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Dark Sexy Knight
 
   a    m o d e r n    f a i r y t a l e
 
    
 
   Loosely inspired by the legend of Camelot, Dark Sexy Knight tells the story of dinner theater knight Colt Lane, who meets down-on-her-luck Verity Gwynn on the worst day of her life. Evicted from their home, Verity and her special-needs brother, Ryan, must find jobs or risk being separated. Colt, who is the furthest-possible thing from a white knight in real life, comes to their unlikely rescue, quickly cementing his place in Verity’s heart.
 
    
 
   Colt has dark, deeply buried secrets that keep his smile hidden and his eyes down, which has kept people away . . . until he meets Verity, who seems immune to his gruff manners and taciturn ways. The more time Colt spends with her, the more he longs for her sweetness in his life and yearns to be the knight in shining armor she so desperately needs. Certain he will lose her if she learns the truth about his past, he must decide if he can trust her with his yesterday in order to build a beautiful tomorrow.
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   For Drew.
 
   There has never been a me without a you.
 
   And for George.
 
   Because some matches are truly made in heaven.
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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Colton Lane watched them walk into the job fair together. He caught the way the girl’s eyes scanned the room from the doorway of the Marriott ballroom, checking out the various tables set up around the perimeter. She was a tiny little thing, wearing a simple, sleeveless, cream-colored dress with a black belt cinched around the waist, and her light blonde hair up in a high ponytail.
 
   He cocked his head to the side, staring at her. She was too short and small to be model-beautiful, but she was trim and had a clean, fresh-faced look that was pretty, that made her seem vulnerable. He shifted his gaze up, to the man standing just behind her. Taller by a head and a half, and easily weighing in at three hundred pounds, her companion had loped in on her heels, his jeans pulled up too high, his prematurely graying hair slicked into submission, his eyes down, his posture slumped. They were an odd pair, for sure, but despite what he guessed to be about a decade’s age difference, she appeared to be in charge. That was the thing that had most captured Colt’s attention.
 
   Lynette elbowed him in the side to get his attention. “Colt started with us—what now?—three years ago? Four?”
 
   Colt shifted his attention to the woman sitting beside him at the long table set up for recruiting new “cast members.”
 
   “Five and a half,” he muttered.
 
   “Five and a half!” said Lynette, beaming at Colt with a bright, can-do smile before turning back to the job applicant who’d stopped by their table. “We have real employee retention at TL’oC. I can promise you that. Now, tell me, have you ever worked around horses . . .?”
 
   TL’oC was Lynette’s cheesy way of describing TLOC, or The Legend of Camelot, to prospective employees. She stressed that, unlike their competitors, The Legend of Camelot medieval dinner theater show was a company that treated its employees with tender loving care. (“Heck! It’s right there in the name!” Cue eye roll.)
 
   The muscular young man in front of the table laughed weakly at some joke Lynette made about being a knight in shining armor, and Colt gave him a wan smile.
 
   “Is that what you do?” the kid asked.
 
   “Am I a knight in the show?”
 
   The kid nodded, his fingers unconsciously pinching the application that Lynette was tapping against them.
 
   “Yep,” said Colt, running a hand through his shoulder-length blond hair. “You start off as a squire. Learn the ropes. Six to nine months later you can start working toward being a knight. Get to know the horses, study the routines.”
 
   “I’ve seen the show,” said the kid. “It’s awesome.”
 
   Colt nodded, as he knew he was supposed to, although truthfully it somehow got exponentially less awesome doing it night after night, year after year, holidays and weekends, to drunken revelers and screaming children.
 
   Good luck having a life when you’re a knight at The Legend of Camelot, kid.
 
   “Yeah. It’s a ton of fun,” he said, his voice flat as a pancake.
 
   “You, uh, you have to work out a lot? To be a knight?”
 
   “Uh-huh. There’s a weight room at the, uh, the castle. You can use it as much as you want.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re in good shape,” said the kid, who wasn’t in bad shape himself.
 
   Colt was ripped and he knew it. Whatever dissatisfaction he found in his job, he made up for in the gym. Someone he knew called it his “happy place.” As he thought of her, he flicked his eyes back toward the odd couple still standing just inside the doorway, wondering about them and wishing he didn’t care.
 
   “It’s strenuous work,” said Colt. “Though Lynette here can tell you that the servers hauling around trays full of thirty chickens with potatoes and corncobs are no slouches either.”
 
   “The serving wenches,” said the kid, using his hands to pantomime huge breasts and chuckling like Butt-Head. “Yeah. They’re hot. Perk of the job, huh?”
 
   Sure. If you want to shit where you eat.
 
   “You know it,” said Colt, but only after Lynette nudged him under the table. He turned to her. “I’m, uh, I need to hit the john.”
 
   Lynette gave him an exasperated look.
 
   He hadn’t been her first choice this weekend. Artie Kingston, the Head Knight, generally accompanied her to these sorts of events, pulling out his bright white, toothy grin and winking at the women who stopped by for server applications. Artie was the poster child for The Legend of Camelot and wore the mantle proudly. Colt, on the other hand, was there for the paycheck. And joining the head of human resources for this two-day job fair meant time and a half. When he said yes, he figured he could endure the two eight-hour sessions for a little more green, right? Wrong. He’d underestimated the mind-numbing experience of encouraging a dozen applicants an hour to take an application while answering the same questions over and over again. By now, afternoon on day two, he was fried and more than ready to go home.
 
   Lynette looked up at the kid. “Well, why don’t you look this over and come back if you have any questions, okay?”
 
   The prospective squire smiled and nodded before moving on to the table beside them, where My Big Fat Greek Dinner Theater was recruiting unwitting grooms who weren’t being told they’d get a pie in the kisser twice a day and thrice on Saturdays.
 
   “You could try being a little more enthusiastic,” grumbled Lynette as Colt stood up. “I get it that you’re the”—she used air quotes—“‘bad knight,’ but I really don’t appreciate the attitude.”
 
   Colt choked back a million sarcastic responses but opted for “Just tired” instead. The reality was that, bigger paycheck or not, he shouldn’t have agreed to come. He didn’t have the passion for TLOC that someone like Artie had. Point of fact, he didn’t have passion for much of anything.
 
   Stay out of trouble and make a decent living. He could hear his aunt Jane’s words from long ago echoing in his ears.
 
   “One cashier position left to fill, but that’s an ADA job.” Lynette straightened out a small stack of applications and sighed. “We don’t have enough servers. If you see anyone looking for a job while you’re heading out and back, send them over, huh? And sell it, Colt. I mean it.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said, pushing his chair under the table.
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting something?” she said meaningfully, eyes still sifting through applications.
 
   “Ma’am?”
 
   She looked at his Legend of Camelot costume slung carelessly over the back of his chair, then met his eyes deliberately.
 
   “Right,” he said, pulling the faux fur cape around his shoulders and grabbing the horned Viking helmet from under his chair with a sigh before heading away from the table.
 
   As he approached the exit, he looked up to see the girl and her companion still standing there together. Her eyes flitted anxiously around the room, landing on him and staring at his costume. She cocked her head to the side, and her eyes narrowed in puzzlement for just a moment before her lips tilted up in a small smile. As the distance between them closed, she raised her eyes to meet his. And suddenly, without warning, his feet stopped moving and he found himself standing before her.
 
   “You’re a Viking,” she said, her voice deep and soft, a hint of wonder or amusement warming it into a purr.
 
   For no good reason at all, the timbre of it surprised him. She was so tiny, he had expected it to be higher-pitched. Realizing that she was older than the teenager he’d originally guessed her to be, his eyes dropped to the swell of her breasts for a nanosecond. Her tits were small but full under a thin, light-colored sundress—perfect handfuls. He quickly lifted his eyes to her face again and guessed her age somewhere over twenty but no more than twenty-five.
 
   “The Viking Knight,” he said, gesturing with a bob of his head toward the table where Lynette sat. “For The Legend of Camelot.”
 
   “Viking Knight?” she asked, her eyebrows furrowing as her lips widened a touch. “I’m no expert, but I love the show Vikings. Weren’t Vikings and knights two separate things?”
 
   Her comment surprised him. His role was one of the little inanities about his job that he especially hated, because she was right—Vikings were Germanic Norse seafarers, while knights were European mounted soldiers. But The Legend of Camelot wasn’t exactly concerned with historical accuracy, which he was about to share with her when his attention was diverted by the man standing behind her.
 
   “The sword in the stone, the sword in the stone,” he whispered, his head bent down, his body swaying in a gentle rhythm.
 
   She looked up at the man, still smiling, her satiny voice deep and kind. “That’s right, Ryan. Camelot. Just like in The Sword in the Stone.” Turning back to Colt, her little shoulders bunched up as she shrugged. “He loves Disney movies.”
 
   Colt nodded, his gaze resting on Ryan for a moment. The man appeared to be in his thirties, but he was childlike in the way he spoke and in the way he rocked back and forth with quiet excitement. Certainly he wasn’t your average thirtysomething, and while disabled people didn’t make Colt uncomfortable, he wasn’t sure what to say. And frankly these two reeked of neediness, and Colt wasn’t in the habit of helping strays. He had enough on his plate.
 
   “Yeah,” he finally said, moving past her, determined to leave her and her companion behind. “Great, uh, great movies.”
 
   He hadn’t gotten more than three paces when she called “Viking Knight! Wait!” from behind him. When he spun around, she was so close to him that his furry cape whipped her in the face. She stumbled backward, but his hand snaked out to steady her just before she fell. As his fingers curled around the bare skin of her upper arm, his eyes slammed into hers, and close-up, he realized that she was a lot prettier than he’d originally thought. Fresh and freckled in a girl-next-door sort of way, her hair was an almost white-blonde, but her eyelashes were long, dark, and curled, framing a pair of sweet, cornflower-blue eyes. His heart sped up, battering recklessly against his ribs.
 
   “Are they hiring?”
 
   “What?” he asked, blinking at her in annoyance. “Who?”
 
   Her grin deepened, showcasing two peekaboo dimples that made her eyes dance. “The Legend of Camelot. Are they hiring?”
 
   He shrugged, dropping his hand as he sized her up as a potential cast member.
 
   Despite his reassessment, she still wasn’t quite pretty enough (or tall enough) to play the princess, nor did she look anywhere near strong enough to be a serving wench, and Colt knew that Lynette wasn’t looking for bartenders or gift shop cashiers. But when she blinked at him with those pretty eyes, the word no didn’t come.
 
   “What do you do?” he asked, his voice gruffer than he intended.
 
   “I’m a waitress,” she said, unruffled by his tone or perusal. She rolled her lips between her teeth, looking up at the man, who was still whispering “The sword in the stone, Camelot” over and over under his breath. “And my brother, Ryan, is a great janitor. Really great. Comes in on time. Does everything he’s told. He’s really strong too. Doesn’t bother anyone. Just—you know, he’s a good worker. Solid.”
 
   Her brother.
 
   Of course.
 
   She and her brother were looking for work together, and from the way she’d just been selling him, he guessed that it wasn’t an easy feat.
 
   Colt knew what he needed to do. He needed to give her a look that said “I’m sorry” and shrug his shoulders to let her know he couldn’t help her. He needed to say no and walk away from her big, blue, pleading eyes and mumbling man-child of a brother. Because Colton Lane wasn’t really a knight. In fact, he was the furthest-possible thing from a knight. He was just a guy who dressed up like a historically inaccurate Viking Knight and rode a horse in a dinner show—a job that had grown stale five and a quarter years ago. He had no business getting tangled up with these two. They’d be trouble. He could feel it. And he didn’t need any trouble.
 
   “Please?” she whispered so softly, he almost thought he’d imagined it.
 
   “What’s your name?” he asked, every instinct still warning him not to get involved with them, even as the words escaped his lips.
 
   “Verity.”
 
   Of course it was. Colt groaned inwardly.
 
   Verity. Truth. Her name was as sweet and earnest as her freckled face, which looked like it had seen more sunny days in the country than hot nights in the city. He searched her pretty eyes, feeling his resistance weaken under their hope.
 
   “Colton,” he said, holding out his hand.
 
   She didn’t look down. Her gaze held him captive as she reached out, sliding her small, cool hand against his until their palms were flush. And something—something indefinable and unexpected and very, very inconvenient—passed between them as she pressed her hand intimately against his. He felt it in his gut. He knew it in his head. And his heart beat a primal rhythm that it had apparently always known yet never shared.
 
   Gasping softly, he yanked his hand away from hers, frowning, but helpless to drop her eyes without offering some hope.
 
   “I, uh, I know the head of human resources. Give me a minute, okay? I’ll be right back.”
 
   With a last glance at Ryan, he muttered the word fuck, then turned and walked away.
 
   ***
 
   Verity watched the knight go, his long legs putting distance between them, his horned helmet making him easy to track through the crowd. For all of his Nordic good looks, he was dark and brooding, edgy and male.
 
   A sexy beast.
 
   Though she’d already decided his face wouldn’t be gracing the cover of GQ anytime soon, he oozed sex. Overtly. Effortlessly. Like if you pricked him with a pin, he wouldn’t bleed red, he’d bleed orgasm.
 
   Her heart thumped wildly. Her hand was still warm from his touch. The effect he had on her was altogether . . . breathtaking.
 
   “Ver’ty?” murmured Ryan, his deep voice uncertain. “We gettin’ jobs now?”
 
   She cleared her throat and blinked, turning to look up at her brother. Ryan was eight years her senior, and at thirty-two years old, traces of silver had just started appearing at his temples. His eyes were the same sky-blue as hers, but his nose was bulbous and his lips were shiny. Shiny, because he was nervous and kept licking them.
 
   “I hope so, Ryan.” She reached out and patted him on the arm. “You remember what I told you?”
 
   He held up three beefy fingers with scrubbed-clean nails. “Use my pleases and thank-yous. Look people in the eyes. No mumblin’.”
 
   “That’s right,” she said, taking a deep breath and letting her hand slide from his forearm. “That’s right.”
 
   She turned to follow the dark, sexy knight with her eyes, watching as he threaded his way through the job applicants jamming the far aisle, his tall, broad Viking body unexpectedly graceful as he wove around the people in his path until he reached a table toward the back of the room.
 
   He placed his hands on his hips, and a gray-haired lady at the table looked up at him, straightening her glasses as she listened to whatever he was saying. Verity stared, her stomach in knots as the woman pursed her lips and shook her head dismissively. But Colton leaned forward, placing his palms flat on the table and drawing closer to the woman. Not immune to his masculine body so close to hers, the woman’s eyes lost some of their pinch, softening as she glanced over at the doorway where Verity and Ryan waited. After a moment she rolled her eyes and sighed, giving Colton a reluctant nod.
 
   Verity gulped, wondering what had just transpired between the two and why he’d just advocated on their behalf. He didn’t even know her, and she was fairly certain that she’d annoyed him during their short exchange, since he’d cursed when he walked away. He owed her nothing, and yet he’d gone out of his way to help them. It made sentimental tears prick her eyes as she watched him turn around and face them. He held up one hand and beckoned them over.
 
   Blinking her eyes and straightening her spine, Verity turned to her brother, reaching out to smooth his shirt.
 
   “Ryan, you listening to me?”
 
   “Yeah. Okay.”
 
   She leaned up on tiptoes and smoothed down his cowlick. “We gotta make this happen. You hear?”
 
   “Make it happen.”
 
   “Look at me in the eyes, Ryan.”
 
   He looked at her, his lips tilting up into a ready smile that she couldn’t resist returning. “You look real professional. Real nice. You answer any questions politely. No mumbling. Only speak when you’re spoken to, okay?”
 
   “I know, Ver’ty.”
 
   “I know you know,” she said. “I’m just nervous. We need these jobs, Ryan. We need them, or else . . .”
 
   His eyes, which had been unguarded and cheerful, filled with dread. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he searched her face with a childlike dismay.
 
   “I don’t like ‘or else,’” he said softly.
 
   “Me neither, Ryan. Me neither. So you follow all my instructions, okay?”
 
   He nodded, and she grinned at him, but he still looked fearful.
 
   “Show me your best smile, huh? My favorite one.”
 
   He smiled back at her on command, the dismay fleeing as quickly as it had arrived, his shiny teeth sparkling and white, and she thanked the Lord that her parents had taken such good care of Ryan’s teeth while they’d been alive.
 
   “That’s my guy,” she said. “Now follow me.”
 
   As she walked slowly toward the table where Colton waited, she said a quiet prayer in her head: Dear God, please help me and Ryan both get jobs at The Legend of Camelot, where I can look out for him and we can still make some good money. I’ve done my best since Momma and Daddy passed on, but as you know, sweet Jesus, my luck has never been any good. Help. Please help. Amen.
 
   Goats leaped in her tummy as she drew closer to the knight, her hands sweating like she’d drenched them under a spigot, but she fixed a confident, serene smile on her face as she approached the table, stopping beside Colton and sparing a quick look at her brother before offering her hand to the woman behind the table.
 
   “Hi,” she said. “I’m Verity.”
 
   “So I’ve heard,” said the woman, ignoring her hand and sizing her up with a sour expression, “but there is no way you worked as a server at Medieval Times. You’re far too small.”
 
   Verity’s eyes shot to Colton’s, widening with surprise at his lie. She’d never said that she worked at Medieval Times. He drew his bottom lip between his teeth for a moment before releasing it and narrowed his eyes at the lady behind the table.
 
   “Didn’t say she was a server. Said she worked there, Lynette. You were a, uh, a cashier, weren’t you?”
 
   Before Verity could answer, Lynette snapped, “Well, I wouldn’t have told them to come over if I knew that. Don’t have a cashier job open.”
 
   “Sure you do,” countered Colton, glancing down at the applications on her desk. “You said you did before.”
 
   “It’s an ADA job,” said Lynette, frowning up at him. “If I don’t hire a disabled person for the job, we don’t get the tax credit.” She flicked a look at Verity. “And you don’t look disabled, honey. Small, yes. Wheelchair, no.”
 
   At the mention of the Americans with Disabilities Act, a lightbulb went off in Verity’s head. She twisted her neck to catch Colton’s eyes, and he nodded just slightly at her—enough for Verity to know that he’d planted the idea in her head and now was her chance to run with it.
 
   “. . . so, I’m sorry,” Lynette was saying, “but I don’t think—”
 
   “This is my brother, Ryan,” interrupted Verity, stepping aside so that Lynette could see him clearly.
 
   Ryan, who heard his name and knew his line, stuck out his hand and grinned at the woman sitting in annoyance behind the table. “I’m Ryan. Pleased to meetcha.”
 
   “Ahhh, yes. Nice to meet you,” said Lynette, taking his catcher’s mitt of a hand in her own and pumping it once before letting go. She eyed him warily, then looked down, shuffling the papers on her table. “Now, I’m sorry, but—”
 
   “I’m Ryan’s guardian,” said Verity quickly. “His legal guardian.”
 
   Lynette looked up, her expression caught between confusion and surprise. “O-kay.”
 
   “He’s legally incompetent,” she continued, trying her best to keep her voice steady and her hopes reined in, “which means that he could fulfill your ADA requirements.”
 
   “Huh,” said Lynette, cocking her head to the side and giving Ryan a shrewd look. He smiled at her, rocking back and forth and offering a small wave. Finally she turned back to Verity. “Don’t get me wrong. He seems real sweet, but can he . . . I mean, can he handle a cash register in a busy gift shop?”
 
   Verity’s hopes plummeted. There was no point in lying. “No.”
 
   The HR woman looked at Ryan, answering his wide grin with a reluctant but sympathetic grimace. “I’m sorry, honey, but—”
 
   “Joe needs help in the stable,” said Colton from beside Verity. He took a step closer to her, and she could feel the height and breadth of his physical presence behind her, filling her stomach with critters but making her feel so much less alone. “Scooter left two weeks ago. You need to hire a replacement to help with the horses.”
 
   “We’re not recruiting for that job today,” said Lynette, her tone leaving annoyance and heading quickly toward frank irritation.
 
   “I like horses,” said Ryan, nodding enthusiastically.
 
   “He does. Been around ’em for most of his life too” said Verity. Lynette sighed loudly, tilting her head to the side with exasperation. But she didn’t say no, which made Verity continue. “And Ryan’s real good at taking directions, ma’am. He’d be on time every day. I’d be sure of it. He doesn’t take breaks. He doesn’t waste time. You give him a job, he does it. You give him another job, he does that one too. Best employee you’d ever have. I promise. If you’d just give him a chance to show—”
 
   Lynette held up her hands. “I wish I could, but it’s just not—”
 
   “Come on, Lynette,” said Colton, his gravelly voice rumbling as he gestured to the older woman’s bosom. “Ain’t there a heart somewhere in there?”
 
   Lynette jerked her face toward Colton’s, her expression murderous. “Come on, what? Joe would have my hide if I hired someone without his say-so. He’s been in charge of the livestock at the castle for fifteen years—ever since the Atlanta location opened. You think he’s going to be okay with me showing up with . . . with . . .” She gestured to Ryan loosely, and Verity felt her temper flare.
 
   “Ryan,” said Verity, flint in her voice. “His name is Ryan.” She turned to face her brother, “Come on. Let’s go.”
 
   “But Ver’ty,” he said, his smile fading. “You said we need this job.”
 
   She gulped. “We’ll find something else.”
 
   Behind her, Colton was talking about how he would talk to Joe and smooth things over, but Lynette was unmoved, shaking her head and repeating the word no.
 
   Verity faced her brother. “No, Ryan. Not here. We’ll just—” 
 
   “—find somewhere to work that doesn’t discriminate against disabled people,” said Colton way too loudly from behind her. He amped it up a little more to add, “Like Medieval Times. Or the Tournament of Kings. Or Excalibur Nights.”
 
   Verity whirled around to face him just as Lynette gasped in outrage, springing to her feet. “TL’oC does not discriminate!” 
 
   “All evidence to the contrary,” said Colton, folding his massive arms over his chest.
 
   Lynette flicked her glance to the tables on either side, where her fellow recruiters looked on in curiosity, then lifted her chin. “I can’t—”
 
   “Yeah,” said Colton firmly. “You can.”
 
   Lynette clenched her jaw, turning to Verity with narrowed eyes before nailing Colton with an angry scowl. “If this doesn’t work out—”
 
   “It will,” he said softly, nodding once, his steel-gray eyes unwavering.
 
   Finally, out of options, Lynette turned back to Verity. “Your brother’s name is . . .?”
 
   “Ryan,” she said, curling her fingers into fists, indignation giving way to hope.
 
   Lynette fixed a fake smile on her face and turned to him, her voice suddenly laced with honey. “Ryan, how’d you like to work with horses, honey?”
 
   He nodded enthusiastically. “I like animals. Lots.”
 
   “Well,” said Lynette with a sniff, her forced smile quickly fading as she sat down in annoyed surrender, “with Ryan coming on as stablehand, at least we meet our ADA requirement.”
 
   “But you still need a gift shop cashier,” said Colton, flicking a glance at Verity. “Right?”
 
   Verity held her breath, eyes fixed on Lynette, who stared daggers (and swords and lances and javelins) at Colton.
 
   “Very well,” she said tightly, glancing at the ogling recruiter for My Big Fat Greek Wedding Dinner Theater before offering Verity a frosty smile. “The Legend of Camelot would like to offer you a job as well, Miss . . .?”
 
   “Verity Gwynn,” she said.
 
   “Verity Gwynn,” mimicked Lynette, sitting down with a humph. She pulled two applications from a pile to her left and handed them to Verity. “Fill these out. You start this week. Monday. Eight a.m. The castle on—”
 
   “Peachtree! I know where it is!” she said, taking the applications from Lynette and beaming at the prickly older woman.
 
   She didn’t care why and she didn’t care how.
 
   They had jobs!
 
   Verity couldn’t help the pure rush of hopeful joy that warmed her from within. And when she slid her eyes to Colton’s face, damn if she didn’t catch the glow of shining armor brightening his tarnished gray eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Colt got an earful from Lynette in the hotel parking lot. She threatened to fire him and retracted the threat only when he reminded her that his big sin had been helping her fill two available positions and meet the ADA requirement she’d been lacking.
 
   “Don’t spin this around! You had no business forcing that . . . that half-wit on me. And mark my words, Colton Lane, if Joe has an issue with this, I will be sending him to you for a full accounting of today’s bullshit. Am I clear? And furthermore . . .”
 
   Colt stared down at her red face, wishing she’d shut the hell up and get in her car already but unwilling to make the actual suggestion. If he wanted to keep his job, he’d pushed Lynette about as far as he dared this afternoon . . . and fuck if he could figure out why.
 
   Maybe it was because the girl—Verity—really looked like she could use a break and Colt wasn’t a stranger to being in a tough spot. Besides, she had that huge man-child of a brother following her around. Colt didn’t need to walk a mile in her shoes to know that they were probably a tight fit.
 
   Or maybe it was because she’d immediately recognized the ludicrousness of his role as a Viking Knight, and it had made him feel a rare and immediate kinship to her.
 
   The first year he worked at The Legend of Camelot, he’d tried to explain to Morgan Fayette, the production supervisor, that having a Viking Knight was historically ridiculous, but she’d just stared at him blankly before asking him to please get his costume on and get his ass up on his mount before the show started.
 
   Or maybe it was because—and this speculation bothered Colt so much that he tried to push it out of his mind almost the second it arrived—Verity Gwynn was exactly the sort of girl that he quietly dreamed of but never attracted.
 
   He refocused on Lynette, tuning back into her diatribe.
 
   “. . . and if you ever pull a stunt like that again, I will have no problem throwing your moody ass out the . . .”
 
   He tugged his bottom lip between his teeth, trying to look contrite as his mind efficiently produced a picture of Verity’s bright, beaming smile for his torment. Light skin. Freckles. Pink lips. Dark lashes. Blue eyes. Deep blue eyes looking up at him with need, with hope, with gratitude.
 
   He didn’t realize he was holding his breath until he let it go in a soft hiss.
 
   The women that Colt attracted were nothing like Verity. They were experienced, overconfident, sexed-up huntresses who sought him out at the stables after the show to fulfill a fantasy. They were looking for a dark, sexy knight to throw them down on the hay and have his way, and sometimes—more often than not—he was happy to oblige them, playing up the character of Viking Knight with snarls and growls, flexing his muscles as he pounced on them for meaningless sex.
 
   Afterward, in the awkward farewell that followed, he felt embarrassed by the way they looked at him—like a piece of meat they’d bought at the butcher and sampled for their fleeting pleasure. These quick assignations didn’t ring triumphant. They left him feeling resentful and brittle, used and disposable, and he hated the quiet longing deep inside that cried out for more. He ignored it. He silenced it.
 
   Because petite, pretty, girls next door like Verity Gwynn didn’t look at boys like Colton Lane. Never had. Never would. They were looking for some goody-two-shoes college boy who worked as a banker or lawyer and had never been in any trouble. And it was probably for the best. Hell, he’d probably break her in half with his body alone, and if she somehow survived that, he’d finish off the job by breaking her heart with his taciturn, loner ways. He was better off alone. And a girl like that was definitely better off without a man like him.
 
   “. . . me! I make the hiring decisions for The Legend of Camelot, not you! Do you understand? Colton! Are you hearing me? Do. You. Understand?”
 
   Colt nodded his head. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Lynette huffed angrily as she opened her car door and snatched the box of applications, pens, and flyers from his arms. “Never again!”
 
   “No, ma’am,” he said, turning away from her car.
 
   “Stupid muscle-head,” she muttered as she slammed the door shut.
 
   Already several paces away, Colton stopped in his tracks, clenching his jaw with fury as she pulled out of her parking space and headed for the exit.
 
   “Fuck you!” he bellowed as she turned out of the parking lot and onto a busy main street. Pulling the asinine helmet from his head, he chucked it across the lot and watched it bounce over the tops of cars before finally falling to the ground with a clatter. He ripped the fur cape from his throat, hurling it into a puddle of greasy water on the asphalt, where he left it, soiled and abandoned.
 
   Fuck her, he thought again, as he yanked his keys from the pocket of his jeans and strode toward his car. Who the fuck was she anyway? A recruiter for a shitty, knock-off dinner theater. A dried-up old hag who checked out his body like a slavering bitch in heat, then dressed him down for helping a young girl at the end of her rope.
 
   Scowling as he found his car, he unlocked the door and slipped inside the veritable oven with an angry grunt.
 
   June in Atlanta was relentlessly hot, and it did nothing to soothe his temper. But the thing is? He wasn’t just angry at Lynette. He was furious with himself too.
 
   The last thing he needed was to be on someone’s shit list. His only aim in life was to keep his head down, make money, and live quietly, and he’d just fucked that up, putting himself on Lynette’s short list of people to can. Why? For a pair of pretty fucking eyes? Well, screw that. Miss Down-On-Her-Luck and her googly-eyed sidekick could fend for themselves from here on out. He was finished playing the Good Samaritan.
 
   “Don’t stick your neck out, stupid,” he said, shaking his head as he turned the key in the ignition.
 
   He opened the windows to let out the heat and turned the air-conditioning on full blast, feeling beads of sweat slip down the sides of his face as he put the car in reverse and edged out of the parking space. Rolling up the windows, he headed for the exit, but his eyes were pulled to the left as the light turned red. There, at the bus stop, in the blaring late-afternoon sun, Verity and Ryan Gwynn stood side by side in the sweltering heat, waiting for a bus. And because it was a Sunday, Colt knew they could be there for a while.
 
   “Eyes forward. Don’t even think about it,” he muttered aloud. He stared at the red light through the windshield, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel impatiently as he willed it to change.
 
   His lips twitched when his eyes slid to the left again as if they had a mind of their own. And damn it if Verity Gwynn didn’t choose that exact moment to look over, her pretty face splitting into a grin of recognition as she waved at him. And fuck if his hand didn’t lift from the steering wheel and wave the fuck back.
 
   That’s all it took for her to sprint over to his window, standing beside his car with a heat-reddened face and sparkling blue eyes as she practically pressed her nose against the glass.
 
   He flicked a look into the rearview mirror as the light turned green, but no one was in line behind him, so he didn’t have an excuse not to roll down the window and see what she wanted.
 
   “Hi again!” she said.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “I’m so glad I ran into you! I’ve been thinking about you nonstop since . . .” She dropped his eyes for a moment. Her bottom lip slipped between her teeth, and if that, coupled with her words, wasn’t the sexiest thing he’d seen in a million fucking years, he wasn’t sure what was.
 
   She shrugged, her face a little bashful when she looked up again. “I just mean . . . thank you. That’s what I wanted to say. Thank you so much.”
 
   Her words were warm and earnest, but it was her eyes that did all the talking. Soft and profoundly sweet, they scanned his face as if it were handsome, as if it were somehow precious, and he desperately fought the urge to lean closer to her.
 
   “No problem,” he said. “She needed someone to fill the, uh, the ADA job. So . . .” He gestured lamely with one hand. “Worked out.”
 
   “It sure did. All because of you.”
 
   Her words made him uncomfortable, and yet he felt an unexpected measure of relief when the light turned red again, trapping him in place just as a car pulled up behind him.
 
   “Well . . .,” he said, looking back at the light for a second before raising his eyebrows at her.
 
   She leaned away a little. “Oh. Yeah. You have to go. I just wanted to say thank you. You’re the kindest person I’ve ever met, Colton. I feel so lucky that you were here today.”
 
   She looked down, smiling at her small white hands on the windowsill for a second before raising her head and smiling directly at him. It was the sort of smile that started in someone’s heart and took over her face, and though he didn’t smile back, he felt something give way. As though her smile was the key to unhinging his defenses, he felt them drop as his mouth opened to speak.
 
   “You need a ride somewhere?”
 
   WHAT. THE. FUCK?
 
   The words escaped before he had a chance to think them over or give them permission to be said. What the hell was wrong with him and why the fuck couldn’t he make a smart decision around this woman?
 
   Impossibly, her eyes lit up even more. “You mean it?”
 
   No. He grimaced. How could he retract the offer now? “Uh, sure.”
 
   She searched his eyes dubiously. “But we’re all the way out in Decatur.”
 
   There it was—a chance to say, “Oh, well. Too bad. Take care.” But he didn’t. He fucking didn’t.
 
   He glanced up just as the light turned green. “It’s fine. Get in.”
 
   He shrugged, reasoning internally that Decatur was in the same general direction as Stone Mountain, where he lived.
 
   She gasped with delight, turned her head, and yelled, “Ryan! We got a ride! Come on! Before the light changes! Come on, now!”
 
   Colton leaned forward, watching out the passenger window as her big lug of a brother loped over to the car, his shirt stained under the arms and around the neck with big, wet patches of sweat. He hesitated at the rear door.
 
   “Get in, Ry. It’s okay.”
 
   “He’s a stranger, Ver’ty.”
 
   “He got us jobs. He’s a friend.”
 
   “Oh. He’s a friend? I didn’t know that. That’s nice.”
 
   “It’s real nice. You get in the back and buckle up, okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, opening the door and hefting his body into the car. “We can take a ride from a friend, Ver’ty. That’s okay. That’s the rule.”
 
   “Sure is,” she said, as the light changed back to red and the driver behind them laid on the horn.
 
   “Fuck you!” yelled Colt, rolling down his window just enough to give the guy the finger as Verity slipped into the passenger seat and slammed her door shut.
 
   She pulled the seatbelt over her chest and buckled it before flashing him a ridiculously adorable smile, both dimples denting her cheeks.
 
   “Ready whenever you are,” she said, folding her hands on her lap like they were going for a Sunday drive, which, technically, he supposed, they were.
 
   “Fuck,” hissed Colt, shaking his head as the light turned green and he stepped on the gas.
 
   ***
 
   “Our friend cusses a lot,” observed Ryan from the backseat. “Lots of cussin’, lots of cussin’, lots of cussin’.”
 
   Verity jerked her neck around the seat to look at her brother. “That’s not nice. He’s giving us a ride so we don’t have to stand in the heat and change buses three times. You just look out the window and hush up.”
 
   She loved her brother. Truly, she did. But Verity had a well-documented case of lifelong bad luck. She barely had a day when one thing went right—she couldn’t bear for Ryan to spoil it when two things, a job and a ride, had actually gone her way.
 
   “Okay, Ver’ty,” he said glumly, his lips turning down. He lifted his eyes to the back of Colt’s head. “I’m sorry, friend. Didn’t mean no harm.”
 
   “That’s, uh, it’s fine,” said Colton, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.
 
   Ryan sighed. “Maybe I should take a little nap.”
 
   “That’s a real good idea. Close your eyes and rest.” Verity softened her voice and her expression. “We got those jobs, Ryan. I’m real proud of you.”
 
   “I’m real . . . proud of . . . you . . .  Ver’ty  . . .” 
 
   He closed his eyes, and his voice drifted off as he leaned his head against the window. Watching him for a second, Verity felt a pang of guilt. She shouldn’t have snapped at him to hush up. He was right. Their new friend did cuss a lot.
 
   And smiled . . . well, now that she thought about it, never. 
 
   But Verity was a good judge of character, and for all his gruff words and dark scowls, she had seen his kindness in action, and she couldn’t believe that someone as kind as Colton Lane could mean them any harm, cussing or not.
 
   Straightening in her seat, she faced forward again, looking at their new friend askance, and checking out his profile while he drove in silence. As she had observed when they first met, his face wasn’t conventionally handsome. His features were too blunt to be beautiful. His nose had likely been broken a time or two—it wasn’t straight, and it was slightly thicker on the right side. Square and strong, his chin jutted out a little like it dared another man to take a swing at it, and there were several scars on his face: a diagonal slash across his chin and another one, more pronounced and crescent-shaped, on his forehead over his left eye. His hair was dirty blond and shoulder-length, and there was a scruff of blond growth on his jaw. As for his eyes, they were deeply set and hooded, which made them look suspicious, though she’d seen them soften once or twice, which had made her belly tighten with an unexplained yearning.
 
   Her eyes slipped down to the thick muscle of his neck, then lower, to his chest, which was hidden behind a tight gray T-shirt that allowed the contours of his body to be imagined if not seen. He was rippled with muscle tone—with ridges that could be easily counted. Her eyes trailed over the tanned skin of his bare arms, lingering on the veins twisting around his forearm and down to his hands. They were as big as Ryan’s, but toned and rugged, the bones pronounced and angular under the skin. Her mother would have called them farmer’s hands, which they were, she supposed, since he worked with horses every day. She imagined those rough hands tangled in a leather strap, then she imagined them spanning her waist, his fingers like sandpaper against her naked skin.
 
   She gulped, flicking her glance lower, to take in the hard lines of his hips and thighs in faded denim. Her cheeks flushed, leaving her grateful that the Atlanta heat had already colored them red. No doubt every muscle in his body was just as huge, hard, and toned as the rest of him, a thought that made her mouth grow dry as the long-ignored muscles in her own core—
 
   “Where exactly do you live?”
 
   She jerked her eyes from his crotch, beyond thankful that he was still looking out the windshield and hoping that he’d missed the way she’d just been ogling his beautiful body.
 
   “Oh, uh, we’re, uh, staying at a place on . . . Glenellen?” she squeaked, grimacing at her breathlessness. When he didn’t respond, she added, “Exit 44 off of I-285.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   She took one last wistful glance at his face before shifting her body to face front. “So . . . I guess we’ll be working together.”
 
   “Mm-hm.”
 
   “Have you worked there long? At The Legend of Camelot?”
 
   His eyes narrowed as he answered. “Few years.”
 
   “So you like it,” she said brightly.
 
   “Didn’t say that.”
 
   “So you don’t?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.
 
   He stopped at a red light and glanced over at her, his face expressionless but hard. “It’s a paycheck.”
 
   She searched his eyes. She knew too much of their kindness to believe that they were truly as unfeeling as he wanted them to appear. “Is there anything you really like about it?”
 
   He dropped her eyes and shrugged, his broad, thick shoulders holding for a moment before lowering.
 
   Was that a no? A maybe? A fuck off and leave me alone? She sighed softly, rubbing her arms and wondering if he was going to answer her verbally or if a shrug was all she’d get.
 
   He turned onto I-20 headed east and reached for the air-conditioning knob, turning it down a little. 
 
   “My horse,” he said softly, like he wasn’t used to giving words away. He paused before adding, “And the gym, I guess.”
 
   She felt relieved to hear his voice, to know that he wasn’t just ignoring her, and she slowed down the pace of her expectations to accommodate him. Colton Lane wasn’t a chatterbox, clearly, but that was okay. Could be okay if she slowed down too.
 
   “You have your own horse?” she asked, anxious to keep him talking.
 
   He nodded. “Thor. You know . . .”
 
   “Because you’re the Viking Knight,” she said, grinning at him. And—oh my God!—was it just her imagination or did his jaw twitch with a touch of merriment?
 
   “Yeah,” he said, his face setting quickly back to stone.
 
   “And there’s a gym? At the theater?”
 
   “Rule one,” he said, giving her a dry look before turning back to the highway. “It’s not a theater. It’s a castle.”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “I’m not an actor. I’m a Viking Knight,” he continued, salt in his tone. “And you don’t work in a gift shop. You’re a merchant.”
 
   “A . . . merchant.”
 
   He nodded. “They’ll cook up a whole backstory for you unless you come with one prepared tomorrow. I suggest the latter. I’ve experienced the former.”
 
   This was intriguing. “Why? What’s your backstory?”
 
   “That I’m originally from Sweden, descended from Vikings.”
 
   “What else?”
 
   “That I was arrested for street fighting in Stockholm and sent to America to live with my grandparents.”
 
   “And then . . .?”
 
   “I got into trouble here.”
 
   “Arrested?”
 
   He scoffed. “Many times.”
 
   “A real bad boy.”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   She grinned at him. “How did you find your way to Camelot?”
 
   He slid his eyes to her, nailing her with a dark look. “A woman.”
 
   She felt the heat start in her core, low in her belly, spreading out to warm her pelvis and breasts, her thighs and neck, until all of her felt tingly and hot. From a look. Oh Lord. From Just. One. Look.
 
   She gulped, her voice breathless. “And then?”
 
   “Backstory, remember?” He scoffed softly, looking away. “It’s just a story.”
 
   “So, what’s your real story? I mean, is any of your Viking Knight backstory true?”
 
   He gave her a sidelong glance. “What do you think?”
 
   He was blond and gray-eyed: Swedish was as good a guess as any. His face was rough. So was his voice. And his body seemed almost built for fighting. A bad boy? Absolutely. A woman leading him astray? Certainly possible. But more like the other way around.
 
   “I . . . I don’t know.”
 
    “No,” he said. “The story’s not true.” Then, under his breath, she was sure she heard him mutter, “Not much of it, anyway.” His bottom lip slipped between his teeth for a moment, and he worried it before letting it go. “What’s your story?”
 
   “Nothing as glamorous as your Viking beginnings,” she teased.
 
   He was silent, staring out at the highway, and Verity decided if she wanted to hear someone’s voice filling the space between them, it might as well be hers.
 
   “We’re from Camilla. Ever heard of it?” He shook his head once. “Thought not. No one has.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “We had five acres of land covered with pecan trees and a little farmhouse on Strawberry Road that my daddy’s daddy bought the day before he married my grandma.”
 
   Out the window the highway zoomed past, and Verity stared at the crisp white line on the gray asphalt. How desperately she’d wanted to leave Camilla. But she’d had no idea how hard it would be to start over, to start a new life. “My daddy passed on last year. My mother followed not long after. They were like that, you know? Always did everything together. Even dying.”
 
   Beside her, Colton cleared his throat, which she took for “I’m sorry.”
 
   She sighed and turned to look at his face. “It’s okay. They were old when they had Ryan. Older still when they had me. More like grandparents, really, when I think about it. They never really knew me. And I never really expected them to last forever.”
 
   “Your brother . . .”
 
   “Got kicked in the head by a mule when he was little. Before I was born. I don’t ever remember Ryan being different than he is now.” She turned back to glance at her brother, at his face in repose and his mouth opened wide as he snored softly. “But I saw pictures. They said he was clever as a fox when he was little.”
 
   In the pictures his eyes were wide and bright, mischief deep in the crevices of his face when he smiled. She winced. “Life isn’t always fair.”
 
   “Amen.”
 
   “So now you know my life story,” she said, forcing herself to brighten. “You gonna tell me yours?”
 
   “No,” said Colton, frowning as he shifted to the slow lane.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “I ask a lot of questions, but you don’t have to answer them unless you want to. I don’t take offense. My friend back home, Elaine, she calls me Magpie. You know, because I’m so chatty.”
 
   “Smartest bird in the world,” said Colton, turning off the highway and stopping at the end of the exit ramp.
 
   “Is that right?” she asked, grinning at him, delighted by this unexpected offering in their stilted conversation. “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Only non-mammal that can recognize itself in a mirror.”
 
   “Well!” she exclaimed. “That’s interesting. So if I’m a magpie, I’m chatty and smart, huh?”
 
   He gave her a quick, annoyed glance before pulling forward. “You said Glenellen?”
 
   “Uh, yep,” she said, suddenly feeling self-conscious as she realized how close they were to her destination. Their temporary lodgings at the Thrifty Inn embarrassed her. She wasn’t anxious for Colton to see the dumpy motel they called home.
 
   The fact of the matter was, however, even the Thrifty Inn, at $56.84 per night, had become a hardship for them. Verity didn’t have a working credit card, and her cash was almost gone. She was hoping to buy a little more time tonight by telling the front desk manager, Florence, that she and Ryan had gotten jobs and she’d be able to pay their whole bill in a week or two. Well, if she was really honest, she was hoping to dodge Florence for a few more days and then tell her. That would be best because, until TLOC paid them, she wouldn’t be able to cover their bill.
 
   Turning around, she placed a hand on Ryan’s leg and shook it. “Wake up, Ry. Almost there.”
 
   His eyes fluttered open, and Verity made sure that she kept her eyes on his because she didn’t want him to wake up disoriented and frightened. She saw the uncertainty pass over his face for an instant before his blue eyes settled on hers, and all worry slipped instantly away.
 
   “Hey, Ver’ty.”
 
   “Hey, handsome.”
 
   “We home?”
 
   She nodded. “Almost.” Then she turned to Colton. “You know? I could use a few things from that Sunoco station right there. Just drop us off? We can walk from here.”
 
   “I’m tired, Ver’ty,” said Ryan from the back. “I don’t wanna walk back to the motel.”
 
   Colton flicked his eyes to the Econo Lodge across the street from the Sunoco. “You staying over there?”
 
   She swallowed, willing Ryan to let her get away with one little, tiny lie. “Yep.”
 
   No such luck.
 
   “No, we ain’t, Ver’ty. We’re stayin’ at the Thrifty Inn, friend,” said Ryan, leaning forward and pointing right. “It’s down there a ways, right next door to the Methodist church. Nineteen forty-four Glenellen Street. Nineteen forty-four Glenellen Street in Decatur, Georgia. You told me to remember it, Ver’ty, just in case we got separated apart. You forgot, but I remember. Nineteen forty-four Glenellen Street in Decatur, Georgia.”
 
