truth comes out? When Remy finds out she knows far more about the threat to his family than she’s been letting on? When Rachel has to choose between her family, or his? Will they find the strength they need to overcome their fears once and for all?  
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   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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