   “That’s right, Ryan.” She nodded, her shoulders slumping as Colton turned right onto Glenellen. “May as well just take us home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   What a dump.
 
   Colt was shocked that the words on the tip of his tongue didn’t sally forth as he pulled into the weed-covered parking lot of a run-down, ramshackle, by-the-hour, no-tell motel about a half mile down the road from the Sunoco station. He’d seen some crappy roadside motels in his day, but this one had to take the cake.
 
   U-shaped and two stories tall, the motel rooms had identical once-red, sun-faded doors, some with numbers, some with letters, some with door knockers, some without. A chipped, aqua-painted railing with vertical bars outlined the perimeter of the upper level, while unkempt cement patios added zero charm to the lower. Running his gaze over the parking lot, he saw a few sketchy characters hanging out by the fenced-in, empty outdoor pool, and another couple of men leaning against a soda machine that had seen better days. He looked up to see a mother holding her shrieking baby on the second-floor balcony, gesturing to one of the men by the pool to get his ass upstairs.
 
   As Colt pulled into a parking space, he glanced at Verity’s profile, noting the bright red color of her face, the uptilt of her chin, and her rod-in-the-spine posture. She was embarrassed. He’d stake his life on it.
 
   He cut the engine and turned to find her sweet blue eyes looking up at him, guarded and defensive.
 
   “It’s temporary,” she whispered.
 
   “Here we are,” said Ryan cheerfully, reaching for the door. “Thank you for the ride, friend.”
 
   Colt watched as Verity’s brother exited the car and carefully closed the door behind him, ambling over to a ground-floor room not far away and standing outside the faded red door to wait for her. When Colt slid his eyes back to hers, he was surprised to find that she hadn’t moved. She stared at him desperately, searching his face before blinking back tears.
 
   “Tornado took the pecan trees,” she said softly. “I didn’t know that you needed to keep up payments on an insurance policy. Didn’t even know we had an insurance policy. Daddy never . . .” She licked her lips, her perfect pink tongue darting out before hiding again. “There was just so much I didn’t know.”
 
   Colt shrugged, uncomfortable with so much emotion. “You’re, uh, you’re doing the best you can, I guess.”
 
   “I am,” she said, blinking her eyes again. “We’ve been fired from two jobs since we got here. We just . . .” She looked down at her lap before finding his eyes again and offering him a small smile. “We needed today so badly, I can’t even tell you. You saved our skin.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I just—”
 
   “You saved us,” she repeated. She flicked a glance at her brother, then looked back at Colt. “I want to give you a few dollars for gas. Wait here, huh?”
“No, I don’t . . .”
 
   She reached out, placing one small hand on his arm.
 
   “Don’t shame me by saying no,” she said softly. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   He kept his eyes trained on her through the windshield, his arm burning where she’d touched him—hot and cold, like fire and dry ice mixed together. He huffed softly, shaking his head and rubbing his arm. Damn it, he couldn’t take money from her. If she was living in a place like this, she was in real trouble. Whatever money she had, she needed.
 
   But she had already sprinted over to her brother, reaching into her purse for the room keycard and dipping it into the lock. She pulled down on the door lever and pushed forward, but the door didn’t give. Again she dipped the card; again she tried the door. Nothing. Shaking her head, she dipped the card a third time, but when the door didn’t open, she turned left and started walking at a clip toward the motel office, her brother following at her heels. She disappeared into the office, and through the glass Colt could see her at the desk talking to someone. After a few minutes of heated debate, she exited the office, a duffel bag over her shoulder, a box in her arms, and her brother weighed down with an enormous suitcase in each hand. They stood there in front of the office, her brother’s face confused as it stared down at hers. Colt leaned forward and realized that her cheeks were streaked with tears, then watched, with his heart in his throat, as she let the duffel fall from her shoulder to her elbow and plopped down on the bench outside the office door. Still holding the box on her lap, she bent her head forward, her shoulders shaking with the force of her sobs. Ryan, who still held the suitcases, shifted from one foot to the other, back and forth, back and forth, his lips moving, his face frightened.
 
   It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that they’d just been evicted from the crappiest motel in the Greater Atlanta area, and Colt was positive they had nowhere else to go.
 
   “Act like you didn’t see,” he muttered to himself, unable to look away from her trembling shoulders. “Back up and drive on out of here.”
 
   Clenching his jaw as he hissed through his teeth, his hand reached for the door handle, and he swung his body out of the car before he could force himself not to. His shoes scuffed along the gravel from the chipped cement sidewalk as he walked over to her.
 
   “’Vic-ted, ’vic-ted, ’vic-ted,” whispered Ryan, staring down at the ground, still holding the suitcases in white-knuckled hands.
 
   “It’s okay,” said Colt gently, prying the suitcases from his grip. He set one down on the sidewalk, then the other.
 
   “Friend,” said Ryan, staring straight ahead, at Colt’s neck.
 
   “Colt,” he answered.
 
   “Stallion,” said the older man, lifting his head to meet Colt’s eyes.
 
   “No. My . . . my name is Colton.”
 
   “Yeah. Okay,” said Ryan.
 
   Pulling out his wallet, Colt opened it and peeled two dollar bills from the fold. “See that pop machine over there?”
 
   “I like pop,” said Ryan, his lips wiggling up into a hopeful smile.
 
   “Go get two Cokes, okay? One for you and one for your sister.”
 
   “Yeah. Two Cokes for me and Ver’ty. From Colton,” he said. Then he turned and ambled toward the machine at the other end of the U-shaped motel.
 
   Colt sat down next to a weeping Verity, spreading out his legs in front of him and crossing them at the ankle with a sigh.
 
   God damn these two anyway. Heaps of trouble. A couple of foundling kittens in a world full of wolves. And what now? He sure as shit wasn’t going to take them home with him, so he hoped they could come up with an alternate solution by talking.
 
   “Got evicted?”
 
   She nodded, sniffling pitifully, her head still down, tears falling into the open box on her lap.
 
   “Got any family round here? Friends?”
 
   She shook her head, a soft, mewling sound of sorrow escaping her lips.
 
   He reached into his back pocket and took out a handkerchief, glad that his aunt Jane had always insisted he carry one. He pushed it against her hand, and her fingers grasped onto it, sliding the thin fabric across the back of his hand as she drew it away from him and wiped her eyes.
 
   “Th-thanks.” She looked up at him, her eyes swimming and cheeks still slick from tears. “You don’t have to st-stay. We’ll, uh . . . we’ll f-figure it out.”
 
   Right. “What are you going to do?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head and took a deep breath through her nose, using the handkerchief on her cheeks before folding it on her lap and handing it back to him. “I don’t know. There’s a church next door. Maybe we could . . .” Her voice drifted off.
 
   He looked over the rusted chain-link fence at the dark church and empty parking lot next door. “Listen, I could give you a few dollars. To tide you over.”
 
   Her neck jerked around, and her eyes widened at his suggestion. “I can’t take your money.”
 
   “You could,” he said, putting the damp linen back in his pocket as the sun dropped lower by the second, “or you two could come stay a night or two with me.”
 
   She blinked at him, her lips parting in surprise. “What?”
 
   Fuck. Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck. What the FUCK are you doing?
 
   He rubbed his chin with his thumb and forefinger. “I mean, it’s going to get dark soon, and—”
 
   “No! We don’t know you. I mean, I appreciate the help getting the job, and the ride, but we can’t just—”
 
   He nodded. “Got it.”
 
   “I don’t mean to insult you,” she said, hopping up from the bench, still clutching the box in her hands as though it would protect her from Colt’s inappropriate suggestion.
 
   “I’m not insulted,” he said, and it was true. In fact, it was the first smart thing she’d done since he met her. What surprised him was that, while he didn’t feel insulted, he did feel, unaccountably, disappointed. Whatever adventure they’d been on together today was ending here, and though he knew it needed to, part of him felt . . . sad. Everything would change tomorrow when they ran into each other at work. After the rumor mill got going, she’d stop meeting his eyes, start avoiding him as he passed her in the castle hallways. That look she had that bordered on hero worship would quickly fade until she acted like she didn’t even know his name. And part of him was already mourning the loss of her sweet eyes and ready smiles. Not to mention, he felt a little worried about them, leaving them all alone in this shithole. But he figured that wasn’t his business and they weren’t his problem. It was time to say good-bye.
 
   He nodded again, rising to his feet. “Well, I’ll, uh, I’ll see you tomorrow, I guess.”
 
   Now that he was leaving, she sat back down on the bench and looked up at him with sad eyes. “Tomorrow. Right. And thanks again for . . . everything.”
 
   Giving her one last, exasperated look, he turned away, striding back to his car, calling himself a stupid fool for getting involved with her, for helping her, for wishing that—
 
   “Oh, you want this pop, dummy? Come’n git it!”
 
   Looking across the mostly empty parking lot, Colt saw Ryan standing between the two shifty-looking men he’d noticed earlier as they tossed a can of Coke back and forth over his head.
 
   “That’s for Ver’ty,” said Ryan, reaching in the air for the Coke can as it sailed overhead.
 
   “For your hot-piece-of-ass sister? Well, now, you tell her to come over here and git it, dum-dum.”
 
   “Yeah. Tell ’er to come and git it,” laughed the other man, throwing the can back to his buddy. “On her knees.”
 
   Ryan jumped up in the air as the can was lobbed overhead, reaching for it without victory.
 
   “Aw, fuuuuuck,” grumbled Colt, shoving his keys back into his pocket. He sighed, opening his trunk quietly and reaching inside for a crowbar, then made his way deliberately across the parking lot.
 
   As he approached, one of the two assholes torturing Ryan looked over, holding the can in his hand while he sized up Colt.
 
   “Go on back the way you came,” he said, tossing the soda from hand to hand. “Ain’t nothin’ here concerns you.”
 
   “Actually,” said Colt, mimicking the man’s movements, but with the crowbar instead of a little can of pop, “it does concern me.”
 
   The other fucker sneered, showcasing a row of rotten teeth. “That right?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Colt, nodding slowly. “That’s exactly right.” He shifted his eyes lazily to Ryan. “You okay?”
 
   Big tears welled in Ryan’s bright blue eyes. “They took the can a’pop for Ver’ty.”
 
   “And now they’re going to give it back,” said Colt, a menacing growl in his voice as he cut his eyes to the dickhead holding the can of soda.
 
   The redneck’s eyes slit narrow, and his lip curled with anger, but then his face cleared and he nodded, a mean smile spreading over his ugly face.
 
   “Yeah. Sure,” he said. “Here you go, dummy.” Holding his arms out toward Ryan, the man cracked opened the soda can and cackled with glee as the pop exploded all over Ryan’s dress shirt and pants, covering his face and hair in a shower of Coke.
 
   Ryan cried out, shielding his eyes.
 
   “Stop!” screamed Verity from behind Colt, running across the parking lot. “Stop it! Leave him be!”
 
   Colt faced her. “Stay behind me.” Then he turned back to Ryan, jerking his head toward Verity. “Go stand with your sister.”
 
   “Yeah,” said one of the two motherfuckers, between gasps of hyena-like laughter, “go stand next to your sister, retard!”
 
   Colton Lane had always had a temper.
 
   Always.
 
   Always.
 
   It had gotten him into trouble before, that temper. He felt it now, rage and fury churning inside like a twister, turning and frothing, boiling and freezing—the heat readying him to fight and the cold stripping him of any humanity that might moderate his wrath.
 
   In a move he’d perfected at work, he bent his knees and drew his arm back, striking forth with the crowbar against the first one’s thigh like the hammer of Thor. A sickening crunch sounded, and the man screamed in pain, falling to the ground as his broken femur gave way.
 
   Behind him, Verity screamed, but Colt ignored her, advancing on the other man, whose wide, terrified eyes begged for mercy. He stumbled backward and fell onto the cement, a stain of wetness spreading across the crotch of his shorts and making a puddle on the ground. Colt raised the crowbar to strike again—
 
   “Colton!” she screamed again. “No! No more!”
 
   He gasped, the crowbar high over his head, much higher than the can of pop had been when the two men were throwing it back and forth. Frozen, as though his body could move only if she gave him leave, he panted through a fog of fury, waiting for her to speak again . . . but she didn’t.
 
   She didn’t say anything at all.
 
   Out of nowhere, her small hands locked around his chest, embracing him. Her small breasts pressed up flush against his back, her cheek rested on his T-shirt. He felt the in and out of her chest as she drew quick, even breaths behind him.
 
   “No more,” she said gently, her voice calm, soft, and white, cutting through the raw, red haze of his rage. “That’s enough, now.”
 
   Panting in jagged spurts, he lowered the crowbar slowly, closing his eyes and clenching them shut for a moment before opening them again. His eyes shuttered back and forth between the two men—one lying on his back sobbing in pain, the other whimpering in a pool of his own piss. Colt gave them each a hard look, then spat on the ground between them.
 
   Without looking back at Verity, he covered her hands with his, carefully pulled them away from his body, then headed back to his car.
 
   ***
 
   Verity looked at the uninjured man cowering on the ground and raised her chin. “Call an ambulance for your friend. I think he might have broken his leg.”
 
   “That guy is fucking crazy!” he screamed with wild, frightened eyes.
 
   She advanced on the man, fists clenched, ready to finish what Colt had started. “I’ll call him back here and you can say that to his face!”
 
   The man shook his head, putting his hands up in surrender. “No! Don’t do . . . just . . . just go.”
 
   “You shouldn’t pick on defenseless people,” she said, reaching up to swipe at a runaway tear. “Shame on both of you. You got what you deserved.”
 
   Turning around, she looked up into her brother’s frightened, confused eyes. “Come on, Ry.”
 
   “Where we goin’, Ver’ty?”
 
   “With Colton,” she said, taking Ryan’s hand and leading him across the parking lot to Colton’s car.
 
   His trunk was open, and he was throwing the crowbar back inside as she approached.
 
   “Your offer,” she called. “Does it still stand?”
 
   “My . . .?”
 
   “Your offer to put us up for a night or two.”
 
   His brows furrowed, but he leaned closer to her, as though he couldn’t possibly be hearing her correctly. “After that . . . after what just happened, you want to . . .”
 
   She nodded, holding his eyes. “Get the suitcases, Ryan.” As her brother collected their belongings, she nodded again. “Not after that. Because of that.”
 
   His eyes widened. “But I just . . . I lost it. You should be . . . I mean, aren’t you . . .?”
 
   “Scared of you?” She stepped closer to him. “No.”
 
   He wasn’t handsome. Not by a long shot. But no one—not anyone—had ever stepped in to defend her brother like Colton Lane had just done. So she wasn’t afraid of him, and she certainly didn’t care that his wasn’t the prettiest face in the room. There was even a shocking part of her that didn’t care he’d just broken a man’s leg with a single, lethal blow. She’d deal with her feelings about that later. All she cared about right now was the fact that he had helped them, not once, not twice, but three times going on four. Her heart swelled with gratitude for this strange, gruff giant who’d been her savior today.
 
   She reached up and cupped his left cheek, resting her palm against his hot, bristly skin and tilting her head to the side as she gazed up at him.
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, her voice a broken whisper.
 
   His eyes, deep and gray, searched hers, scanning them like he couldn’t figure her out. Finally he shrugged, but it was a weak movement, like he was just as confused and overwhelmed as she was.
 
   “No one. Just a guy.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. You’re not just a guy. I’ve met plenty of guys. You’re . . .  different.”
 
   “Here’s the suitcases,” said Ryan cheerfully, bumping into her as he lugged them over to the trunk.
 
   She dropped her hand and stepped away, staring at the ground for a moment to gather her wits before looking up at Colton. “So? Are we still invited? To stay at your place?”
 
   Instead of answering, Colton reached down for the suitcases and hefted them into the trunk, slamming it shut before giving her a hard look.
 
   “Go get the box and duffel,” she told Ryan, without dropping Colt’s eyes. She raised her eyebrows in question once they were alone again.
 
   “I just broke a man’s leg,” Colt said.
 
   “I saw.”
 
   “You shouldn’t come home with me.”
 
   She heard his words. She listened to them and processed them and let them roll around in her head for a long minute before deciding that, regardless of the viciousness of his attack on those men, he’d treated her and her brother with nothing but kindness today. He’d helped them, saved them, protected them, and, if anything, his anger over Ryan’s mistreatment endeared him to her even more.
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” she said.
 
   His face turned from concerned to deeply irritated. “How have you stayed alive this long?”
 
   From nowhere, a giggle started deep inside her, swirling up from her belly to her throat, tickling her tongue and opening her lips. It died before it could take flight, but its intention tilted her lips into a big smile.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I got ’em, Ver’ty,” said Ryan, standing beside her, holding the bag and box in his arms. 
 
   “Get in the backseat and buckle up, Ry,” she said, still grinning up at Colton Lane’s scowling face as an ambulance siren sounded in the distance. “It’s time to go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Colt’s house wasn’t exactly glamorous.
 
   That said, it was clean and tidy and a lot better than the Thrifty Inn.
 
   He’d inherited it from Aunt Jane and Uncle Herman after they passed on, a few years back. They’d had only one child—his cousin, Melody—but she wasn’t in a position to take care of it, so the house, a 1960s brick Cape Cod cottage on a main road in Stone Mountain, had been left to him.
 
   It had three small bedrooms, a bathroom upstairs and another down, a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, and a back patio. He kept the front lawn neatly mowed and mulched Aunt Jane’s hydrangeas by the front stoop every summer, but he didn’t have much of a green thumb, so he left it at that. Plus, with most of his time spent at The Legend of Camelot, he didn’t have a lot of free time for gardening.
 
   For a few minutes, as they pulled out of the parking lot and headed back to the highway, he’d been worried about the police connecting him or Verity to the man’s injury, but she hadn’t used a credit card for her stay and didn’t have a permanent home address. The men could have taken down his license plate number as he peeled out of the parking lot, but he doubted it. One of them had still been on his back, and the other was leaning over his friend with his back to Colt’s car when he looked back in his rearview mirror. Besides, guys like that? It was unlikely the police would be called or a report would be filed. Colt would be surprised if they hadn’t already had some tangles with the law, and he was quite sure they weren’t interested in drawing attention to themselves.
 
   Verity was uncharacteristically quiet as they drove the fifteen minutes from Decatur to Stone Mountain, staring out the window while Ryan mumbled “pop” and “’vic-ted” from the backseat until he dozed off. Colt hadn’t known her long, but a quiet Verity was new for him, and he wondered what was going on in her head. She was in desperate straits, that was for sure, and probably more than a little apprehensive about staying with him, even though she’d insisted she wasn’t afraid of him.
 
   It had been a while since Colt had lost control to the degree he had today. Months, at least. Working as a Viking Knight allowed him a chance to fight in the arena every night and twice on Saturdays and some Sundays, and sure, it was play-fighting, but it still burned off the steam of rage that he carried inside.
 
   But seeing that redneck shitbag open that can of pop in Ryan’s face made something inside him snap. All his anger—all his deeply buried fury—had rushed to the surface so fast, it should have made him dizzy. Did he feel bad for breaking that dickweed’s leg? God help him, he didn’t. Hopefully a few months in a cast would make that asshole think twice before he picked on someone who clearly wasn’t playing with a full deck.
 
   Sighing softly, he shot another look at Verity, who worried her bottom lip between her teeth.
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah.” She turned from the window, her face brightening with a small smile like she knew he needed it. “I was just thinking . . . life is real strange, isn’t it?”
 
   “Guess so,” he said, turning off the highway, relieved to hear her talking again.
 
   “This morning I woke up with one life, and tonight I go to sleep with a different one. What else do you know can change that fast?”
 
   “The weather,” he said, looking out the windshield, stopping for a red light.
 
   He was surprised to feel her pointy little elbow jab him in the forearm. “Did you just make a joke?” She gasped, grinning at him. “I may pass out if you did.”
 
   He pursed his lips. “No need for the vapors.”
 
   “A second joke?” she asked, laughing softly. “Wonders never cease!”
 
   Colt glanced over at her, watching her dimples as they deepened, making her look impish and young. Had he thought her plain earlier today? Fuck, he’d been blind. She wasn’t plain. She wasn’t even just pretty. She was . . . she was . . .
 
   “Light changed,” she said, and Colt jerked his gaze away from her.
 
   . . . different.
 
   “What you did back there?” she said.
 
   His fingers curled around the steering wheel, bracing himself for censure or fear. “Mmm.”
 
   “Seemed like maybe you’d done it before.”
 
   “I fight in the show every night.”
 
   “Oh, right,” she said. “I didn’t think of that.”
 
   They were almost at his house now.
 
   “You sure you don’t want me to take you to a hotel? There are a couple—”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Okay, then,” he said, turning right, into his driveway.
 
   Instead of pulling into the dark garage, he stopped in front of it, putting the car in park and cutting the engine. He sat still for a moment, waiting for her to say something. When she didn’t, he turned to look at her, and the sweetness of her face made his breath catch.
 
   She stared at the modest house like it was something special or beautiful, her lips parted and her eyes soft. He watched as her gaze touched softly on the white-painted brick, the bright blue hydrangeas that flanked the front steps, the diamond-cut glass windows on either side of the front door, and the bay window in the living room.
 
   “This is your house?” she murmured.
 
   “It’s not much, but . . .”
 
   “I love it,” she said, turning to smile at him. “I don’t know what I expected. You’re such a giant, I guess I thought you’d live in a . . .”
 
   “What? A cave? A castle?”
 
   She shrugged, looking back at the house, her face filled with wonder. “It’s just a nice little house.”
 
   He sighed. “I’m a knight, not a king.”
 
   When she didn’t respond, he opened his door and left her there, popping open the trunk and taking out the two suitcases. Peeking in the rear window, he saw that Ryan was still asleep, so he closed the trunk gently and picked up the cases, heading for the front door. Behind him, he heard her car door open, and he looked back to see her following him.
 
   “Okay if I let him nap for a few more minutes?”
 
   “He’ll be okay?”
 
   She nodded. “He sleeps like a log until I wake him up.”
 
   Unlocking the front door, he preceded her into the house, heading straight up the stairs. “I sleep downstairs. You two can stay up here. Bathroom.” He gestured to the door in the middle of the hallway at the top of the stairs. “One bedroom left. The other right.”
 
   “Does it matter which one I take?”
 
   “The left one belonged to my cousin, Melody. May as well take that one,” he said, placing her suitcases on the carpeted floor of the small hallway. He hadn’t redecorated the upstairs bedrooms, so Melody’s room was still wallpapered with bunches of purple violets, and his old room, to the right, was still wallpapered with airplanes. He figured Ryan might like those old planes covering the wall, and he liked the idea of Verity waking up to flowers tomorrow morning.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He turned to face her, and suddenly the tiny hallway felt so small, it was like there wasn’t enough air for both of them. She looked up at him like he was Superman and Batman and every other superhero rolled up into one stupid Viking Knight. And that’s when he knew: he had to be careful. He couldn’t get attached to her. He’d have to fight against it because the way she looked at him made him feel invincible—like a hero or a knight or just a genuinely good guy who didn’t just break some asshole’s leg.
 
   “I want you to know,” he said quickly, gulping softly before continuing, “what I did to that guy? I was mad. But I . . . I’d never hurt you . . . you or your brother.”
 
   She nodded, her expression serene, her voice gentle. “I know that.”
 
   For no good reason he wanted to yell at her, You don’t know that! You don’t know anything about me! You don’t know what I’m capable of. You don’t know what I’ve done. Don’t be so fucking trusting or you’re going to get hurt!
 
   Feeling a scowl coming on, he looked down at his shoes and muttered, “I didn’t plan for comp’ny tonight, but I’ll see what I’ve got in the fridge.”
 
   “Please don’t go out of your way.”
 
   “No bother,” he said, taking a step to edge past her and head downstairs. 
 
   “Colton,” she said.
 
   He stopped, his hip flush with hers, excruciatingly aware of her small, soft body beside him. He was so close to her that he could smell her—laundry detergent and sunshine and kindness and goodness—and he fought the urge to close his eyes and inhale as deeply as possible, to lock away the memory of this lovely girl standing in his home, to tuck it away for another time, when she was long gone and he was all alone again.
 
   Her voice was warm and soft. “‘Thank you’ doesn’t seem like enough, but I don’t know what else to say.”
 
   He remembered the feeling of her small arms embracing him in the parking lot of the motel—the way she pressed her body against his, extinguishing the fire of his fury with her gentle calm. Without a word she had soothed the raging beast inside him, her touch transforming him from a maniac to a man. What powerful magic she wielded inside her small body, and how desperately he craved its peace.
 
   They were both still. Unmoving. Barely breathing, though he could feel the slight movement of her chest beside him as she inhaled and exhaled in shallow breaths. She was so close that his skin prickled with awareness, with longing, with excitement, with overwhelming attraction, and, ultimately, with a cruel warning:
 
   Don’t want what you can’t have, stupid.
 
   “You’re welcome,” he said gruffly, brushing past her to head down the stairs.
 
   ***
 
   An hour later, Verity and Ryan sat across from Colton at a picnic table on his back patio eating tuna salad sandwiches on hot dog buns with potato chips and pickles on the side. It wasn’t fancy, but Colton had prepared it himself and set the simple table with paper plates, napkins, and three cans of pop. Everything was ready when she and Ryan had finished settling in and come back downstairs.
 
   He was so strange, this unlikely knight who had grudgingly taken them under his wing, helping them get jobs and giving them a place to stay. She hadn’t known him longer than a handful of hours, and he groused and huffed and scowled near constantly. Yet, in his own way, he had saved them many times today, and Verity couldn’t help the warmth she felt toward him. Wait, warmth? No, scratch that. She looked at him across the table and felt her tummy fill with butterflies, making her breathless. Whatever she was feeling, it was far more exciting, more captivating, more intoxicating, than warmth.
 
   No one in her life had really looked out for her. Her mother was forty-six when she’d had Verity, her father fifty-two. Ryan was their main concern, for obvious reasons, and Verity, by and large, was left to fend for herself. She’d spent a lot of time at her friend Elaine’s house growing up. When she and Elaine started budding breasts, it was Elaine’s mother who took the girls to Walmart for training bras. When she got her first period, it was Elaine’s mother who instructed her on how to use a tampon. Her own mother, while sweet-natured, had her hands full with tending to Ryan and the farm. And her father, who’d managed the pecan farm with only Ryan for help, just didn’t have a whole lot of time for his daughter.
 
   It wasn’t an unhappy life, really, but Verity had grown up feeling strangely lonesome. She had a good friend, parents who made sure she had all the basics, and a brother who followed her around like a puppy. But she didn’t have an older brother. Not in the conventional sense. Not in the way her heart had been promised, by virtue of their birth order. Not in the sense of someone who looked after her and protected her and made sure the other boys treated her right. Despite their biological birth order, Verity was the older child in her family, and because of it, she would long for an older sibling for the rest of her life.
 
   So to meet Colton, and for him to help her, to be kind to her, to defend and protect them, and give them a place to stay? He had no idea, of course, but his actions today had inadvertently fulfilled a longing—a visceral need—deep inside Verity’s heart, and it made her attachment to him quicken. He was older by a few years, she guessed, and sexier than any man had a right to be, which meant he was way out of her league, but she couldn’t help the furious fluttering of her heart when she looked at his face across the table. 
 
   “My new bedroom has planes on the wall,” said Ryan, breaking the silence. “I never been on a plane, but I still like them.”
 
   “It isn’t your new bedroom,” said Verity gently, giving Colton an apologetic look. “We’re just here for a day or two.”
 
   Colton shifted his eyes from her to her brother. “Glad you like the room.”
 
   “Was it used t’be yours?” asked Ryan.
 
   Colton nodded before taking a large bite of his sandwich.
 
   “Ain’t had my own room since we left Strawberry Road,” said Ryan. “And Ver’ty says I snore like a loco—loco—uh, a loco—”
 
   “—motive.” She nodded at Ryan, then grinned at Colton. “It’s true. Just be glad your bedroom is downstairs.”
 
   “Oh, gosh!” exclaimed Ryan, suddenly leaping up from the table and knocking over Verity’s can of pop. “You got rabbits here. Ver’ty, look! Our new house got rabbits!”
 
   She righted her can and looked across the neat square of green grass in the backyard to see a small group of rabbits at the edge of the lawn, their gray fur soft-looking in the lavender tendrils of light from the dying sun.
 
   With surprising grace, Ryan approached them, stopping several yards away and mumbling unintelligible words of reassurance. Though they noted his giant presence, not one of the bunnies hopped away in surprise or fear, and Verity smiled.
 
   After a moment, Colton’s body shifted back around, but Verity kept her gaze on her brother, who squatted down on the grass, in quiet communion with the four little beings who looked up at him curiously, maybe even ready to adopt him and invite him into their burrow.
 
   You’re good with animals, Ryan. Always have been. Please let them see it tomorrow. 
 
   Finally, when she could no longer ignore him staring at her, Verity shifted her eyes to Colton’s, gulping at the brooding annoyance she found under his hooded gaze. In an instant, she saw herself and Ryan as he must see them—an oafish man-child and his helpless slip of a little sister, who couldn’t take care of themselves, as weak and vulnerable as those bunnies in the corner of his yard.
 
   And with what could only be described as crushing disappointment, she saw clearly the frankness of their incompatibility. He was a modern-day Viking Knight who could break a man’s leg with a single blow. Sexy and strong, he surely had his pick of gorgeous women who could match their beautiful bodies to his. Colton hummed with electricity, with energy, with barely restrained intensity, and Verity, with her plain face, tiny build, and train wreck of a life, was likely the least appealing woman Colton Lane had ever met.
 
   “I promise we won’t stay long,” she murmured. “I’ll talk to Ryan so he knows that this is just temporary. I’m sorry if he made you uncomfortable.”
 
   Colton didn’t say anything. He just continued to stare at her, his eyebrows furrowed together with annoyance, which made her continue babbling.
 
   “He’s like a child. He doesn’t always understand, you know, the way the world works.”
 
   She glanced over at her brother, who was sitting on the grass, his legs spread out before him lazily as the rabbits sniffed at his size-thirteen sneakers and continued munching on the grass.
 
   “I have to go somewhere,” said Colton suddenly. “I’ll be gone for an hour or so.”
 
   “Sure,” said Verity, scanning his face for clues about his abrupt declaration, but there were none. “I can clean up here.”
 
   He nodded, standing up. “It’s a safe neighborhood, but if I’m not back before you head to bed, lock up. I’ll get you a key tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t need—”
 
   “Whether you stay for one night or two, you may as well have a key.”
 
   Or two. Two nights. So there it was. A gentle warning. She needed to figure out something else for her and Ryan by Tuesday night.
 
   Well, maybe she could talk to Lynette about an advance. Or maybe, now that they had jobs, she’d be approved for a credit card. If not, maybe Colton could drive them to a local shelter? They could stay there for a while until they got their first paychecks and then find a motel somewhere near a bus stop so that—
 
   “What’re you thinking about?”
 
   His voice cut through the frantic hamster wheel of her thoughts, and she jerked her head up to look at him. He blocked most of the setting sun, which had the effect of making him look like he was on fire—bathed in flames, but standing tall. Sitting before him, she felt so small, so lost, so inconsequential and ridiculous, tears burned the backs of her eyes and her longing—to be safe, to be settled, to be comfortable, to be unafraid of the future—was so overwhelming, a lump rose in her throat. It was impossible to swallow over it, so she looked down at the table in misery.
 
   “Spit it out,” he muttered.
 
   He was a good man. Such a good man, in fact, that her worries might even translate into a burden for him, and she didn’t want that. He’d already done so much for them, the last thing he needed was some strange woman falling apart at his picnic table because she had nowhere to go. Reaching inside for the strength that had given her the courage to leave Camilla, to walk into that job fair this afternoon, and to accept Colton Lane’s kindness, she pushed past the lump and blinked back the tears, looking up at him in all his searing, godlike beauty.
 
   “I’m thinking that I have never known someone as kind as you. And when I say my prayers tonight, you’ll be the thing I am most thankful for, Colton Lane.”
 
   His jaw clenched as he stared down at her, but otherwise his face was inscrutable, hard and still as stone.
 
   Finally he nodded once—a curt jerk of his neck—and said, “Don’t forget to lock up,” before stalking back into the house and letting the screen door bang shut behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Colt looked to his right, where Verity sat beside him on the way to work, wearing dark jeans and a yellow V-neck T-shirt, the tan seatbelt strap cutting through the small mounds of her breasts.
 
   He’d slept like shit last night.
 
   Staying out longer than he’d needed to, he hadn’t gotten home until ten o’clock, to find the house dark and quiet and the front and back doors locked, as he’d requested. The kitchen was clean and smelled of the lemon-scented counter spray that Verity must have used to clean up before bed. The kitchen table was set for three with the pink-flowered china plates that had barely been used since Aunt Jane passed, and Verity had left a note that read: Thank you for supper. I’ll take care of breakfast. V. He’d stared at the table for a long while, feeling his aunt’s gentle spirit in the room where she’d spent so much of her life cooking for her small family. 
 
   Aunt Jane, with her cheerful, uneven smile and sparkling, light brown eyes, would have approved of Verity. She would have respected the way Verity was trying to care for her disabled brother against the odds, the thought a sharp jab at Colton’s heart even as it comforted him.
 
   He sighed, walking past the table and heading to his bedroom, which had been built as an addition on the other side of the kitchen. Down a short hallway, he passed two linen closets, a bathroom, and a walk-in closet, and finally entered the large master bedroom, which had a massive skylight, a king-size bed, a flat-screen TV, a treadmill, and a rack of free weights and a lifting bench.
 
   He grabbed two sixty-pound dumbbells and lay back on the bench, reviewing the day in his head as Verity’s words—This morning I woke up with one life, and tonight I go to sleep with a different one—whispered in his ears. He didn’t want to care about her and Ryan, but he did. He had, from the moment he’d set eyes on them. Trying to stop himself from giving a shit about the foundling duo would be a losing battle, but understanding that they were, as she’d repeated two or three times at dinner last night, temporary guests, would help him not feel their loss as sharply when they moved on.
 
   After a hundred presses, which soaked his body with sweat and made his biceps burn, he replaced the weights, took a shower, and headed to bed. But sleep had been elusive. Verity’s room wasn’t directly above his, but close enough, and he found himself wondering what she slept in . . . if she wore a nightgown, like Aunt Jane, or shorts and a T-shirt, like Melody, or nothing at all, like Sandy, the waitress from TLOC he’d dated for a few months before she’d taken a job in Vegas. And once his brain had fixed on “nothing at all,” he was ruined for sleep, his cock semierect for more than an hour before he took care of it himself, Verity’s face front and center in his mind as he jerked off. After that? Yeah. He slept. But he felt like a dirtbag.
 
   He woke up to the smell of frying eggs and toasting bread, and found Verity and her brother waiting for him in the kitchen, sunny-side-up eggs steamy and buttered toast cut into triangles on each plate. And it was nice. Fuck, it was so nice.
 
   And it was nice having her next to him right now, smelling like soap and baby powder in the passenger seat on the way to work. He could get used to having her around—her sunny smiles and sunny eggs, and even her brother, who mumbled “stallion” when Colton walked into the kitchen and gave him a goofy smile over a messy mouthful of toast. He liked them, no matter how stupid it was for him to get attached.
 
   “So,” said Verity, turning to him in the car, “any advice for the first day of work?”
 
   Ignore what the waitresses say about me.
 
   Tell your brother to stick close to Joe and keep his head down.
 
   Don’t ask for breaks.
 
   And stay the fuck away from Artie Kingston.
 
   He glanced at her. “Not really.”
 
   “Ryan and I are watching the show tonight.”
 
   “Won’t you be working?”
 
   She shook her head. “Lynette said we’re just in training this week. I’m supposed to meet someone named Beverly in the gift shop and shadow her from twelve to five, then watch the show. Ryan’s with . . .” She reached into her purse for a notepad and flipped a page back. “. . . here it is: Joe Sterns, uh, from twelve to five. Next week we start full-time.”
 
   Monday was the slowest day at the castle, as there was only a five o’clock show. The entire cast had a weekly meeting at twelve, then for the remainder of the afternoon Colt would be practicing the battle scenes, warming up Thor, and working out. Around four o’clock he changed into his costume and makeup, and the show started promptly at five.
 
   A regular Monday night show.
 
   Except that Verity would be in the audience tonight, which made his chest swell with stupid pride.
 
   “There’s a cast meeting at noon,” he said.
 
   “Yes. Lynette mentioned that.”
 
   “You’ll meet everyone.”
 
   “Who’s everyone?”
 
   “Six knights, six in training, twelve squires, stable staff, maintenance, King Arthur, Princess Guinevere, Merlin, two falconers . . . uh, merchants, barkeeps, serving wenches, and swains . . . kitchen staff, call center staff, ticket takers, admin and support.”
 
   “How many people?” she asked.
 
   “All told? Hundred and fifty? Two hundred? Thereabouts.”
 
   “Wow. I didn’t realize . . .”
 
   “You’ve seen the castle?” he asked, glancing at her.
 
   She nodded. “Sure. On Peachtree. You can’t miss it.”
 
   “So you know. It’s a big place.”
 
   “What’s a . . . falconer?”
 
   “He’s the guy that trains the birds. You know . . . to fly around the arena?”
 
   “Birds fly around?”
 
   “Two hawks. Fred and Ginger.”
 
   “During the show? Is that safe?”
 
   He nodded. “It better be. They fly around every night and twice on Thursdays, Fridays, and weekends.”
 
   “Wow,” she sighed. “I can’t wait to see the show.”
 
   “Sit in the yellow section,” he said, regretting the words as soon as they’d left his lips. “If you can.”
 
   She grinned at him. He didn’t look at her, but he could feel her smile lighting up the whole car. “Is that your section? Yellow?”
 
   He nodded once, feeling foolish. It’s not like he’d win tonight. He only won once a week, during the Sunday matinee. Artie, the blue knight, always won on Mondays, but at least she’d be cheering for him, not for Artie or one of the other guys.
 
   “Then yellow it is,” she said. She peeked around the seat at her brother. “Ry, you okay? You nervous?”
 
   “I like horses, Ver’ty.”
 
   “I know you do, and you’re real good with them, Ry. But you mind your boss today. Don’t go wandering off. Please, please, please pay attention the best you can.”
 
   “Okay, Ver’ty.”
 
   “I’ll come see you if I get a break. If I don’t, I’ll come get you at five, and we’ll get seats to watch the show together.”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye on him,” said Colton, gritting his teeth as soon as the words left his mouth. Stop caring. You’ve done enough.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, her hand reaching out and landing on his arm. Her fingers squeezed gently, and he clenched his jaw, wishing she’d pull her hand away. She was too distracting, making him feel too much. Squeezing again, she lifted her hand. “You’re so good to us.”
 
   Colt cleared his throat, turning onto Peachtree and wondering how they’d do today. Verity would be fine. Beverly, the gift shop manager, was a gossipy bitch, but as long as Verity kept her head down and did as she was told, she shouldn’t have any issues. As for Ryan? Colton wasn’t as sure. Joe Sterns, the stable master, had been with the show since the castle opened, in 1990, and was about as kind as they came. An older man, he had the respect and affection of every knight and squire who spent time at TLOC. The problem was, not all the knights and squires were kind. And Ryan wasn’t exactly the picture of efficiency.
 
   Then again, he remembered the way Ryan had sat with those rabbits on the lawn last night—some humans had animal sense, and from what he could gather, Ryan was one of them. If Colt was right, it would mean that Ryan’s presence would be soothing for the animals, organic and comfortable, and the cast members would notice that and appreciate it. At any rate, Ryan’s job was protected, in some part, because of his ADA status. And Colt was determined to make sure that the other knights, knights in training, and squires left the gentle giant alone.
 
   He turned into the employee parking lot, parked in his usual space, and turned to Verity. “You’ll be fine. If you run into any trouble, I’m usually at the stables or the gym. Come find me.”
 
   That smile. That sweet, perfect, goddamned smile that made his heart clutch. He remembered the feel of her palm against his cheek yesterday, the feel of her arms around his waist, her body pressed against his back.
 
   “Okay,” she said.
 
   “And meet me here at seven thirty. After the show. I’ll drive us home.”
 
   She nodded, her smile widening, her dimples deep. “At the risk of sounding like a broken record . . . thank you.”
 
   ***
 
   The castle bustled as they entered through the back doors, walking down a long hallway and through a door that led to the main hall, where, Colton explained, the guests waited for the doors of the arena to open. Men and women, young and old, passed them in the hallway, saying hello to Colton, who answered mostly in grunts, and not so subtly checking out Verity and Ryan. 
 
   As always, Verity was on her guard in a new situation, trying to figure out who was mean-spirited and who would leave her brother to work in peace. There was always a rotten apple. Always. The key was finding him (or her) and warning Ryan to stay away.
 
   Then again, in this situation—unlike others, when she’d walked into a new place feeling alone and defenseless—Colton had promised to look after Ryan, and it filled her with such gratitude and reassurance, it was a wonder she hadn’t burst into tears in the car and cried all over him.
 
   Because that’s just what he needed, right? A homeless, desperate, emotional basket case of a woman crying and snotting all over his pristine black T-shirt. Thank God she was able to hold back her tears and reach for his arm instead.
 
   Opening a large door at the end of the hall, Colton waited for her to walk through, and she was about to thank him for his gallantry when she gasped in surprise.
 
   Three-story ceilings were cut with dark brown crossbeams, from which hung herald flags of yellow, red, white, blue, and green bearing the arms of ancient clans and tribes. Crisscrossed swords decorated the walls, and the brick floor beneath her shoes added to the feeling of Disney-style antiquity.
 
   To her left was an “open-air market”—the gift shop, she assumed—stocked with princess dresses, coronets, crowns, knight costumes, plastic swords, mugs, shot glasses, and other souvenirs.
 
   To her right was a massive wooden bar, where five or six bartenders could easily work to serve the six hundred guests who attended each show.
 
   In front of her, various people milled around or conversed in groups, laughter and conversation bouncing off the walls and creating a cheerful cacophony. Colton nudged her arm and muttered, “Come on,” and she followed him over to an older black man who was talking to two buxom women in tight T-shirts.
 
   “Joe,” said Colton, stopping beside the man and hooking a thumb at Ryan, “this is Ryan. New stablehand.”
 
   “Good morning, Colt,” said Joe, raising an eyebrow. “You know Daphne and Marty, right?”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” said Colton, then, after a look from Joe, added, “Hi.”
 
   “And who is this lovely young lady?” asked Joe, smiling warmly at Verity.
 
   “New merchant.”
 
   “And does she have a name?” he prompted, like a father reminding his son to use his manners.
 
   Verity grinned at Joe, holding out her hand. “Verity. Verity Gwynn.”
 
   Joe reached out and took her hand, wrapping hers in his rough, callused palm. “Verity Gwynn . . . Verity Gwynn. An inverted Guinevere.”
 
   She shook her head, delighted by his deep drawl and kind brown eyes. “Just a merchant.”
 
   “Colt taught you the lingo,” he said, flashing a look of surprise at Colton before releasing her hand. “This is Daphne, and this is Marty. Sexy serving wenches.”
 
   “Hi,” said Verity, offering her hand.
 
   The women shook it, offering tentative smiles at Verity before looking thoughtfully at Colton, like they were trying to figure something out.
 
   “You two know each other?” asked Daphne, gesturing to Colton with her chin.
 
   “She’s staying with me,” said Colton. “Her and her brother.”
 
   Marty looked over Verity’s shoulder at Ryan. “Hi, hon. I’m Marty.”
 
   “Pleased to meetcha, Marty,” said Ryan, smiling at the floor.
 
   “I’m Daphne.”
 
   “Okay,” said Ryan, shifting back and forth on the balls of his feet.
 
   “Ryan, my new stablehand,” said Joe, reaching for Ryan’s arm and clasping it. “You look strong.”
 
   “Yep. I am. And I listen good,” said Ryan, looking up at Joe with hope in his blue eyes. “I like horses.”
 
   “Me too, Ryan,” said Joe. “You ever work with horses?”
 
   “Yessir. I worked with mules and horses on my daddy’s pecan farm on Strawberry Road.”
 
   “What’d you do for those mules and horses?” asked Joe.
 
   “I mucked their stalls and changed their hay. And I fed ’em feed. Watered ’em. I can’t shoe ’em, but I can rub their noses when they’s scared. And when my daddy says yes, I can give ’em carrots, but not cabbage. And sometimes I sneak ’em an apple when they’s—”
 
   Joe chuckled with glee, giving Ryan a firm pat on the arm before lowering his hand. “We’re gonna to get along like peanut butter and jelly, Ryan. Yes, sir.”
 
   Verity watched this exchange with her heart in her throat, barely allowing herself to believe that they’d finally found jobs in a place where they’d both be accepted, where they could fit in and make a life for themselves. Over Joe’s head, she found Colton’s face, his eyes fixed on hers.
 
   Thank you, she mouthed.
 
   Slowly, without dropping her eyes, he nodded once.
 
   “So are you family?” asked Daphne from beside her. “You and Colt?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Family friends?”
 
   Verity turned to the very pretty, very busty woman, who was at least a head taller than she was. “Something like that.”
 
   “Colt don’t have many friends,” said Marty, hands on her hips, eyes narrowed. “Sorta a loner.”
 
   “We look, but we don’t touch,” said Daphne, checking out Colton with hot eyes before grinning at Verity like the Cheshire cat. “You have to admit, he’s got a mighty fine bod.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed pink because she knew that Colton, who was talking to Joe about the horses, could probably hear their conversation. “He’s . . . in good shape.”
 
   “‘Good shape’? He’s not handsome, but he is hot,” said Marty, licking her lips. She spoke just a touch too loudly, so that Colton would hear her. “Built like a Mack truck. Probably hung like a stallion.”
 
   Verity’s cheeks went from pink to red, and she reached up to press her hands against them. “I don’t . . . I mean . . .”
 
   “Oh, you two aren’t together like that?” asked Marty.
 
   “We’re just . . .” She turned her head to look at Colton, who was staring at her with hawkish eyes, then back at Marty and Daphne, who waited for an answer.
 
   What should she say? That since the moment she met him, he’d been her very own knight in shining armor? That his kindness to her had led to a wild crush that showed no signs of dying?  That they weren’t together like that but that she could barely sleep last night, thinking about him in the bedroom downstairs—his hard body, his hooded eyes, and the rugged scars on his face that she longed to press her lips to? And finally, that he was so far out of her league, she couldn’t imagine a scenario in which he’d choose her over curvy, confident, baggage-free women like Daphne and Marty?
 
   Thankfully she was saved from answering by a rolling murmur that rose up in the room as the double doors that led to the arena opened and a man stood between them, arms spread to hold the doors wide open. He was as tall as Colton, though not as broad, his legs were long in ripped jeans, and his chest rippled with muscles under a tight white T-shirt. His hair was gelled into a runway-ready style, and aviator sunglasses shielded his eyes.
 
   “Artie!” said Daphne, chuckling affectionately. “He loves making an entrance on Monday mornings.”
 
   “And he knows fucking how,” said Marty, giggling like a schoolgirl.
 
   “Sex on a stick,” sighed Daphne. She nudged Verity in the hip. “That’s Artie Kingston. Head Knight.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, watching as he swaggered into the hall.
 
   Flicking her eyes to Colton, she noted that his expression was more thunderous and annoyed than usual as he trained his eyes on Artie, who swanned from group to group, saying good morning, even though it was past noon. When he reached them, he slapped Colton on the back.
 
   “Hail, fellow! Well met!” he exclaimed. “Viking Knight of the Northmen, how fare thee today?” Colton slanted his eyes toward Artie, and Artie chortled. “Eh, fuckin’ Colt. You’re too serious, man. Lighten up.”
 
   Colton shrugged Artie’s arm off his shoulder. “After the meeting, we need to run through the fight—”
 
   “Well, well, well,” said Artie, ignoring Colton as he reached up and removed his sunglasses, showcasing a pair of handsome blue eyes. “Who do we have here?”
 
   “Verity Gwynn and her brother, Ryan,” said Joe, grinning at Artie’s antics like an indulgent uncle. “Merchant. Stablehand.”
 
   “Verde,” said Artie, taking her hand and pressing it to his lips. They were soft and warm and sent a small tremor up her arm. “Like the color?”
 
   “Verity,” said Colt, who looked like he wanted to kill someone. “Like the truth.”
 
   “Verity,” said Artie, kissing her hand again. “Verity.” And again. “Make me the happiest knight in Camelot and tell me you’re single.”
 
   She laughed at Artie’s easy grin. He was so impishly charming, it was almost impossible not to be taken by him.
 
   “Me and Ver’ty live at Colton’s house,” said Ryan from behind her.
 
   Artie looked over her shoulder, his face screwing up for a moment as he assessed Ryan. “And who might you be?”
 
   “Ryan,” repeated Joe. “New stablehand.”
 
   “My brother,” said Verity.
 
   Artie’s smile slipped a touch as he stared at Ryan, but it was back in place as soon as he cut his eyes to Verity. “You live with Colt?”
 
   “For now,” she said.
 
   “Indefinitely,” said Colton at the same time, who stepped forward to stand beside her, his hip brushing hers.
 
   And in that close proximity, she felt it again—that lightning bolt of electricity from Colton’s body to hers, and it blew Artie’s adorableness straight to kingdom come. She was so struck by the differences between the two men, it took a moment for what Colton had said to register.
 
   Indefinitely.
 
   Indefinitely, meaning they didn’t have to leave by tomorrow night, meaning they could stay in Colton’s neat, tidy, welcoming little house, where she woke up to violet wallpaper and Ryan watched the sunset surrounded by a family of rabbits. Indefinitely, meaning she could save up some money for a decent apartment, so that they didn’t have to stay in another disgusting motel. Indefinitely, meaning she’d see Colton at breakfast every morning, hear him turn on the shower downstairs, and know that he was sleeping beneath her. Indefinitely. It was suddenly the sweetest word in all the world.
 
   But did he mean it? Oh God, could he possibly have meant it?
 
   Her hand slipped from Artie’s as she turned to face Colton, and she saw the earnestness of his eyes, gray and clear, kind and soft as he stared back at her.
 
   “Indefinitely,” he said again, the word a whisper, meant only for her.
 
   Without looking away, she reached for his hand—his warm, strong, rough hand—and laced her fingers through his, curling them until the pads of her fingertips landed on the back of his hand, and waiting for him to do the same. He stared at her in surprise, but his fingers didn’t curl, didn’t grasp onto hers. Rigidly threaded through hers, they remained motionless until she straightened hers and pulled them away, feeling foolish and forward.
 
   “Thank you,” she murmured, and he nodded in his usual taciturn way, then turned his attention to Lynette, who stood up at a podium and welcomed the cast of “TL’o C” to the Monday meeting.
 
   “Sit in the blue section tonight,” said Artie, who bent his neck to whisper near her ear. 
 
   “I’m sitting in yellow,” she responded without looking at him, though it occurred to her that she should go sit in blue after Colton had just gently, but firmly, rejected her.
 
   “You’re different,” said Artie, the low rumble of his voice amused.
 
   “How so?”
 
   He chuckled softly as Lynette reminded cast members to write their names on anything they put in the employee refrigerator.
 
   “Most girls say yes.”
 
   “I’m not most girls.”
 
   “Like I said, different.”
 
   She turned to look at him. “I’m not looking for anything.”
 
   “Fair enough.” Artie’s eyes darted meaningfully to her hand, then back to her face. “But you two obviously aren’t . . . together.”
 
   Verity raised her chin, cocking her head to the side. “So what?”
 
   “So I like a challenge,” said Artie, running the tip of his index finger down her bare arm with a cocky grin. “Game on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Titanium clashed against titanium, Colt’s sword creating sparks every time it collided with Artie’s. Artie had already defeated him in jousting—Colt had fallen to the sand on the second joust—and Jerry Rodgers, who played the King, had ordered the French Knight (Artie, in chain mail and traditional knight helmet) to best the Viking Knight (Colt, in a faux fur stole and horned helmet) on foot.
 
   At first Artie picked up a mace, slamming it against Colt’s sword until Colt managed to wield it away (which really consisted of Artie throwing it behind him at an opportune time), but his squire had quickly stepped forward with the titanium sword, and the battle scene was now at its peak, with Artie and Colt doing their choreographed moves on the sand:
 
   Artie lunges.
 
   Colt jumps back.
 
   Artie does a tuck and roll.
 
   Colt spins, kicking up sand.
 
   On and on, like a dance. Moves that the two men had perfected in rehearsals and performances for years. At eight out of eleven performances, Artie won. At the Thursday and Friday matinees, the Gaelic Knight, Shawn, won. And once a week—at the Sunday matinee—Colt won.
 
   He had caught a glimpse of Verity and Ryan in the half-full stands. They sat in the top row, away from the patrons who sat in the first two rows, and he couldn’t help turning his eyes to her at every free moment. She clapped and shouted, smiled and laughed, stared with wonder when Ginger made her flight around the arena, and cheered when it looked like Colt had a chance of winning.
 
   Alas, tonight was Monday.
 
   “Quit hitting me so hard,” griped Artie when they were in a sword lock, face-to-face.
 
   “Stop being a pussy,” said Colt, pushing the other man away with a touch too much force.
 
   It was silly, he knew, but he wished he could win tonight. He wished he could pretend to throw the red rose crown to a woman in the second row, but have it somehow end up high in the fourth, where Verity could grab it and place it on her blonde head, and bring it home tonight as a trophy from his victory.
 
   Clash.
 
   Clang.
 
   Sparks!
 
   “I said fucking quit it, Colt!”
 
   “How’s your vagina?” he asked, putting Artie into an improvised headlock before shoving him down hard on the sand.
 
   “Asshole!”
 
   Artie leaped up, his eyes narrowed, coming at Colt with strike after strike that wasn’t in the choreography, but Colt felt his blood alight with excitement as he struck back.
 
   Spark! Spark! Spark!
 
   The crowd was wilder than usual—sensing the intensity between the knights, perhaps—on their feet as Artie kept coming.
 
   Colt knew what was supposed to happen next. He was supposed to let Artie knock the sword out of his hand, fall back on the sand, and let Artie pretend to stab him in the heart. For just a moment, he considered fighting back, rolling on the sand and grabbing his sword so they could keep fighting. He looked up at Verity, at her bright eyes and wide smile, her small fists in the air as she cheered him on, and damn it, he wished that he could do it, but another woman’s face slipped into his mind at the last minute, and Colt let Artie smack the sword out of his hand.
 
   He fell to his knees as planned because, no matter how much Verity needed him, the other woman needed him more.
 
   The crowd hushed as Artie drew back his sword, then the blue section cheered wildly as he lunged forward and “stabbed” Colt in the heart.
 
   Colt fell back, dead on the sand as the arena erupted in chants of “French Knight! French Knight!”
 
   Artie stood in the center with his sword held high in victory and a spotlight on his chest while the rest of the arena went pitch-dark. Colt sprang up in the blackness and trudged through the sand to the side door, slipping into a back hallway as the King offered the French Knight the protection and keeping of the Princess.
 
   But the words “And now our Knight must honor a lady of the court!” made Colt turn and speed through the hallways to the equestrian entrance to the arena, where he stood against the wall in the tunnel where they staged the horses, and peeked around the corner just as the Princess placed the red rose crown on Artie’s lance.
 
   With narrowed eyes, Colt watched as Artie kicked Éclair into a canter. He circled the arena once, then twice, passing by the blue area, where he was supposed to choose a lady, and stopping in Colt’s area: yellow. Scowling mightily, Colt held his breath as Artie waved to a woman in the second row, then threw the crown to Verity in the rafters. Crossing his arms over his chest, Colt sneered as she caught the crown and did a small curtsy, placing it on her head and beaming down at Artie.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Artie stole his move.
 
   Fuck Artie Kingston anyway.
 
   Without waiting to see the tail end of the show, when the five remaining knights paraded around the arena behind Artie, Colt turned and headed back down the hallway to the Knights’ dressing room, where he slammed the door behind him. Stripping off his cape and costume, he hung it up in his locker and placed the helmet in the overhead cubby. He unzipped his boots and placed them on the floor. Someone would be by tomorrow morning to shine the boots and dust off the costume.
 
   Standing in his black boxer-briefs, he stretched his arms over his head and reached behind his neck to loosen the rubber band that held back his shoulder-length dark blond hair. He shook it free, drew back his fist, and punched the locker door with all his might, denting it badly and bruising his knuckles. He’d have to pay for it. He didn’t give two shits.
 
   He reached for his jeans and T-shirt, stepped into the pants, and shrugged the shirt over his head. Generally, after a show, he headed to the stables to say good night to Thor and Joe, and possibly allow himself to be used by a decent-looking patron on the prowl, but not tonight. He was in a bad mood. Tonight he just wanted to go the fuck home.
 
   He grabbed his keys and wallet from his locker and shoved them into his back pockets, then headed out the dressing room door, anxious to be gone before he ran into someone. He’d just as soon be sitting in his car than see Verity gush all over Artie when the show was over. Fuck Artie. Fuck everything.
 
   He pushed open the door to the parking lot with too much force, listening as it slammed into the cement wall, and kept his head down as he strode over to his car. She’d be out in a few minutes with the fucking rose crown on her head, maybe with Artie’s arm around her shoulder. Maybe she’d ask Colt to give Ryan a ride home because Artie asked her out for dinner. And he’d say yes because he was a fucking fool, and he’d lie there in the dark, waiting to hear Artie’s truck pull up in his driveway. He’d tell himself not to run to the window to see if Artie pulled her up against him, to see if she let Artie kiss her, but he wouldn’t be able to help himself. He’d watch. He’d fucking watch as Artie—
 
   “Great show!”
 
   Wait, what? He stopped in his tracks, jerking his head up to see Verity and Ryan leaning side by side against his car. Her cheeks were still flushed with excitement.
 
   “You were terrific!”
 
   He looked back at the castle, where patrons were just starting to file out into the parking lot. “How’d you . . .?”
 
   “Get here so fast?” She shrugged. “I figured the show was pretty much over when you were done, so . . .”
 
   She wasn’t wearing the crown on her head, nor holding it in her hands. “Where’s your crown?”
 
   “My . . .? Oh, the rose crown? I gave it to a little girl I passed on the way out. She was wearing a princess dress with no crown. I figured she had more right to it than me.” Her brows furrowed. “Oh, gosh. Is that okay? Should I have kept it?”
 
   That was the moment he felt it. Deep inside. So deep, it was scary, like maybe it was a lock that had been there all along, but Verity Gwynn somehow held the key. His anger. His volatile fucking rage. He felt it diffuse. He could feel it turning from bright, hot red . . . to dark pink . . . to pink . . . to almost white as the soothing music of her sweet voice quelled the fury of the beast inside. And when he drew breath, it didn’t jerk and burn. It was deep and sound, filling his lungs. And when he exhaled, any residual anger caught a ride, spirited away.
 
   Colt smiled . . . occasionally. No, less than occasionally. The reality was that there was only one person in the world who could make him smile, and he smiled for her because he always had and he always would. Because he’d promised her a long time ago, and he wasn’t one to break his promises.
 
   But, in one blinding instant of rare happiness, a second name appeared on that short list of people who could make him smile. He felt his lips twitch up in an unfamiliar movement, a soft chuckle escaping from the back of his throat, as he stared down at Verity, whose upturned face split into a surprised, beaming smile, encouraging him to share his own. Shaking his head as he grinned at her, he inhaled deeply, relief washing over him like the light rain that had started to fall.
 
   She’d given Artie’s crown to a little girl.
 
   His pitiful heart took flight.
 
   “It’s rainin’, Ver’ty. I’m gettin’ wet,” said Ryan.
 
   Without looking away from her, Colt reached into his back pocket and pulled out his keys, pressing a button to unlock the car doors so that Ryan could get in the backseat.
 
   “You’re smiling at me,” she said, her face filled with wonder.
 
   “I guess I am.”
 
   “No guessing about it,” she said, taking a step closer to him. “And I like it. So much.”
 
   Raindrops sprinkled over her face, catching the glow of the parking lights overhead and turning into sparkles on her skin, making her face look like it was kissed with starlight.
 
   “Why didn’t you keep the crown?” he asked, his voice husky.
 
   “Because the right knight didn’t give it to me.”
 
   His heart kicked into a gallop at the implication behind her words. He searched her eyes, knowing that he was about to do something very stupid, but totally unable to stop himself.
 
   “You want to go out on a date sometime?”
 
   She giggled softly and nodded at him. “Yeah.”
 
   “You would?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Then her smile slipped, and she sighed, her eyebrows furrowing. “But . . . I don’t like leaving Ryan alone.”
 
   Colt could understand this. Frankly he didn’t love the idea of leaving Ryan all alone at his house either.
 
   “I’m off on Thursday,” he said. “How about I pick you two up after work and bring you home? After Ryan goes to bed, you can come downstairs and we’ll, you know, have a date.”
 
   “At your house?”
 
   He shrugged. “Why not?”
 
   “Okay,” she said, looking up at him, her smile shy but lovely. “He goes to bed at eight o’clock on the dot.”
 
   Colt searched her eyes, ignoring every warning in his head that told him this was a very bad idea. All he could do was live for today. He had no idea what tomorrow would bring.
 
   “I’ll be ready at 8:05.”
 
   She giggled again. “It’s a date.”
 
   “You’re getting soaked.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   He scowled at her. “You’ll catch cold.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, reaching out to place her palm flat against his T-shirt, directly over his heart. “But you just smiled at me and asked me out on a date.”
 
   “So what?” he growled, stepping toward her, closing the distance between them as he reached up and covered her hand with his.
 
   She cocked her head to the side, her face slick with rainwater, her eyes soft and inviting. “So whatever happens next, it was worth it.”
 
   ***
 
   Verity was a touchy-feely person.
 
   Always had been.
 
   Hugging someone or reaching out to touch someone’s arm or chest or cheek was second nature to her. But Colton had not yet reciprocated her touches. Aside from shaking her hand when they first met, he had endured her touch, but he hadn’t voluntarily touched her back. 
 
   So it surprised her when he reached up and covered her hand with his, pressing it flush against his chest and holding it there. She could feel the thunderous pounding of his heart beneath her palm, through the wall of muscle under his shirt.
 
   Kiss me, she thought, holding his eyes. Kiss me now. Kiss me here in the rain, and let me know you’re starting to like me every bit as much as I’m starting to like you.
 
   Verity knew she probably looked inexperienced, and compared with other women her age, perhaps she was, but she wasn’t a blushing virgin either. She’d had a boyfriend in high school and another after high school, when she worked as a waitress in a diner not far from Camilla.
 
   But Tony, the high school quarterback, had dumped her for Chloe, the head of the dance squad. And Johnny, the short order cook, had really been more of a fling that fizzled out quickly when her parents passed away and she quit her job to take care of Ryan and the farm. She’d slept with both men and regretted neither, though she had yet to fall in love with someone, to give her heart to someone. And though she knew rationally that what she felt for Colton was not love but a wild crush brought on by his hot body coupled with his kindness, she couldn’t stop the intensity of it, or how badly she wanted to take it to a physical level.
 
   She had urges like every other red-blooded woman. And right this minute? She wanted Colton Lane’s arms around her body, his lips moving insistently on hers, his tongue sliding into her mouth as he pushed her against the car and ground his hips into hers. She wanted to feel the swell of his sex against her belly, so she could dream about what it would feel like to have him buried deep inside her. Her skin flushed, and under her yellow T-shirt her nipples beaded into tight points. She wanted him. Bad.
 
   As though he could read her mind, his eyes narrowed, and he bent his head toward her. Reaching for his neck to guide him closer, her fingers landed on the slick, taut skin under his hair, and she pulled him closer—
 
   The car door opened. “Ver’ty? We goin’ home, or what?”
 
   She froze, her eyes snapping open to find Colton mere inches from her face, blinking at her, as though shocked from the same consuming fog of lust as she.
 
   “Um,” she murmured, her voice breathy and dazed. “Yeah. In a sec.”
 
   “I’m tired, Ver’ty.”
 
   “Coming,” she said, gulping as she found Colton’s eyes focused on her lips, the muscles under both of her hands coiled and tense.
 
   “Thursday,” he muttered, his breath soft on her lips, his hand sliding across hers as he let it fall from his chest.
 
   She relaxed her palm on his neck, caressing his throat with the tips of her fingers as she took a step away from him and whispered, “Thursday.”
 
   With a ragged, frustrated breath, she walked around the car to open the passenger door. 
 
   “Verity,” said Colton from over the top of the car.
 
   She looked up at him.
 
   “We’re a bad idea,” he said, his scowl back in full force.
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   He looked like he was about to say something, but instead his shoulders slumped, and he opened his car door. “I can’t . . .” He stopped, shaking his head like he couldn’t find the right words. Finally he said, “You could do better than me.”
 
   Had she believed him unhandsome when they first met? She stared at him over the top of the car—at his long hair, square chin, and broad shoulders. Her body still tingled from the kiss they’d almost shared, and her heart clutched from his quiet denial when he was—in every way she could imagine—her living and breathing knight in shining armor.
 
   “I don’t think so,” she said, opening her door and slipping into the car before he could say anymore.
 
   ***
 
   But Colt wasn’t so sure, and as they rode home in silence, he mulled over the reasons why getting involved with Verity was such a very, very bad idea.
 
   It had started when he was in grade school: the quick, hot, red rage that would rise up inside him like a flash storm over the sea. His mother claimed it came from out of nowhere—the slightest provocation would bring on a reaction so overinflated, there was no time for anticipation. She could barely brace herself before he’d swing into a full-blown tantrum, which often led to the damage of material things, like furniture or clothing, and sometimes even threatened her safety when a plate or mug went flying. His father’s answer to such episodes was to yell louder and hit harder until Colt submitted, cowering in the corner with a black eye and bruised limb, his anger subsiding and tears falling. His mother’s approach was to take him to a psychiatrist while his father was away on a business trip.
 
   At age nine, he was diagnosed with a condition called intermittent explosive disorder, a condition in which a child or a young adolescent is unable to resist angry impulses, resulting in explosions of rage that are disproportionate to the situation, leading to the possibility of dangerous or destructive behavior.
 
   When his mother shared this diagnosis with Colt’s father and asked for his permission to pursue treatment, she was backhanded across the face for consulting a “quack” and Colt was told to “get himself under fucking control,” or his father would take “treatment” into his own hands.
 
   In the end, his mother took things into her own hands, sending Colt from their home in Seattle to live with her sister, Jane, in Atlanta the summer after his tenth birthday. Though his mother’s plan was to have him stay for the summer, hoping the distance between father and son would cool them both down, Colt’s parents were killed in a car accident a month later, and he ended up remaining at Aunt Jane’s indefinitely.
 
   And while his aunt had tried to get him to open up about his feelings for several weeks following the accident, Colt simply hadn’t felt very much—or, more accurately, hadn’t wanted to feel very much. It was all too overwhelming. He’d barely gotten his head around the fact that his mother had chosen to send him away and stay behind with his father. How did he feel? He felt like ignoring their deaths, and despite Aunt Jane’s pleas, he refused to go to the funeral with her, opting instead to stay in Atlanta with his uncle and cousin that weekend. He felt like pretending that they were alive, still living their fucked-up, corrosive, codependent lives together in Seattle.
 
   Finally Aunt Jane gave up on talking to him about them, just as she’d given up on trying to get him to attend the funeral. She told him that when he was ready to talk about his parents, she’d be ready too. That day never came, however, because Colt chose not to think about them, and living with Aunt Jane, Uncle Herman, and Melody made it easy for Colt to move on.
 
   Unlike his father, Uncle Herman didn’t believe in hitting back, and unlike his mother, Aunt Jane didn’t believe in psychiatry, she believed in action. She believed that the key to controlling Colt’s impulses was inner strength and natural supplements, so under her supervision, he practiced yoga twice a week, took Saint-John’s-wort daily, and drank two cups of chamomile and lavender tea before school every day and before bed every night.
 
   With Aunt Jane’s gentleness nurturing him, Colt worked hard to get some measure of control over his outbursts. There were still fights at school from time to time, and freak-outs over homework assignments, but Aunt Jane and Uncle Herman’s home was so warm and loving, Colt was able to develop coping techniques when he felt the rage building—physical exertion helped, and acting in plays, where he could give his fury free rein playing a villain or warrior.
 
   Plus, he learned to conceal his outbursts, letting his anger build until he was in a “safe” place to explode—the woods half a mile from his house, in his car at the deserted quarry, or in the basement of his aunt’s house, where he had a much-abused punching bag hanging from the ceiling. All were safe places to let his anger burst forth uninhibited.
 
   But even when restrained, Colt’s anger was still his constant companion—simmering inside like a kettle on an always-warm stove. By following his Aunt Jane’s recipe, he was mostly able to control himself, but there were still situations that felt beyond his control, and when someone he cared about was threatened, he lost control almost completely.
 
   The fights he had in high school (including one in which he broke a fellow student’s jaw and another’s arm) were almost all in connection to his cousin, Melody. He would never forget the day his Aunt Jane sat down with him at the kitchen table, two cups of chamomile-lavender tea before them, after they’d returned from the courthouse.
 
   “You were acquitted,” she said, toeing off her Sunday shoes under the table, “because the jury was persuaded to believe you were acting by proxy in self-defense of Mel. She couldn’t defend herself, so you did the job for her.”
 
   “They had her hair,” muttered Colt, staring at the table. “They had her by the fucking hair.”
 
   While Aunt Jane generally reprimanded him for coarse language, she’d let it slide that time.
 
   “And those strands of red hair caught between Bobby Callahan’s fingers are what saved you from prison.”
 
   Colt nodded, remembering how it felt to go looking for Mel after school that day, only to find her on her knees behind the cafeteria by the Dumpster, one boy about to zip down his pants while the other held her ponytail in his fist so she couldn’t escape. Colt could barely remember what happened next. When his brain cleared, Mel was begging him to stop, her sobs breaking through the haze of his fury, while Bobby Callahan and Steven Riley lay in bloody heaps on the asphalt.
 
   “You love her,” said Aunt Jane with soft, heartbreaking simplicity, and Colt nodded, reaching up to swipe away the tears that gathered at the corners of his eyes. “It means the world to me that you love her so much, Colton, but you cannot take on the whole world for her sake.”
 
   But I will, he thought. I will take on the whole fucking world for Mel if that’s what it takes to keep her safe.
 
   “If you do, you’ll end up in jail. And if you’re in jail, you’ll be no use to her,” said Aunt Jane, reaching for his hand. “You understand me, Colton? You hear me?”
 
   “I hear you, Aunt Jane.”
 
   “Here’s what I need from you, Colton Lane: stay out of trouble and make a decent living. Can you do that for me, son?”
 
   It hurt when she called him son. It hurt in a good way.
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Your heart is so big, but you have to be careful how much you love. The more you love, the more you have to lose, the more you strike back.” She was staring at his face—he could feel the severity of her eyes on him. “One day I will be gone, and I am counting on you to take care of Mel. If she doesn’t have you, Colton, she has no one.”
 
   He looked up at her, locking his eyes with hers. Aunt Jane had been his salvation. Without her, he’d have spent his childhood in juvie, he’d have gone into foster care, he would have been utterly abandoned after the deaths of his parents. The simple and seminal truth was that he would do absolutely anything for her.
 
   “Melody will always have me. I’ll make certain of it.”
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   “I promise, Aunt Jane.”
 
   She nodded at him, her eyes and smile sad, at odds with the steel in her voice when she continued, “Remember your promise. Be careful who else you love. Be careful that loving someone else doesn’t put your promise to me in jeopardy.”
 
   His aunt’s words echoed in his head as he glanced over at Verity, who looked out the windshield with a dreamy half smile on her face.
 
   She was a bad idea.
 
   Such a bad idea, because in the very short time he’d known her, she’d gotten under his skin in ways he couldn’t have possibly anticipated.
 
   Be careful who else you love. Be careful that loving someone else doesn’t put your promise to me in jeopardy.
 
   There was only one solution, he thought resolutely, looking away from Verity’s pretty face. He could help her. He could date her. He could even fuck her, if that’s what she wanted. But under no circumstances could he fall in love with Verity Gwynn.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Verity sat behind the counter of the TLOC gift shop taking princess dresses out of plastic bags, adding a price sticker to their labels, and arranging them on hangers. She’d wanted Thursday to come so badly, but now that it was here, she was . . . nervous. Excited, but nervous.
 
   The gift shop manager, Beverly, looked over from where she was arranging plastic swords in a wooden barrel for display. “Think you’re ready to work a real shift on Saturday? Gets real busy here for the five o’clock show, with all the kids. And they’re mostly brats who get whatever they want by having tantrums.”
 
   “I think so,” said Verity, looking up after putting a price sticker on a light blue, glittery princess gown. She’d grown accustomed to Beverly’s sourpuss over the last few days. “I finally understand how to do a void on the register, and where to find everything in the stockroom.”
 
   She finished the last dress and gathered the pile of pink, yellow, mint-green, and baby-blue tulle in her arms, carefully hanging the dresses on a rack next to the flower crowns. Fingering one that had pink rosebuds with hot-pink and powder-pink ribbons, she wondered what Colton would say if she came down the stairs tonight dressed as one of the serving wenches.  Would it get him into her pants any faster? Because seeing him daily was doing nothing to take the edge off her hunger for him.
 
   Chuckling softly to herself, she walked the long way around the jewelry counter, stopping, as she almost always did, to take a look at the Viking jewelry. It sat between the medieval and Celtic collections, and she found herself drawn to it, wondering how many ladies stopped to buy a ring or earrings after watching Colton in the show. She’d seen the show three times now, always sitting in the yellow section, and always leaving after Colton lost to Artie. It was a shame that she’d be working during the show on Sunday and wouldn’t be able to see him finally win. Then again, she thought, fingering a necklace that bore a charm of the mythical tree Yggdrasil in pewter, she got to see him every morning and every evening.
 
   “You like it?”
 
   Her neck snapped up, surprised to find the object of her thoughts standing beside her in flesh and blood, looking down at the pendant she was touching.
 
   “Where’d you come from?”
 
   He looked up from the display, and her heart sped up. He looked handsome tonight. There was a shadow of blond beard on his strong jaw, and from this close she could see the delicate blond eyelashes that were out of sync with his otherwise rugged, unpretty face. But when his eyes went soft on her, as they just did, something inside her clenched hard in anticipation. Handsome. Yes.
 
   And hot. Oh God, this man had hot down to a fine science.
 
   His hair looked shiny and soft, held back in a ponytail with a simple black band, and he smelled like soap and cotton, clean and masculine. Instead of his usual T-shirt, he wore a white button-down shirt, rolled up to his midarm, showing off the sexy veins that wound around his muscular arms. His jeans were faded and fit him like a glove, pooling a little over dark brown leather thongs. She stared at his feet for a moment, realizing that she’d never seen them before, and smiling because they were another beautiful part of Colton, complete with a black tribal tattoo on the right one that was, if she was honest, a little badass.
 
   “Are you staring at my feet?”
 
   “You have a tattoo,” she said. “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “It’s not my only one.”
 
   She ran her eyes up his body lazily, finally meeting his eyes. “Where are the others?”
 
   He leaned closer, his voice a low growl. “You’ll have to find them.”
 
   Her breath caught at the insinuation that she might be in a position to find them tonight. 
 
   “Do you have any?” he asked.
 
   “Only one.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
 
   She nodded, her lips tilting up at his surprised expression. “What?”
 
   “I don’t know. You seem sort of . . . sheltered.”
 
   “I’m not as sheltered as I might look,” she said.
 
   “Is that right?” He dropped an elbow to the glass display case as he let his eyes trace down her body slowly. She could feel the heat of them through her merchant costume, which consisted of a royal blue and red princess gown with a tight, gold-embroidered bodice around her chest and waist. His eyes lingered on the soft, small swell of her breasts before meeting her eyes again. “So? Where is it?”
 
   She dropped her elbow next to his and leaned in until they were almost nose to nose. “I guess you’ll have to find it.”
 
   His eyes widened and dilated to black, his nostrils flaring as he stared back at her. Sexy beast, she thought. There you are.
 
   “Colt, quit leaning on my display case unless you’re buying something,” said Beverly with annoyance, walking around the counter to face them.
 
   “I’m buying something,” he said, without looking away from Verity, who straightened away from him and blushed.
 
   Though there wasn’t a rule in the employee handbook against dating coworkers (yes, she’d checked), and everyone already knew she and Ryan stayed at Colton’s house, she wasn’t anxious to get the rumor mill grinding any more than it already was by adding a budding romance to the equation. She’d just as soon they keep a low profile until she figured out what was happening between them.
 
   “What’ll it be?’ asked Beverly.
 
   Colton pointed to the pewter Yggdrasil. “That one.”
 
   “Ah. Verity’s favorite.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not my—”
 
   “You’re only looking at it all the time,” said Beverly tartly, taking it out of the display case and arranging it in a little black velvet box. She looked up at Colton. “You want a bag?”
 
   He shook his head no, pulling out his wallet and handing her two twenty-dollar bills before tucking the small box in his jeans pocket.
 
   Beverly gave him his change with a shit-eating grin.
 
   “Guess you can go for the day,” she said to Verity, “since your . . . ride’s here.”
 
   It occurred to Verity to set Beverly straight and tell her that she and Colton were just friends, but the word friend sounded so hollow in her ears—so different from the way she actually felt about Colton Lane—she couldn’t make herself say it.
 
   Instead she smiled warmly at Beverly, unclipping her name tag and putting it on the counter in front of her supervisor. “Thanks. See you tomorrow?”
 
   “I’ll be here,” said Beverly, picking up her phone and typing out a text as Verity followed Colton away from the shop.
 
   “She’s going to talk about us,” said Verity.
 
   “Everyone’s already talking about us,” he answered.
 
   “Buying that necklace was just more grist for the mill.”
 
   “Maybe it’s not for you,” he muttered.
 
   “It’s unnerving . . . to be a topic of gossip.”
 
   They were halfway across the empty hall when he put his hand on her arm and stopped walking. She turned around and faced him, searching his face, surprised to see anger etched into his features.
 
   “Are you rethinking tonight?” he asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Because if you don’t want to have a date with me,” he almost snarled, “just say it. Don’t blame it on rumors that already—”
 
   “Stop.” She took a step closer to him, surprised by his outburst and anxious to reassure him. Her hand wanted to touch him—to move to his arm, to his cheek, to his neck—but Beverly was still looking on, so she clenched her fingers into a fist and met his eyes instead, pouring everything she was feeling into the way she gazed up at him. “I can’t stop thinking about tonight. It’s all I’ve thought about since Monday. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day. I’m not rethinking anything.”
 
   He’d been holding his breath as he waited for her to speak, and now he released it in a hiss, nodding his head. “Okay.”
 
   She smiled. “I’d reach for your hand right now if Beverly wasn’t looking.”
 
   “Fuck Beverly.”
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head. “We work here.” And I still don’t know where this is going.
 
   “Fine,” he said, turning toward the side door that led to the stables. “Then let’s get your brother and go somewhere we don’t work, deal?”
 
   “Deal,” she said, falling into step beside him, feeling happy again and excited about tonight. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How come Artie gets to win every night?”
 
   “I win on Sundays,” he reminded her.
 
   “Right, but doesn’t he win, like, ninety percent of the shows?”
 
   Colton nodded. “He’s the Head Knight.”
 
   “Why not you? Haven’t you been here longer?”
 
   “It’s not about seniority. I wasn’t interested in mentoring the other guys.”
 
   “And Artie is?” she asked, incredulity heavy in her voice because she had seen a good bit of Artie this week and she wouldn’t exactly choose him as a molder of young warriors. The way he walked around the castle like he owned the place made him seem super-conceited, and she gathered he didn’t value the same discretion she did when it came to dating on the job. She overheard two bartenders in the ladies’ room talking about his most recent conquests, which suddenly made her wonder . . .
 
   “Have you dated a lot of women here?” she asked Colton. “You know, coworkers?”
 
   “What’s a lot?” he asked, pushing open the door and holding it for her.
 
   Two. One. Any. Her heart dropped. Had there been tons? And wait. Was she just another casual work relationship for Colton? She bit her bottom lip because the thought was so . . . painful.
 
   “Never mind,” she said, looking around the practice yard for her brother. Two out-of-costume knights in training jousted with rubber lances.
 
   “Does it matter?” asked Colton, his voice close to her ear.
 
   No. She lifted her chin. Yes, goddamn it.
 
   Artie approached them, his Colgate smile fixed on Verity. Regardless of her frank and repeated disinterest in him, he hadn’t backed off, and she was both charmed and annoyed by his persistence.
 
   “If it isn’t the prettiest merchant in Camelot,” he said, taking her hand and pressing it to his lips, as he always did when they ran into each other at the castle. He winked at her before flicking an irritated look at Colton. “Isn’t today your day off?”
 
   Colton shrugged. “I missed you, Artie. Couldn’t stay away.”
 
   Artie pressed his hand to his chest. “Alas, Viking Knight, my heart belongs to another.” Then he winked at Verity again.
 
   “If you two will excuse me,” she said, rolling her eyes at them, “I’m going to go look for my brother.”
 
   The question of Colton’s previous girlfriends still niggled at her as she walked around the practice ring. Had he dated Beverly? Daphne? Marty? One of the many other sexy wenches with huge breasts and tiny waists who were his perfect physical match? The bartender with a snake tattooed up her arm (as opposed to the small vine of wild strawberries on Verity’s hip bone, which suddenly felt ridiculously sweet and safe next to the tribal tattoo on Colton’s foot)? Who had he dated? And how seriously? And for how long? And did she pass Verity in the hall every day, smirking, remembering how it felt to be Colton’s choice? To lie beneath him? To feel him inside? To fall asleep beside him?
 
   Her jaw clenched and her jealousy flared, tight and hot, making her heart race.
 
   Why does it bother you so much?
 
   Colton Lane doesn’t belong to you.
 
   She didn’t have a right to this much jealousy over a possible ex-girlfriend, and yet the thought of him with someone else—with anyone else—was strangely heartbreaking, like her heart had already called dibs on his, regardless of how long they’d known each other. It didn’t seem to matter that they were still new to one another. All that mattered was that she liked him more than any other man she’d ever known, which told her something important: tonight wasn’t casual for her. Whatever happened with Colton, she didn’t want it to be casual. And she couldn’t help but wonder if it was casual for him.
 
   Her thoughts were scattered by the sound of her brother’s voice nearby, and she ducked into a nearby stable entrance, where she found him standing beside Joe, their backs to her as they looked into a stall together. She backed up against the stable wall behind her to eavesdrop.
 
   “He ain’t pawin’ at the ground no more, Joe.”
 
   Joe nodded. “That’s right.”
 
   “It’s been twenty minutes, Joe, and he ain’t pawin’.”
 
   “He’s lookin’ real good, huh?” asked Joe in his deep Southern drawl.
 
   “Yeah. He don’t have the colic no more,” said Ryan, his voice full of relief.
 
   “Oh, he’s still got it, son. But it ain’t the serious kind. You remember what I told you?”
 
   “We give him the painkiller. If he stops pawin’ the ground, the colic’s gone.”
 
   “No, Ryan. If he stops pawin’, means the colic’s managed. For now. Means we don’t need to call in the veterinarian tonight. Means most likely the horse’ll pass whatever ails him. But we still need to keep an eye on him tomorrow, right?”
 
   “We sure will, Joe.”
 
   “’Cause why, son?”
 
   “’Cause we take care of things in Camelot, sir.”
 
   “Hoo-wee!” exclaimed Joe, patting Ryan on the back. “Yes, son. We surely do.”
 
   Verity’s hand reached up, flattening over her heart as tears burned the backs of her eyes. Every time, without exception, kindness made her cry faster than meanness, and watching Joe take a patient interest in Ryan just about leveled her to a blubbering mess on the stable floor.
 
   “Can I tell you somethin’, Joe?” asked her brother.
 
   “You can tell me whatever you like.”
 
   “You’re my bestest friend in the whole world.”
 
   Joe turned to look at Ryan’s profile, smiling at her brother. “Well, now, I like the sound of that, Ryan. How about you be my best friend too?”
 
   So focused on her brother’s conversation with Joe, Verity didn’t hear Colton sidle up beside her, leaning against the stable wall next to her. She didn’t know he was there until he took her free hand and laced his fingers through hers, squeezing gently as their palms fused together.
 
   Turning to him, she felt the wetness on her cheeks and realized she was crying, but she let the tears stay where they fell as she looked up into his gray eyes with all the gratitude and tenderness she felt for him.
 
   “At the risk of sounding like a broken record . . .,” she started, her voice trailing off as more tears wound down her face.
 
   “You’re welcome,” he said softly, squeezing her hand again.
 
   ***
 
   They detoured through the McDonald’s drive-through for Ryan’s dinner on the way home, picking up a Big Mac and fries as he told them about how the Gaelic Knight’s horse, Killarney, had colic and how Shawn had to use the backup mare, Sheelagh, for tonight’s show. 
 
   Verity asked her brother questions and chuckled in all the right places, but Colt could barely follow Ryan’s story. He was totally distracted by Verity sitting beside him, unable to think about anything but their date tonight and the fact that he’d have her all to himself for a few precious hours.
 
   It’s true she lived at his house. But it was also true that she and Ryan kept to themselves to some extent. She’d gotten into the habit of making them breakfast every morning, and Colt drove them to and from the castle on the days they worked the same shift, so they spent that time together. But once they were home, Verity and Ryan often turned in early, staying upstairs, quiet as mice, as though anxious not to bother or inconvenience him, when the truth was, he would have welcomed their company on the nights he was home. Verity’s especially.
 
   It was almost seven when he turned into his driveway and shut off the engine. He watched Verity as Ryan gathered up his garbage in the backseat and jumped out of the car.
 
   “See you at eight?”
 
   A smile played at the corners of her lips. “Are you picking me up at the foot of the stairs?”
 
   He shook his head. “Meet me on the back patio.”
 
   Her smile burst forth as she scanned his face with curious eyes. “What do you have planned?”
 
   “You’ll just have to wait and see,” he said, opening his door and heading into the house.
 
   That morning, while she was at work, he had driven to Target to do a little shopping: a barbecue grill and a white fabric tablecloth and napkins. Aunt Jane had collected plenty of vases that she’d left under the sink, but he stopped at a local florist and bought a dozen light pink roses. When he got home, he’d set the picnic table on the patio with the new linens and Aunt Jane’s pink china. He put the flowers in one of her vases and placed it in the center of the table. Standing back, it occurred to him that he’d be missing candlelight as evening turned to night, so he went back inside and scoured the house for candles but found none. What he did find on a basement shelf were white Christmas tree lights in four or five tangled strings. After spending an hour untangling them, he found an old flagpole in the garage and pounded it into the grass at the edge of the patio, then roped the lights from the house to the pole in five lines that made a cheerful triangle of white twinkle lights over the picnic table.
 
   Once he felt the patio was ready, he drove to the grocery store, where he bought two steaks, two cobs of corn, and two biscuits from the bakery section. He remembered how Aunt Jane would slather the cobs in butter, roll them in foil, and place them on the grill, and he figured they could cook while he grilled the steaks. He didn’t know for sure if Verity liked steak or not, but she ate bacon for breakfast, so she wasn’t a vegetarian. Next to the biscuits, he’d seen a tiny five-layer cake, just enough for two, and on a whim, he’d thrown that in his basket too.
 
   He didn’t know much about wine, but he knew that you were supposed to drink red wine with steak, so he picked up a bottle of Merlot. Now he looked at the bottle sitting on the table and realized that he had no idea if Verity was a drinker. There was so much he didn’t know about her. Really, he barely knew her at all.
 
   Though he had forbidden himself to fall for her, it astonished him how attached he’d gotten to her in such a short time. Melody had moved out six years ago, and Aunt Jane died six months later. Since then, he hadn’t made a lot of friends, preferring to keep to himself. Frankly he’d never even realized how lonely he was . . . until Verity came along.
 
   He uncorked the bottle and left it on the table, then poured some charcoal into the grill, dousing it with lighter fluid and throwing a match into the pile. It lit up immediately, and he covered it with a vented top before heading back inside. He had enough time to roll up the corn and season the steaks before she came downstairs.
 
   As he worked, he thought about her question from earlier today—the one that had gotten her so quiet: Have you dated a lot of women here? You know, coworkers? He should have just answered her because the truth was that, while he occasionally engaged in a fan fuck, the only person he’d ever dated at work was Sandy.
 
   He’d dated Sandy for a few months on and off, but their relationship had been eighty percent physical and twenty percent watching movies and eating. When their movie was over or they ran out of things to talk about—which happened all the time—they’d fuck. So they ended up fucking a lot, which made the relationship pleasurable but monumentally shallow.
 
   Not that he hadn’t missed Sandy when she left Atlanta to take a job at Tournament of Kings in Vegas. He did. At least she’d been company, even if that company consisted mostly of cold pizza and booty calls. More than anything else, he’d missed watching movies with someone. He’d missed that for months after she left.
 
   When he fantasized about Verity, which he did near constantly since meeting her, there were a surprising number of daydreams he had about sitting next to her on his bed and watching a movie. Not even fooling around—though he got hard at the thought of getting physical with her—just sitting together: her warm, small body next to his, holding hands, as they watched a movie.
 
   With the corn rolled up and the steaks covered with a layer of salt and pepper, he checked the time: 7:55.
 
   Hustling outside, he put the corn on the hot grill and the steaks, which were on a covered plate, on one end of the table. He’d wait a little bit before starting them. He plugged in the Christmas lights and took the little box from his back pocket and placed it on her plate. Some guys got their dates flowers or chocolates. He’d gotten Verity a Yggdrasil necklace. He hoped she didn’t mind.
 
   With everything ready, he picked up his phone from the table to choose some music, but he froze, his brows furrowing at the number of message alerts he found there. Scrolling down, he counted three, four, five, six different missed calls from the same familiar number.
 
   Fuuuuuuck!
 
   Shit, shit, shit!
 
   He stared at the phone, and for just a split second he considered ignoring the messages. It occurred to him to just pretend he hadn’t seen them, because he wanted tonight to be about him and Verity. The quick onslaught of shame was sharp and harrowing and made him hang his head with self-disgust. Walking away from the house, out onto the lawn, he hit the callback button.
 
   ***
 
   Verity didn’t have too many pretty things, but one dress she’d always loved was a simple skater-style dress she’d ordered from Forever 21 last year. A simple white eyelet bodice with a sweetheart neckline and spaghetti straps gathered into a short, flared white skirt with a coral belt around her waist. It was sweet but still sexy, making her waist look tiny and her breasts look bigger than they were, and she felt extra confident the few times she’d worn it. She paired it with some white wedge sandals bought on sale at Walmart, added a sterling silver bracelet her mother had given her for her sixteenth birthday, then headed downstairs with flutters in her stomach.
 
   At the foot of the stairs she took a look at her face in the mirror by the front door. 
 
   Verity and her best friend, Elaine, had always taken their makeup seriously, practicing looks they found in magazines and watching tutorials on YouTube, but she had to admit that even Elaine would have been impressed with the job she’d done tonight. She’d evened her base and tanned her face with bronzer, then given herself smoky eyes and lips the exact color of her belt. She’d washed and blow-dried her long blonde hair until it lay shiny, straight, and long down her back. Not that she’d ever left Georgia, but she felt confident that she’d captured a genuine California-girl look: blonde, tan, sexy, and breezy. And she hoped that she looked a little less girl next door and a little more sex kitten because she really, really wanted Colton to make a move on her tonight.
 
   She walked through the living room, into the kitchen, tilting her head to look out the back door, which led down three steps to the patio. Her eyes widened, and she smiled with wonder. Were those twinkle lights roped over the picnic table? Since when did the back patio have twinkle lights?
Crossing the kitchen, she opened the storm door and stepped out onto the landing, gasping softly as she looked up at the white lights over her head and the beautiful, elegant table waiting below.
 
   The table was crisp and white, set with the pink-flowered plates she used for breakfast every morning, and shiny wineglasses she’d never seen before. There was a vase of fresh flowers between the plates in the same powder pink as the flower crown she’d looked at in the gift shop earlier today. And by her plate was the little black box that held the Yggdrasil necklace. The information card inside the little box identified the tree as the crossroad of heaven and earth in Norse mythology—the tree was bound to the earth through its roots and stretched into the heavens through its branches.
 
   She sighed softly, her breath catching at how carefully he’d arranged everything for her, and she felt her crush slip away a little because, in that moment, it started changing from something superficial into something more substantial. From something merely wishful into something . . . possible.
 
   She raised her eyes to the lawn, looking for Colton, and found him with his back to her, one hand rubbing his forehead in what appeared to be consternation, the other holding his phone up to his ear.
 
   Although she wasn’t positive, she thought he looked upset, and his choice to take the call on the grass with his back to the patio indicated that it was probably a private conversation. The right thing to do would be to go back in the house and wait for him to finish the call, then come outside like she’d never seen him talking.
 
   But her curiosity got the best of her. Walking to the edge of the patio, she stood a few feet behind him, straining her neck to catch snippets of his conversation:
 
   “Tell her I love her, tell her I’m sorry, tell her—”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   “But I can come now. I can drop everything right now and be there in twenty minutes. Please, just—”
 
   There was a long pause as he listened to whatever the other person was saying.
 
   “Right,” he said, his voice softer and defeated. “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “No,” he said. “Don’t do that. I just . . . I’m so fucking sorry I—”
 
   He inhaled and sighed, nodding at whatever the other person was saying.
 
   “Okay. Yeah.” He paused for just a moment, starting to lower the phone, then pressed it back to his ear. “Hey! Wait! If she wakes up, tell her I’ll be there tomorrow. I’ll leave here at dawn and slip into her bedroom and be the first thing she sees when she opens her eyes, okay? Yeah. Bye.”
 
   And suddenly Verity wished that she hadn’t been listening.
 
   She had no idea who “she” was, but she obviously meant a lot to Colton. Not only had he offered to “drop everything” and run to her side, but he planned to go and see her first thing in the morning. No, not just see her, but “slip into her bedroom.” 
 
   Who was she? And why did Verity feel like busting into tears?
 
   “Fuck,” muttered Colton, turning around to find Verity standing behind him on the patio.
 
   She raised her hand limply in greeting. “Hi.”
 
   His eyes combed her body, but he didn’t smile, as she’d imagined he would. He took a deep breath and exhaled on a huff, shoving his phone into his back pocket. “Hi.”
 
   She glanced at the table. “Everything looks really . . . beautiful.”
 
   He nodded, looking down at the grass, his face miserable.
 
   “Hey,” she said, taking a step toward him. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, clenching his jaw as he looked at her. After staring at her for a second, he stalked over to the grill. “How do you like your steak?”
 
   “Umm . . . I don’t . . . however you like yours.”
 
   He grunted, taking a covered plate from the table and keeping his back to her as he pulled off the foil and placed two steaks on the grill.
 
   A lump rose up in her throat as she watched him. He wouldn’t look at her or talk to her or even acknowledge that she was standing there behind him, and it hurt, because tonight was supposed to be special. She looked up at the twinkle lights, feeling confused. He’d obviously put effort into making this evening special. Why was he acting like this now?
 
   The answer came swiftly.
 
   Because of the call. Because of her, whoever she was. Clearly he wanted to be with her, not Verity. And clearly being with Verity wasn’t so appealing to him anymore. She felt foolish. She felt like an inconvenience. She felt unwanted, and it made hot tears burn her eyes.
 
   “We don’t have to do this,” she said softly to his back, “if there’s somewhere else you need to be.”
 
   “Food’s already cooking. We may as well eat it.” He looked at her over his shoulder, then turned back to the grill. “I can’t give you a ride to work in the morning. You’ll have to take the bus.”
 
   Why this felt like a slap, she wasn’t certain, but it did. It stung. And it took her a long moment to remind herself that he didn’t owe her anything. He’d helped her get a job and given her a place to live. He’d never signed up to be their daily chauffeur.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Don’t bother making me breakfast.”
 
   “I won’t,” she said, but those tears were very close to falling now, and she couldn’t bear to embarrass herself by crying in front of him. “You know? I think, um, maybe we should do this another time. I mean, I feel like something’s going on with you, and maybe . . .”
 
   Her voice trailed off. She stood there like an idiot, talking to his back, waiting for him to answer, but he didn’t. He didn’t do or say anything at all. He certainly didn’t try to stop her from going back in the house.
 
   She gulped over the lump in her throat and walked around the table, heading for the stairs that led to the kitchen. There was someone else in his life, obviously. Someone who was first in his heart, which meant that she’d be a fling at best, and frankly she already knew she couldn’t handle a fling with Colton. As soon as possible, she’d find somewhere else for her and Ryan to live.
 
   She was almost on the landing when she felt his arms wrap around her waist, pulling her flush against his chest. Gasping in surprise at the sudden, unexpected contact, she backed down one step to be closer to him, and his forehead dropped gently to rest on the back of her head, his breath hot on the back of her neck. He inhaled deeply, his chest expanding into her back as his arms held her tightly.
 
   “Don’t go,” he muttered, his voice strangled and grave, pleading and sorry, frustrated and weary beyond his twentysomething years. “Please, Verity . . . don’t go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   He was acting like an asshole and he knew it, but Aunt Jane’s words— If she doesn’t have you, Colton, she has no one—tormented and shamed him.
 
   Tonight Melody had had no one. He’d been so distracted getting ready for his date with Verity, he’d failed his cousin—his flesh and blood, whom he’d promised to look after. And in startling, striking clarity he understood what Aunt Jane had meant when she asked him to be careful about whom he loved. It wasn’t just his temper that could get him into trouble and sidetrack him from Melody’s best interests. Loving someone else had the potential to imperil Melody’s prominence in his life. Perhaps that had been Aunt Jane’s primary concern all along—that whomever Colton eventually chose to love would own his heart to such an extent that there wouldn’t be any room left for Mel.
 
   Verity didn’t fight him when he reached for her. She didn’t try to break free, and his heart swelled with hope. This girl. This woman in his arms. How badly he wanted—needed—her to stick around.
 
   And while he knew, rationally, that thoughts of love were premature, his life wasn’t typical—it was complicated by his family commitments. He basically had to choose between two paths when it came to relationships: a fling, with zero commitment and no emotional investment, or opening the tightly locked door that would showcase his baggage in all its enormity. Because having a loving relationship would be impossible unless he was still able to honor his promises. And he couldn’t honor them if they stayed hidden.
 
   Sandy had been a fling, nothing more, so he’d never uttered a word about Mel to her. He had a good idea of how she’d react, and it would have made him fucking furious. Sure, he’d enjoyed Sandy’s company, and she was an enthusiastic fuck. He’d even missed her when she left, but it didn’t hurt when she left. It didn’t hurt, because they’d kept things spicy and light. He’d never come close to loving her. In fact, he’d hung out with Sandy for months, and his feelings for her hadn’t come close to the feelings he had for Verity after a handful of days.
 
   No matter how much easier it would have been for him to stay emotionless about Verity, he hadn’t been able to rein in his heart from the moment he laid eyes on her. She was different. Special. And it made the entire situation about a thousand times more complicated.
 
   This woman in his arms, with her sunny smiles and patient heart, had brought so much unexpected warmth into his lonesome life. He couldn’t let her walk away from what they were starting tonight, even if it meant walking through that door and negotiating the mess of baggage and responsibility on the other side. He couldn’t let her go back upstairs to her room and close the door on the chance of more between them. What she hadn’t yet realized was that yes, he’d helped get her a job and given her and her brother a place to stay, but he was definitely getting more out of the arrangement than she was. He felt alive for the first time in years. He felt needed in a way that was electric, not familial. He felt . . . good. So he tightened his arms and held on to her, hoping—blindly, desperately, even against his better judgment—that she wouldn’t leave.
 
   Her body, rigid at first, relaxed against his little by little, and relief flooded his heart. He pressed his lips to her hair, kissing the silken strands, then lifting his head so that she could lean against him, the back of her head on his shoulder, her lungs filling and emptying rapidly under his hands, which lay flat on her abdomen, his fingers locked together just beneath her breasts.
 
   “Don’t go,” he said again, close to her ear, daring to suck the tempting lobe between his lips. She gasped with pleasure, and he felt her shiver when he released it. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?” she asked, her voice breathless.
 
   “For being a jerk,” he said, slowly running his lips from behind her ear, down the side of her throat, to the tiny valley where her neck and collarbone met. There he kissed her softly, and she moaned—a low, tiny sound of pleasure catching a ride on a sigh. His blood rushed furiously to his cock, making him light-headed as he kissed that little hollow again.
 
   “Have dinner with me,” he murmured, letting his lips slip over her warm skin to her bare shoulder. “Please.”
 
   She took a deep breath and straightened, raising her head and turning in his arms. Drunk by the nearness of her, by the soft pressure of her breasts brushing against his chest, he didn’t notice her eyes at first. He was too focused on her mouth—on the lips he wanted to devour, to lick and taste and explore until she slid her tongue against his and begged for his hands on her body, and then he’d—
 
   “Colton.”
 
   Something in her voice sliced through his lust, and he slid his heavy gaze from her lips to her eyes, finding them troubled.
 
   Sometimes “I’m sorry” isn’t enough, he thought and flinched, leaning away from her and dropping her eyes. “I’ve ruined tonight.”
 
   “No! No.” Her hands landed gently on his face, tenderly cradling his jaw. “You haven’t ruined anything.”
 
   He twisted his neck to press his lips to her palm, hoping her breath would hitch and loving it when it did. He was learning what she liked, and every tiny lesson was precious to him. All he wanted in the whole world was to have more days to learn about her, to know her, to have the honor of looking after her for a little while longer.
 
   “Then . . .?” He looked up at her, uncertain of what would happen next.
 
   “It’s me. I . . . I haven’t known you for very long, but . . .” She hesitated before speaking again. “But I don’t think I can do casual with you.” Her lips tilted up in a sad smile as she made this confession. “I wish I could.”
 
   “Do you think I’m looking for casual?” he asked, frowning as he searched her eyes.
 
   She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, looking up into his face with heartbreaking earnestness. “I overheard some of your conversation, so I know I’m . . . I’m not the only woman in your life right now. And . . .” She gulped, then continued on, like she’d lose her nerve if she stopped talking. “I’m just . . . I’m not good at sharing, I guess.” She shrugged, her blue eyes sad but clear as she stared up at him. “We’ve known each other such a short time. My feelings are ridiculous. I know that. But I can’t help it. I like you. I already like you. If I liked you less, maybe I could have a fling with you, but I just don’t think—”
 
   “I like you too,” he blurted out, his heart bursting at the sweetness of her words and ignoring the voice of caution in his head that reminded him he wasn’t supposed to fall for her. “The woman I was talking about on the phone? I’m not romantically involved with her. She’s . . . family.”
 
   “Oh!” said Verity, blinking at him in surprise. “Oh. I didn’t know . . .”
 
   Colton nodded. “She has seizures from time to time. Had a bad one tonight.”
 
   “Oh my God!” she said, the pressure of her fingers increasing slightly with her worry. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I missed the calls from her, um, her caregiver because I was getting ready for dinner, and—”
 
   “And you felt bad about that.”
 
   He nodded. “She doesn’t have anyone else.”
 
   Her shoulders slumped with compassion. “Is she going to be okay?”
 
   “She’s sedated now and sleeping soundly, but I need to go check on her first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Maybe you should go now.”
 
   He shook his head. “No. She’s asleep now. I’d be going for me—for my guilt—not for her.”
 
   “You shouldn’t feel guilty,” she said gently.
 
   “You wouldn’t feel guilty? If Ryan was alone and in pain and you weren’t there?”
 
   She flinched, looking down. “I would.”
 
   “Then you understand.”
 
   “Yes . . . but there’s nothing you can do now. She’s being cared for. She’s asleep. You’ll go in the morning. You’ll figure out a way to make it okay.”
 
   Her words were a sweet balm to his troubled heart, and he was grateful for them. He cocked his head to the side. “So you’re not good at sharing, huh?”
 
   Her eyes flared as a sudden flush of bright red stained her cheeks. She whimpered softly, letting her hands slide from his face and dropping his eyes. He still held her around the waist, but she no longer leaned against him. Forlornly she stared down at the place where her breasts brushed his chest.
 
   “Verity?”
 
   “You must think I’m . . . Oh God, I told you I liked you . . . ” She huffed softly, raising her eyes to his throat as the color in her cheeks deepened. “I . . . I practically threw myself at you . . . saying I can’t be casual or have a fling . . . like I’m looking for some big commitment.” She groaned, shaking her head. “This is only our first date! Oh God, you must think I’m desperate and needy and—”
 
   He tightened his arms around her waist. “Look at me, Verity Gwynn.” He could tell how much courage it took for her to meet his eyes, and when she did, her entire face was the color of ripe strawberries. “You didn’t throw yourself at me. You didn’t ask for a commitment. You said you didn’t want a fling, and you know what? Neither do I. You said you like me, and the truth is that I like you too.” His lips wobbled, and he let them tilt up into a small grin because he knew how much she needed one, and he couldn’t help it anyway. Verity Gwynn embarrassed was off-the-charts appealing. “Far as I can tell, baby? We don’t have a problem.”
 
   Her lips parted in surprise. “‘Baby’?”
 
   He shrugged. “You mind?”
 
   “No,” she whispered. She searched his face for a moment before letting herself grin back, the sight of those sweet dimples making his heart soar. “But I think you’re taking it easy on me.”
 
   He leaned forward, pressing his lips to her forehead and lingering there for a moment before drawing away, his own happy grin still solidly in place because she wasn’t leaving and she liked him and she wasn’t looking for a fling. “So what? Go ahead and let me.”
 
   ***
 
   “I haven’t had steak in ages,” she said, smiling at him across the table as she cut another mouthwatering piece of perfectly grilled steak and savored it, closing her eyes and humming as she chewed. “Mmmmm.”
 
   “I’m never making you steak again, woman,” he said darkly.
 
   Her eyes popped open, and she giggled. “Why not?”
 
   “Because you’re killing me with those little noises.”
 
   Her cheeks warmed as if on command, and she reached for her wineglass, taking a sip as she watched him over the rim.
 
   It had surprised her before, when they were on the steps, that he hadn’t kissed her. She’d expected him to. She’d all but given him permission. But after a fairly chaste kiss on the forehead, he’d taken her hand and led her to the table, pouring them each a glass of wine and asking her how she liked working at TLOC as he flipped the steaks on the grill.
 
   They’d talked about work for a little while, and, to her relief, he voluntarily answered her question from earlier in the day.
 
   “This afternoon you asked if I’d ever dated anyone at work.”
 
   “I was just wondering,” she said, feeling sheepish.
 
   “I did date someone. But it wasn’t serious, and it didn’t last long.”
 
   “Is she still there?” Verity asked him, crossing her fingers under the table.
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. She took another job in Vegas a while back.”
 
   And Lord, but she’d smiled at him after that. He was free and she was free. And they liked each other. Things this good didn’t generally happen to Verity Gwynn. And suddenly, here, now, something good was happening.
 
   “No more little noises,” she promised, placing her glass back on the table.
 
   “I didn’t say ‘no more.’ I said they’re killing me.”
 
   “Well, I don’t want you to die,” she said, butterflies in her belly as she nibbled on an ear of corn.
 
   He chuckled softly. “What do you want?”
 
   To know you. To really know you, and for you to be as good and sweet and right for me as I hope you are.
 
   “To feel safe again,” she said instead.
 
   “Do you feel safe here?”
 
   She nodded. “I do.”
 
   “Then let’s consider that wish granted because nothing scary’s getting through me. What else?”
 
   She’d taken her shoes off, and he’d kicked off his flip-flops while he was at the grill. Now she sought his feet under the table because his words made her heart gallop and sigh, and she wanted to touch him. She ran one toe over the bridge of his foot, watching him sit up a little straighter, hot awareness darkening his eyes.
 
   “What else?” he asked again, his voice gravelly.
 
   “For Ryan to fit in somewhere. You know, to have a job and be useful and—I don’t know—maybe even have a friend. Someone like him.”
 
   Colton nodded slowly, stretching out his legs under the table until his feet were under her bench. “Like him?”
 
   She lifted her feet and rested them on his legs. “Slow. Sweet.”
 
   “Developmentally disabled.”
 
   “Yeah.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “This might sound mean, but . . . I don’t want to be everything to him. I want him to have his own life, you know? Outside of me. I’ll always look out for him, but . . .”
 
   “You’d like full-time care for Ryan? Like . . . in a group home?”
 
   “No!” She cringed. “I’d never put him in a . . . a home. Never.”
 
   “Wait. That’s not what I—”
 
   “No, Colton. No way in hell.”
 
   She shook her head, more and more emphatically, remembering the place she and her mother had looked at three towns over from Camilla after her father died. State-run and affordable, but filthy and outdated. Chipped light blue paint on cement block walls. Men like Ryan, zoned out, staring out barred windows while a game show blared in the background. No way. Not while she had breath in her body would Ryan end up somewhere like that. And honestly? It really bothered her that Colton even suggested it. He couldn’t possibly know what he was talking about, so it would have been better for him not to chime in.
 
   “Verity, I’m talking about a nice place where he can live with—”
 
   “Nice?” she said, drawing back her feet and sitting up primly. “Places like that don’t exist.”
 
   “Of course they do.”
 
   “You’re talking about locking up my brother like . . . like an animal, like a burden, like—”
 
   “No. I would never suggest that. I just think—”
 
   “Think what? What do you know about it anyway?” she snapped.
 
   Instantly remorseful, she bit her upper lip, chagrined by her meanness when Colton had been nothing but kind. When she looked up at him, she rubbed her forehead and tried to soften her expression. “Hot button.” She took a ragged breath and sighed, trying for a small, conciliatory smile. “New subject?”
 
   Though it looked like he had more to say, he nodded.
 
   “Sorry, again,” she said softly.
 
   He shrugged like her outburst didn’t bother him. “It’s okay.”
 
   A small, awkward silence stretched out between them for a few minutes before he asked, “What else do you want? For you, not your brother.”
 
   “Hmm,” she hummed, cutting another piece of meat and feeling relieved that he was trying to get their conversation back on track. “More steak.”
 
   “Steak?” His grin returned—small but still there—and it made her happy, made it easier to put their patch of unpleasant conversation behind.
 
   “I love it when you smile.”
 
   “Only two people in the world make me smile, you know.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side, trying to decide if he was being serious. “I’m one?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “And who else?”
 
   “Melody.”
 
   Her heart lurched, but she worked to keep her voice even. “Who’s that?”
 
   Colton took a sip of wine. “Remember before? The family member I mentioned who has seizures?”
 
   “That’s Melody?”
 
   His smile faded a little. “My cousin.”
 
   “Your cousin,” said Verity, laying her fork and knife on her almost-empty plate and pushing it aside. She rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward, closer to him. “I’m staying in her room, right?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “How old is she?”
 
   “Four years younger than me,” he said. “Twenty-four.”
 
   “Same as me. And her parents?”
 
   “My aunt and uncle passed away.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Verity. “She has epilepsy?”
 
   He stared at her hard for a moment. “She has seizures, yes.”
 
   “Before, when you mentioned a family member who’d had a seizure, I just assumed that she was older. Like a grandmother.”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope.”
 
   “Are you close to her?”
 
   He dropped her eyes, taking another sip of his wine. “Yeah. We don’t have any other family around here.”
 
   “Is she married? Any kids?”
 
   “No. And no.” Colton looked up at her, his expression unreadable. His next question made it clear that he wanted the conversation to move on from Melody. “What else do you want?”
 
   “I want to see one of your tattoos,” she said softly.
 
   In the soft light cast by the twinkle lights overhead, he took his lower lip between his teeth and grinned at her, his eyes just about twinkling too.
 
   “What if I told you they’re all in inappropriate places?”
 
   She lowered her chin and leaned closer.
 
   “I’d ask how many you have.”
 
   “Three.”
 
   She let her eyes dip to his lap, then slowly trail up the crisp white front of his dress shirt, pausing at his throat, again at his lips, and lingering on his eyes. 
 
   “I’d say you’re big, but I’m not sure there’s enough real estate on the inappropriate places for three tattoos.”
 
   His grin widened. “You haven’t seen my inappropriate places, baby.”
 
   She chuckled softly, shaking her head. “That’s true.”
 
   A new current of awareness snapped and sizzled between them. Tension. Attraction. Want. Need.
 
   Suddenly he stood up and stepped over the bench he’d been sitting on. He backed up until he was standing at the edge of the patio with his hands on his hips, facing her, in full view.
 
   “You really want to see one?” he asked.
 
   “I do.”
 
   His hands slid from his hips to his belt buckle, which drew her eyes to his crotch. Behind the denim of his jeans, she thought she saw the outline of a fairly significant bulge, but it was hard to tell in the twilight shadows. Still . . . her mouth watered. He cleared his throat, and she jerked her eyes up to meet his.
 
   “See anything you like?” he asked, his voice hot and low.
 
   “Maybe,” she said, feeling her cheeks flush with heat. Lord, but he knew how to fluster her with a few words. “But if showing me a tattoo means taking off your belt, I’m not sure I’m ready to see it quite yet.”
 
   Did she want him to make a move on her? Yes. The memory of his hot lips trailing across the sensitive skin of her throat and shoulders was recent enough to make her sigh. But was she ready to have sex? Her body would say yes . . . but her head knew that it would be smarter to wait a little longer. After all, if things went south between them, she was living with him. It would make things monumentally incredibly awkward while she looked for a new place.
 
   Best tread carefully, Verity.
 
   Holding her eyes, he nodded slowly before turning around and presenting her with a perfect view of his gorgeous ass.
 
   You could bounce a quarter off that piece of heaven, she thought, cupping her chin in wonderment.
 
   He peeked at her from behind his shoulder. “You ready?”
 
   “For what?” she asked, smiling at him.
 
   She half expected him to drop his pants, but instead he reached behind and grabbed two handfuls of his shirt, tugging the tail from his jeans. Pulling the shirt over his head, he left the arms on and held the bunched-up shirt in front of his face. His back was a sculpted work of art on its own, and her eyes hungrily traced the indent of his spine and the ripples of symmetrical muscle from the waistband of his jeans to his neck.
 
   And there, on his upper back, from one shoulder to the other and centered between the blades was another tribal tattoo, as bold and black as the one on his foot . . . and strangely familiar to her.
 
   When Verity was a little girl, her mother had shown her the Disney movie Sleeping Beauty, but unlike other little girls, who probably loved the scenes with the fairies and the princess, Verity had loved a scene at the end, starring Prince Phillip, in which he escapes from the Forbidden Mountain, riding his white steed to Aurora’s side. But Maleficent uses her staff to hurl lightning bolts at the castle, each bolt raising a thick, pitch-black vine of thorns. To get to Aurora, Phillip must hack his way through the thorns with his sword. And he does. And then he slays a dragon.
 
   Staring at Colton’s tattoo, she suddenly knew where she’d seen it before: it looked exactly like Maleficent’s thorn vines, the sharp points deadly but beautiful across his tan, muscular back.
 
   “Why did you choose it?” she asked.
 
   He shrugged, turned around and let his shirt fall, but not before she got a quick glimpse at his equally muscular chest and abdomen. Now who was trying to kill whom? she wondered, resisting the urge to sigh.
 
   “I know it’s a tribal design,” she said. “But to me, it looks like a vine of thorns.”
 
   He sat back down at the table and reached for one pink rose. Lifting it to his nose, he breathed deeply before tearing off two thorns and handing it to her.
 
   “Do you have a rose tattoo somewhere?” she asked, taking the flower from him.
 
   “No,” he said, staring at her across the table. “I only have the thorns.”
 
   His words were infused with double meaning, but she didn’t push him to explain. Lifting her glass to her lips, she finished the last of her wine.
 
   “Thank you for dinner.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” He picked up the box that had sat beside the flowers on the table all evening. He opened it and took out the necklace. “This is for you.”
 
   She pushed the vase of flowers between them gently to the side and leaned over the table. “Put it on for me?”
 
   He unclasped it, drew it around her neck and fastened it in the back, letting his fingers brush her hot, sensitive skin before sitting back and staring at it nestled in the small valley between her breasts.
 
   “It looks good,” he said, his voice thick.
 
   She fingered it gently. “I love it.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Next time, I’ll cook.” Damn it. Too forward. “I mean, if there is a—”
 
   “I hope there’s a next time,” he said smoothly.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I have a show tomorrow night, two on Saturday, and the matinee on Sunday. Any chance you want to watch a movie with me on Sunday night? After the show?”
 
   “Here?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You know, I’ve never noticed a TV anywhere.”
 
   “That’s because there’s only one. It’s in my room.”
 
   Oh. Ohhhhhh. “Um . . .”
 
   He read her mind and grinned. “A movie, Verity. I’m not going to jump your bones.” He picked up his wineglass and finished the rest of his Merlot. “Unless you ask me to.”
 
   The way he said it was at once adorable and provocative, and made her smile as her breath caught. “We’ll see . . .”
 
   “Yes, we will.”
 
   She stood up, looking down at the table—at their empty plates and wineglasses, the vase of flowers, the still-starched linens. “Let me help you bring some of this inside.”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. This was my show. I’ll take care of striking it.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “I’m sure.” He stood up. “But I’ll walk you to the stairs like a good date.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, her heart beating a mad rhythm as she walked over to the steps that led to the kitchen. She climbed them without looking back, but as she opened the kitchen door, his arm reached over her shoulder to hold it, and her eyes slid to the vein that wound around his muscular arm like a vine. She imagined tracing it with her tongue, and a shiver sailed down her spine as he followed her through the little kitchen into the dark living room. At the foot of the stairs, she stopped and turned around to look at him.
 
   “Thank you for having dinner with me tonight,” he whispered.
 
   She nodded, too nervous, too hopeful, to form words.
 
   Kiss me. Oh God, Colton, please kiss me.
 
   In the moonlight streaming through the living room windows, she saw his jaw clench and his eyes narrow like it hurt to look at her. “You could do better than me, Verity.”
 
   She shook her head as she took a step toward him, closing the distance between them. With every shallow breath her breasts brushed his chest, making her nipples pebble into tight points. She tilted her head back to look up at him and reached for his face, tenderly cupping his tight jaw between her palms. “Even if that’s true, it’s too late. I told you . . . I already like you.”
 
   His arms clamped around her waist, his eyes searching hers fiercely as he pulled her hard against the wall of his body.
 
   “If you don’t want this, say so. Say it now.” A lethal growl. “Say it.”
 
   She stared up at him and said nothing. And then, as her heart fluttered like a wild thing behind her ribs, she deliberately parted her lips and licked them.
 
   Like a starving man suddenly offered a buffet, his mouth came down hard and hungry on hers, one hand sliding up her back, his fingers plunging and threading through her hair to pull back her head. His other arm held her small body tightly to his massive, muscular form—so tightly, she could feel the rigid bulge of his erection against her belly and the rapid swell of his lungs as he devoured her lips.
 
   Her fingers curled, her nails flexing into his cheeks, demanding his closeness. As his lips moved harder on hers, she kissed him back with a welling, rising frenzy of lust that rolled through her body like thunder, heating her up like fever. Low, desperate moans of want, of greed, of inviolable fucking need to meet her deprivation, rose up from the base of her throat, and he groaned in response, backing her up against the wall behind her and wedging his knee between her legs.
 
   On her tiptoes, she arched her back away from the wall as his tongue swept into her mouth, making hot tears spill over the well of her eyes as her fingers spread and froze, shocked by the intense feeling of his hot velvet tongue sliding slowly, willfully, possessively across hers. Then she gasped, plunging her hands into his hair as he growled into her mouth, the hand around her waist moving to her ass and cupping to shove her forward. Her dress rode up to her hips as she straddled his thigh, the wetness between her legs surely dampening his jeans, her breasts crushed against his chest. Their tongues twisted and tangled, their shared pants of breath a ragged symphony.
 
   She arched again, grinding against him, desperate to quell the throb of need building savagely between her legs. Frustrated that she could find no release, she whimpered, finally letting her head fall back against the wall.
 
   His lips slid from her mouth, along the edge of her jaw, to her throat, to the curve where her neck and shoulder met, and there he rested, his chest heaving into hers as he panted against the bare skin of her shoulder.
 
   “Baby,” he sighed. “Verity.”
 
   Her name was want.
 
   Her name was need.
 
   Her name was truth.
 
   Reaching for her waist, he held her gently as he drew back his knee, supporting her until she opened her eyes and looked up at him.
 
   Her breasts rose and fell quickly as she took short, shallow breaths, staring up at him with wonder.
 
   “Good night, Verity,” he said, lowering his arms and stepping away from her.
 
   For just a moment he hesitated, his dark eyes locked on hers, and she wondered if he’d pull her into his arms again. Part of her hoped so, but another part of her wanted the epic kiss that had just irreversibly shifted the axis of her world to be tonight’s finale.
 
   As if he could read her mind, he grinned wickedly at her, then backed away into the shadows of the living room, his footsteps moving toward the kitchen.
 
   “Good night, Colton,” she whispered into the darkness, placing her palm over her heart as she watched him go.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Colt slept like shit. Again.
 
   That kiss.
 
   That kiss. 
 
   That white-hot fucking kiss had shocked the shit out of him.
 
   Beneath the girl-next-door sweetness of Verity Gwynn, there simmered volcanic levels of heat that had totally floored him. Colt wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but she had answered his hunger with a fierce desire of her own that he never saw coming. He’d felt her arousal—the hardness of her nipples through her dress and his shirt, the heat of her pussy pressed against his jeans, the fucking sounds she made, the pressure of her hands buried in his hair, the way she arched against him and gyrated against his thigh wedged between hers. That kiss had escalated so fast, it made his head spin. And it made his body want. So. Much. More.
 
   But all he’d gotten was a super-shitty night’s sleep.
 
   After he’d cleaned up the back patio and kitchen, he’d stripped down for bed, but his body was too wired, and his fucking cock wouldn’t give up its futile fucking hopes for more. Snapping on the light, he benched for thirty minutes, but that didn’t really help either, so he jerked off, clenching his eyes shut, remembering the slide of her tongue, the way she moaned into his mouth and swallowed his groans of pleasure, the way she’d feel, tight and hot, if the day came when he made love to her. He came quickly in his hand, but his fantasies didn’t quit and he hardened again. It took beating it again in the shower to finally take the edge off his hunger, but he still slept like shit because he couldn’t stop thinking about her, his foolish fucking head imagining a life that included her until he finally drifted off to sleep after two.
 
   When his alarm sounded at 6:15, he slammed the palm of his hand over the snooze button, but thankfully he’d disabled it before bed last night, and the alarm continued to blare in his ear and forced him to wake up.
 
   Melody was up at seven o’clock every morning, rain or shine, and Colt had promised to be the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes. After leaving her abandoned last night, the least he could do was be there on time this morning.
 
   Sighing deeply, he pushed off the covers and reached for the jeans he’d worn last night. He stared at the denim in his hands for a moment, then held them up by the waistband, taking a moment to figure out which thigh he’d wedged between Verity’s legs and then pressing the fabric to his nose. And fuck. He could smell her.
 
   Clenching his jaw tightly, he closed his eyes, inhaling her scent deeply and thinking she smelled so much like fucking heaven, he couldn’t wait to taste her too. His body tightened in response to that sexy fucking thought, and he pressed the denim up to his face, practically bathing in the remnants of her scent.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Fuck fuck fuuuuuck.
 
   He was falling for her. Hard.
 
   Disgusted with himself, he balled up the jeans and threw them in the laundry basket, then opened a drawer and pulled out another pair of jeans, dragging them up his legs. He grabbed a plain white T-shirt from the top drawer, then pulled a black button-down shirt from a hanger in his closet, shrugging it over his shoulders as he slipped his feet into the leather thongs he’d been wearing last night.
 
   Five minutes later, he was pulling away from his house, his eyes fixed on the still-dark window that used to be Melody’s bedroom, and he hoped that Verity had enjoyed a better night’s sleep than he had.
 
   Whatever thoughts he’d had about not falling for Verity were laughable at this point. It hadn’t taken long for him to get in deep—he was in way over his head—and unfortunately, after last night, he had zero interest in getting back out. His body was on fire for her. His mind couldn’t set her aside for more than a moment. His heart raced when he thought of spending time alone with her. The only direction he wanted to move, where Verity Gwynn was concerned, was forward.
 
   And yet their discussion last night had added a whole new level of challenge to the possibility of a relationship between them. He and Verity had important things in common that she didn’t know about yet, but the way they handled those similarities was wildly different. So different, in fact, he had purposely kept certain vital particulars about his life to himself after she’d gotten upset with him about Ryan and group homes. And now, in the bright light of day, he wasn’t certain he’d made the right choice. He didn’t ever want her to think that he was deceiving her by omission. But the reality was that the situation was fucking delicate, and he didn’t want to fuck it up.
 
   With almost no cars on the road this early, he had an easy twenty-minute drive north to Norcross. He slipped his access card into the card reader at the entrance to Bonnie’s Place and watched the black gate slowly slide open.
 
   He entered the gated community, as he had a hundred times before, driving past two ten-unit condo complexes on either side of the landscaped road, all freshly painted a subtle gray with bright white trim and fronted by manicured lawns. Next, on his left, was the swimming pool and community center, with a wide wraparound porch, decorated with hanging baskets of hot-pink geraniums, and across the road from that, on his right, was the Laundromat, café, and sundries store. Turning right, onto Wellness Way, he passed two more ten-unit condo complexes on either side of the road, circled a roundabout with a bubbling fountain, and turned right again, onto Bravery Boulevard.
 
   Pulling up in front of complex F (Is For “Friendship”), he cut the engine and looked up at the tidy building that Melody, who’d been born with Down syndrome, had called home since six months before her mother passed away from cancer.
 
   Bonnie’s Place was exactly the sort of safe, caring, modern community that Verity had sworn last night didn’t exist.
 
   It was a gated village for developmentally disabled adults, housing eighty residents in eight condo complexes that were staffed by a twenty-four-hour CM, or coach and mentor. It was Melody’s p.m. CM, Dawn, who had called Colt to tell him about Melody’s seizure. It was also Dawn who’d alerted the on-call doctor and seen to her care when her legal guardian, Colt, was nowhere to be found.
 
   He checked his watch. It was ten of seven, so he hustled over to the basement apartment that the CMs shared and rang the bell. After a moment, Francisco, the on-duty CM, answered, offering Colt a wide smile.
 
   “Hey, man!” he said, reaching out his hand, which was covered with the same sort of tribal tattoos that Colt favored.
 
   Colt shook it, nodding at his Hawaiian friend, who’d been a CM at Bonnie’s Place since Mel had arrived, shortly after her eighteenth birthday. “How’s she doing?”
 
   “Just checked the monitor. She’s still asleep.”
 
   “Dawn left at five?”
 
   Francisco nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “I owe her flowers. And chocolates. And my firstborn.”
 
   “Nah,” said Francisco as Colton followed him through the apartment to the stairs that led to level one and two of the condo building. “She knew you felt bad.”
 
   There were a total of four regular CMs—Dawn, Francisco, Brooke, and Lamont—who staffed Mel’s unit, providing direction and assistance for all manner of day-to-day needs, including personal grooming, health and safety, communication and socialization, and home management skills, such as meal preparation and home maintenance. The CMs made sure that the residents were on time for the shuttle that took them to their jobs in the local community, and stayed in constant communication with both their employers and parents or guardians.
 
   Although the residents of Bonnie’s Place lived in their own apartments, with their own bedroom, bathroom, living room, and kitchen, it also adopted a modified group home approach in that a CM was always available in the same building and regularly checked up on the residents. Aunt Jane had approved the installation of three video monitors in Melody’s apartment so that she could be monitored for seizures.
 
   Independence with care. Living alone with a giant safety net.
 
   Passing the door that led to the first floor, they climbed to the second landing and Francisco swiped his card over the reader that allowed them to enter the upstairs hallway. There were three apartments to the left and two to the right, with a common room in the middle of the hallway with a window-seat alcove, TV, game table, and reading area.
 
   “You want me to go with you?” asked Francisco.
 
   Colt shook his head. “No, thanks. I got it.”
 
   Francisco slapped him on the back. “Stop beating yourself up. You’re allowed to have a life, you know.”
 
   “I should have been here.”
 
   “You will be. Next time.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   Francisco winked at him, then turned back around as Colt headed for the third door on the left, swiping his card over the reader beside the doorbell. The light on the keypad changed from red to green, and as quietly as he could, Colt eased into Mel’s apartment.
 
   In the months before she died, Aunt Jane had decorated the apartment with loving care: a fluffy lavender rug covered the floor of the living area, which had a violet love seat and a purple-upholstered easy chair. A TV sat on a stand in the corner, and Mel’s unit had sliding doors that led to a small balcony, large enough for two chairs and a small table, where she liked to eat her breakfast. Crossing the living room, Colt pressed his ear to her bedroom door but heard nothing, so he backed away and headed for the kitchen, opening the fridge to take out four eggs, butter, and milk.
 
   He pulled down a bowl and whisked the eggs with milk, then melted butter in a skillet before pouring the raw eggs into the hot pan. As it sizzled and spat, he checked the clock: 6:58. He poured two glasses of orange juice and took them out to the table on the balcony, then shoved two pieces of oat bread in the toaster. Just as they popped up, he heard her bedroom door open and her familiar voice say, “C-C-C-Colton?”
 
   Melody didn’t speak like a typical adult. Her speech was low, stilted, and somewhat garbled to an untrained ear, but since she’d been all but a sister to him since he was a young, angry preteen, Colt didn’t really notice anymore.
 
   “Got breakfast started, Mel,” he called from the kitchen. “Juice on the table. Eggs done. Buttering the toast. You hungry?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m hungry, C-C-C-Colton.”
 
   She shuffled into the living room, and he looked up to catch her stretching. Her reddish-blonde hair was still in the French braid that Dawn must have plaited before bed, and her Hello Kitty pajamas were wrinkled.
 
   “I had a s-s-seizure last night.” She clicked her teeth together, looking at him through her thick glasses.
 
   “I heard,” he said. He finished buttering the toast and cut it in half, placing two pieces on her plate and two on his, then picked up the plates and turned to face her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”
 
   “Dawn was here.”
 
   “I know. I’m still sorry I wasn’t.”
 
   “It’s . . . okay, C-C-C-Colton.”
 
   He scanned her face with his eyes. Her familiar freckles. Her chapped lips. Her bright blue eyes. Her ruddy cheeks. Her cheerful smile. And he did what he always did. He smiled back because he loved her.
 
   “Ready for breakfast, Mel?”
 
   Her smile widened as she turned for the balcony. “I’m always ready for breakfast, silly. You know that.”
 
   ***
 
   Since Colton was working the evening show, he didn’t need to be in until four o’clock, which meant that Verity, who was working the matinee shift, hadn’t seen him since last night.
 
   It was probably for the best because, after last night’s kiss, she wouldn’t have been able to keep her eyes off him if he walked by or stopped to visit her, and she definitely would have taken a bathroom break right about the time he entered the arena to fight Artie, so she could watch him fight for a few minutes.
 
   It was impossible to miss—even upon first meeting—that Colton Lane was a force field of sexual energy. From the intense, angry set of his jaw to the hard, coiled strength in his frame, she’d been mesmerized by the hard-core masculinity of him. But she couldn’t have predicted their mutual chemistry. It was one thing for him to be sexy—to make any woman’s mind beeline straight to the bedroom when he was in sight—but it was quite another to discover that together they were combustible.
 
   All day she’d relived their kiss, daydreaming into space, squelching little whimpers and soft sighs as she remembered the way his hand had masterfully cupped her skull, the way his arm had braced her back, his knee between her thighs, her soaked panties rubbing against his jeans. Just as she’d somehow known he would, he’d owned her with that kiss. Completely.
 
   But she’d also felt his arousal, heard his groans, felt the pressure of his fingers against her scalp, and seen the desperate want in his eyes before he dipped his head and claimed her mouth with his. She recalled the way he’d grabbed her around the waist when she decided to leave the patio before their night together had even begun—the way he’d held on to her, sliding his lips along her throat and shoulder, begging her not to leave him.
 
   It was intoxicating for her to realize that this sexy, beautiful Viking Knight with a heart of gold wanted her, liked her, little Verity Grace Gwynn from nowhere, when it felt like he could have anyone. She leaned her elbow on the glass case as a customer stood before her, trying to decide between a Celtic cross and Thor’s hammer, and Verity fingered the charm she hadn’t taken off since last night.
 
   “What’s that?” asked the customer.
 
   Verity looked up in surprise, smiling at the young woman as she reached for the necklace Colton had given to her. “It’s the Yggdrasil tree.”
 
   “Irish?”
 
   “Nope. Norse,” she said. “Viking.”
 
   She sorted through the charms, finding another one just like hers and setting it on a display tray of black velvet on the counter.
 
   “Ohhhh. What is it? You know, like, what does it mean?”
 
   Verity grinned at the woman, remembering Colton clasping it around her neck last night and everything that came after. “They believed that Yggdrasil was the crossroads between heaven and earth.”
 
   “Oh, wow. That’s so romancey.”
 
   “Mmm. You bet.”
 
   “I’ll take it.”
 
   “Want a chain too?”
 
   “Yeah. I want it to look just like yours.”
 
   Verity wrapped up the charm and chain and placed both in a little black box, running the woman’s credit card before waving good-bye.
 
   “Well,” said Beverly, looking around the almost-empty main hall as the last of the matinee stragglers headed out to the parking lot, “I guess we can start straightening up for the evening shift.”
 
   “Mind if I go to the bathroom first?”
 
   Beverly shrugged. “Don’t take forever. We only have an hour before Annaliese and Desiree get here, and that birthday party of little brats messed up all the princess dresses and crowns. They all have to be restocked.”
 
   “Two minutes,” promised Verity, grinning at her crotchety coworker.
 
   “Save your smiles for the Viking,” she grumbled.
 
   “Beverly,” she said, “I’ve told you, there’s nothing between me and—”
 
   Beverly’s eyes shot with precision to the necklace around Verity’s neck. “I might have believed you yesterday . . . but not today.”
 
   Verity felt her cheeks heat up, but she refused to be sorry or feel embarrassed about the wonderful thing that was happening between her and Colton, so she decided to say nothing. She smiled again, then ducked under the counter and headed for the bathroom. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Still fingering the Yggdrasil charm, she exited the main hall through the double doors that led to the employee hallway and walked toward the bathroom, hoping Colton might arrive a few minutes early and she’d get a glimpse of him. Unfortunately the only knight headed in her direction was Artie Kingston, still in costume, sweaty and dusty from the matinee.
 
   “Hey, princess!” he called, waving to her.
 
   “Hi, Artie,” she answered, giving him a half smile. She didn’t want to encourage him, but she didn’t want to get a reputation for being an unfriendly bitch either.
 
   “Where you headed?”
 
   “Bathroom.”
 
   “Can I come?” he asked, a devilish gleam in his eye as he stopped before her, blocking her way.
 
   “To the bathroom?” she asked, giving him a look.
 
   “Nice and private,” he said, grinning.
 
   “And superromantic,” she deadpanned. “Thanks, but no thanks.”
 
   “Aw!” he said, beating his chest with a flattened palm. “You wound me, milady.”
 
   She laughed, taking a step forward. “Have a good rest of the day.”
 
   But Artie didn’t move out of her way, and his playful expression straightened as he put his hands flat on the hallway walls on either side of them, completely blocking her way.
 
   “Stay and chat.”
 
   “I need to get back.”
 
   “You can go when I say so.”
 
   Uneasiness. Verity gulped, looking up at him. “I’m in the middle of a shift. Beverly will—”
 
   “She can wait,” he said, his eyes trailing down her body, pausing at the small swell of her breasts in her princess dress before climbing back up. His look made her feel uncomfortable. Dirty. “You’re starting to hurt my feelings. When are you going out with me, gorgeous?”
 
   Enough was enough. She took a step back, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m not.”
 
   “You’re seriously going to choose that Neanderthal over me?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She looked over her shoulder, but no one was coming down the hallway, and her uneasiness was growing into something more like low-grade panic. “Please let me pass.”
 
   “I’m not done talking yet,” he said, his voice superficially affable but laced with taunting meanness. He leaned forward. “You know what? We don’t have to go out, Verde. We could just fuck in the stables after the show sometime.”
 
   Fury lashed through her, and her chin snapped up. Before she could stop herself or think better of it, she whipped her hand back, then launched it forward, connecting with his cheek with a loud crack.
 
   “What the hell?” he demanded, dropping one arm from the corridor wall to cradle his bright red cheek with his palm.
 
   “You’re a filthy pig! Leave me alone.”
 
   Hurrying past him, she ducked into the ladies’ room before he could grab her. She stood with her back against the door, panting with anger and adrenaline. For just a split second, she worried that she might have isolated herself in a place where Artie could finish what he’d started, so she was relieved to hear the sound of conversation by the sinks.
 
   Well, momentarily relieved, anyway.
 
   “Go for Shawn . . . or Sebastian.”
 
   “He’s kinda short.”
 
   “So what? He’s hot.”
 
   “Superhot.”
 
   “Not as hot as Artie.”
 
   “Or Colt.”
 
   “Colt’s bod is hot, but he’s a prick.”
 
   “Yeah. A big one.”
 
   Snickering.
 
   “You know he’s got a big one.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Remember Sandy? She used to work here? Holy shit. She used to go on and on about his dick. Apparently, he’s hung like King Kong.”
 
   Verity’s cheeks blazed with heat as she listened. She had felt the enormous bulge of his erection against her stomach last night, and Sandy hadn’t been lying, but she didn’t like the way these women were talking about Colton.
 
   “I’d do him.”
 
   “You would?”
 
   “Yeah. In the dark. So I didn’t have to look at his face.”
 
   “You think he’s that bad-looking? I could, like, forgive a lot of ugly if his dick was a magic wand.”
 
   Verity cast her eyes down, anger boiling inside her. She’d had just about enough of this. It was bad enough that they were talking about her Colton like a piece of meat, but now they were just being catty bit—
 
   Wait.
 
   A slow smile spread across her face, eclipsing Artie’s crudeness and the girls’ meanness. Her Colton. Hers. And that’s when she knew—saw it in her head like a flash of lightning or in blinking, hot-pink neon:
 
   I’m going to fall in love with him.
 
   It’s going to happen.
 
   (It’s already happening.)
 
   And there’s not a thing I can do to stop it, even if I wanted to.
 
   Accepting the absoluteness of these thoughts with a shaky sigh of surrender, she tuned back into the women’s conversation.
 
   “No one’s going to be offering him a modeling contract anytime soon, that’s for damn certain.”
 
   Verity cleared her throat, raised her chin, and walked down the dim corridor from the bathroom entrance to the stalls and sinks. As she rounded the corner, both women, who worked as bartenders, but whom Verity didn’t know by name, stopped talking and looked over at her.
 
   “Oh, hiiiiii,” said one of them in a singsong voice.
 
   “Hey, Verde,” said the other.
 
   Her cohort snickered, then adopted puppy-dog eyes. “I hope you didn’t hear what we were talking about.”
 
   “I did, in fact,” said Verity, putting her hands on her hips.
 
   “Aw,” said the first, shrugging with a sorry-not-sorry grimace. “We didn’t mean it. He’s not that bad-looking.”
 
   Her friend smirked at Verity, then turned to her pal and whispered loudly behind her hand, “In the dark.”
 
   Verity chuckled softly, nodding her head at them for a moment before freezing her face in disgust and narrowing her eyes.
 
   “Just remember . . . his King Kong dick belongs to me.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice to a purr. “And mark my words, girls, that’s no exaggeration.”
 
   They both stared at her with their jaws dropped and eyes wide, and she left them like that, walking past them into a far stall and slamming the lock shut.
 
   After a moment of silence, one of them said, “I take it back. I wouldn’t fuck him. I wouldn’t even want to be alone with him. I heard he killed somebody in high school.”
 
   Verity winced, holding her breath as she sat down on the toilet fully dressed.
 
   “True dat. He only got off because of a technicality.”
 
   “Google it, princess,” one of them called loudly, over the stall.
 
   “Come on,” said her friend. “Let’s go.”
 
   No. Way.
 
   Killed someone?
 
   Impossible.
 
   Totally fucking impossible . . . right?
 
   She listened to their retreating footsteps, hating it that their words had sown a seed of doubt when the man they were discussing had been nothing but kind to her and Ryan. But she gulped, thinking back to the motel parking lot where he’d broken that guy’s leg for harassing her brother. He’d barely thought about it—just brought down that crowbar like the hammer of Thor and smashed the guy’s leg to smithereens.
 
   “Did he kill someone?” she whispered, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.
 
   Well, it wouldn’t be hard to find out. Her phone was in the purse under the counter at the gift shop, but she was suddenly torn between wanting to look up his name and refusing to lower herself to such malicious gossip.
 
   Then again, she was living with him. Could she be placing herself and Ryan in danger? She rubbed her forehead and clenched her eyes shut because the idea was beyond troubling. It was . . . frightening.
 
   By the time she left the bathroom, her heart was galloping, and her freshly washed palms were sweating. She walked back down the hallway, totally consumed by her own thoughts. So consumed, in fact, that she didn’t notice anyone else was in the corridor until he’d grabbed her hand and pulled her back up against his chest.
 
   “Oh!” she cried, assuming it was Artie and ready to fight him off until she took a sharp breath through her nose and recognized his smell. Soap and clean laundry, a little sweat and a whole lot of man. That was all Colton. And whatever misgivings she’d had a moment before were traded for a crashing wave of lust and affection and relief. He was here. Holding her. Anchoring her. Suddenly she wasn’t adrift in dark waters anymore. Just like that, she was safe again, just as he’d promised her last night.
 
   “Come with me,” he whispered close to her ear.
 
   “I have to get back,” she protested weakly.
 
   “Two minutes,” he said.
 
   She nodded, letting him drag her into a janitor’s closet. It was pitch-dark and smelled strongly of bleach. She couldn’t see anything, but Colton still held one of her hands, and she reached out with the other to touch his chest, flattening her palm over his heart.
 
   “I missed you today, sunshine,” he said, pulling her into the warm haven of his arms.
 
   Sunshine. Oh, my heart.
 
   She knew that she should ask him about the terrible rumor she’d just heard, but she couldn’t. All she could do was close her eyes and lean into him, forgetting about Artie’s crude offer and the catty bitchiness of the girls in the bathroom.
 
   He was hard and strong but somehow managed to be gentle, rubbing her back as she rested her cheek against his chest.
 
   “Long day?”
 
   For just a second she thought about unburdening her heart, but he didn’t deserve her suspicion. After everything he’d done for her, he deserved her trust.
 
   “How’s Melody?” she asked.
 
   “She’s fine. We had breakfast together, I drove her to work, and then I went back to her place to update and fix a few things before coming here.”
 
   “You’re a good cousin.” A good man, regardless of what she’d overheard. Even if it was true—even if he had, God forbid, killed someone—there had to be a reason, a story, a logical explanation for what had happened, and until she had all the facts, she wouldn’t allow her imagination to run wild.
 
   “I can’t stop thinking about last night,” he murmured, and she felt his lips press down on the top of her head.
 
   “Me either.”
 
   “I want a repeat,” he groaned as she wound her arms around his waist.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Sunday?”
 
   She nodded against his chest, taking a deep breath and smiling next to his heart. “Sunday.”
 
   ***
 
   Verity’s willpower not to Google Colton’s name lasted until she and Ryan boarded the bus for his house an hour later. Plagued by the thought that he could have killed another human being, she made sure that Ryan was happily settled with his banged-up iPod and a Baggie of Goldfish before opening the Internet browser on her phone.
 
   Typing in his name, she pressed enter and waited as about thirty thousand random entries popped up. Her lips twitched and she added the word Georgia to her query, hoping it would narrow the results, and sure enough, the fourth entry (and several more below it) read “Colton Lane, Atlanta, Georgia, acquitted on charges of battery.”
 
   She scrolled down the screen, looking for the words murder or manslaughter or anything else that might verify her coworkers’ outlandish claims, but there was nothing, and she breathed a deep sigh of relief. He hadn’t killed anyone. Goddamned bitches! Thank God.
 
   Then again, a charge of battery in his past wasn’t something to cheer about either.
 
   She glanced at her brother, reassuring herself that he was content, then leaned forward and clicked on an article as the bus hummed along toward the house that Colton was selflessly sharing with them.
 
   The article had been published nine years ago, when Colton was eighteen years old and a senior in high school. Apparently some fellow seniors had been harassing his cousin, Melody Spindler, and he’d beat them both unconscious. He’d been acquitted based on a defense argument that Melody, who had special needs, was unable to protect herself and Colton was protecting her in the same way that a parent was allowed to protect a child.
 
   Special needs. Hmm. Her eyes lingered on the words, and she considered them for a moment, sliding her eyes to Ryan, who was enthusiastically mouthing the words to “Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious” beside her.
 
   Looking back at the article for clues about Melody’s particular special needs, Verity couldn’t find any. Because Melody had been only fifteen at the time, and a minor, details about the exact nature of her disability and the harassment she’d endured had been withheld.
 
   And then Verity remembered: Melody suffered from seizures.
 
   Of course. The harassment probably had to do with her seizures. She’d been a target because of her disability. Poor thing.
 
   Verity’s heart surged with affection as all the puzzle pieces came together. Just like Colton had come to Ryan’s rescue, he’d protected his cousin in high school. A dark knight. An avenging angel. A superhero. A righteous vigilante. Someone who fought for those who couldn’t fight for themselves, who protected those who were vulnerable.
 
   If that was his crime, she applauded it. She welcomed it. It raised him up in her estimation, and the next time a couple of troublemaking bitches at work threw around words like murderer or killer, she’d be ready. Oh Lord, would she be ready.
 
   Satisfied that Colton was every bit as wonderful as she’d believed him to be before her restroom run-in, she sighed and closed her browser, sitting back in her seat and thinking about their short interlude in the janitor’s closet this afternoon. After they’d reconfirmed their plans for Sunday, she slid her hand aside and rested her ear directly over his heart, listening to its strong, even pounding, praying that the rumors she’d just heard were false. He didn’t kiss her, just held her close until she’d tested Beverly’s patience enough and decided she had to go back. She pulled away from him, and without a word, he opened the closet door, checked to be sure the coast was clear, then gave her a crooked grin before stepping into the corridor.
 
   She rested her head against the bus window.
 
   Right now, Sunday felt like a million years away.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Verity and Colton had worked opposite shifts on Saturday but they were both scheduled for the matinee shift on Sunday, so Verity woke up elated at the prospect of spending most of the day together, humming “Whistle While You Work” as she made French toast for breakfast. 
 
   While the skillet warmed up a lump of butter, she looked out the back door at Ryan, who was sitting on the grass, enjoying the cool morning before the sweltering heat of the day moved in. He leaned back on his elbows, grinning at the sky, and it occurred to Verity that she hadn’t seen him so carefree since they’d left Camilla. A wave of happiness made her smile as she raised a coffee mug to her lips, watching her brother through the back door window.
 
   “Jesus, you’re beautiful.”
 
   She glanced left and found Colton standing at the mouth of the hallway that led back to his bedroom, staring at her with an expression somewhere between pain and pleasure.
 
   “In my old bathrobe with no makeup on and my hair in a granny bun?”
 
   “In anything,” he said softly, like it was true.
 
   “Good morning,” she said, grinning at him because she was so happy and because, in her eyes, in every way that counted, in every way that mattered, he was beautiful too.
 
   He stepped forward in a slightly stiff morning swagger, his bare feet padding softly on the linoleum. Bending down, he pressed his lips to her forehead, then leaned back to look at her. “Now it is.”
 
   “You ready to finally win today?” she asked, her heart aflutter from the touch of his lips. She crossed the kitchen to take a piece of egg-soaked white bread from a bowl and place it in the sizzling pool of melted butter.
 
   He leaned against the back door and looked out at Ryan for a moment before turning back to her. “I’ve got a date with you tonight. I already won.”
 
   “Are you the same surly man who walked across a crowded ballroom scowling at me a week ago?”
 
   He lowered his eyes, his lips twitching. “Are you the same chatterbox who wouldn’t let me go to the bathroom?”
 
   “Is that where you were headed when we met?”
 
   He nodded. “I needed a break from Lynette.”
 
   “Well, I guess you got a lot more than you bargained for,” she said, picking up a spatula and flipping the toast.
 
   “Ask me if I’d change anything.”
 
   She cut her eyes to his, searching his face. “Would you?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said. “Not one thing.”
 
   “Me either,” she said, tugging her bottom lip into her mouth, “though I’m sorry you had to, you know, take care of those guys back at the motel.”
 
   Her comment spilled over from her dreams last night, which had been a result of her efforts to paint Colton’s character and understand the many parts that made up the man. Sweet and brutal. Tender and fierce. Taciturn and passionate.
 
   He inhaled deeply, shrugging his burly shoulders under a tight gray T-shirt. “Guys like that have it coming.”
 
   “I know, but you could have gotten in a lot of trouble if someone had seen or if they’d called the cops,” she said, transferring the golden toast to a waiting plate and adding a new piece of soggy bread to the frying pan.
 
   “But they didn’t call the cops,” he said. “Because they were wrong. Because some part of them knew they deserved what they got.”
 
   “Of course they did,” she said, remembering her brother’s helplessness as the men taunted him, “but it worries me for you. I’d hate . . . I mean, I’d hate to see you end up in jail for doing what you thought was right.”
 
   His eyes narrowed for a moment, and his voice grew noticeably gruffer. “I get the feeling you’re trying to say something, Verity, so how’s about cutting to the chase?”
 
   Was she? Was she trying to say something? Why? What good was opening this can of worms? Was it guilt over knowing about his past from someone other than him? Worry that he could get in trouble on her account? Fear that he could unleash that rage on her or Ryan? Or some combination of all three?
 
   “A couple of girls at work mentioned . . .”
 
   Her voice trailed off as she watched him flinch. He raised his chin, his eyes cooling so fast, it made her heart clench.
 
   “You don’t seem like the type to put stock in gossip.”
 
   Damn it. They’d started out this morning tender and flirtatious, and she was ruining it.
 
   “I’m not. But I’m still learning who you are, and they mentioned an incident in high school, and—”
 
   “And you looked me up.”
 
   She nodded, feeling simultaneously worried for his reaction and relieved to come clean with him.
 
   “Then you know that, one, I had cause, and two, I was acquitted.” He folded his arms across his broad chest and stared at her from across the room with hard eyes. “I didn’t do any permanent damage. In fact, I still see those two fuckers around from time to time, but you can bet your ass they think twice before bothering someone weaker than them.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Colton. I’ve upset you, and I didn’t mean to. I just . . .”
 
   She didn’t know what to say, so she turned back around to flip the toast in the pan. It had burned while they were talking, and the charred side looked up at her accusingly.
 
   “I’m no saint, Verity,” he said from behind her. “If you’re trying to put me on a pedestal or fit me with a halo, you’re out of luck, baby. I’m just a man with a million flaws, like all the rest of ’em. I’ve got a temper, and it’s bad sometimes, and when someone I care about is threatened, yes, ma’am, I hit back. Yes, I do.” He paused, and his voice, which had gotten worked up as he spoke, was gentler when he continued. “You should know that I’ve never hit a woman. I’ve never hit someone weaker than me and certainly never roughed up someone for sport. I’ve already promised I won’t ever hurt you or yours. But I can’t stand here and lie to you and tell you that if someone is bothering Mel or you or your brother, that I’ll just stand aside and let it happen. Because I won’t. It’s not who I am. It’s just not in my make and model.”
 
   She listened to him take a short, quick breath and exhale with a long sigh. “I’m not looking to change who I am, Verity,” he continued. “I’m twenty-eight years old. I know what I believe, and I know who I am. But if I’m not what you’re looking for? Hey, I get it. Walk away. Just walk away. It’s okay.”
 
   His voice trailed off to a whisper at the end of his speech, and, with her back still to him, she clenched her burning eyes shut for a moment as she transferred the toast to the plate, then turned to face him, a giant lump taking up most of the space in her throat.
 
   “I don’t want to change you,” she managed to murmur, blinking back the tears in her eyes. She cleared her throat, reaching for the Yggdrasil charm around her neck and toying with it as she started again in a stronger voice. “I like it that you’re protective. I like that you look after the people you care about. I like you, Colton Lane.” She searched his face, looking for a bit of softness that would assure her that her words were getting through, but she didn’t find it, and the thought of hurting him, of losing him, twisted her insides into knots so painful, she suppressed a gasp. “I don’t want to walk away.”
 
   He crossed the kitchen in two strides, pulling her roughly into his arms.
 
   “Thank fuck,” he growled, resting his chin on top of her head.
 
   “I’m just worried about you,” she said, sighing with relief. She flattened her palms against his chest, marveling at the hard contours, desperate to touch his skin, to learn the heat and texture of it under her fingers.
 
   “Don’t worry, sunshine,” he said gently. “I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”
 
   “I’m getting attached to you,” she whispered, like saying the words gave them a power she wasn’t quite ready to concede.
 
   “Me too,” he said. “I’m right there with you.”
 
   She nestled into his neck, closing her eyes, seeking his warm skin with her lips and pressing gently. His breath caught in a short gasp, and she dragged her lips lower, peppering kisses along the base of his neck, letting her tongue dart out to taste him. A strangled sound—half groan, half growl—emerged from his throat, and he suddenly released her, pushing away and stepping back, his eyes dark and wild as his chest surged up and down.
 
   “Colton?” she whimpered, wondering what had just happened.
 
   The kitchen door swung open, and Ryan was suddenly standing between them.
 
   “Is breakfast ready?” he asked, grinning at each of them before making his way to the table. “I’m hungry, guys.”
 
   Colton’s eyes still held hers captive.
 
   “Me too, buddy,” said Colton, his voice like sandpaper.
 
   Me too, thought Verity, crossing back over to the stove, her stomach aflutter, her heart practically bursting.
 
   ***
 
   In the five and a half years he’d been performing the Sunday matinee, Colt had never looked forward to it quite as much as he did today. Not just for his weekly opportunity to theatrically kick Artie’s ass, but because, after the show, lucky bastard that he was, he was heading home with the hottest, sexiest, sweetest girl he’d ever known, and tonight he got to have her to himself.
 
   It had taken every ounce of strength in his body to push her away this morning, but as far as he knew, she hadn’t talked to Ryan about them dating yet, and he didn’t want Ryan to find out by mistake. Colt had learned that, much like Melody, Ryan thrived on routine, and though Colt didn’t think he’d object to them dating, he definitely didn’t want to upset Verity’s brother. Anyway, they were still new. As much as he hoped for the best, it was probably a good idea to see what the next few weeks held in store before sharing their new status with Ryan or Melody.
 
   Plus, he needed to tell her about Melody, and two things about telling Verity about his cousin worried him.
 
   The first, which was his much lesser fear, was that she’d feel overwhelmed at the prospect of him also having a special-needs dependent. Though he was almost positive that Verity would share her trademark warmth and kindness with Melody, she had her hands full with Ryan, and there was a small part of Colt that worried she might back away from him at the thought of increasing her own burden. He truly didn’t think this would happen, but he thought it couldn’t hurt to be cautious and patient, and choose the right time to introduce Verity to the idea (and the person) of Mel.
 
   The second, which was a genuine concern for Colt, was that Verity had very strong opinions about living situations for developmentally disabled people. He’d known her for a week and seen her in some truly desperate situations, but the only time she’d snapped at him or really gotten her back up was during their dinner on the patio a few nights ago, when she said she’d never put Ryan in a home. He didn’t know what her experience with group homes had been, but he was certain that she had never seen a community like Bonnie’s Place. Colt knew that he if broached the topic again, she’d not only shut down but likely get even angrier than last time. The only way for her to understand that there were amazing places for developmentally disabled adults was for her to see Bonnie’s Place. And obviously she couldn’t see it until he was ready to introduce her to Mel.
 
   It was sort of a vicious circle right now, and the only answer was to be patient, to build trust between them, and—when and if the time was right—to introduce Verity to Mel and Bonnie’s Place at the same time. And he knew they weren’t at that place yet.
 
   Sebastian, the Renaissance Knight, elbowed Colt in the side. “You coming, or what?”
 
   Colt looked up and realized he’d been zoning out, and the locker room he shared with the other knights was empty but for them. It was time to head to the stables and mount up for the show.
 
   “Uh, yeah.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Just distracted.”
 
   “Better get your head in the game,” said Sebastian, who wore a red and white tunic with a red feather in his helmet. “Full house this afternoon. Your show, man.”
 
   Colt followed his friend out the door, wishing Verity could be in the audience, but understanding why she couldn’t. Guests slipped out to the main hall throughout the performance to visit the bathrooms and bar, so there was a fairly brisk business at the gift shop during the show. Someday soon they’d work different Sunday shifts, and then she could see him win. Tonight, as he’d told her in the kitchen this morning, he’d already won just by virtue of their imminent date.
 
   “Good luck,” said Sebastian, pushing open the doors that led to the stables.
 
   “Huzzah,” Colt answered, rolling his eyes.
 
   Striding through the practice ring, he headed for Thor’s stall but was distracted by a conversation in the stall to his left as he walked past.
 
   “Keep the retard away from Éclair.”
 
   “Artie, come on, now,” said Joe.
 
   Colt stopped in the doorway, about twenty feet away from where Artie and Joe were speaking.
 
   “I fucking mean it, Joe.”
 
   Colt cleared his throat, and both men turned to look at him.
 
   “Is there a problem here?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest as he stepped forward, facing them.
 
   “No problem,” said Artie, narrowing his eyes. “I just don’t want your girlfriend’s brother hanging around my mount.”
 
   “Ryan knows horses,” said Colt, choosing not to correct Artie when he called Verity his girlfriend. “He’s good with them.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, someone gave Éclair cabbage, and he’s farting like the world’s fucking ending. I’d need a gas mask to ride him tonight.”
 
   “Cabbage?” asked Colt. “Do we even have cabbage back here?”
 
   Joe shrugged. “Don’t know how it got in here, but Artie pointed out some shredded leaves that must’ve fallen on the straw. Horse ain’t digestin’ it well.”
 
   Everyone knew you weren’t supposed to gives horses cruciferous vegetables like cabbage, cauliflower, and broccoli. An experienced stablehand like Ryan would have definitely known not to.
 
   Colt cocked his head to the side. “You have proof it was Ryan?”
 
   Artie sneered. “No, but he’s a retar—”
 
   “Then I suggest you shut your mouth about him until you know for sure who was responsible.”
 
   Stepping forward, Artie sized up Colt with a mean look. “Are you fucking threatening me, Lane?”
 
   Colt closed the distance between them, staring Artie down. “I’m telling you to shut your fucking mouth about Ryan Gwynn unless you have some solid evidence that he did something wrong. You hear?”
 
   Their standoff lasted for a few more seconds, until Artie dropped Colt’s eyes and took a step back. “I don’t have time for this shit. I have to go saddle up Galahad.” He shifted his glare to Joe. “Remember what I said—he doesn’t go near my mounts anymore.” Then he shouldered past Colt, knocking into him as he left the stall.
 
   Colt looked over his shoulder, watching Artie go, before he turned to Joe.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “That horse has some bad indigestion,” said Joe, wrinkling up his nose.
 
   “No, I mean, was it Ryan? How’s he doing here?”
 
   “Great,” said Joe. “Natural stableman. Been around ’em all his life, from what I can gather. Soothes ’em. Feeds ’em. Mucks out the stables when I say so. Cheerful. Hard worker. Couldn’t ask for a better helper. No idea what Artie’s got against him.”
 
   Colt tightened his jaw. Self-centered assholes like Artie were uncomfortable around disabled people like Ryan and Melody, and they did whatever they could to make their lives hell. Maybe it was to establish their own power, or maybe it was to try to drive the disabled person away. Well, that wasn’t fucking happening. Not on Colt’s watch anyway.
 
   “Keep an eye on him for me, huh, Joe?” asked Colt. “Let me know if Artie’s making trouble for him, okay?”
 
   Joe nodded. “Yeah. I’ll look out for him. Probably he just has to prove himself. I had to do the same when I got here too.”
 
   Colt sighed, wishing some people weren’t such monumental assholes. “I gotta go mount up.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Colt,” said Joe, offering him a warm smile. “It’ll be okay. I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   But two hours later, his victory behind him, Colt was still annoyed over the incident with Artie in the barn. He had gotten the feeling in the kitchen this morning that Verity objected to his fighting, but fucking hell, if Artie was harassing Ryan, if Artie decided to push things, it might come down to a fight. Colt’s anger boiled inside, rolling and hot, at the idea of Artie bothering someone as gentle as Ryan.
 
   So fucking help him, thought Colt, he’d better find someone else to pester. If he doesn’t, he’ll be on the receiving end of my fists, and that’s a fucking promise.
 
   It took concentration and effort to force his rage back down to a simmer, but he focused on Verity’s face in his head, on the fact that she and Ryan were probably hanging out by his car, waiting for him to change and drive them home. He thought about her lying next to him on his bed while they watched a movie together. He thought about what he wanted to do to her after the movie was over, when his room was dark and they were warm and drowsy. He thought about the taste of her mouth and the smell of her pussy after she’d rubbed it against his jeans. He thought of her tongue flicking out across the skin of his throat this morning and suppressed a groan.
 
   Little by little, he traded his anger for lust, and by the time he’d changed back into his jeans and T-shirt, his thoughts of Artie had been replaced by excitement about seeing Verity. He strode from the castle into the parking lot, unable to stop himself from smiling when she saw him coming and waved.
 
   “Hail the conquering hero!” she called.
 
   “You know it’s a rigged show, right?” he asked, hiding a smile as he unlocked the car doors.
 
   “A win’s a win!” She winked at him, her ponytail swinging playfully as she ducked into the car.
 
   Colt reached for Ryan’s shoulder just before he opened his door and whispered, “Ryan, how’s Artie treating you?”
 
   “Oh, Artie.”
 
   “Okay? Not okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Sometimes people call me retard, but that’s their problem, not mine.”
 
   Colt clenched his jaw but kept his face neutral. It upset Melody when he had a “thunder face,” and he didn’t want to upset Ryan. But if he ever heard Artie use the word retard in conjunction with Ryan again, Colt would deck him with pleasure.
 
   “Listen, if he bothers you, I want you to tell me, okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ryan. “Tell Colton. You’re a friend.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m tired.”
 
   “Go on. Get in the car.” Colt released Ryan’s shoulder, and Ryan opened his door.
 
   As they sat down, Verity turned to him with an impish grin. “What were you two talking about?”
 
   “Artie,” announced Ryan from the backseat.
 
   Grin gone, Verity’s head whipped back to look at her brother. “Is he bothering you?”
 
   Colt looked at Ryan in the rearview mirror and watched as Ryan shook his head. “Nope.”
 
   “You tell me true, Ryan Gwynn.”
 
   “Nope,” he said again, leaning his forehead against the window.
 
   She turned back around in her seat, looking at Colt with worried eyes. “Is Artie bothering him?”
 
   Colt took a deep breath. He didn’t want to lie to her, but he didn’t want to upset her for no reason either. Artie had been complaining to Joe, not bothering Ryan. Until he actually saw Artie making trouble for Ryan, he needed to take his own advice and keep his mouth shut.
 
   “Someone gave Éclair cabbage, and Artie was storming around the stables, all pissed off because he had to ride Galahad tonight.”
 
   Ryan giggled loudly in the backseat. “Cabbage makes ’em fart.”
 
   Colt looked up into the mirror again, narrowing his eyes and wondering if it was possible that Ryan had fed the horse cabbage to get even with Artie for some meanness. Was he capable of concocting such a plan? If so, more power to him. Artie deserved a little taste of his own medicine.
 
   “You just steer clear of him,” said Verity as Colt pulled out of his parking space. “I don’t like him.”
 
   This made Colt pause for a second because he’d never heard Verity say something this bald and unforgiving. He glanced at her sidelong for a moment, but she was staring out the window like her brother. Colt decided to let it go. If she was going to choose someone to dislike, he was glad it was Artie. Colt trusted Artie . . . not at all.
 
   “Not a fan of Captain Wonderful, huh?”
 
   “Ugh,” she said, making a retching noise. “Not even a little bit.”
 
   “Not your style?”
 
   She turned to him and grinned, her face lit up by a red light in front of them. “Hot, growly Vikings are way more my style.”
 
   “Hot, huh?”
 
   “Way hot,” she said, winking at him again, those two dimples so pretty, it made his breath and his heart catch. This woman. Fuck, but she made him happier than he had a right to be.
 
   Taking another look in the backseat, he saw that Ryan was fast asleep. Reaching for her hand, he pressed the back to his lips, then laced his fingers through hers and held them for the rest of the ride home.
 
   His heart thumped fiercely—like it knew something much bigger than how it felt to hold hands with Verity Gwynn.
 
   And that was just fine with him.
 
   ***
 
   Verity’s belly swarmed with butterflies, and the rest of the ride home was quiet but full of portent—of unspoken exhilaration with every adjustment of his fingers through hers, with every mile closer to his house. When he pulled into the driveway, he cut the engine and turned to her, still holding her hand.
 
   “You want a glass of wine? I can open a bottle.”
 
   She nodded, grinning at him. “I’d love one.”
 
   “Popcorn?”
 
   “Yes, please!”
 
   “How about you get your brother settled and then come find me?”
 
   “In . . . your room?” she asked, her heart fluttering with anticipation.
 
   “Only TV in the house,” he reminded her.
 
   “I remember.” She licked her lips to tease him. “And you’ll only jump me if I ask.”
 
   “Will you, baby? Ask?”
 
   She laughed softly, unlacing her fingers from his. “We’ll see.”
 
   His face was soft but still somehow stern. “I don’t expect anything, you know.”
 
   “I know,” she said.
 
   “Just being with you . . . it . . .” He shrugged. “It makes me happy.”
 
   “Colton . . .”
 
   “Come to me quickly,” he said gruffly, then opened his door and left her alone in the car with her snoring brother.
 
   Through the windshield Verity watched him go, his long legs, his tight ass, his shoulder-length hair gathered into a low ponytail. She leaned back in her seat and sighed.
 
   She’d had three days to think about tonight, about what she wanted to do versus what would be smart. What she wanted? Ten to twelve hours of nonstop sex and occasional sleep sounded about right. His body, hot and naked, thrusting into hers, pillaging her depths and loving her raw.
 
   Yeah, she thought as her toes curled. That sounded just about perfect.
 
   But she sighed again, this time mournfully, because she’d already decided that sex needed to wait. No matter how much she wanted to ride Colton Lane like a rodeo queen, sex had the potential to make things really goddamned tricky.
 
   And neither of them needed to add more tricky to this situation.
 
   They lived in the same house.
 
   They worked at the same place.
 
   Since neither of them was looking for a casual fling, there was no point in rushing things, right?
 
   Right.
 
   Wrong! screamed her libido.
 
   She huffed in frustration. It was going to take all her willpower, and then some, tonight because, Lord, the things she wanted to do to that man and let him do to her . . .
 
   “We home, Ver’ty?”
 
   “We’re home, Ry.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, opening his door and trudging into the house.
 
   She followed him in and up the stairs, where she freshened up and changed into shorts in Melody’s room while Ryan took his evening shower, put on his pajamas, and brushed his teeth.
 
   “Floss too!” she called from her bedroom.
 
   “Aw, I hate it.”
 
   “I don’t care,” she said. “Mama broke the bank for that pretty mouth.”
 
   A few minutes later, he poked his head into her room. “You ready to tuck me in?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said pertly, just as she did every night. “You ready to go to sleep?”
 
   He grinned at her, showcasing his sparkling-clean, white teeth. “Yes, I am.”
 
   “Then what are you doing still awake?” she asked, shaking her head with wide eyes and pursed lips.
 
   He cackled with laughter as he rushed to his bed and jumped under the covers. Verity pretended to run after him, arriving in his room just as he pulled the red, white, and blue plaid quilt up under his chin and beamed up at her.
 
   “Who loves you, Ryan Gwynn?” she asked, sitting beside him on the bed and reaching forward to tousle his hair.
 
   “My sister, Ver’ty.”
 
   “Yes, she does.” She leaned down and kissed his forehead. “’Night, now.”
 
   “’Night, Ver’ty,” he said softly, already half asleep. “I love it here.”
 
   “Me too, Ry,” she whispered, pulling his bedroom door closed, leaving just a crack of light so he could find his way to the bathroom. “Me too.”
 
   Taking a quick look at her face in the hallway mirror, she reached down to turn on the little airplane night-light and headed downstairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Colt had put a bottle of white wine in the fridge before leaving for work that morning, and it was nice and cold when he opened it and poured two glasses. He didn’t have a proper ice bucket, so he filled one of his aunt’s larger flowerpots with ice and wedged the bottle in the middle. The saucer attached to the bottom could collect the melted water.
 
   After he placed the wine on his bedside table, he returned to the kitchen, took out the pot his aunt had used for boiling spaghetti, and placed it on the stovetop. He scooped out two tablespoons of coconut oil from a glass jar, shook it into the pot, and turned up the heat. After a minute or two, he added a cup of popcorn kernels to the melted oil, covered the pot, and listened to them quickly fill the pot. He’d sprinkle it with salt and sugar as he poured it into a bowl.
 
   He’d straightened and vacuumed his room this morning while Verity and Ryan were upstairs getting ready for work. His bed was made, and his weights were neatly racked. The couple of old Playboys he had on the bottom of his nightstand had been taken out to the trash, and he put fresh hand towels beside the sink in his bathroom.
 
   He’d added a couple of extra pillows to his bed so they could sit back comfortably, but his bed looked massive and obvious in the middle of the room, and suddenly he wished he had somewhere else to sit, like a couch or beanbags or something—anything—that didn’t seem as suggestive as his bed.
 
   Before, in the car, when he’d told her that he had no expectations, he’d been telling the truth . . . but he couldn’t deny that the thought of Verity in his bedroom made his imagination run wild. He had it bad for her—of course he wanted to fuck her. Hell, touching her was his current favorite pastime. But he was also falling for her. Falling hard, just as he’d forbidden himself to do. And there wasn’t a single fucking thing he could do about it. And frankly there wasn’t a single fucking thing he wanted to do about it—not a cell in his body that wasn’t ready to surrender to the addictive, adorable woman upstairs.
 
   He was in unfamiliar waters, not ever having had a serious relationship with a woman, but that didn’t seem to matter to his mind or his heart, both of which were gunning for her to stick around indefinitely. In fact, his heart had fixed on her so fiercely that, in such a short amount of time, he felt like all he could do was hold on for dear life and see what happened next.
 
   And “next,” as it turned out, was seeing her beautiful face peek into his bedroom, dimples denting her cheeks as she grinned at him.
 
   “Hi,” she said, leaning against the doorway in bare feet with her hands shoved into the back pockets of denim cutoff shorts. On top she wore a simple white tank top with thin straps and a scoop neck, and her long blonde hair, which she’d been wearing in a ponytail at work today, was draped over her shoulders, the ends resting just over her breasts.
 
   She was so effortlessly bright and beautiful, his breath caught. It seemed like, if she pricked her finger, she wouldn’t bleed red—she’d bleed sunshine. And it just about fucking leveled him that she was here, that this sweet goddess of a girl wanted to spend her precious time with him.
 
   Not to mention, over the past week, she hadn’t worn shorts, even though it had been pretty hot. She wore a bathrobe in the morning and sundresses most days to work. He’d seen her in jeans too, but these cutoffs were new to him, and super-short, and his mouth watered as he stared at her tan legs.
 
   “Colton?” she said, her voice filled with laughter.
 
   “H-hey,” he stuttered, standing up from the foot of the bed. “You look . . .”
 
   She shrugged. “Grubby?”
 
   “Gorgeous,” he said, unable to look away from her blue eyes.
 
   Her lips tilted up into a pleased smile, and she stepped into his room, looking around for a moment before pointing at the TV. “Only TV in the house.”
 
   “It’s just been me here for years.”
 
   Something passed over her face as she turned to look at him. Something soft and sweet that made his heart clench with longing. Verity Gwynn kept the loneliness he’d felt for the past few years at bay. Were he to lose her, he knew it would return again, only worse than before because now he knew how it felt to have her warmth in his space.
 
   Don’t go. Stay with me.
 
   “You have wine,” she said, dropping a glance to his bedside table.
 
   “Still want some?”
 
   “Sure,” she said over her shoulder, walking over to his dumbbells. She fingered them as he poured two glasses. “It’s like a mini gym in here. You work out a lot?”
 
   “Yeah.” He held out the glass.
 
    “It’s your favorite thing at the castle too,” she commented, taking the stem between her fingers. “The stables . . . and the gym.”
 
   “You remember,” he said, sitting back down on the edge of the bed to give her a little space to explore.
 
   “Of course.” She lifted her glass and grinned. “What are we drinking to?”
 
   Colt raised his glass. “To you.”
 
   “Why not to you?”
 
   He shrugged, giving her a small smile. “To . . . us?”
 
   “Okay. To us,” she said, lifting the glass to take a sip. “Ooh! Yummy! What is it?”
 
   He flicked a glance at the bottle. He had no idea what it was. The label was bright yellow and had a cupcake on it, which had somehow felt like Verity. “White?”
 
   She giggled. “That’s about all I know about wine too. It’s either red or white.” She took a look at her glass. “Really it’s yellow. But I guess that would make people think of pee, so they say white instead . . .” She sighed, wrinkling her nose at him. “I think I’m nervous.”
 
   “Don’t be. No expectations, remember?”
 
   She nodded, turning back to his weights and taking another sip of wine. “How come you work at The Legend of Camelot? Seems like maybe you should be working at a gym.”
 
   “I probably should be,” he said.
 
   She looked at him over her shoulder. “So?”
 
   “I found my job pretty much the same way you found yours.”
 
   “You and your desperate-for-work, developmentally disabled sibling went to a job fair ready to scrub toilets if you could find work at the same place, and a Viking Knight saved your skin instead?”
 
   Fuck, but he loved the way she looked at him when she said things like that. It made him want to be the man—or even the knight in shining armor—that she saw in him.
 
   He shook his head. “Nah. I was trying to get a job on a reality show called The Gym, but by the time I got to the recruiting table, they already had over five hundred sign-ups for open auditions and had closed the list. Next to them was the TLOC table, and Lynette asked if I had any interest in being a knight. The rest, as they say . . .”
 
   “. . . is history?”
 
   He sighed because part of him hated that it had worked out that way, and he wanted her to understand. “Look, working as a knight in a corny dinner show isn’t exactly my idea of a long-term career, but at the time I needed a steady job to take care of this house and . . .”
 
   Melody.
 
   Although Aunt Jane had purchased Mel’s apartment at Bonnie’s Place before she died, and left a trust for her care in Colt’s name, it simply didn’t cover everything. His paycheck was necessary to keep Mel comfortable. His aunt and uncle had taken him in when he had nowhere to go and cared for him like their own son. Caring for Mel was his way of repaying them their kindness, and he wouldn’t have had it any other way.
 
   “And?”
 
   There had been moments over the course of the past week when he’d almost told her about Mel, and he’d add this moment to that list, but the timing still felt premature.
 
   He shrugged. “My car, living expenses. You know, the regular.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “Bills and expenses. Try taking care of someone else too. It’s tough.”
 
   “I admire the way you look after Ryan.”
 
   “I know . . .” Her lips twitched, and she took another sip of wine. “I know he’s big and awkward and a little goofy, but he’s the only family I’ve got. When I was born, Ry was already eight years old, and he’d already had his accident. But he was always a gentle giant. And he always loved me. Loved playing with his little sister. Watching TV. Pushing me on the swing. Dragging me around in his red wagon. Singing songs to me. Leading our daddy’s horse around the farm with me on her back. I was . . . unplanned, and my parents were busy on the farm. Ryan was . . . he was my sweet place, you know?”
 
   “Your sweet place?” whispered Colt.
 
   “My hugs and kisses and smiles and songs and ‘I love yous.’” She’d been looking at him as she made her list, but when she said the words “I love yous,” her cheeks flushed and she dropped his eyes. Softly she added, “My sweet place.”
 
   “I like that.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   He nodded. “A lot.”
 
   “Well, you can borrow it whenever you like,” she said, her grin back in full force as she took another sip of wine. “What about you? Who’s your sweet place? Your cousin? Melody?”
 
   No. You. Every day I spend with you, you become my “sweet place,” sunshine. He wished he could say this to her, but he hesitated, afraid that such big words would scare her away. Instead he said, “She’s important to me, yeah.”
 
   “Did you live here? With your aunt and uncle?”
 
   He nodded. “My parents were in a car accident when I was ten. They died instantly.”
 
   “No!” she cried, turning to face him and cringing with sympathy as she flattened her free hand over her heart.
 
   “I was visiting here when it happened, so I just . . . stayed.”
 
   He chose not to share that, just before the accident, his parents had left the restaurant where they’d just had dinner in a terrible hurry. According to the police, Colt’s father had gotten upset about something on the bill, picked a fight with the waiter, and belted him in the stomach when the waiter insisted it wasn’t a mistake. While the restaurant manager called the police, Colt’s father threw some money down on the table and pulled his wife out of the restaurant, dragging her out to the parking lot and speeding away like the devil was at his heels. Why? Because he’d already been arrested twice for assault, and a third charge would mean a significant prison sentence.
 
   His father was racing away from the restaurant, probably looking in the rearview mirror, when a deer jumped in front of the car. He hit the deer and lost control of the car, driving off the rain-slick road, into a ravine, and smashing into a tree. Years later, when he read the coroner’s report, Colt was relieved to read that there was no way they could have survived the impact. They’d died instantly.
 
   “God, Colton,” she said, taking several steps to stand before him. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Yeah. It was . . .” He ran a hand through his hair, pulling out the black rubber band and placing it on the nightstand. “. . . bad.”
 
   His father hadn’t been just a mindless brute of a man, though, which was the toughest thing about Colt’s memories of him: they weren’t black and white; they were gray. And gray was so much harder to understand or explain.
 
   Yes, he remembered his father’s eyes going black with fury when something made him angry. And he remembered the times his father had laid into him—they weren’t exactly forgettable, though they were always followed by “Sorry about what happened” a few days later. But Colt remembered lots of happy times too: Dad ruffling his hair after a soccer game or asking him what flavor of ice cream he wanted at the Memorial Day parade. If Colt concentrated hard, he could still feel the touch of his father’s lips on his forehead when he kissed him good night and the deep rumble of his voice as he read a bedtime story. There had been a lot of bad moments, yes, but not all. There had been tenderness inside his father too, and that softness made it impossible for Colt to blindly hate him.
 
   What actually hurt more was remembering his mother. She’d been a sweet, soft-spoken woman, gentle and kind, saddled with a husband and son who both got angry too quick, too often. His last memories of his mother’s face made his heart twist because she looked so sad and tired and old, like life had sucked every bit of joy from her soul. He’d blamed her for sending him away, and yet it ached to remember her. So mostly he didn’t. Mostly he tried not to think about his parents at all.
 
   The bed depressed a little as Verity sat down beside him, her thigh about six inches away from his. “I can’t imagine,” she said gently. “My parents were old, and they weren’t real affectionate, but they cared for us until we were full-grown. I’m . . . I’m just so sorry, Colton.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said, looking away from her legs and reaching for his wineglass. “They died a long time ago, and my aunt Jane, well, she was really amazing, so . . .”
 
   She took a deep breath and sighed.
 
   He did the same.
 
   “Wow,” he said, “that conversation tanked quick.”
 
   She turned her neck to look at him. “Do you want to talk about them? Your parents?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “Okay. Then talk about something else. Quick.”
 
   He flicked his glance at the TV. “What’s your favorite TV show?”
 
   “Hmm. Well, Vikings is one of my favorites.”
 
   “Right,” he said. “That’s how you knew that Vikings and knights were two different things.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said, sipping the last of her wine. “I like Outlander too. And I loved Downton Abbey when it was on.”
 
   “So, historical drama? That’s your favorite?”
 
   She nodded. “I guess so. Yeah.”
 
   “How about your favorite type of movie?” he asked.
 
   She winced, giving him a sheepish little smile. “Romcoms?”
 
   “What’s with the look?”
 
   “Don’t guys hate girls who love romcoms?”
 
   “I think it’s universally acknowledged that most girls like romcoms.” He lifted the wine bottle from the flowerpot and refilled their glasses. “We put up with it.”
 
   “But you don’t like them.”
 
   Honestly? He didn’t mind romantic movies, and he especially didn’t think he’d mind watching one with her. “They’re okay.”
 
   “But what do you really like?”
 
   “Adventure.”
 
   “Like Indiana Jones?” she asked.
 
   “Exactly. And sci-fi. Some fantasy.”
 
   “Fantasy?”
 
   “You know. Like The Lord of the Rings.”
 
   “Never seen it,” she said, over the rim of her glass. Her cheeks were pink, and she seemed much more relaxed than she’d been fifteen minutes ago. Plus, she was still sitting next to him, which made him ridiculously happy.
 
   “Travesty,” he whispered, shaking his head with a mix of mock disgust and horror.
 
   She laughed. “Is that what we’re watching tonight?”
 
   “No. We’ll save The Lord of the Rings for a long, quiet, rainy day.”
 
   “Then . . .?”
 
   “You like romance and comedy, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And I like adventure, sci-fi, and a little fantasy.”
 
   “Your TV. Your rules. Adventure, sci-fi, and fantasy it is.”
 
   “Now, wait a second . . . what fun would that be for you?”
 
   “You know what? I don’t really care what we watch. I’m just happy . . .” A deeper blush stained her cheeks and she smiled but dropped his eyes.
 
   “What?”
 
   “To be here.” She raised her eyes. “To be with you.”
 
   His heart reacted to the simple sweetness of her words, and he reached out with his free hand to cup her cheek. “Where have you been all my life?”
 
   “In Camilla, Georgia,” she said, leaning into his hand. Her voice was low when she asked, “What are we watching?”
 
   “The Princess Bride,” he said gruffly, every cell in his body fighting against the instinct to grab her, kiss her, touch her. He’d promised it was her call, but fuck, it took everything he had to keep himself in check.
 
   She gasped, her face bursting into a stunning smile as she leaned away from his hand in excitement. “I know that movie! I love that movie!”
 
   He chuckled at her expression, then watched her eyes soften as she cocked her head to the side. “You just laughed,” she said.
 
   “I did,” he said, grinning at her.
 
   “I’ve never heard you laugh before.”
 
   “I’m a little out of practice.”
 
   Suddenly she leaned forward, her breasts brushing his lap as she reached over to set her wineglass on the nightstand. When she drew back, she placed her palms on his face and looked into his eyes with such heartbreaking trust and tenderness, his heart swelled. It swelled with something so big and so awesome that he wanted so desperately, he didn’t know how his rib cage could hold it all inside. His breath caught, and he froze. He was utterly helpless as she stared into his eyes.
 
   “Where have you been all of my life?”
 
   “Waiting,” he said softly, closing his eyes as her lips touched down on his.
 
   ***
 
   Unlike their kiss on Thursday night, this one didn’t begin in a passionate frenzy of need. Just like Verity, it was gentle . . . and achingly tender.
 
   She brushed her lips against his, nibbling his upper lip between hers before letting it go to love the lower lip in the same way. Her fingers cradled his face, the pads of her palms anchored on his jaw as she nipped, brushed, and nibbled, taking her time to learn the dry, warm texture of his lips, which tasted lightly of wine, and the way the bristles of his five o’clock shadow scraped her tongue just a little when she ran it along the two-point flume that crowned his top lip. These were small movements, light and soft, her way of showing this man—this big, brawny, unpretty man, who could lift all those absurdly large weights on the shelves behind her—that he was precious to her, that he was cherished. That, to her, he was beautiful. That, for her, he was perfect.
 
   As though slowly waking up to her ministrations, he finally reached for her, his hands landing on her waist. She shifted her body and threw one knee over his lap so that she knelt on the bed, straddling his hips, and suddenly the fingers on her waist tightened, yanking her closer, until her breasts were crushed against his chest and her thighs hugged his hips. Intimately pressed against him, she could feel the twitch and swell of his cock as it lengthened and hardened beneath her, pressing up against her body as she swept her tongue into his mouth and swallowed a gravelly groan of satisfaction. His hands on her ass curled, pushing her pelvis flush against his, and she arched her back as she sucked on his tongue, whimpering as he flexed his hips, grinding up into her.
 
   His hands slipped beneath her tank top, the rough pads of his fingers gently scraping the soft skin of her back until he reached her bra. He didn’t ask permission to unclasp it—just flicked it open and flattened his palms flush on her back while he sucked on her tongue as she’d just sucked on his. Her breasts were tight and aching for his touch, so she reached for the hem of her tank top and slid it up her body, hooking her fingers into her bra and dragging both over her head. Pausing mid-kiss, he reached around to the back of his neck and yanked his T-shirt over his head, then fused his lips to hers again. Verity whimpered softly into his mouth as the taut points of her breasts touched the warm, hard expanse of Colton’s chest. Finally skin to skin, it didn’t assuage her longing, but intensified it. She was hungry for the touch of his fingers, the suck of his lips, the teasing swirl of his tongue.
 
   As though he’d read her mind, his hands on her back slid around her sides, and she broke off their kiss gently, leaning away from him just a little to take one of his wrists and lay his palm gently over her breast. Staring into her eyes, panting from the intensity of their kiss, he flinched as he registered what she’d done, what she was clearly inviting him to do.
 
   “I stop when you say stop,” he growled softly, then dipped his head and took her uncovered nipple between his lips as his hand squeezed her other breast lightly.
 
   Verity’s hands shot to his head, burying themselves in his hair as a bolt of white-hot desire sluiced through her. She moaned, little sounds of desire, of pleasure, of heightened lust, filling the silence of his room as he sucked and licked, swirling his tongue around the tight bud, then laving it gently. Her hands fashioned his hair into a ponytail, and she hung on tightly as he skimmed his lips from one breast to the other, sucking her other nipple into his mouth and flicking his tongue across it until she yanked hard and cried out.
 
   “Too much?” he asked, pausing to look up at her.
 
   “More,” she sighed greedily, flexing her fingers through the silken strands of his hair as he lowered his mouth again.
 
   Her panties flooded with wetness, and she surged against his hardened cock, panting as he rolled her other damp nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He thrust up against her, and she rolled her hips, throwing her head back as his tongue circled her peaked, swollen flesh. The next time she gyrated against him, he met her movement with perfect anticipation, his body colliding with hers, which pressed the zipper of her shorts into her clit.
 
   She gasped from the sensation, clasping his face and demanding his lips as she rocked against him again and again, her shorts massaging the crevice of her sex with every thrust as his abs scraped against her sensitive breasts. He kissed her fiercely, lowering his hands to her hips so he could control their movements, so that the pressure on her clit stayed constant and strong.
 
   “Colton,” she rasped, her breathing jagged, his name uneven on her lips, “I’m going to . . . to . . .”
 
   “I want you to,” he said. “Hold on to me.”
 
   She looped her arms around his neck as he kissed her again. She hung on as he’d instructed her to, but her head fell back when he abandoned her lips and sucked her nipple between into his mouth again. As he thrust up against her in a slow, rhythmic motion, she closed her eyes, about to lose her mind. Over and over again, slowly rubbing her to the point of madness, until she couldn’t bear the swirling swell of pressure inside, and she cried out his name, a strangled sound of profound pleasure as her muscles flexed and contracted in a small frenzy of bliss.
 
   When her brain started working again, a few minutes later, she found she was still straddling his lap, her cheek resting on his shoulder as he gently stroked her naked back with rough fingers.
 
   “Colton,” she whispered. “Oh my God.”
 
   “You okay?” he asked, his voice rough and gravelly.
 
   She felt like purring. “Mm-hm. Are you?” It felt polite to ask, though it suddenly occurred to her that he’d had none of the mind-blowing satisfaction she’d just enjoyed. “Do you need—”
 
   “I felt all of it, sunshine,” he said, his arms around her tightening just a little. “I felt you.”
 
   She smiled, leaning forward so that she could press her lips against his neck. “It was . . . amazing.”
 
   “What now?” he asked tentatively.
 
   She kissed his neck again, then drew back to look at his face, into his eyes. Did she want more? Of course she did. But they were new to each other. They were more and more important to each other every day. She worried that rushing things could hurt the newness, devalue the importance of this brand-new beautiful thing they were building. And she wouldn’t be able to bear that. So she forced herself not to ask for more. Not now. Not yet.
 
   “Didn’t you invite me to watch a movie?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t take her words as a rejection of what had just happened between them, hoping he wouldn’t be upset that she wanted their epic make-out session to be enough for tonight, hoping he would somehow know how much it meant to her, how much he meant to her.
 
   He nodded, his dark eyes connecting with hers, a tiny bit of surprise in their depths. “Want to?”
 
   “Yep,” she said, grinning at him. “I want to lie down next to you, all curled up against you like a spoon, with your arm around me and your breath on the back of my neck . . . and I want to watch a movie.”
 
   He smiled back at her, his face so happy and so handsome, it damn near broke her heart because his expression was a mirror of the happiness in her heart.
 
   “Then that’s exactly what we’ll do.”
 
   ***
 
   A week turned into two, and before Colt knew it, a whole month had slipped away since the day he’d first seen Verity and Ryan Gwynn in the Marriott ballroom doorway looking like lost sheep.
 
   There had been no talk of them moving from his house. If anything, they’d settled in like they’d always been there, and that’s exactly how Colt wanted it. Verity made them breakfast almost every morning, and he gave her the keys to his car so that, if he had to go in for a matinee show, she could drive him, and he’d pick her up when her dinner show shift was finished.
 
   On the nights they got off work at the same time, he went through the drive-through at McDonald’s to get Ryan something to eat on the way home, and he and Verity had dinner together after Ryan had gone to bed. Those nights ended with her curled up beside him in his bed, fast asleep after making out, watching a movie or talking until almost dawn.
 
   Some nights he went to visit Melody, and though he always enjoyed seeing his cousin, he missed Verity on those nights, wishing he could slip into bed beside her soft warmth when he got home.
 
   But they had yet to spend an entire night together.
 
   On this point, Verity had proved to be unyielding. Until they told Ryan that they were together, she would wake up in her own bed every morning.
 
   There were some nights, after midnight, when he had to force himself to wake her so she could go back upstairs, and others when he’d simply gather her in his arms and carry her up to her bed, pulling the covers up to her chin and then forcing himself to stop staring at her beautiful sleeping face and go back downstairs to his cold, lonely bed.
 
   Lonely because her warm, soft body was much too far away when he went back downstairs. He’d explored every inch of her with his hands and some of her with his tongue too, sucking her pert nipples into his mouth as he slipped his fingers inside her body, listening to her moans and whimpers of pleasure like they were his own personal symphony. When she lay back on his pillow, her blue eyes indigo, her lips soft and swollen, he swore he’d do anything for her, just to have her in his life forever. And fuck if she didn’t give as good as she got, her fingers curling around his cock and stroking him to the brink of madness before plunging her tongue into his mouth to kiss him senseless until he came in her hand.
 
   His class was her body, and hers was his, and the only education they sought was pleasure. Mutual. Individual. What they liked. What they wanted. What they needed. Every night a taste of the paradise yet to come, and the very favorite moments of his entire life because, unlike the women he’d occasionally pleasured in the stables after a show, Verity meant something to him, and Verity didn’t leave.
 
   When they weren’t making out, she lay on her back, and he rested on his side next to her, tracing words and pictures on her bare stomach as she told him stories about her parents and Ryan; her best friend, Elaine; and her high school quarterback boyfriend whom she hadn’t loved. She hated pecans. She adored the ocean. She wanted children. She was terrified of dogs.
 
   He told her the good things he remembered about his parents—the way his mother smelled of apple pie and the gravelly sound of his father’s voice—and lots of good memories of his aunt Jane. He still hadn’t told her everything about Melody, but he would. Soon.
 
   During one such conversation about what they each wanted from life, it suddenly tumbled out of his mouth that he’d like to go back to school and learn how to be a personal trainer, though he’d never actually verbalized such an idea before. She lit up like a firecracker, pushed him onto his back, straddled his waist, and told him that he had to do it. And then she leaned forward and kissed him, pulling her shirt over her head and pushing his to his neck until they were skin to skin.
 
   “Promise you’ll do it,” she whispered, before kissing him like the world would explode if she didn’t.
 
   There was something about her—about Verity Gwynn—that made anything seem possible, that made everything seem better, and before he knew it, Colton Lane woke up one month later to realize that he had fallen deeply and irrevocably in love with her.
 
   It wasn’t a slow realization. It was like a lightning bolt.
 
   One Sunday morning, she placed a plate of whipped cream– and strawberry-garnished pancakes in front of him. Then, grinning at him, she plucked the strawberry from the cream and bit it before offering the rest to him.
 
   That’s when he knew:
 
   I’m in love with you.
 
   That’s all it had taken—a smile and a strawberry.
 
   Sunshine and a sweet place.
 
   Hell, he’d never had a chance.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   It had been a magical month for Verity Gwynn.
 
   She and Ryan had settled into their jobs at The Legend of Camelot with unexpected ease. Although Artie gave her some pretty dirty looks when he passed her in the hallway at work, he hadn’t bothered her again as he had that day, and, as far as she knew, he didn’t bother Ryan either. In fact, Ryan was blossoming under Joe’s mentorship and guidance. He was already good with horses, but Joe was teaching him things, patiently correcting him when he did something wrong and praising him when he did something right. Her eyes misted to see the older man with his hand around Ryan’s shoulders, and she imagined that for Ryan, who’d missed their father terribly after he passed, Joe was easing an ache inside. And it made Verity grateful.
 
   But she was most thankful of all for Colton in her life.
 
   In short order, he had become her sun and moon, her best friend, her boyfriend, and, little by little, her lover. Though they hadn’t made love yet, she longed for the consummation of their relationship. It was harder and harder to leave him after watching a movie, curled up in the curve of his body, warm and safe, feeling more loved than she had a right to. No, he hadn’t said the words yet. Nor had she. But she felt them. With every passing day, she knew: she was falling deeply in love with Colton Lane.
 
   Since losing their parents, Verity had been careful about how and when she shared news with Ryan. In a short amount of time, he’d endured a lot of change and transition, and it was important to Verity that, when she introduced Colton as her boyfriend and lover, Ryan understood it wasn’t a temporary arrangement—that Colton would be in their lives for a while and it was okay for Ryan to get attached.
 
   With every passing day, she was more and more certain that she wanted that formal commitment with and to Colton, and she felt more and more certain that he wanted the same from her. This morning, for instance, she’d served him pancakes with strawberries and cream. She’d taken a bite of his strawberry, then giggled at his surprise, offering the rest to him. But the expression on his face as he sat at the table looking up at her was intensely tender, almost naked, and new in a way that felt different, that felt permanent, that felt like . . . love. It was then that she felt it in her gut: it was time to tell Ryan about them. And once she had, she could give herself completely to Colton.
 
   With these thoughts swirling in her head, Verity found herself in Colton’s bed that night, a/c on full blast, fully clothed, under the covers, her back to his front, his arm slung over her hip as they watched the end of Titanic together.
 
   “I totally would have shared that door with you,” she said, shaking her head in disgust as Jack was swallowed up by the sea and Rose hogged the wooden door that had more than enough room for two.
 
   “I wouldn’t have risked you falling off it by jumping on.”
 
   She made a sound like pfffsht and shook her head. “I wouldn’t have let you die without at least trying to share it first.”
 
   “I’d rather die than put you in danger.”
 
   “Colton,” she said, turning in his arms. “Don’t say that.”
 
   “It’s true, baby.”
 
   In the bluish-white ambient light from the TV, she could see his expression—the earnestness, the truth behind his words. Tears filled her eyes as she looked at him, and the words she’d been dying to say for days and days suddenly fell from her lips in a rush: “I’m falling in love with you, Colton Lane.”
 
   Without any hesitation, he said, “I feel the same way, sunshine.”
 
   “You do?” she asked, reaching up to wipe a tear from her cheek.
 
   “Promise,” he said.
 
   She leaned forward and dropped her forehead into the curve of his neck. “I really want to tell Ryan about us. I’m ready.”
 
   His arms around her tightened, then he reached for the remote and clicked off the TV. “I want to tell Mel about us too.”
 
   “Melody? Your cousin?”
 
   Her eyes were still adjusting to the dark of the room, and she couldn’t see his expression, but she felt his lips brush her temple. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I assumed you had,” said Verity. “But, yeah, great. And I’d love to meet her.”
 
   “About that . . .,” said Colton, letting his voice trail off.
 
   His tentative tone made Verity wary, and she wondered what was going on. Stiffening a little in his arms, she leaned back, wishing she could see his face. She’d become adept at reading his expressions, and she felt a little lost lying next to him in the dark. Then again, he’d turned off the TV, and she wondered if it was by design. Maybe he didn’t want her to see his face. Maybe he had something to tell her that she wouldn’t want to hear.
 
   “Colton . . .?” she prompted. When he didn’t saying anything, she grimaced. “Don’t you want me to meet her?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, pulling her closer.
 
   She believed him, but something didn’t feel right. She thought about what she knew of Melody and suddenly realized it wasn’t much. She was younger than Colton, and they’d grown up together. She had epilepsy. He loved her and felt protective of her and spent one or two nights a week visiting her. He’d mentioned a caregiver once so Verity assumed that she had a nurse on call for when she had seizures. But she suddenly realized that she didn’t know where Melody lived, and she didn’t know what she did for work. She didn’t even know what Melody looked like, and now she wondered what he hadn’t been sharing with her . . . because, whatever it was, she sensed it wasn’t insignificant.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked.
 
   “At first I didn’t tell you, because I don’t tell anyone,” he said softly. “Not the guys I know at work. Not Sandy. No one.” He paused. “Then I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want the idea of Mel to scare you away . . . to overwhelm you.” He cleared his throat. “And there are some realities about her life that you may not like, but . . .”
 
   She blinked, feeling confused and a little panicked. “But what?”
 
   “But I won’t change those realities, because, no matter what you think, she has a good life. She’s happy.”
 
   “You’re kind of scaring me,” said Verity, detangling herself from his arms and reaching for the light on his nightstand. The brightness made her squint as she sat up and crossed her legs, staring down at Colton, who was now lying on his back looking up at her. “I know she’s epileptic—”
 
   “She has Down syndrome,” said Colton bluntly, his steady gaze unwavering. “She’s, uh, she’s a lot like Ryan.”
 
   And suddenly everything—everything—made sense. The way he’d taken her and Ryan under his wing and helped them get jobs, how he hadn’t treated Ryan like a freak or looked at him funny, the way he’d beat the crap out of those guys at the motel, the reason he’d been charged with battery . . . and the reason he’d been acquitted.
 
   Melody, his sweet place, his cousin, to whom he was devoted, was like Ryan.
 
   “Colton,” she whispered, her throat filling with a lump so thick and big, she could barely speak around it.
 
   Over the past few weeks, he’d introduced her to a new TV show—Game of Thrones—which she loved, and a line that stuck with her was, The night is dark and full of terrors. For Verity, who had inherited the care of Ryan, sometimes the world felt dark and full of terrors. Oh, she did her level best to meet challenges head-on and keep her chin up, but with a brother like Ryan counting on her, there were times when she ran out of steam to stay positive, and then the world could seem like a cold, cruel, and unforgiving place.
 
   But since the moment Colton walked into her life, everything had changed. The world had become full of possibilities—bright and safe in a way she’d never known. And now it all made sense. They were kindred spirits, Colton Lane and Verity Gwynn, and her heart burst with the certainty of it—that the earth had turned his face to hers at exactly the right moment, when she needed him most and would see him for the beautiful person he was. Even though their brains had required a little longer to catch up, their hearts had recognized each other immediately.
 
   He was staring up at her. His too-thin lips were tight, and his broken-and-never-fixed nose flared lightly. His hooded eyes tried to stay, but Verity knew how he felt about her—he was in too deep to keep his worry or his hope out of his steady, intense gaze.
 
   “Are you outta here?” he finally asked with quiet resignation.
 
   “Outta here?” she repeated dumbly.
 
   “You don’t need someone else like Ryan in your life. You’ve got your hands full. I get it. That’s why I didn’t—”
 
   Moving quickly from where she sat cross-legged beside him, she straddled his chest, sitting on his stomach and looking down at him angrily. “As long as we’re making confessions, you should know: I lied before.”
 
   His eyes widened, and he scowled up at her.
 
   “Don’t glare at me, Colton Lane,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. She fixed him with an especially sassy look and repeated, “I lied before.”
 
   His eyes searched hers frantically. “About what?”
 
   “I’m not falling in love with you. I’m in love with you.” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and worried it for a moment. “I just didn’t want to freak you out. So I said that—”
 
   “I love you too,” he said, jackknifing into a sitting position and burying his hands in her hair as his lips slammed into hers.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck, dropping her hands softly to his back and letting him pull her against his body as fiercely as he needed to, to soothe his fear and affirm his relief as he kissed her. He’d experienced so much loss in his life—his parents, his aunt, his uncle, even, in a certain way, his cousin. She felt the full force of his relief as he understood he wouldn’t have to add Verity to that list, and she tightened her embrace, cradling him in her arms and letting him love her. She needed him to understand that his revelation about Melody wouldn’t lead her to reject him. Oh, no. Quite the opposite. It bound her to him in ways that she immediately felt but didn’t immediately understand, because the scope was too broad. The fit of them together had to be God’s plan because it was so good.
 
   For now, all she knew was this:
 
   You were meant for me. And I was meant for you. And I will never let you go.
 
   As his kiss gentled, his tongue slid tenderly along hers. She ran her fingers up his back to the nape of his neck where she locked them, then leaned away to look up at him.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” she said, sensing he needed to hear the words.
 
   “I was worried,” he admitted, grimacing in annoyance as the words escaped his lips.
 
   “You shouldn’t have been.” She cocked her head. “You should have told me sooner.”
 
   “I wasn’t sure I could trust you at first,” he said, his gray eyes deep and dark, “and by the time I knew I could trust you, I couldn’t deal with the idea of you leaving.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” she said again, letting the love she felt warm her voice and her gaze. “You can trust me.”
 
   “I know, baby.”
 
   “So what is it about her life that I’m not going to like?”
 
   He took a deep breath and sighed. “Could I ask you to trust me? I’ll set up a time when we can pick up Mel at her condo and—”
 
   “I trust you,” she whispered, her voice as absolute as her heart. “That’s all.”
 
   She moved experimentally over his hips, rolling into him to feel the massiveness of his erection, and then away.
 
   “If it wasn’t midnight,” she said, her own voice husky in her ears, “I’d wake up Ryan right now and tell him that we’re a couple.”
 
   Colton groaned in frustration, dropping his forehead to the curve of her neck. His lips touched down on her shoulder, and she shivered, arching against him.
 
   He cleared his throat, but his voice was still gravelly with want. “I’m off on Tuesday. Spending it with Mel, taking her to the zoo. She likes that. Any chance you . . .”
 
   Verity coughed lightly, touching her throat gingerly. “Oh no. I feel a cold coming on.”
 
   He raised his head, grinning at her. “Full-blown flu by Tuesday?”
 
   “You bet,” she said, giggling softly. “And I’m fairly certain that Ryan’s going to come down with it too.”
 
   “You’ll call out sick?”
 
   She winked at him.
 
   “So we’ll tell them together?” he asked. “Ryan and Mel?”
 
   She nodded, barely able to contain her happiness.
 
   “Which means that Tuesday night,” he said, leaning down to claim her lips for another long, hot kiss, “you’re all mine.”
 
   ***
 
   Knowing that Verity would be spending Tuesday night—all night, finally, thank God, amen—in his bed made Monday feel interminable, but it would have at least been uneventful were it not for Artie choosing to be an asshole again.
 
   After a hand-to-hand combat practice session with Sebastian that lasted for most of the afternoon, Colt decided to check on Thor. Before meeting Verity, Colt had spent a lot of his free time with Thor, and he felt a little bad that his old friend was being a bit neglected, so he stole a carrot and apple from the kitchen and planned to visit with him for a little while before tonight’s show.
 
   But as he entered the practice ring, he couldn’t miss the sound of Artie’s voice coming from the direction of Éclair’s stall, delivering an onslaught of abuse. As Colt got closer, he slowed his steps to listen.
 
   “. . . goddamned retard. I asked you to stay the fuck away from my mount. What didn’t you understand?”
 
   “But, Artie, it’s my job to give ’em—”
 
   “Are you deaf and dumb? It’s your job to do as I say!”
 
   “I ain’t deaf, but I got to change their water. Joe said—”
 
   “Fuck Joe and fuck you, you moron. I’ll teach you a lesson you won’t forget.”
 
   Colt sped up, rounding the corner of the barn just in time to see Artie, at the way back of the barn, turn on the hose full blast and point it at Ryan. It was a high-pressure hose used for cleaning the stalls, and Ryan yelped as the cold water, aimed at his face, made contact with his cheeks, stinging like a thousand frozen needles.
 
   “Stop!” yelled Colt, surging into the stable and beelining for Artie, who was grinning from ear to ear as the sharp prickles of cold water pelted Ryan’s skin.
 
   “Have I got your attention, retard?” asked Artie, spraying the hose down Ryan’s body—at his shirt, at his crotch, all up and down his pants as Ryan shrieked and cowered. “Stay away from—”
 
   “FUCKING STOP!”
 
   Colt plowed into Artie with all his might, and the hose went flying from Artie’s hands as he hit the cement ground hard, landing on his backside. Colt quickly turned off the water, then turned to Ryan.
 
   His heart clenched to see Verity’s brother crouched down beside Éclair’s stall door, covering his head with his hands, rocking back and forth as he mewled and cried.
 
   “You’re fucking crazy, Lane!”
 
   Colt turned around, skewering Artie with furious eyes as he advanced upon him. “I heard what you said to him. I saw what you were doing. You’re lucky I don’t fucking—”
 
   “Ver’ty . . . Ver’ty . . . Ver’ty . . .,” keened Ryan.
 
   Squelching the strong instinct to beat Artie to a pulp, Colt turned back to Ryan, squatting down in front of him and laying a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Hey, buddy. It’s all over now.”
 
   “Ver’ty. I need Ver’ty,” he sobbed.
 
   “How ’bout you and I try to work this out between us, huh?” he said as gently as he could with his anger swirling like a dark storm cloud inside.
 
   “How about you tell him not to come near my fucking horse again?” demanded Artie, who was back on his feet behind Colt.
 
   Without removing his hand from Ryan’s shoulder, Colt turned to look at piece-of-shit Artie. His voice was thick with rage. “How about you offer Ryan an apology and then get the fuck out of my sight before I rearrange your face?”
 
   “Fuck you, Lane. And fuck you too, Gwynn,” said Artie, brushing some straw from his T-shirt.
 
   The gathering storm inside started swirling, and Colt narrowed his eyes at Artie, his voice lethal. “Fucking. Say. Sorry.”
 
   A bit of uncertainty slipped into Artie’s eyes.
 
   “Stay away from my fucking mount, Gwynn,” said Artie, running a hand through his hair, “and we won’t have a fucking problem.”
 
   Colt watched Artie stalk out of the barn, at war with himself. On the one hand, he wanted to chase after Artie and slam his fist into his face. He ached for the fight. He was spoiling for it, and fuck, Artie deserved it. But on the other hand, Verity’s brother, the “sweet place” of his sweetheart, was crouched on the ground crying, barely able to speak. In the end, Ryan’s needs won out over Colt’s fierce desire to teach Artie a lesson.
 
   Another time, he told himself. Another time I’ll settle that score. Not now. Not now, while Ryan needs me.
 
   Gently he rubbed Ryan’s shoulder. “Artie’s gone, buddy. He’s gone now.”
 
   Ryan moved one of his hands a little and peeked out between his fingers, looking around the stable. “All gone?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s okay. Come on.”
 
   Colt took his arm and urged him to stand up, surveying the damage as Ryan Gwynn straightened. His clothes were drenched, and his cheeks were bright red from the sting of the hose. But it was his eyes that bothered Colt the most—they were wide and frightened and deeply confused about why Artie had unleashed such cruelty upon him.
 
   Colt spoke gently with his hand still on Ryan’s arm, “I need you to stay away from Éclair for now, okay?”
 
   “I gotta change his water, Colton.”
 
   “Naw. I’ll talk to Joe. Joe can change his water, okay? I don’t want you in here anymore.”
 
   “I’m good with horses.”
 
   “’Course you are, Ryan, but Artie’s an asshole, and I don’t like the way he treats you. No more Éclair, you hear?”
 
   “Okay. Bye, Éclair,” he said mournfully, looking at the chestnut horse.
 
   “You got some dry clothes in your locker?”
 
   “Yeah. Dry clothes. Okay.” He sniffled and reached up to backhand his nose.
 
   “Well, you go change, and I’m going to talk to Joe. It’s going to be all right, Ryan. Just stay away from Éclair for now, okay? And let’s, uh, let’s not worry your sister about this for now. I’ll talk to Joe. I’ll take care of it, okay?”
 
   Ryan turned to go, then looked back, offering Colt a lopsided smile. “Colton takes care of us. Colton is our friend.”
 
   And damn if Colt’s lips didn’t twitch in the barest semblance of a smile. It wouldn’t be long before a third name was added to the list of people who made him smile . . . and two of them were Gwynns.
 
   He didn’t mention the incident to Verity. They worked different shifts, so he hadn’t really had an opportunity. Part of him didn’t want to tell her. He didn’t want to worry her. Joe had been completely understanding and agreed that Ryan should stay away from Éclair for a while, and it made Colt feel good to handle things for her, to bear some of her burden so she wouldn’t have to.
 
   So on Tuesday morning, as she flitted around the kitchen making breakfast and packing a picnic for the zoo, Colt made the decision not to tell her what had happened. And Ryan, who was beside himself with excitement to go to the zoo, seemed to have forgotten all about it.
 
   Colt had advised Lamont, today’s morning CM, that he’d be picking up Melody at ten o’clock, and Lamont had told Publix that Melody wouldn’t be in to bag groceries today. Because of Colt’s irregular schedule, he made such a request once or twice a month, and so far Publix had been really decent about giving Mel time off to spend time with Colt when he was available.
 
   He found Aunt Jane’s old picnic basket in the garage, helped Verity pack it, and, once they were all dressed and ready, they got in the car to pick up Mel at Bonnie’s Place.
 
   “How long does it take to get there?” asked Verity, buckling her seat belt.
 
   “Twenty minutes,” answered Colt, feeling nervous. He was grateful she hadn’t asked any questions about Mel’s living situation since he’d asked for her trust on Sunday night. He just hoped that she would have an open mind about Bonnie’s Place, despite her preconceived notions about group homes.
 
   “She knows we’re coming?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. She thinks it’s just me.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be better to prepare her?”
 
   Colt gave Verity a quick glance, his lips tilting up. “You don’t know Mel. She loves meeting new people. She wouldn’t have been able to sleep last night if I’d told her that you and Ryan were coming too. She’d have been too excited.”
 
   Verity beamed at him. “I think I’m going to love your cousin.”
 
   His heart swelled. “I hope so, sunshine.”
 
   “I’m gonna be friends with Melody,” said Ryan definitively from the backseat. “She might be my second-best friend, after Joe.”
 
   Colt nodded at Ryan in the rearview mirror. “I think she’d like that, Ryan.”
 
   But the closer they got to Bonnie’s Place, the more Colt worried. What if Verity thought he was a terrible person for keeping Mel in a “home”? What if it changed her opinion of him since she cared for her brother in such a personal way and Melody lived somewhere else? Would she see that Bonnie’s Place was good for Mel? It allowed her independence but still kept her safe. Verity would see that, right?
 
   He turned into the driveway, rolled down his window, and slipped his card into the reader, taking a quick moment to look at Verity’s profile as the gate slid open.
 
   She turned to him, her eyebrows deeply furrowed. “What is this place?”
 
   “Bonnie’s Place,” he said. “It’s a, um, a community for ment—developmentally disabled adults.”
 
   “A community?” she said, her lips tightening. “You mean ‘a home.’ Behind gates.”
 
   She didn’t say “like a jail,” but he heard her implication loud and clear.
 
   “No,” he said softly but firmly. “I mean ‘a community.’ It’s a hybrid concept of independent living with some group home features.” She looked away from him, out the windshield. “Can you try to keep an open mind? For me?”
 
   She whipped her head to face him, her eyes wide and churning. “I can try.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, resisting the urge to take her hand. He sensed that she needed a little space to make up her mind about Bonnie’s Place, and he wanted her to have it.
 
   Sitting up straighter in her seat, she angled herself away from him, looking out the window at the manicured lawns and cheerful gardens, the tennis courts, sundries store, pool, and community center. Was it his imagination, or did her posture relax a little as he drove toward Mel’s complex? She didn’t seem as upset as he turned into the parking area at F.
 
   After cutting the engine, he turned to her. “I’d really like for you to come upstairs and see Mel’s place, but if you’re not comfortable, I understand. I’ll just go get her and . . .”
 
   Verity reached down and unbuckled her seat belt, then exited the car without looking at Colt.
 
   Umm. Okay.
 
   Colt grabbed the bag of Goldfish he kept in the glove compartment and handed it to Ryan in the backseat. “Ryan, uh, wait here a sec? We’ll be right down.”
 
   “Okay, Colton.”
 
   Colt opened his door and swung his body out, pushing the door closed before rounding the car. Verity stood next to the passenger door, her arms crossed over her chest, her face stern as she looked up at the building.
 
   “Please don’t let me down,” she whispered.
 
   And this time, he couldn’t help himself. Glancing back at Ryan, who was happily eating his crackers, he turned to Verity and took her hand, untucking it from her elbow and lacing their fingers together. He was relieved that she didn’t fight him, and even more relieved when she squeezed his fingers.
 
   “I won’t,” he promised.
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes so blue, it was like God had chosen the color from the sunniest summer sky he could possibly make. “Okay.”
 
   He tugged her over to the front door and used his keycard to open it, holding the door for her. They entered the first-floor common room, where two of the residents were watching The Electric Company and Lamont was vacuuming the floor with earbuds on. Colt tried to look at the room through her eyes—at the worn but comfortable sofa, scratched wooden coffee table, and serviceable but clean beige carpet. There was an ivy plant on the table and framed pictures painted by the residents on the walls. It was clean and tidy, and homey. He hoped she could see it too.
 
   “Oh. It’s Cousin Colt. It’s Cousin Colt. It’s Cousin Colt,” said Frieda, who sat on the couch beside Duane. “Cousin Colt is here. Look. It’s Cousin Colt.”
 
   “Hi, C-C-C-Cousin C-C-C-Colt,” said Duane in halted speech, offering a huge smile that showcased his buck teeth.
 
   “Hey, Frieda,” he said, giving her a little wave. “Hi, Duane.”
 
   “Let’s tell Melody that Cousin Colt is here. Cousin Colt is here.”
 
   Frieda stood up, tapping Duane on the shoulder, though his attention had gone firmly back to the TV. Lamont, who’d finally noticed Colt and Verity, switched off the vacuum and pulled out his earbuds. He wore the standard CM uniform: khaki pants and a navy blue polo shirt, but his afro seemed higher than ever today.
 
   “Colt, my brother!” he exclaimed, offering his hand and a cheerful smile to Colt and Verity. “Man, oh, man, who is this?”
 
   Colt smirked. “Behave.”
 
   “She is not with you.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” said Verity, giving Lamont a small grin.
 
   “Lucky devil,” said Lamont.
 
   “Cousin Colt. Cousin Colt. Lamont, Cousin Colt is here.”
 
   “Yes, he is, sweet Frieda.”
 
   “I’ll get Mel. Mel. Mel. Mel.”
 
   “Frieda,” said Lamont, gently but firmly. “The bus will be here in—” He checked his watch. “Three minutes. I need you to go brush your teeth and get your purse. Zip it up. Put it on your shoulder. I’ll be waiting here.”
 
   “But Cousin Colt is—”
 
   Lamont put his hand gently on Frieda’s arm, then turned back to Colt. “Work calls. Mel’s waiting for you upstairs. Catch you on the flip side?”
 
   Colt nodded, watching as Lamont gently ushered Frieda toward her apartment, where he’d redirect her to brush her teeth and gather her belongings together for a day at work. He turned back to Verity, watching her hawkishly as she followed Lamont and Frieda with her eyes. Finally she looked up at him.
 
   “This isn’t what I expected.”
 
   He nodded. “I know.”
 
   “It’s so . . . loving. It’s normal. Like, not normal, but, you know, safe. And nice.”
 
   “Nice places do exist, Verity.”
 
   She still seemed uncertain when she asked, “Can I meet Melody?”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   They walked up the stairs, and Colt turned left, stopping in front of Melody’s apartment. “Ready?”
 
   For the first time since arriving at Bonnie’s Place, Verity smiled at him. A real smile, boundless and warm. “I am.”
 
   Because Mel would be awake, he didn’t use his keycard—he knocked, and, as though she’d been waiting right behind the door (which was probably true), Melody whipped open the door, her face split into a beaming smile.
 
   “C-C-C-Colton! It’s zoo day!” She reached for his waist, wrapping her freckled arms around him.
 
   Colt grinned down at his cousin’s strawberry-blonde head, wrapping one arm around her and still holding Verity’s hand in his. “Sure is!”
 
   Mel leaned back, clicking her teeth together with excitement as she spied Verity. “Who are you?”
 
   “Verity,” she said, dropping Colt’s hand and offering it to Mel.
 
   Melody looked up at Colt.
 
   “She’s a friend, Mel. A really special friend,” he explained.
 
   And just as he’d known she would, Melody completely ignored Verity’s outstretched hand and threw her arms around Verity’s waist too.
 
   What he didn’t know—what he hadn’t known in so long, it took his actual breath away—was the sort of happiness he felt watching his cousin hug his girlfriend. And when Verity looked up at him over Mel’s head and smiled? 
 
   Fuck if he didn’t have to turn away.
 
   His fucking eyes were burning.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   All things considered, thought Verity after they’d dropped off Melody at Bonnie’s Place at six o’clock that evening, the day went very well.
 
   Yes, Ryan had gotten a little too excited about his Dippin’ Dots ice cream and dropped the cup on the ground, sending the small balls scattering. But Colton simply bought him a second cup and told him not to worry about the lost one, which banished the tears from his eyes.
 
   And yes, Melody had gotten her period soon after arriving at the zoo and refused to come out of the bathroom stall for a good ten minutes. Thankfully, after some gentle coaxing, she finally confessed to Verity what had happened. Verity bought her a maxi pad from the bathroom dispenser and helped her get cleaned up, earning her a giant hug and an even huger smile.
 
   After visiting the monkeys, but before lunch, they stopped for a water break, and Colton decided to broach the subject of him and Verity dating.
 
   “So, guys,” he started, handing out four bottles of water, “Verity and I wanted to talk to you about something.”
 
   “Something nice?” asked Melody, grinning up at him.
 
   “I think so,” he said.
 
   “Colton takes care of us,” said Ryan.
 
   “He’s my c-c-c-cousin,” said Melody possessively, clicking her teeth together.
 
   Colton scowled. “Mel, I’ll always be your cousin. But I can look after you and still have time for Ryan too.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “I like Ryan. He c-c-c-can be your c-c-c-cousin too. G-g-g-good talk.”
 
   “No, he’s not my . . .” Colton pursed his lips and furrowed his brows at her. “That’s not what I wanted to talk about.”
 
   “Artie sprays people,” announced Ryan.
 
   “Who’s Artie?” asked Melody.
 
   “The French knight. Want to meet Éclair sometime?”
 
   “No, Ryan,” said Colton. “No Éclair, remember?”
 
   “Wait, what?” asked Verity. “What do you mean, ‘Artie sprays people’?”
 
   “With the hose,” said Ryan. “And it stings.”
 
   “They hook up the hose to the Slip’N Slide,” offered Melody helpfully.
 
   “What’s a slide’n slide?” asked Ryan.
 
   “Did Artie spray you with a hose, Ry?” asked Verity, stepping closer to her brother.
 
   “It’s a yellow plastic rug that sprays water. And you slide on it.”
 
   “Prickly water?”
 
   “Nope,” said Melody. “Soft water. C-C-C-Colton? C-c-c-can Ryan c-c-c-come for Slip’N Slide day?”
 
   “Did you know about Artie and the hose?” Verity asked Colton.
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t want you to worry,” he said.
 
   “You should c-c-c-come to Slip’N Slide day,” said Melody to Ryan. “Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Colton! You can’t keep things like that from me. He’s my brother!”
 
   “Don’t yell, Ver’ty. Colton protects us. He’s a friend. I need to go to Slip’N Slide day.”
 
   “TIME OUT!” bellowed Colton, his face red and frustrated.
 
   They all stopped talking at once and turned to look at him. Melody’s lower lip trembled, and Ryan’s mouth tilted down into a full frown.
 
   “I’m not mad,” said Colton quickly, giving Melody and Ryan a pained smile. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”
 
   “Okay,” said Ryan.
 
   “Thunderface,” muttered Melody.
 
   “Ryan,” he said, “stay away from Éclair like we talked about. I talked to Artie, and Joe’s looking out for you, but it doesn’t help to swat at a hornet’s nest.” He turned to his cousin. “Mel, yes. As long as it’s okay with his sister, Ryan can be your guest at Slip’N Slide day next Sunday. And baby?” he said, looking at Verity with soft eyes and reaching for her waist to pull her close. “I wanted to try handling things with Ryan and Artie. I didn’t mean to sideline you. I just didn’t want you to worry.”
 
   She nestled in his arms because it was her favorite place to be and because part of her loved it that he wanted to look after her brother. But still . . .  “I need to know what’s going on with Ryan. I’m his guardian.”
 
   Colton’s arms around her tightened, and he dropped a sweet kiss to her forehead. “Loud and clear, baby. I’ll keep you in the loop from now on. I promise.”
 
   From beside them, they heard the sound of snickering.
 
   “My c-c-c-cousin k-k-k-kissed your sister.”
 
   “Yeah. They’re in love,” said Ryan matter-of-factly.
 
   Wait, what?
 
   Verity peeked over her shoulder at her brother. “Ryan! What did you . . . I mean, when did you . . .”
 
   Without loosening his hold on her, Colton turned to Ryan. “Do you mind, buddy? If I date your sister?”
 
   Ryan stared at him for a moment before sliding his eyes to Verity. “Colton is our friend. Colton takes care of us. Colton loves Verity.”
 
   “Yes,” said Colton softly. “He does.”
 
   “Okay,” said Ryan.
 
   “Okay with you, Mel?” asked Verity, giving Colton’s cousin a little grin.
 
   Melody beamed at them, then threw her arms up in the air and belted, “All you need is love! Doo doo doo doo doo! All you need is love! Doo doo doo doo doo!”
 
   As she continued to sing her heart out, earning curious glances from passersby, Colton chuckled softly and leaned close to whisper, “Did I mention Mel loves the Beatles?”
 
   “Does this mean she approves?”
 
   “A hundred percent,” he said, nuzzling her ear.
 
   Verity settled into his arms, resting her cheek on his chest, under his chin, as a very enthusiastic Melody serenaded them and Ryan rocked back and forth in tempo as she sang.
 
   From then on, the day was practically heaven.
 
   Ryan and Melody ran from exhibit to exhibit, pointing out lazy animals sleeping in the sun, and clapping with shared delight at the meerkats’ antics. When one otter jumped on another otter’s back and started moving slowly but suggestively, Colton jerked his eyes to Verity’s, and she colored with awareness of what they were doing, but Melody pointed at the glass and announced, “Ryan! Look! They’re hugging!”
 
   Disaster averted.
 
   As the day went on, they followed behind Ryan and Melody at more and more of a distance, giving them the freedom to explore as Colton and Verity held hands, saying little, both basking in this lovely day of sunshine and family time.
 
   Only one nagging thought kept the day from being utterly perfect:
 
   Tonight.
 
   Well, more accurately . . . Verity’s worries about tonight.
 
   When she looked at Colton out of the corner of her eye—six foot three inches tall, covered in thick cords of veined muscle with a King Kong cock that she knew all too well from touching it’s pulsing thickness with her fingers—she wavered between feeling excited and feeling terrified about later. She loved Colton and wanted to be with him physically, yes. But despite what her heart wanted, she had eyes too . . . and there was no denying it: he was enormous.
 
   She was five foot four and weighed in at one hundred and fifteen pounds. Small-boned and petite, like her mother, she had small breasts and small hips and, well, gulp, small everything. The sex she’d had with Tony and Johnny hadn’t been bad, per se, but it hadn’t been that great either, and Johnny had complained about her being “too tight down there.”
 
   She’d felt Colton’s erection against her belly when they were making out. She’d held his penis in her hand, rubbing it in the darkness of his room as they kissed. He was much bigger than either of the other two men she’d been with, so if she was too tight for one of them . . .
 
   The thought set her nerves on edge, and while she still managed to enjoy the beauty of the day, in the back of her mind, apprehension reigned.
 
   And now, as they pulled out of Bonnie’s Place and headed home, her worries were slowly turning into panic. What if they really didn’t fit? What if he hurt her? Not intentionally, of course, but what if he was just too big for her body? Logic reminded her that her parts were built to accommodate a baby’s head, so it was ludicrous to worry about accommodating Colton, but she couldn’t help it. Logic be damned. She hadn’t had sex in over a year. She was worried.
 
   And yet, when she slid her eyes to him, tracing the strong line of his jaw covered with bristles of blond scruff, his crooked nose and dark blond hair pulled back in a low ponytail, her heart soared and her body flushed with heat and want. They loved each other. They’d figure it out, wouldn’t they? Oh, please, she thought, let us figure it out.
 
   “Melody might be my bester friend than Joe,” said Ryan from the back of the car. “I’m gonna go to Slip’N Slide day. It’s at Bonnie’s Place.”
 
   Verity’s prejudice about group homes had been soundly trounced today, and although she still felt some measure of wariness, she had to admit that, by all outward appearances, Bonnie’s Place seemed to be an idyllic haven for developmentally disabled adults. And Ryan seemed to long to be a part of it.
 
   “That’s fine, Ry,” she said. “I’ll talk to Lynette about you getting Sunday off, okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, yawning. “Sunday off. For Slip’N Slide day.”
 
   He fell asleep in the car, snoring softly until they arrived at Colton’s house twenty minutes later. Colton cut the engine and turned to her.
 
   “You’ve been quiet. Tired?”
 
   She unlatched her seat belt, looking up at him. “No, I’m just . . .”
 
   The words were on the tip of her tongue: I’m worried about us. I’m worried about how we’ll fit together. But when she looked into the deep dark gray of his eyes, she couldn’t form the words. All she could see was his love for her shining back. All she could feel was the hope that today was the beginning of something that would last forever. Family. Love. Safety. Home. Happiness. Everything she had ever wanted, served up on a silver platter.
 
   What it boiled down to was this: there was no point in worrying about tonight. She wanted him. And more than want, she loved him. Every part of him—big and small, angry and sweet, tender and gruff—made him the person she loved. And love meant accepting all of him . . . no matter what.
 
   “It was a good day, but I want you to myself now,” she heard herself say. “I want to be with you.”
 
   He grunted softly, a sound of pain, of frustration, of want. “Verity.”
 
   “Say you love me,” she whispered quickly.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” She bit her bottom lip. “Is it too soon? For us to be in love? Are we just calling this love because we want it to be love?”
 
   “It happens all the time in fairy tales,” he said, smiling at her.
 
   She grinned back at him, disarmed. “When do you read fairy tales?”
 
   “Ryan isn’t the only one who likes Disney movies. I’ve sat through every princess movie a hundred times with Mel.”
 
   “But this is real life,” she said softly. “We’re not a fairy tale.”
 
   “Hmm.” He leaned closer to her, tucking a long strand of her hair behind her ear. “A knight and a merchant who work at a castle? He saves her and her brother from certain doom, and she falls for him, loves him, gives him something to live for. And soon? He’d do anything for her because he can’t remember what life looked like before she was a part of it. And even if he could, he wouldn’t want to, because he adores her. Because he loves her. Really loves her.”
 
   “Colton,” she whimpered, tears filling her eyes.
 
   “Bring on the dragons and demons,” he said, borrowing a line from The Legend of Camelot as his palm landed on her jaw, drawing her closer. “I will slay them.”
 
   He kissed the tip of her nose.
 
   “Give me your doubts and disquiet. I will silence them.”
 
   He kissed one cheek and then the other, his eyes sobering a little.
 
   “I can be your knight, Verity. I can be whatever you need me to be.”
 
   His lips brushed against hers.
 
   “Lancelot to my Guinevere?” she whispered, grinning at him, caught up in the sweet, playful melodrama of his kisses and promises.
 
   “Yes, baby,” he groaned, his breath hot against her lips. “Open your eyes and see. This is love. We are a fucking fairy tale.”
 
   Then he kissed her, deeply, passionately, a promise of everything that was to come later, stroking her tongue with his own, his lips demanding and hungry, his fingers threading through her hair. His eyes were dark and dilated as he leaned away. “I’ll be waiting.”
 
   Breathless and boneless, she could do no more than nod as she watched him open his car door, close it, walk up the driveway, and disappear into the house.
 
   Open your eyes and see. We are a fucking fairy tale.
 
   She leaned back against her seat, closed her eyes, and sighed.
 
   ***
 
   Colt shook his head as he walked through the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge en route to his bedroom.
 
   Love was making him fucking cheesy, he thought, unable to keep himself from grinning as he unscrewed the bottle cap and took a long sip. He placed the container on top of his bureau and unbuttoned his pants, easing them over the boner in his boxer-briefs and shucking them onto the floor. His underwear came next, his cock springing back onto his stomach as he pulled the fabric away. Tugging his T-shirt over his head and throwing it on the floor, he entered his bathroom and turned on the shower.
 
   He didn’t know what had gotten into him in the car, using those corny fucking lines from TLOC, but they’d just sort of slipped from his lips as he gazed at her, wanting to reassure her that everything they felt for each other was true, was real, could be lasting, if they just believed in it and gave it a chance.
 
   Soaping his hands, he ran them over his pecs and abs, muscles he’d worked hard to build and maintain. Standing in the stream of water, he washed the soap off and lathered his hands again. This time he stroked his cock, remembering the way he’d kissed her in the car and quickly spending himself on the shower wall with a grunt of satisfaction. After a moment, he opened his eyes again and shampooed his long hair, then rinsed it until the water ran clear. Finally he soaped his hands again and ran them over his face, using his fingers to trace his stubbly jaw, his thin lips, crooked nose, and deep-set eyes, wondering what the hell she saw in him. Colt had no illusions about his beauty—he was masculine and his body was built, yes, but he was far from handsome. And Verity Gwynn, delicate goddess, girl of his dreams, and his sweet sunshine, had chosen him.
 
   Be gentle tonight, he thought, his cock twitching with eagerness.
 
   His desire for her was almost overwhelming. Coupled with his deep feelings of affection for her, his longing to be inside her—literally buried to the hilt—was an almost barbaric impulse. He’d need to keep reminding himself to go slow tonight, to watch her face for pain, all the while hoping to see pleasure. He’d need to be able to stop on a dime if she asked him to.
 
   He tilted his face up to the jet of water and rinsed, shaking out his hair like a wet dog and turning off the water. He still needed to shave and get dressed, and he was fairly certain that Ryan would be asleep early tonight, so she could suddenly appear in his doorway at any time.
 
   Grabbing a towel from on top of the toilet, he dried his body quickly, tied it around his waist, then ran hot water at the sink and lathered his cheeks and chin with shaving cream. He used a razor for a clean, close shave, then wiped off his face and headed into his room. Although he hoped to spend most of tonight unclothed, he didn’t think it would go over too well to be waiting on his bed, buck naked, with his cock standing at attention, so he pulled on his favorite pair of soft, ripped, beat-up jeans. After taking a long look at his T-shirts, he closed the drawer. Over the past few weeks he’d learned how much she loved touching his chest, running her fingers over the ripples of muscles, her eyes sometimes stuck on the defined V shape of muscle on his hips that led to his cock. He grinned wickedly. All’s fair . . .
 
   He picked up his clothes from the floor and threw them in the laundry basket, then hastily remade his bed. Disappointed to see that it was only six forty, he sat down, impatient for her to come to him, and turned on the TV.
 
   ***
 
   Verity tucked Ryan into his bed a little after seven, kissed his forehead, and told him that she loved him, just as she did every night.
 
   “Ry,” she said, still sitting beside him, “I’m not sleeping up here tonight.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked.
 
   “I’m going to sleep in Colton’s room.”
 
   “And tomorrow you’ll be back in Melody’s room?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “But what if I need you?”
 
   Verity’s mind whisked to Melody, living semi-independently. Perhaps she could expect more from Ryan. Perhaps he’d rise to the challenge if she did. “Then you’ll have to come downstairs, knock on Colton’s bedroom door, and wait for me or Colton to answer.”
 
   “Oh,” he said, looking up at her for a long moment before nodding. “Okay.”
 
   She brushed the hair off his forehead. “I love him, Ry.”
 
   “Yeah. Colton’s our friend.”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “Colton loves Ver’ty.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, tears filling her eyes because Ryan understood so little of the world, but he understood love. “He does.”
 
   Ryan closed his eyes and sighed. “G’night, Ver’ty.”
 
   “Good night, handsome.”
 
   She pulled his door almost closed and made sure the night light was on before slipping into Melody’s room. She’d already showered and re-dressed, in her cutoff shorts and a simple powder-pink tank top, purposely skipping panties and bra. But now she wondered if she should put them on. Opening up the drawer that held her underwear, she pulled out a simple pair of white cotton panties and a matching bra and stared at them as bees swarmed her belly.
 
   Letting the lingerie fall from her fingers, she turned away from the bureau and flicked off the light in her room as she headed downstairs.
 
   ***
 
   After channel surfing for fifteen minutes, Colt finally settled on an older movie called Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes, more for the soothing score than anything else. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Colt watched a very young Christopher Lambert swing through the jungle on vines and reach for Andie MacDowell’s face reverently, touching her snow-white cheek like she couldn’t possibly be real.
 
   “What are you watching?”
 
   Verity stood in the doorway of his room, her sexy fucking cutoffs making her tan legs look longer than they were, in a tank top that made it clear that she was wearing nothing underneath. His mouth watered, and he smiled at her reflexively.
 
   “Sunshine.”
 
   “Is that the name of it?” she asked, grinning back at him as she stepped into his room and closed the door behind her.
 
   “No,” he said, standing up. “That’s your name.”
 
   “My name is truth,” she answered, still closing the distance between them, her gaze dropping hungrily to his bare chest and lingering for a long moment before meeting his. Her eyes were indigo. He imagined his own were black.
 
   He grabbed the remote, intending to turn off the TV, but only muted it instead.
 
   “So tell me something true,” he said, his voice low and husky, blood rushing to his cock as she slowly approached him.
 
   She stopped about a foot away and tilted her head to the side.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   He took a step toward her, watching her chest rise and fall rapidly in his peripheral vision, though he kept his eyes fixed steadily on hers.
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   She leaped into his arms, and he caught her around the waist, pulling her up and against his body. She locked her ankles around his hips as his mouth greedily sought hers, his tongue slipping between her lips and meeting hers with a groan of relief.
 
   Plunging her hands into his still-damp hair, she whimpered into his mouth, and he backed up, sitting down on the bed so that his fingers could skate down to the edge of her tank top and urge it up her chest. His fingers slid up her flat stomach, gently caressing her breasts as he bunched up the shirt at her throat.
 
   Breaking off their kiss, she leaned away and held her arms over her head so Colt could push the pink cotton slowly over her head and up her arms, letting it fall to the floor behind her. His eyes dropped to her naked breasts for just a moment before tightening his arms around her so that her hardened nipples were gently crushed against the wall of muscle that was his chest. She gasped at the sensation, grabbing his face and demanding his lips, arching her back so that her breasts rubbed against him.
 
   Slow down, his mind warned as his cock grew in length and thickness, every heartbeat making it twitch and swell behind the zipper of his jeans. She was so small in his arms, and though he knew she would be able to take him if she was prepared, it would hurt if she wasn’t ready for him. Leaning his head down, he took one of her nipples into his mouth, loving the way her fingers tangled in his hair as she released a held breath on a low ahhhhh sound. He licked her, sucking on the rigid bud until she cried out, then wet his lips with his tongue, sliding to her other breast and grazing the nipple lightly with his teeth before clamping down on her erect flesh with his lips as his tongue flicked back and forth over the straining bud.
 
   “Colton . . .,” she murmured, her head thrown back and her fingers clawlike against his skull.
 
   “What, baby?”
 
   She moaned, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth before letting it go, her eyes drugged and black when she opened them. “Take off your jeans. I want to feel you pressed against me.”
 
   Her words were like a shot of adrenaline to his fucking groin, and he flinched as her fingers traced the line of skin at his waistband, pausing at the button of his jeans.
 
   “Verity, look at me.”
 
   She looked up and focused on him as her fingers unfastened the metal button in the tight space between them.
 
   “Hi,” she said.
 
   He was turned-on as hell, his body a hard, straining mess of muscle and fierce, hot want, but her sweet guileless “Hi” made him grin at her like a dummy  . . . and all he could say back was, “Hi.”
 
   Running his fingers from her temples through her hair, he tucked both sides behind her ears, then cradled her face tenderly. “I want you so bad, it feels like I might die if I can’t have you tonight.”
 
   “I’m here,” she said. “I’m yours. No dying.”
 
   “I’m not done . . . Even though it feels like that, you have to know: we stop when you say ‘stop.’ No matter what.”
 
   “I’m not going to say ‘stop,’” she said, her fingers pulling down his zipper. She looked down between them, watching her hand disappear into his jeans, and his eyes fluttered as she fisted her fingers around his rigid flesh, pumping once . . . twice . . .
 
   With a low roar of approval, he lay back on the bed to give her better access, his bare feet on the floor and Verity still perched on his knees. He closed his eyes as she slipped off his legs, and he lifted his hips as she tugged his jeans to the floor.
 
   She placed one hand on the base of his cock, kneeling between his legs and taking him between her lips.
 
   He bucked off the bed at the sensation of his head being bathed with her tongue, at half his length disappearing into the warm, wet heaven of her mouth. She sucked him deep, then let him slide slowly from her mouth before taking him deep again. And fuck, but he wanted to wind his fingers through her silky hair, but he didn’t know how she’d feel about that, so he curled his fingers into the comforter, trying to remember how to breathe.
 
   “Baby,” he groaned. “Verity, my God . . .”
 
   “Goddess,” she corrected him, before swirling her tongue around the tip of his cock and licking the first drops of his pre-cum into her mouth.
 
   Sitting up, he was greeted with the erotic fucking sight of Verity’s head in his lap—an image that he would hold on to with the last of his dying strength when he was a hundred years old—but if she continued, he’d come, and he didn’t want to come in her mouth the first time. He wanted for them to be fused together, making love, the first time he came. He wanted to feel her stretch and tighten, quivering around him with the same sense of completeness that he knew he would feel when she was finally his in every way.
 
   Putting his hands under her arms, he lifted her up to a standing position and quickly unbuttoned her shorts, watching, entranced, as she wiggled her hips so that they pooled around her ankles.
 
   “Lie down,” he said, his voice rough.
 
   She nodded, sitting on the bed and lying back.
 
   “Head on the pillows,” he said, staring deeply into her eyes, forcing himself to wait before taking in the sight of her naked pussy for the first time.
 
   She scooted back, her eyes dark and serious. “Are you going to . . .”
 
   “Love your pussy with my tongue until you come? Yeah.” He nodded, kneeling between her legs and lifting one over his shoulder so that she was completely exposed to him. “Unless . . .”
 
   “Please,” she sighed, arching her back and closing her eyes as he dipped his head to the tight thatch of blonde curls at the apex of her thighs.
 
   Staring down at her, he felt a surge of love, of protectiveness, of Neanderthal levels of possessiveness that made him light-headed and grateful, his slick cock hard as a rock, standing straight and tall against his abs. He ran his hand gently over her curls, leaning closer to breathe in the scent of her, swallowing greedily as his mouth watered. She was already wet from his attention to her breasts, and he spread her lips easily with his thumb and forefinger, dipping his head and letting his tongue taste her for the first time.
 
   She cried out—half a whimper, half a moan—as he licked her in long, sensual strokes, his hand holding her leg in place over his shoulder, the fingers of his other hand keeping her exposed to him. Her hips tilted up to meet his mouth, and he lowered her leg to the bed, leaning down to suck on the hard nub of her clit as he slid two fingers inside her tight, wet sex. Liquid velvet clenched around his fingers as her hips moved rhythmically into him, her shoulders anchoring her body against the mattress, but the rest of her flexed upward for more, for him.
 
   Her moans became louder, and she reached for his head, her fingers pulling his hair into a ponytail and pulling with every thrust of his fingers and tongue, her cries echoing off the walls of his bedroom until he touched her clit with his teeth and her hips jolted off the bed, her pussy clenching so tightly around his fingers that his cock throbbed with anticipation.
 
   “Colton!” she screamed, almost ripping the hair from his head as she came. He slipped his fingers from her sex and slid his body up to cover hers, skin to skin, his mouth loving hers as thoroughly as he’d just loved her clit. He could still taste her on his tongue as he pillaged her mouth, forcing her to kiss him through her orgasm and reveling in the feeling of her body bucking up against his as she rode out her climax.
 
   Finally she stilled beneath him, her eyes still closed, her chest rising and falling against his, her heart fluttering against his chest like a caged bird. He braced his weight on his elbows and said her name softly, waiting for her to open her eyes.
 
   When she did, they were hazy and deep, the midnight blue of the night sky, her fair lashes framing dreamy orbs as they looked up at him in wonder.
 
   “I’ve never . . . I mean, that was my first time . . .”
 
   A blush covered her cheeks, and it was so fucking cute, considering the fact that he’d just been knuckle deep in her pussy.
 
   He grinned at her, gently pushing the hair from her forehead and staring deeply into her eyes as her words registered. “I was the first?”
 
   She nodded shyly, blinking at him before smiling back. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “How’d I do?”
 
   “You need to ask?”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. Yeah, he wanted to hear the words.
 
   “You’re a Viking god,” she said, sighing as she reached for his cheek. “And I’m the luckiest merchant in the kingdom.” His cock jumped against her thigh as she spoke the words, and she blinked at him, then giggled softly. “I want you, Colton. I want all of you.”
 
   She didn’t need to say it twice. “I haven’t been with anyone . . . for a while. Are you on the pill?”
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I haven’t been with anyone for a while either.”
 
   Reaching for his nightstand, he opened the top drawer and pulled out a condom, bringing it to his mouth and ripping open the foil. Kneeling and leaning back on his haunches, he stared down at her as he held the base of his cock and rolled the latex over his straining erection.
 
   Verity sat up, her breasts flushed, her body glistening with a thin sheen of sweat, and Colton put his hands under her arms, lifting her onto his lap. His sex stood straight between them, sandwiched between her belly and his.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered, gazing into his eyes. “I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you.”
 
   “I love you too,” he said, unable to look away from her beautiful face, profoundly grateful that she had seen beyond his gruffness, to his heart, which had quickly found a new rhythm in hers.
 
   Bracing her feet on either side of his hips, she stared into his eyes as she lifted herself up, hovered over the head of his cock for a moment, then eased her body down, letting him claim her sex just as certainly as she’d claimed his heart.
 
   ***
 
   Verity gasped as the thick head of his penis slipped beyond the outer lips of her sex, pressing forward and up. Colton stayed still, letting her set the speed and depth of penetration, but she didn’t want to go slow. She placed her hands on his shoulders, allowing gravity to do its work, and, to her amazement—though surely because of the way he’d prepared her for him—they fit together tightly, but perfectly. She felt every ridge of his erection, the throb of every heartbeat against the walls of her sex, the white heat of him as he stretched her in a way that felt so good, she couldn’t keep her cries of pleasure inside, so she let them go as her eyes rolled back in her head.
 
   Maintaining their contact but adjusting their position, Colton sat down on the bed, spreading his legs out in front of him and cupping Verity’s ass while she pressed her body against his, her breasts flush against his chest, her arms around his neck.
 
   He lifted her gently, then let her slide down again, stretching her a little more each time, panting with shallow breaths, soft and warm on the base of her neck. Her breasts rasped against his chest with every movement, the tips hard and sensitive, adding to her pleasure. Again he lifted her, and again she sank down onto his full length, but this time he lifted his hips to meet her with a gentle thrust, and she whimpered because it felt so fucking right.
 
   “More,” she whispered, arching against him, her breath coming in short pants as he lifted her again and thrust a little harder, up into her body, claiming her with his length and girth, filling her until there was no room for anyone or anything in the world but Colton and Verity and their brand-new love for each other. Her arms clutched him tighter, her fingers curled into his skin. “More. Please, more.”
 
   He continued to move inside her with long strokes, faster and deeper, until her muscles started tightening, a delicious swirling that began in her belly and made her weightless in his arms, every sensation concentrated between her legs, where he owned her, where she owned him, where they were one.
 
   “It’s so good,” he groaned. “It’s so fucking good, baby.”
 
   “Harder, Colton. More. Please. I’m so close . . .”
 
   Still deep inside her, he adjusted their position again, laying her back on the bed and hovering above her as she bent her knees to cradle his hips.
 
   “I love you, Verity. I was nothing without you, baby. I’ll love you . . . I’ll love you until I die.”
 
   He thrust into her powerfully, his sex slamming into her G-spot, and she arched up against him, stars bursting behind her eyes, as she cried out his name and climaxed for the second time. His lips slammed down on hers, his tongue sliding into her mouth just before his body froze, hard yet trembling, before he bellowed her name and emptied himself into the condom.
 
   His body collapsed onto hers, but he flipped them quickly to their sides so that he wouldn’t crush her, holding her tightly in his arms. As he twitched and shuddered, his sex throbbing in waves inside her, she reached for his head and held it against her breasts, whispering that she would love him until the end of time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Hours later Colt held a sleeping Verity against his body, her head nestled under his chin, her breasts soft and supple against his chest, her legs entwined with his. His arm was around her waist, keeping her close.
 
   In all his life, he’d only known familial love: the love he’d had for his mother and even for his father—angry, abusive bastard that he was—and yes, the love he’d had for Aunt Jane and Uncle Herman and for Melody.
 
   But now he knew a love so different from any he’d known before. It was new and young, but it was as much a part of him as anything else that defined him, and for as long as he lived, he would know—certainly, without reserve—what it meant to be in love with another human being, what it meant to want her, to need her, that one person, above any other human being in the world. And if he was truly honest, it scared him a little because he had so much more to lose now. The idea of anything bad happening to her was so fucking terrifying, it made his breath catch.
 
   Without a doubt, living and working together had accelerated their feelings for each other, but that didn’t make them any less solid or true, and in fact, he felt even more protective of them. Colt knew what it felt like to live his life without her, and he had no desire to go back to that life. He’d gone from a quiet, taciturn, somewhat aimless existence, taking care of his late aunt’s house and daughter, having occasional, meaningless sex, and working a job he didn’t love . . . to feeling alive, hopeful, and loved. For the first time since losing Aunt Jane, he could glimpse his future, and it included a loving, sexy, beautiful girlfriend who understood his responsibility to Melody. Maybe he’d quit his job and go back to school to become a personal trainer. Suddenly anything felt possible! He felt like a new person who could have a whole new life, and it would be full and happy because Verity would be by his side.
 
   But Colt wasn’t a child. By and large, he was a realist, and he knew that people didn’t just change overnight. There was a big fucking fly in the ointment of his life: his temper.
 
   If he wasn’t careful, he could end up like his father—yelling, hitting, scaring the people he loved most because of his fast and furious temper. He needed to stay on top of it, stay in control of it, stay away from situations that could inflame it and lead to decisions that would take Verity away from him or him away from Verity.
 
   She took a deep breath in her sleep and nestled closer to him, sighing against his chest, and his heart thrummed with love for her so wild and so fierce, he clenched his jaw from the force of it.
 
   He loved her like crazy.
 
   But his love for her scared him to death.
 
   Because part of him wondered if it was just a matter of time until he fucked up again and lost her.
 
   ***
 
   Verity hadn’t gotten much sleep, so she was sleepwalking through work a little bit on Wednesday. But when she wasn’t using toothpicks to keep her eyes open, she was reliving every moment of last night with Colton, and sighing as she daydreamed about every night yet to come.
 
   He had been a tender and careful lover, touching her body with such reverence, it made her heart clutch to remember. When he’d said, “I was nothing without you, baby,” how the words had made sense for her too. She’d been so alone, taking care of Ryan, with no plan for her future but to make enough money for a roof and some food. And now? Now she had a home, a man who loved her, a job she liked—
 
   “Hey! Are you working today or what?”
 
   Sort of liked.
 
   Beverly stood across the counter from Verity, scowling, her fists on her beefy hips, the princess gown she was forced to wear straining unattractively at the seams.
 
   “Uh . . . yeah.” Verity straightened up from where she was leaning on the counter and pulled another plastic sword from the box at her feet. She used the price gun to mark the hilt with a sticker, then handed the sword to Beverly.
 
   “How about double-timing it? It’s five. Dinner show starts in an hour.”
 
   Verity nodded, taking two more swords out of the box and pricing them. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Daphne and Marty walk into the main hall, whispering and giggling as they headed over to the gift shop.
 
   “Hey, Verity,” said Daphne. “Feeling better?”
 
   Verity looked up at the waitress, whose breasts were practically spilling out of her serving wench uniform, and nodded. “Must have been a twenty-four-hour thing.”
 
   Marty grinned at her, but it wasn’t an altogether friendly grin, and Verity looked away from her to reach down for another two swords. “Can I help you girls?”
 
   “We were just wondering if you’d heard the news?” asked Daphne, her big green eyes wide and purposely innocent.
 
   “The news?”
 
   Verity handed the four swords to Beverly, who huffed at the three girls with annoyance, giving Verity a look that told her to get back to work and stop socializing. She took the last handful of five swords out of the box and looked up at Daphne again, raising her eyebrows in question.
 
   “She wasn’t here yesterday. She was sick,” said Marty. “That’s how come she doesn’t know.”
 
   “Ohhhh. Riiiiight,” said Daphne, nodding at her friend.
 
   Verity pursed her lips and priced the five swords, then leaned down and grabbed the box, getting ready to take it to the back room and grab a full one. “Well?”
 
   “Do you want to do the honors?” asked Marty.
 
   “Sure.” Daphne’s lips spread into a huge grin. “We got a new waitress. She started yesterday.”
 
   Is that all? Verity sighed, moving down the aisle between the sales counter and back wall, finished with Daphne’s and Marty’s shenanigans. She didn’t have time for games that led nowhere. “Great. Welcome aboard.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know her name?” called Marty.
 
   Verity turned around, narrowing her eyes. Marty’s tone had suddenly gotten meaner.
 
   “Sandy,” said Daphne slowly, scanning Verity’s face for recognition and clearly relishing her big reveal. “Sandy Rucker.”
 
   “Heard of her?” purred Marty.
 
   Verity’s first thought was that she’d had no idea Sandy’s last name was Rucker. Her second thought didn’t have time to materialize before Beverly bellowed, “Enough chitchat! Go get those Viking hats before I tell Lynette to dock your damned pay!”
 
   Daphne snickered, waving her fingers at Verity as she turned back toward the arena, taking Marty’s arm to pull her along. “Take care, now.”
 
   Verity blinked at them, then turned to Beverly, a sudden fury she didn’t anticipate making her words harsher than she would have planned. “I am not your slave, and you are not my mistress! Stop barking at me!”
 
   Beverly turned on her heel, staring daggers at Verity. “I’m your supervisor.”
 
   “You’re the gift shop manager. I report to Lynette, just like everyone else.”
 
   Approaching Verity with menace, Beverly scowled at her, stopping about three inches from her person. She stood in front of Verity, and despite an inclination to turn and run away, Verity lifted her chin and stared back.
 
   “Fine,” growled Beverly. “Go get the helmets, coworker.”
 
   “Fine,” Verity muttered, turning away and heading for the stockroom, sick to her stomach that Colton’s ex-girlfriend was back, and wondering what it meant for the very new relationship between them.
 
   She pushed open the door to the employee hallway, staring at her feet, trying to remember everything that Colton had ever told her about Sandy. It wasn’t serious, and it didn’t last long . . . She took another job in Vegas. He certainly hadn’t gone on about her. Then again, she’d learned from the girls in the bathroom a few weeks ago that Sandy had bragged that he was “hung like King Kong.” Her heart twisted as she imagined Colton doing the same things with this Sandy as he’d done with her last night. He’d definitely slept with her, or how else would she have known about his . . . his . . . 
 
   Tears burned behind her eyes. Had he loved Sandy? Had he only stopped loving her because she moved away, and he had to stay in Atlanta to be close to Melody? Would he want to be with Sandy again now that she’d returned? By the time Verity got to the stockroom, her worries had gotten the better of her, and she was grateful to slip inside the small room for a short cry.
 
   It would be just her luck to finally meet someone who understood about Ryan, who didn’t see her as a train wreck or a burden, who seemed to love her for exactly who she was . . . and then lose him to the woman he’d loved before her.
 
   “Oh God,” she sighed, pressing her palm against her aching heart as she stood with her back against the stockroom door. “Please help. I can’t lose him. I can’t.”
 
   Did Colton know that Sandy was back? By now he had to. And yet he hadn’t come to see her, to talk to her about it. What did that mean? Was he talking to Sandy now? Letting her touch him? Telling her about the brother and sister he’d have to get rid of before they could be together again? Verity’s heart bled at the thought, but her imagination was already churning. She had to see him. She had to look in his eyes to know that they were going to be okay . . . or not.
 
   She worried her bottom lip, thinking about Beverly waiting for the Viking helmets.
 
   Well, she can just get them her damned self, thought Verity, pushing open the stockroom door and letting it slam behind her as she beelined for the stables.
 
   ***
 
   Colt ran his forearm over his drenched brow, looking back and forth between Shawn and Sebastian, who were also taking a break. All three men had taken off their shirts an hour ago, and they all glistened with sweat. They’d been at it for hours now, choreographing a new scene where the Viking, Gaelic, and Renaissance Knights fight to the death, but Morgan still wasn’t satisfied with the routine.
 
   “Shawn,” said the production designer, Morgan, looking at her notes, “what if you headlocked Sebastian from behind and pushed him into Colton? That would give you ten seconds to grab the mace while Colton’s squire offered him a sword.”
 
   Shawn looked doubtfully at Sebastian, who was a head taller than he. “Uh, not sure that would work.”
 
   Morgan’s lips twitched with annoyance. “Okay. Colt, you headlock Sebastian. Shawn, you do a back roll and grab your sword.”
 
   Colt shook his head. “He lost his sword three minutes ago to me.”
 
   “Ahhh, fuck,” said Morgan, looking up at the blaring late afternoon sun, which baked the equine practice ring. “Take ten, okay? Let me work this out. You guys get some water.”
 
   All three muttered their assent, and Colt headed toward the stable that housed Thor, where Joe kept a small fridge of bottled water. The dim light made him blink as his boots scuffed over the straw on the cement floor. He didn’t see her at first, but suddenly there she was in front of him.
 
   Sandy Rucker.
 
   After two years away.
 
   “Colt, you fuckin’ stallion,” she purred, stepping out of the shadows.
 
   “Sandy?” he said, squinting at her. “What are you . . . you’re back?”
 
   “Mm-hm,” she said, stepping toward him. “My sister’s husband is sick so I’m helpin’ out for a month or two. Got my old job back. Glad to see me?”
 
   He took a deep breath, his eyes scanning her body reflexively. One thing was certain: Sandy had always been hot. At five nine and wearing three-inch heels, she looked him almost in the eyes, the emerald orbs popping from her creamy-white skin like gemstones. Her lips were as full and red as they’d been two years ago, and Colt had a sudden flashback to them clamped around his cock and inhaled sharply, meeting her eyes.
 
   What had she asked him? Fuck. He couldn’t remember.
 
   She chuckled, a low throaty laugh that told him she hadn’t given up smoking since moving away. “Go ahead and look. I like it.”
 
   He took a step back, frowning at her. “I’m with someone now.”
 
   “Ohhh.” Her eyes widened innocently. “You don’t say.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Not the titless little blonde in the gift shop?”
 
   “You already know,” he said, putting his hands on his hips.
 
   “You can’t be serious,” she said, thrusting her size-D chest his way as she pushed her breasts up and over her corset until he could see the edge of the dark pink flesh that circled her nipple. “We had a good thing, lover.”
 
   “We had a shallow thing, Sandy.”
 
   “You want something . . . deeper?”
 
   Her eyes dropped to his chest, tracing the lines and ripples of his naked muscles, and fuck, but the heat in her eyes made his cock jump without warning, and he hated himself for it because she fucking noticed.
 
   “Oh, ho!” she said, laughing as her eyes slid slowly back up his chest to meet his scowl. “Maybe you liked shallow more than you remember. I know I liked shallow. A lot.”
 
   “No, I . . . fuck this. I have to go,” he muttered, totally disgusted with himself, even though his reaction was physiological and had no bearing on his feelings for Sandy, which amounted to less than nothing.
 
   He was in love with Verity. She was the best thing that had ever happened to him. Had she heard that Sandy was back? Did she know? Fuck. Her words—I’m not good at sharing—suddenly resonated in his head. He needed to see her, to talk to her and make sure that she knew that Sandy was no threat to what they had.
 
   He stepped around Sandy, but she grabbed his arm, and when he turned around, she was waiting. She leaned forward quickly, her lips pressing against his, but Colt reacted immediately, pushing her away as forcefully as he dared. She stumbled back a few steps before righting herself.
 
   “I said I’m not available,” he growled softly.
 
   Sandy looked over his shoulder, toward the doorway of the barn, raising her voice considerably to be heard from several yards away. “Looking for someone, honey?”
 
   Colt whipped around just in time to see Verity’s face contort, her sweet lips falling open, her chest heaving with short, shallow breaths.
 
   “I . . . I’m just . . . I . . . no!” she said in a broken voice before turning and disappearing from sight.
 
   “Verity!” he yelled, starting after her.
 
   “Looks like you might be available after all,” said Sandy from behind him, grasping his arm.
 
   He stopped and turned slowly to face her, yanking his arm away and forcing his fisted hands to stay curled and motionless by his sides. “Stay the fuck away from me.”
 
   Then he turned around and ran after Verity.
 
   ***
 
   Tears tumbling down her cheeks, Verity ran through the employee hallway, stopping at the gift shop to grab her purse from under the counter and continuing to the double doors where the evening audience would be lining up in about an hour. She ignored Beverly’s calls and could barely see through her tears, but she didn’t stop running until she got to Colton’s car. She unlocked it, opened the door, sat down, and put the key in the ignition. She didn’t know where she was going. She just knew she had to get as far away from The Legend of Camelot as possible.
 
   Putting the car in gear, she floored it into reverse, then forward, beelining for the exit and pulling out onto Peachtree Road. Her tears wouldn’t stop, blinding her as she raced through a red light, almost getting sideswiped before she realized that she’d kill herself if she didn’t slow down.
 
   It was too good to be true . . . too good to be true . . . too good to be true, she repeated over and over in her head, finally pulling into the parking lot of a Walmart. I should have known my bad luck wasn’t gone.
 
   Tears cascaded down her face in streams as she rested her forehead on the crest of the steering wheel, letting herself have a long cry. Eventually, after quite a while, the tears subsided a little, and she decided to try to make sense of what she’d just seen.
 
   Was there any chance they hadn’t been kissing? She shook her head, more tears falling. No. His lips were scarlet from Sandy’s lipstick.
 
   Verity gulped, sniffling as more tears wove their way down her cheeks.
 
   It didn’t look like a passionate kiss, whispered her heart.
 
   “But it was still a kiss,” she said aloud in a pitiful voice.
 
   He didn’t have his arms around her.
 
   “But her hand was on his arm. He was letting her touch him.”
 
   He broke off the kiss quickly.
 
   “Probably because Sandy noticed me standing there, and they wanted more privacy.”
 
   He yelled your name as you were running away.
 
   “Did he?” she said, thinking back. She didn’t remember him yelling her name, but she’d been so upset, maybe only her subconscious had registered it. Everything was becoming jumbled and mixed-up in her mind.
 
   Whether or not he’d yelled her name became an important part of the equation as afternoon turned into evening and she still sat in his car, dressed in a princess dress, her beautiful memories of last night mixing with the horror of watching him kiss another woman today.
 
   It took so much strength and effort for her to try to see Colton and Sandy’s kiss in any light other than mutual desire, but after she calmed down and stopped crying, she concentrated hard and forced herself to re-create exactly what she’d seen.
 
   She’d turned the corner of the barn as Colton was heading out, but suddenly he whipped around and kissed Sandy. It was a quick kiss, ending with Sandy stumbling back several steps as though pushed away. Colton mumbled something Verity couldn’t hear. While Sandy asked if she was looking for someone, Colton also turned around, and yes, she could see it in her mind: the sheer horror on his face. And yes, as she ran away, he called her name. She remembered.
 
   But she still couldn’t make sense of it.
 
   Why was Colton’s shirt off? Who had initiated the kiss? And why hadn’t Colton immediately run after her?
 
   She took a deep breath, surprised to note that the sun was getting lower behind Walmart. She looked at the clock on the dashboard: six thirty. She’d been sitting in the car for almost an hour. The show wouldn’t be over for a while, but there was only one way to get the answers she needed. She had to talk to Colton. Turning the key in the ignition, she started the car and headed back to the castle.
 
   ***
 
   Colt paced in front of the living room window, staring out at the street, looking for his car. It was after eight o’clock now, and she still wasn’t home. After Verity had peeled out of the parking lot, Colt asked Sebastian for a ride home, then called Lynette to say his stomach was hurting. As Sebastian headed back to work, Colt checked in the garage for the car, but it wasn’t there. He still ran into the house calling her name, but everything was quiet. She wasn’t home.
 
   His squire was already queued up to play the Viking Knight tonight, and since he didn’t have a car, Colt was stuck at home, where he paced like a caged animal, wondering where the fuck she was and if she was okay and if she would ever come back.
 
   “She has to come back,” he muttered time and again. “Her stuff is here.”
 
   He knew what it must have looked like to her—him kissing his ex-girlfriend in a dark barn with no shirt on. Fuck. He knew exactly what it looked like. And yet, when he thought about what they’d shared last night, it hurt him that she hadn’t let him explain, hadn’t given him the benefit of the doubt. Didn’t she know how much he loved her? Couldn’t she see that his feelings for her weren’t fickle or weak?
 
   He sat down on Aunt Jane’s couch, his head in his hands, and closed his eyes. What if last night was all he’d ever get? What if Sandy had ruined things with Verity?
 
   “No!” he raged, swiping Aunt Jane’s porcelain figurines of Beauty and the Beast, Hansel and Gretel, and Little Red Riding Hood off the coffee table in front of him. “FUCK THAT! No, no, no! Fuck!”
 
   The little statues crashed into a far wall, smashing into tiny pieces that fell onto the carpet.
 
   “Please!” he growled, upending the coffee table and kicking a leg off just as headlights brightened the room.
 
   He raced to the front door and whipped it open to find Ryan walking up the driveway.
 
   “Hi, Colton!” he said, waving cheerfully.
 
   No thunderface. No thunderface.
 
   “Hey, buddy,” he said softly, through clenched teeth, looking over Ryan’s shoulder at Verity, who sat in the front seat of the car, facing straight ahead, staring at the garage.
 
   “Artie won,” said Ryan. “Again.”
 
   “Yeah. He wins every Wednesday,” said Colt.
 
   “Yeah. Every Wednesday. Ver’ty said go to bed.”
 
   Ryan walked up the stoop and into the house, past Colt, his footsteps fainter and fainter as Colt walked away from the house, toward the car.
 
   He took a deep breath and stood beside the driver’s door. She was still wearing the princess dress she’d been wearing when she caught sight of him and Sandy in the barn, which meant that, while she’d picked up Ryan after his shift, she hadn’t gone back to work, where she would have changed back into street clothes before coming home. He reached for the car door, relieved that it wasn’t locked, and squatted down beside her.
 
   “Please, sunshine,” he said as gently as he could. “Please let me explain.”
 
   When she turned to him, the sadness in her eyes made him feel worse than any beating he’d ever taken from his father. They were bloodshot and swollen, like she’d been crying for hours, and behind them was such immense sorrow, he felt like he’d die if he couldn’t take away her pain.
 
   “You were . . . k-kissing h-her.”
 
   Her voice was so soft and small, so broken, he could barely hear her.
 
   “No,” he said. “She kissed me. I pushed her away.”
 
   “You didn’t have a shirt on.”
 
   “Neither did Sebastian or Shawn. We’d been training in the sun for hours. We were all sweaty and beat.”
 
   Her eyes welled with tears, so full, he didn’t know how they didn’t fall. And when they did, he winced.
 
   “You didn’t . . . you didn’t come after me.”
 
   “I did, baby,” he said. “You burned rubber out of the parking lot with me calling your name behind. Sebastian brought me home, and I waited for you. I’ve been waiting for hours.”
 
   She took a sobbing, gasping breath and leaned forward, her forehead resting on the steering wheel. “I don’t know what’s real.”
 
   “You’re real,” he said, panic rising in his chest. Her reaction was scaring him. She wasn’t looking at him, wasn’t talking to him. “We’re real. What we have is real.”
 
   She lifted her head and looked at him, exhaustion and sorrow warring for dominion on her face. “Good things don’t happen to me.”
 
   “What do you mean, baby?”
 
   “I don’t get to have good things, good luck.” Her brow furrowed. “I get bad luck.”
 
   “Sunsh—”
 
   “I wasn’t wanted,” she said quietly. “I was a mistake. A surprise. Whatever you want to call it. I wasn’t planned, and I knew it. I always knew it. Good things happened to other people, to people who were wanted, not to me. Ten little girls rode their bikes to school, but mine got stolen. The chicken pox skipped every kid in town but me. My boyfriend dumped me for the head cheerleader. My other boyfriend dumped me when my life got complicated. My parents died within weeks of each other, and you know what I inherited? A brother with an IQ of sixty-one and a pecan farm that was killed by a tornado. Know how many other farms in Camilla got hit besides ours? None. Zero.”
 
   When she started speaking again, her voice was stronger and angrier, and Colton wasn’t sure whether he should be grateful or wary, because he felt the same storm swirling within her that often swirled within him. “When I moved here, I could only afford a room in a shit-bag, flea-ridden motel, where my brother and I were harassed daily, but hey, it was a roof, right? Except we couldn’t find jobs, and the money disappeared day by day until we were a minute away from a homeless shelter, which would have meant being split up—Ryan with the men and me with the women. And you know what that would have meant? That I couldn’t look after him, couldn’t protect him. That’s what should have happened! Don’t you see? All I have ever known was bad luck.”
 
   She sobbed, covering her mouth with the back of her hand for a moment. “Except that you came along. And the moment I met you, you changed all of that. You found us jobs and gave us a home and protected us.”
 
   The tears were coursing down her cheeks now, and it took all his strength not to reach for her, because he was desperate to reassure her and comfort her, but he sensed she needed to say everything. He nodded, encouraging her with his silence to continue. “Suddenly, for the first time in my life, I had good luck. No. I had the best luck. I had you. And it was like all those tough knocks were worthwhile because you were the prize. I had to have all that bad luck so the scales would be cosmically balanced when you came along.”
 
   She paused for a moment, sobbing, dropping his eyes. “Is my bad luck back already?”
 
   “No, baby. No, I promise,” he said gently. He couldn’t bear it anymore, so he reached out and took her hand. It was small and cold, and he held it between his like a precious treasure.
 
   She wove her fingers through his, seizing his eyes. “I’m in love with you. Losing you would break my heart, Colton. I can’t . . . I can’t . . .”
 
   “Stop,” he said, reaching across her lap and unbuckling her seat belt. “Please stop.”
 
   He pulled her gently out of the car and swooped her into his arms. She rested her head against his shoulder as he kicked the car door closed and strode into the house. He didn’t stop until he reached his room, placing her on the bed and lying down beside her.
 
   “I didn’t realize how much I . . . I mean, seeing her touching you . . .,” she started crying harder.
 
   Colton pressed his lips to her hair, tightening his arms around her shuddering body.
 
   “If what you saw between me and Sandy today makes you think you’re losing me, you’re wrong. You’re so fucking wrong, it’s not even . . .” He paused, blinking his eyes against a burn of tears. “I am totally in love with you, sunshine. And I need you just as badly as you need me. You’re sunshine and laughter. You’re patience and understanding. You give your whole heart and only ask for mine in return. You have it. You have all of it, baby. You’re the luckiest thing that has ever happened to me. You are my sweet place, Verity Gwynn, and the only way you’re losing me is if you walk away because I’m not going anywhere. Ever.”
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes glistening but her lips turning up for the first time since she’d gotten home. She reached for his face, drawing it to hers. His lips found hers effortlessly, kissing her gently, tasting the salt of her tears and pledging that he wouldn’t let something like this happen again, hurt her again. He’d known from the very beginning that he didn’t deserve someone as sweet and lovely as Verity Gwynn, but by God, now that she belonged to him, he would protect her heart from knowing pain like today ever again.
 
   She leaned away from him, meeting his eyes, sighing softly with relief and exhaustion. “Tell me what I saw.”
 
   ***
 
   Feathering his fingers through her hair, he told her how Sandy had surprised him in the barn, boldly coming on to him and not taking no for an answer. What Verity had seen was Sandy kissing him and him pushing her away. And why didn’t he run after her? Because he turned to Sandy at the last minute and told her to stay the fuck away from him.
 
   She knew he was telling the truth. She could see it in his eyes, hear it in his voice, taste it in his kiss, and feel it in the steady pounding of his heart against hers. He loved her. She would stake her life on it.
 
   But today had taught her something both brutal and important—she was no longer a being independent of Colton Lane. She had bound her body to his last night. Today she realized that her heart was inextricably bound to his as well. As long as he cared for her, that was a safe place to be. But if he should stop caring for her, stop loving her, he may as well rip her beating heart from her chest because it would be no less broken. She was past the point of no return now, and it was scary because she’d never loved anyone as deeply as she loved him.
 
   Which is why, as he finished his explanation, her fingers went to the hem of his T-shirt and pushed up, her palms sliding over his chest as she bared his skin to her. He reached behind his neck and pulled the shirt over his head, and she sat up, pulling her hair into a ponytail so he could unzip the back of her dress. Because the bodice had built-in support, there was no bra to unlatch, and Colton’s rough fingers trailed up her back, pushing the sleeves over her shoulders and down her arms as his lips landed softly on the skin at the base of her neck. He nuzzled and kissed as the sleeves drooped to her wrists, baring her breasts.
 
   “What about Ryan?” he whispered close to her ear, still kissing her neck, his hands reaching from behind to cup her breasts.
 
   Verity leaned back against his shoulder, releasing her hair so it trailed down his back and covering his hands with hers. “I told him I wouldn’t be up for a while.”
 
   “He won’t come looking for you?”
 
   His thumbs and forefingers pinched and teased her nipples into tight points, and she gasped at the sensation, pulling the sleeves from her wrists and leaning forward slightly to slip the rest off her body and onto the floor.
 
   “I don’t . . . I don’t think so,” she said, her voice breathy and thin.
 
   “Give me a second,” he said, releasing her breasts and crawling to the edge of the bed. He made it to the door in three steps, locking it securely before turning to face her. He watched her as he unzipped his jeans, hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his boxer-briefs, and pulled both down his legs to the floor. Completely naked, he stared at her from several feet away in the dim light of his room.
 
   Without a word, she stood up and pushed her panties to the floor, where they landed on top of her princess uniform with a whisper. Then she raised her eyes to his and stared back.
 
   “This is as vulnerable as people get,” he said.
 
   She nodded. “Naked.”
 
   “In every way,” he said. “This is me. And I belong to you.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears, but for the first time today, they were happy tears, tears that were born of his commitment and love and reassurance. Tears that told her that her heart was safe in his keeping and that she needn’t have worried so powerfully after seeing him in the barn. She hadn’t known that then, but she knew it now, and it filled her heart with such joy, it felt like bursting.
 
   Her hands were loose at her sides, her long blonde hair reached the tips of her breasts.
 
   “This is me,” she whispered, staring back at him, proud to return his vow. “And I belong to you.”
 
   At the same time, they ran for each other, colliding in the center of the room, his hands on her hips to lift her up. She locked her ankles around his back as his lips smashed into hers, their teeth scraping, tongues mating, his erection thick and throbbing against her clit as he kissed her.
 
   “I need you,” she said, cradling his face as she covered it with kisses. “I need you inside me.”
 
   He set her down on the bed, leaning over her to kiss each nipple and the valley between her breasts. His lips trailed down her stomach in a path of fire until he reached her clit. Spreading her gently, he kissed the bud of rigid flesh then sucked it between his lips, his tongue flicking out across the bundle of nerves until she bucked off the bed and flooded his fingers.
 
   The rip of foil.
 
   His knees spreading her legs.
 
   “Say it again.”
 
   “I want you inside me,” she said, opening her eyes. “Now.”
 
   With one smooth stroke he entered her completely, the walls of her sex sucking him forward until he was buried to the hilt. His eyes were black and rolling, fierce and desperate.
 
   She reached for his face, caressing his cheeks as she looked deeply into his eyes.
 
   “I love you,” she sighed. “You are my sweet place too.”
 
   His eyes fluttered closed for a moment, and he exhaled, his breath warm on her forehead as he withdrew from her body and plunged forward again. He opened his eyes, holding hers captive as he continued to move within her, massaging her wickedly from the inside out, learning every secret place within her and claiming it for his own.
 
   “Stay with me,” he panted as his thrusts became faster and harder, making her muscles tighten and gather, compress like a spring ready to explode.
 
   “Yes!” she screamed, falling over the brink of bliss, her body convulsing madly, her muscles milking him, forcing his climax.
 
   She watched from beneath him, in a haze of orgasmic pleasure, as he threw back his head and growled her name, spending himself in throbbing pulses she could feel, then collapsing beside her with a low groan of pleasure.
 
   “Baby, you’re going to kill me,” he muttered into a pillow several minutes later.
 
   “Never.” Beside him, she laughed softly, her insides still quivering and tender, her smile lazy and replete.
 
   He leaned up on an elbow, reached down for the condom, and unrolled it. Tying a knot in the top he dropped it in a wastebasket beside the bed, then turned and grinned at her. “What now?”
 
   Plunging her hands in his hair, she pulled his face down to hers, reveling in the feeling of his body covering hers. “Again.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   “I’ve never seen someone so excited about Slip’N Slide day,” said Colt as they pulled back into the driveway of his house after dropping off Ryan, slathered in sunblock, with his swim trunks rolled up in a towel, at Bonnie’s Place. He and Melody had embraced like long-lost best friends upon seeing each other again, and Melody proudly introduced Ryan as her “best friend” to everyone before Colt and Verity left, promising the morning CM that they’d be back to pick up Ryan at eight.
 
   “They looked happy together,” said Verity.
 
   Colt nodded. “I added you and Ryan to the visitor list so he can go see her when he wants to. They do the Slip’N Slide twice a month.”
 
   Verity grinned. “At the rate they’re going, maybe we’ll be related someday.”
 
   Her words pinged around in his head, but he wasn’t thinking about Ryan and his cousin when he answered, “Maybe we will.”
 
   She sighed. “I wish the weekend could last forever.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   He knew that work wasn’t going great for her since last week. Beverly had reported Verity for not returning to work on Wednesday, which had resulted in a formal warning from HR and the advisement that another such infraction could lead to her dismissal. And she wasn’t the only one cleaning up messes. Colt had felt pretty bad sweeping up his aunt’s favorite figurines with a broom and dustpan, and although he’d done his best to fix the coffee table leg he’d busted, he ended up taking the table to the dump instead.
 
   But Sandy hadn’t come back to bother him again, and he hoped like hell that she had gotten the message. He was neither interested nor available, and it would be better for everyone if she just moved on to her next victim.
 
   After Wednesday night’s marathon of makeup sex, he and Verity had barely stopped reaching for each other long enough to eat, sleep, and go to work. They were ravenous for each other—sneaking make-out sessions at work on their breaks, racing home to rip off each other’s clothes and jump into bed, and today? Man, today was like a dream. Not that Colt didn’t like having Ryan around. He did. But having Verity all to himself until they had to go into work this afternoon? Now, that sounded like heaven. Unfortunately, the grass wouldn’t mow itself, and the flower beds needed weeding, so as much as he wanted to drag her into his room and try ten new positions before one o’clock, there was work to be done.
 
   He leaned his head back on the seat and shifted his neck just a little to look at her. “Gotta do some stuff around the house.”
 
   She took a deep breath and sighed, then slipped her fingers through his. “I should do some laundry.”
 
   “Won’t take me that long.”
 
   Her breath hitched, and her eyes dilated. “Me neither.”
 
   “Fuuuuuck,” he growled, tightening his hold on her. “I want you all the time.”
 
   She made a small whimpering noise. “Me too.”
 
   How the fuck was he supposed to go about his day, mowing the fucking lawn and weeding the fucking hydrangeas, with her huge, dark blue eyes staring back at him?
 
   As if she could read his mind, she squeezed his hand and dropped it, her lips spreading into that sunshine smile he loved so much. “How about this? The bathrooms and kitchen could use a Sunday cleaning, and I’ll get started on the laundry. You do what you need to do out here and meet me inside in an hour or so. I’ll have lunch waiting, and we’ll still have a little time before work.”
 
   A little time . . . and he knew exactly how he wanted to fill that time.
 
   She reached for the door handle, but he grabbed her other wrist, yanking her back to plant a hot kiss on her lips.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered fiercely, staring down at her.
 
   With her back leaning over the bolster between them, she looked up at him and smiled. “I’ll plan something special for dessert.”
 
   Then she sat up quickly and opened her car door, giggling as he tried to pull her back for one more kiss. His eyes were glued to her ass in white shorts as she walked into the house and let the door close behind her.
 
    Maybe we’ll be related someday.
 
   And that’s when the fantasy truly took hold in Colt’s mind, playing like a movie of his life in fast-forward:
 
   Verity wearing a diamond ring.
 
   Verity saying “I do.”
 
   Verity swollen with his child.
 
   Verity rocking their child to sleep.
 
   Verity in his bed every night and every morning.
 
   Verity with gray hair, still looking like she wanted to jump his bones.
 
   Verity.
 
   Forever.
 
   It was such a strong and potent daydream, it took him by surprise, and his heart raced, as much for the surprise of seeing a glimpse of forever as for knowing that he wanted to spend those years with Verity.
 
   He didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until he exhaled loud and long, still thinking about what it would look like to share his life with her, and liking, so much, how it looked.
 
   Swinging his body out of the car, he trudged into the garage and rolled the lawn mower from its spot in the back, grabbing the gas can just in case. As he passed the bay window, he saw her walk through the in the living room with a roll of paper towels in one hand and a bottle of Windex in the other. Why this made his heart swell with love, he was uncertain, but perhaps because it was so normal. Just a weekend morning on a hot Georgia summer day, and he was mowing the lawn while his girlfriend cleaned the house. For Colton Lane, it was a slice of heaven that he’d never seen on his radar, and now that he had it, he never wanted to let it go.
 
   Two hours later, his T-shirt tucked into his waistband and his body glistening with sweat, he pushed the mower back into the garage and swept the driveway free of edge clippings. Walking around the garage to the backyard, he passed through the gate and checked out the hedges that surrounded the property. They were high but starting to get straggly. He’d tackle them next weekend. Grabbing the hose from the side of the house, he sprayed off the back patio, sending errant clippings into the grass and gumballs from the sweet gum tree skittering under the shrubbery. He hooked the hose nozzle over the stair railing, then headed up the steps to the back door, only to find Verity, a bandanna holding her hair back and a smudge of dirt on her nose, standing on the top step.
 
   “Oh, no!” she said, waggling her finger with a stern look. “You ain’t comin’ in my clean house all sweaty and dirty, mister. That’s why God invented outdoor hoses.”
 
   He chortled, wondering if this was something her mama used to say to her daddy. “Is that right?”
 
   She crossed her arms over her breasts, looking down at him all sassy. “That is right.”
 
   He stepped up closer to her, his eyes level with her waist, and reached up to rub the dust from her nose. “You’re not all that clean yourself, darlin’.”
 
   “You sayin’ I need to be hosed off too?”
 
   He didn’t know it was possible to smile this wide. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Before she could say another word, he snatched the spray nozzle from the railing, aimed and fired, spraying her shirt with a stream of water.
 
   She gasped, and her eyes went wide. “Colton Lane!”
 
   Reaching for the nozzle, she grabbed it from his hands and turned it on him, spraying his bare chest and jeans, backing him up as she walked down the stairs.
 
   “Mercy!” he half cried, half laughed, holding his hands up as she sprayed him clean.
 
   She dropped the hose, and he opened his eyes. Her white T-shirt was glued to her breasts, and her nipples stood erect under her thin bra. His breath hitched. His cock swelled.
 
   They lunged for each other at the same time, her fingers unbuttoning his jeans as he pushed her damp white shorts and panties to her knees. She hooked her fingers in his underwear and yanked downward. His lips fumbled for hers, kissing her face like crazy as he lifted her to the picnic table. He stood between her legs, and she reached for his fully erect cock, scooting to the edge of the table and lining it up with the entrance of her sex. Grabbing his head, she kissed him as he thrust forward, into her body, gasping at the sensation of burying himself inside her and belatedly realizing that part of the reason it felt so fucking unbelievable was because there was nothing between his cock and her pussy. Nothing at all.
 
   “Baby,” he gasped. “Condom.”
 
   “No, no, no,” she sighed, kissing along his jaw as she rotated her hips in ways that should kill him dead where he stood. “Don’t stop. Please, Colton, don’t stop.”
 
   He grabbed her ass and thrust into her again, building a rhythm, moving faster and faster, his cock gliding into her sex like it had found its home. He panted, groaning. The walls of her pussy tightened around him, clenching so hard, he could feel every ridge of skin and muscle as he pumped into her, again and again, her cries joining the sounds of morning birds and faraway traffic and a sprinkler a few yards over.
 
   “Verity,” he panted, “I’m going to come, baby. I can’t . . .”
 
   Her eyes were closed, and her forehead rested on his shoulder as she rode out her own orgasm, limp in his arms.
 
   “I love you,” she murmured near his ear. “It’s okay.”
 
   With her permission, he threw back his head, drew all the way back, then pushed into her again, coming in strong, hot spurts of cum that matched the pulsing throbbing of his heart. When he was spent, he leaned forward, resting his forehead on her shoulder and knowing that if they’d somehow made a baby today, it wasn’t an “accident,” as she claimed she’d been. It would be a matter of his daydreams from earlier miraculously coming true. And part of him fervently hoped that’s what would happen.
 
   Still intimately connected, he clutched her tightly, holding her close, and whispered that he loved her, loved her, loved her . . . forever.
 
   ***
 
   Verity still couldn’t believe that she and Colton had lost control so completely yesterday morning, making love in broad daylight, without protection. But later, in the quiet of her room, she’d looked at the calendar and decided that there was next to no chance she’d get pregnant, and she felt a sharp twinge of regret at this realization, which just about knocked her on her ass.
 
   Living with Colton? Check. Loving Colton? Check, again. But forever with Colton? A forever that included a home and his children? Sure, she might have had some nebulous thoughts about it, but now the strength of her longing broadsided her. Yes, she wanted forever. Yes, she wanted it with him. She’d sat there on her bed as the calendar slipped from her fingers, trying to get her head around the enormity of this revelation. They’d been together for only a little over a month, but she knew. In the profoundest depths of her heart, she knew he was the one. The only one for her.
 
   Back at work on Monday afternoon, it was hard to concentrate. All she wanted was a glimpse of Colton, and, checking the clock, she realized she’d earned one.
 
   Glancing at Beverly, who’d been keeping an eagle eye on her since last Wednesday, she said, “I think I’ll take my break now, if that’s okay?”
 
   Beverly was taking inventory of the Renaissance jewelry while Verity had just finished balancing the register. “Yeah. Fine. But you get twenty minutes. Not twenty-five. I don’t want to have to talk to Lynette again.”
 
   Yeah, you do, you patronizing cow.
 
   But she wasn’t in the mood for a spat with Beverly. Too much was going right in her life to let Beverly spoil it.
 
   “Twenty minutes. Got it,” said Verity, giving Beverly a small smile as she slipped out from behind the counter.
 
   She thought she’d head to the stables to check on Ryan and maybe get a peek at Colton practicing fencing in the sunshine, his muscles tan and taut. Her insides clenched and relaxed with memories of yesterday, and she grinned as she walked down the employee hallway. After they’d made love in the sunshine, he’d held her close and whispered he loved her, followed by the single word: forever. And she couldn’t help but wondering if his mind had been visiting the same wishful thoughts of a future that hers had.
 
   It wouldn’t be such a strange notion, would it? For the caregivers of two special-needs people to find each other, to understand each other, to fall in love, and to build a life together? There was a certain, well, verity to it, like maybe Colton was right about them being a fairy tale, like maybe her bad luck really was all prepayment for the good luck she was enjoying now, like maybe some people in the huge, wide world were simply meant to find each other, and when they did, they shouldn’t let go, no matter what.
 
   She grinned as she pushed open the door to the stable area, letting her eyes adjust to the bright sunlight. In the middle of the ring, Colton, on Thor, looked over at her and winked as she waved. And Sebastian, whom Verity had gotten to know a little, wolf-whistled.
 
   “Quit whistling at my woman,” growled Colton, swinging his mace at Sebastian.
 
   But Sebastian caught it with his lance, watching it wind around and laughing heartily. “You know I don’t swing that way.”
 
    Which was a shame for the women at The Legend of Camelot because he was one beautiful man, thought Verity.
 
   “Still . . .,” groused Colton, “if anyone could turn you straight, it’d be her.”
 
   “Do the routine again,” shouted Morgan. “And this time, in character. Viking Knight showdown with Renaissance Knight. No bullshit, boys.”
 
   Colton shrugged, winking at Verity again as he turned and rode Thor to the other side of the ring to go through the routine again.
 
   Verity strolled along the ringside, peeking into the barn doors for Ryan, but she didn’t see him.
 
   “Hey, Joe!” she said, finding him in the empty stall that had been refitted as a small office. “Know where Ry is?”
 
   Joe looked up from the saddle on his desk.
 
   “This ain’t a saddlery.”
 
   “Sorry?” she said.
 
   “They bring me these saddles like I can fix ’em. I can’t.”
 
   “Oh . . .,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Sorry.”
 
   He sighed. “I’ll have to send it out.”
 
   “Ryan?” she asked again.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Had him preparin’ a stall for a new horse comin’ in. I can . . .” Joe started to get up.
 
   “I’ll find him,” she said, grinning cheerfully.
 
   “Tell him he can take his break!” called Joe as she turned and left. “Shoulda taken it ten minutes ago!”
 
   She turned to the left, walking past a barn door and then another.
 
   “Don’t wanna, Artie.”
 
   Verity stopped in her tracks, holding her breath, listening intently.
 
   “You’ll do it if I fucking tell you to do it, you fucking retard.”
 
   The voices were coming from behind her, but far enough away that if there’d been any other noise around her, she wouldn’t have heard them at all. She turned and entered the dark barn, her heart racing as she called, “Ryan? Ryan? Are you back here?”
 
   She passed two stalls on her right, then entered a far interior ring that circled the backs of the stalls and connected them inside.
 
   “Ryan?” she called again.
 
   “Stooooop!” he moaned.
 
   His voice was slightly muffled, coming from the left, and she turned and ran toward him, her breath coming in pants of fear as much as exertion. Still circling as quickly as she could, she stopped in her tracks to find her brother on his knees, Artie behind him with his knee wedged into Ryan’s back, and a steaming pile of horse shit about two inches from Ryan’s face.
 
   “What?” she panted. “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   “Your brother’s about to have a snack, princess. But he can save some for you if you’re hungry.”
 
   Artie reached forward and shoved Ryan’s head down just as Verity reached for the first thing she saw—a metal feed bucket—which she drew back and hit Artie with as hard as she could. Artie was knocked off-balance, and Verity ran to Ryan, pulling him up by the arms. His nose and forehead were covered with horse feces, and tears fell down his face.
 
   “Ew! Ew! Ver’ty. I got poop on my face! It’s poop!”
 
   “Don’t worry about that!” She swallowed, battling feelings of anger and sadness, sheer horror and revulsion. “You go run and get Joe! RUN! NOW!”
 
   Ryan scampered off, and Verity turned toward Artie, who had finally risen to his feet, blood running from his temple as he stared down at her with menace.
 
   Her eyes blazed with fury. “My brother’s getting help. I’ll have you arrested for harassment.”
 
   “Your brother’s a retard, and it’ll be his word against mine, you dumb cunt.”
 
   Seizing her by the hair, he pushed her up against a wall, his front to her back, leaning close to lick her ear. “You’re spreading it for Lane. Why not for me?”
 
   Struggling against the wall, she reached back to hit or punch him, but he thrust forward, imprisoning her against the stable wall with his body.
 
   “Joe’s coming,” she whimpered.
 
   “It’ll take the retard a minute or two to find him. We’ve got time.”
 
   Hot tears of fear and fury burned her eyes, and she tried to kick him, but he yanked her hair and bit her ear. Hard. “Stop!”
 
   “I thought you’d like it rough,” he said in a dirty voice.
 
   “Please,” she begged, hating the tears that were falling, hating her weak plea for mercy when he was an animal, a sadist, possibly a closet rapist. “Just let me go.”
 
   His hand reached around for her breast, and he squeezed it roughly, painfully, through her costume. “Mmm. Nice. Now I know why Lane—Ahhhh!”
 
   Suddenly, her hair was free, and the hand that was touching her breast was gone. She braced herself against the wall, managing to turn around in time to see Colton pick up Artie by the hair and slam his head against a stall door. Artie fell, limp, to the ground, blood spilling from a gash on his forehead, but Colton picked him up by the hair again and slammed his fist into Artie’s face—once, twice, three times—causing a sharp cracking sound and an explosion of blood from his nose. Artie didn’t make a sound. He was already unconscious from the first two blows.
 
   “Colton!” she gasped. “Colton, stop!”
 
   But Colton was like a demon, an avenging angel, reaching for Artie’s body again. She had to do something before Colton killed him.
 
   “COLTON!” she screamed as loud as she could. “NO!”
 
   He jolted suddenly, staggering backward and shifting his head to look at her. His eyes were dark and feral as they searched her person wildly. After a too-long moment, he took a sharp gasp of breath and dropped Artie’s body to the ground like a sack of feed just as Joe and Ryan came rushing into the barn.
 
   Verity leaned back against the wall of the barn, slumping, sobbing, as Colton stepped over Artie’s body and reached for her with bloody hands. She fell into his arms, letting him hold her against his body as she wept. For Ryan. For herself. And, as she peeked at Artie’s lifeless body, for Colton.
 
   ***
 
   When the police asked what had happened, Colt could barely answer them. He remembered Ryan running out to the practice ring, his face smeared with horse shit, yelling something about Verity and Artie and “big trouble.”
 
   No, Colt didn’t remember leaping from Thor’s back. Yes, he remembered seeing Artie’s body pressed against the stable wall. He saw her dress sticking out and knew that Verity was trapped between Artie and the wall. And then? Nothing. He remembered nothing until Verity screamed his name, and suddenly he was holding her in his arms.
 
   The police officers also talked to Ryan, whose face still had remnants of shit on it, and Verity, whose ear had a bite mark and whose right breast had bruising in the shape of fingers when she pulled the bodice of her costume to the side.
 
   “Can’t totally figure out what happened here today,” said Officer Marks to Colton as he was leaving, “but you’d best not plan to go anywhere, son. Lucky for you that boy’s still breathing. You’re not looking at homicide here, but you’re likely looking at battery.”
 
   Colt’s eyes widened in indignation. “Battery? He assaulted my girlfriend and her brother!”
 
   “And they are welcome to file suit against.” He flipped through his notepad. “Arthur Kingston. But I suspect Arthur also has a pretty sturdy case against you. You broke his nose and his arm, his head’s bleeding, and I’m guessing he’s down a few ribs too.”
 
   “His hands were on my—”
 
   “Save it,” said the officer, taking a deep breath. “Listen, I get it, but, well, you don’t have a right to go around beating people up for looking funny at your girlfriend.”
 
   “Looking funny? Come on! She has bruises!”
 
   “Son,” said Officer Marks, putting his hand on his holster and taking a step in Colt’s direction, “if you can’t keep yourself together, I’ll have to cuff you and take you down to the station.”
 
   Verity placed her hand on Colt’s arm and squeezed gently.
 
   “No, sir,” he said, clenching his jaw as he took a step back. “I’ll, uh, I’ll cool down.”
 
   Officer Marks nodded. “We’ll be in touch.”
 
   Lynette looked on in disapproval as the officer trudged back through the practice ring and headed out through the employee hallway. Artie had already been taken to the hospital by ambulance.
 
   “You’re fired, Colton,” she said calmly, then pursed her lips and turned to Verity. “Why don’t you and your brother take a week off? Let all this cool down.”
 
   “But Ryan and I didn’t—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it,” said Lynette, her eyes narrowing. “You two had trouble written all over you from the very beginning. I should never have hired you. Don’t know what the hell I was thinking. Take a week at half pay. Best I can do.”
 
   “And after that?”
 
   “Come see me next Monday.” She glanced at Ryan, giving him a sour look. “Alone. We’ll talk about what’s best for . . . everyone.”
 
   “You mean you’ll fire us too.”
 
   “I don’t know what I mean!” shrieked Lynette. “My Head Knight was just rolled out of here on a stretcher. Another knight beat him so badly, he was unconscious. The police are involved. You and your brother were in the middle of it. That said, your brother’s an ADA employee. So I’m sorry if I don’t have all the answers, but I don’t know what’s going to happen yet. All I know is that I need you two out of here while I figure it out! Now, forgive me while I go get a copy of the goddamned police report!”
 
   Lynette turned and stomped toward the exit to follow Officer Marks to his car and get a copy of the police report for HR.
 
   Verity looked up at Colton, huge tears in her eyes. “We just lost our jobs. All three of us.”
 
   “Shhhh,” he said, pulling her close. “You don’t know that yet. We’ll, uh . . . Let’s just get you home.”
 
   He put his arm around her shoulders and steered her toward the stable exit, where Joe and Ryan were waiting.
 
   “Colton,” said Joe, his eyes troubled, “I know you did right. That Artie was a bad seed.”
 
   Ryan’s face had finally been washed, but there was still dried shit in his hair, and it made Colt flinch with fury as he slid his eyes from Joe to Ryan and back again. Bad seed? He could think of a few more-appropriate descriptions for Artie.
 
   “Yeah. Thanks, Joe.”
 
   “I’ll do all I can for you, son.”
 
   Colt looked at him in confusion. “But you weren’t even there. You didn’t see anything.”
 
   Joe nodded. “That’s true, but I still might be able to help.”
 
   “Sure, Joe. Thanks,” he said, appreciating Joe’s kindness but fully aware that this was going to come down to Artie’s word against theirs, and Artie looked far worse than any of them. He turned to Ryan and said, “Let’s go, Ryan. We’re going home.”
 
   It was a quiet ride.
 
   When they pulled into the driveway, Officer Marks and his partner were waiting to arrest Colt.
 
   Artie had woken up in the hospital.
 
   Colt was going to jail.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   The arraignment came swiftly.
 
   Just forty-eight hours after Colt was arrested he was walked into the Superior Court of Fulton County and immediately spied Verity’s worried, tired face for the first time in two days. Her eyes were ringed and bloodshot, her skin sallow, her hair flat. And he realized, in a moment of searing self-hatred, that she looked a little bit like his mother used to. Tired and worn. Frightened and sad. It made his heart clench with powerful feelings of disgust to know that his actions had caused her to look like that. And that she should have to see him like this—in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs—brought on a wave of shame so profound, he could barely stand to look at her, so he turned away quickly.
 
   He sat down in one of two chairs at a table facing the judge’s bench, and his public defender, Leslie Belden, sat down beside him. He’d met Leslie only once, yesterday, when she came by to inform him of the arraignment date and details, and to tell him that she felt it was best to enter a plea of no contest, which meant that he didn’t admit wrongdoing, nor would he dispute the charges leveled against him. He didn’t know what this meant in terms of consequences, but he had tried to prepare himself for the worst. The very worst, which included losing the person he had come to love more than anyone else in the world.
 
   Colt now sat quietly, waiting for the judge and prosecutor to arrive, the heat of shame warming his neck to bright red because he could feel Verity’s eyes on him from four rows behind. His stupid heart, however, still felt tethered to hers, and it leaped with joyfulness to be so close to her again. It still hadn’t accepted the reality that this was likely the last time he’d be this close to her again. Over the past two days, he’d decided, with his head, not his heart, that the only decent thing to do would be to let her go.
 
   This wasn’t the first time Colt had been arrested, of course, so being photographed, fingerprinted, and booked on Monday evening wasn’t a new experience. Nor was the county jumpsuit and the hospitality of a Fulton County holding cell. None of that had even fazed him, really. The nightmare of it all was that his worst fears had come to fruition. He’d jeopardized Melody’s care and his guardianship of her. He’d lost his job. If he went to jail, he’d lose his house.
 
   But more than his job, Mel, Aunt Jane, or anything else, he’d thought of Verity Gwynn while he lay on his back for two long days, trying not to inhale the stale odors of urine and bleach that permeated his cell. From the first moment he saw her, he somehow knew she’d be a weakness for him. He’d told himself to stay away. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t fall for her. He’d worried, after making love to her, that he’d inevitably fuck things up. Because not much in Colton Lane’s life had been constant, but his temper, rolling around inside him like thunder, couldn’t be controlled, wouldn’t be stopped.
 
   He’d told her over and over again that she deserved better, and now she had to see, had to know—this is what he meant. Him in shackles. Her wearing her sorrow. He wasn’t able to control his fury when it came to her. Melody was in a good place, a kind place, where people treated her with respect, so Colt didn’t have to worry too much about her. She was safe, so he was safe. But Verity and Ryan lived in the real world, and as long as there were evil, malicious fucking monsters there, he’d fight them off, he’d protect what was his, and it was only a matter of time until he was put away for good. And then what? Then he’d abandon not only his cousin, but his sweet woman and her brother as well. And that? Fuck that. That would be breaking every promise he’d ever made to her. Every promise he’d ever made to himself too.
 
   He was distracted from his thoughts by the courtroom door opening behind him, but he kept his eyes facing front. He expected a battered Artie to walk down the aisle and pause beside him with a shit-eating grin—Leslie had warned him yesterday that Artie would most likely make an appearance, if able, because the rawness of his injuries would strengthen the battery case—but the gate to Colt’s left opened, and a balding man in a pin-striped suit walked forward, sitting in one of two chairs at the table to Colt and Leslie’s left.
 
   “Where’s Artie?” Colt asked his lawyer, keeping his cuffed hands in his lap.
 
   “I . . . I’m not sure,” whispered Leslie Belden, looking as confused as Colt felt.
 
   Just as she leaned away from him, a door to the left of the judge’s bench opened, and a black-robed woman in her late fifties walked into the courtroom.
 
   The bailiff who followed her stood just in front of her bench and said, “All rise. This court is now in session, the Honorable Judge Samantha Ellis Stanton presiding.”
 
   Judge Stanton took her seat, giving Colt a hard look before shifting her eyes to the prosecutor.
 
   “Mr. DeWalt,” she said, “I understand there’s been a hiccup in this case?”
 
   The prosecutor in the pinstripe suit stood up. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Proceed,” she said, opening a manila folder on her desk and jotting down a note.
 
   “Your Honor, Arthur Kingston has dropped all charges against the defendant, Colton Lane.”
 
   The courtroom erupted into a hushed cacophony of shocked gasps and whispers, and Colt’s breath caught, his eyes widening with tentative hope over this unexpected hail Mary.  
 
   “A Mr. Joseph Sterns, the Stable Manager at The Legend of Camelot, has come forward with some compelling video evidence showing that Mr. Gwynn was systematically harassed by Mr. Kingston during his employment with The Legend of Camelot. It further shows the assault of Miss Gwynn on Monday afternoon and Mr. Lane’s subsequent actions to defend her,” said Mr. DeWalt. “In light of these developments, Mr. Kingston has decided not to press charges against Mr. Lane.”
 
   Leslie Belden stood up quickly. “Approach, your Honor?”
 
   The judge nodded and Colt watched as the two lawyers stepped up to the judge’s bench and had a short meeting, whispering back and forth to one another. Finally Leslie Belden turned around and returned to Colt with a huge smile on her face. 
 
   “Apparently Joe Sterns placed video cameras around the stables of the property and managed to catch several instances of harassment on film,” she said as she sat back down beside him. “I haven’t seen the footage yet, but the prosecutor said it’s very damning and the state is presently determining whether or not the footage is admissible for a harassment case against Mr. Kingston.”
 
   “Thank God,” muttered Colton, breathing a sigh of relief. Artie deserved whatever he had coming.
 
   His heart, however, still felt like lead. This unexpected reprieve didn’t change his feelings about breaking things off with Verity. It ached to think of losing her, but when he thought of her face behind him—swollen from crying, frightened, sad and tired—he knew he couldn’t change his mind. He couldn’t make her live this life. More importantly, he couldn’t let her live this life. If he truly loved her, he needed to let her go before it was too late—before history repeated itself and they met the same fate as his parents. Before Colt’s inability to control his rage dragged her down to a fate that ruined, or—God forbid, as in the case of his mother—ended, her life.
 
   “Mr. DeWalt, I saw pictures of Mr. Kingston’s injuries, and I have reviewed Mr. Lane’s record. I will be disappointed if Mr. Lane isn’t held accountable for his actions in some manner befitting the circumstances.”
 
   “The state isn’t asking for a dismissal, Your Honor.”
 
   Colt sat up straighter. Wait. What?
 
   “But Artie dropped the charges,” Colt whispered to Leslie Belden, who held up her hand, her eyes telling him to be silent.
 
   The judge looked up at the prosecutor with interest and nodded. “Very good. Continue.”
 
   “Mr. Kingston refuses to level charges, ma’am, but we don’t condone vigilante justice in Georgia, and I don’t believe that Mr. Lane’s actions should be overlooked.” He cleared his throat meaningfully, darting a glance at Colt before looking up at the judge again. “Especially because Mr. Lane has a dependent. A Miss Melody Spindler.”
 
   The judge looked hesitant for a moment. “Miss Spindler is . . .”
 
   “Mr. Lane’s cousin, Your Honor. She has Down syndrome and lives in a group home called, uh—” He looked down at the table, shuffling some paper. “Uh, yes. Bonnie’s Place. Northeast of the city. Mr. Lane is her guardian.”
 
   Colt took a deep breath and held it as his stomach flipped over. He’d been so close to walking away from all of this, and now . . . No. No. Please, no.
 
   “I know of Bonnie’s Place.” She looked at Colt, her eyebrows furrowed, her face more conflicted than it had been a few minutes ago.
 
   “The state is concerned about Mr. Lane’s temper,” the prosecutor continued. “As the sole guardian of a developmentally disabled family member, we feel that some intervention may be prudent at this time, in light of Mr. Lane’s actions toward Mr. Kingston.”
 
   “I see. What is your recommendation?”
 
   “For the safety of Miss Spindler, we believe that Mr. Lane should undergo ninety days of mandatory anger management therapy in an approved residential treatment center, with the revocation of his guardian status over his cousin, Melody Spindler, during that time. Mr. Lane’s guardianship of said dependent will be reinstated only after successful completion of a court-approved program.”
 
   No! You can’t take Mel away from me!
 
   The judge made some notes on the papers, nodding her head, before looking up at Colt. “Mr. Lane, please rise.”
 
   Colt stood up, his legs wobbly as he began to understand what was happening. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. They were going to take Mel away from him. Aunt Jane’s face flashed in his mind and he winced with shame and fury.
 
   “You are the guardian of your cousin?”
 
   He gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “And how long have you maintained this guardianship?”
 
   “Six years, ma’am. Since the death of my aunt Jane, Melody’s mother.”
 
   “I see.” She gave Colt a rueful smile. “No small feat to care for a special-needs person.”
 
   “I’m her only family. Caring for Mel is my responsibility, Your Honor.”
 
   “And yet you’ve gotten yourself into quite a mess with your fists, Mr. Lane.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “You appeared in this courtroom once before.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “But you were acquitted because your actions were in defense of your cousin.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I would never, ever hurt Mel.”
 
   “I don’t think you can make that promise, Mr. Lane. You may have been acquitted, but we both know you used too much force in that scenario, as you did on Monday afternoon, with Mr. Kingston. It concerns me that this behavior of yours spans a decade, and surely there have been other, undocumented incidents.”
 
   Colt flashed back to the motel parking lot, then dropped the judge’s eyes, looking down at the table, hating her, hating himself much more because she was right.
 
   Judge Stanton’s voice was compassionate when she spoke again. “To be fair, from what I can gather, Mr. Kingston was trouble. He was harassing Mr. Gwynn regularly. The videotape supplied by Mr. Gwynn’s coworker, Mr. Sterns, verifies the harassment.”
 
   Colt looked up at her again, a spark of hope helping him meet her eyes. Please don’t take Mel away. Please.
 
   “But you clearly have an anger problem, Mr. Lane. A rage problem, even. Pulling Mr. Kingston away from Miss Gwynn and calling the police would have been sufficient. Breaking his arm, nose, and—” She paused, shaking her head and sighing. “—three ribs, is excessive.”
 
   “Ma’am,” he started, “please don’t do this. My cousin won’t understand why I’m not—”
 
   “Please don’t speak unless spoken to, Mr. Lane. I’m sorry, but I agree with Mr. DeWalt. You would benefit from anger management therapy. That said, you’ve willingly cared for your cousin for six years without incident, which I choose to regard as a mark of good character. I think ninety days is excessive. I think sixty days in a court-approved, residential program would be sufficient. The guardianship of your cousin will be transferred to the state for a term of sixty days. Pending the completion of your program, your guardianship of Melody Spindler will be reinstated.”
 
   “Please, ma’am, I’m begging y—”
 
   “I’ve made my decision, Mr. Lane,” she said, raising the gavel and letting it fall. “Court dismissed.”
 
   Colt clenched his eyes shut, his fingers curling into fists under the table as Leslie Belden whispered, “Charges dropped. A little therapy stint. Lucky you,” near his ear.
 
   Lucky me? Are you fucking crazy, lady? Lucky me?
 
   He had no idea what would become of Melody during his “treatment.” Would she have a social worker? Would that person be male or female? Would he or she treat her kindly? Thank God she was at Bonnie’s Place, where a CM would be on-site looking after her. Would Mel understand why Colton wasn’t coming to see her? Would they explain to her that he would be back, or would she believe that he had abandoned her? Jesus Christ. Lucky?
 
   “Colton.”
 
   Verity’s voice cut through the murmur and hum of the courtroom, the sweetest voice God ever created. His jaw tightened, and he clamped his eyes shut. You just lost Mel, and you can barely take care of yourself. You are useless to her. Let her go. Do it. Just do it.
 
   “Please go,” he muttered without turning around.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Please,” he begged her through clenched teeth. “Please just go.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Go. Leave!”
 
   “Colton. I love you. You love me. We’ll get through this.”
 
   “No, we won’t. You have to go.”
 
   Tears flooded her voice, and it broke when she spoke again. “Wh-what do you mean ‘No, we won’t’? I love you. I can’t just go.”
 
   Don’t look at her. Don’t turn and look into her blue eyes over your shoulder, or you’ll be weak—you won’t be able to do what you have to do to set her free.
 
   “I mean . . .” He swallowed over the massive lump in his throat. He had just lost guardianship of his cousin. He was headed to a sixty-day treatment program for psychos. If it wasn’t a success, he had no idea what would happen next. Maybe he’d lose Mel for good. Meanwhile, he’d already lost his job, and Verity had, more than likely, lost hers as well. He’d destroyed so many lives on Monday afternoon, and he couldn’t bear to do any more damage to the person he loved more than anyone else in the world.
 
   He’d broken every promise he’d ever made to Aunt Jane and Melody.
 
   He’d promised not to hurt Verity, but this was worse than anything his fists could have wreaked. The sorrow on her face when he walked into the courtroom was killing him inside. Hurt her? He’d leveled her. He could see it in her eyes, just as he’d seen it in his mother’s so long ago.
 
   All he knew was that he had to cut her loose.
 
   All he knew was what he’d always known, from the first moment he’d met her: that Verity Gwynn deserved far better than him.
 
   And he had to make it happen, no matter what, which made him go cold for her sake, which made him dead inside, so he could get the fucking job done.
 
   “I lost my job and my cousin because of you and your brother. I want you to go. Get out of my house. I don’t want you there. Move on,” he snarled, his eyes burning with tears as the bailiff approached him. He spoke into his shoulder in a low, menacing growl, still refusing, unable, to look at her while he said these hateful words. “I never want to see your face again.”
 
   “Colton,” she gasped as the bailiff pulled on his handcuffs, urging him to stand. Without another word, he moved around the table, following the uniformed man toward the side door.
 
   “Good-bye,” he murmured, knowing she couldn’t hear him, ignoring the wetness on his cheeks and the heaviness of his broken heart.
 
   You’ll be better off without me, sunshine.
 
   ***
 
   Verity stared at the side door of the courtroom in disbelief as Colton walked through it without even turning around to look at her one last time. She placed her hand on her chest, unable to breathe, her lungs burning as tears fell in streams down her cheeks.
 
   “He’s hurtin’ bad,” said Joe softly, appearing beside her with Ryan. “Real bad.”
 
   She turned her body to the older man, letting her forehead fall to his shoulder as she exhaled on a sob, letting waves of sadness rock her body. Joe put his arms around her and held on tight for a minute or two.
 
   “Oh no. Oh no. Ver’ty is sad. Ver’ty is so, so sad.”
 
   “Shhh, now, honey,” said Joe, rubbing her back soothingly as he leaned away to look into her eyes.
 
   “He said he n-never wanted to s-see m-my face again,” she said, her words broken by tears and gasps of breath. “He b-blames me. He h-hates me.”
 
   “Only one he blames is himself, honey.” Joe patted her back gently, looking over at Ryan, who rocked back and forth, increasingly upset. “You calm yourself now, son. You ain’t helpin’ your sister none actin’ like that.”
 
   Ryan stopped rocking, but he still whispered combinations of “Oh no” and “Ver’ty is so sad” under his breath.
 
   When Joe turned back to Verity, his face was compassionate. “He don’t blame you. He hates himself somethin’ awful right now. You know that.”
 
   She sniffled, trying to set Colton’s incredibly painful words to the side and think about what he was going through. Arrested. Arraigned. Court-mandated anger management. But worst of all—the most terrible blow, she knew—was the loss of Melody’s guardianship, which Colton had taken so seriously. She couldn’t imagine how bad he must be feeling right now, how terribly he must be hurting.
 
   “I know,” she whispered.
 
   “He can’t see straight. Can’t see nothin’ but bein’ away from you and bein’ away from his cousin and lettin’ everyone down. Hates himself, not you. You mark my words.”
 
   She nodded, reaching up to dry her tears. Suddenly she felt weak and ridiculous for breaking down in the middle of the courtroom and crying all over Joe’s suit jacket.
 
   “Sorry,” she said.
 
   “No need to be,” he said. “You love him. That makes it hurt worse.”
 
   “Thanks, Joe.”
 
   “Anytime. You two need a ride?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve got Colton’s car.”
 
   Joe nodded. “You mind what I said now. If anythin’, honey, that man needs you more than ever right now. Don’t let him down, huh? He’s one of the good ones.”
 
   She leaned up and kissed Joe on the cheek. “You are too.”
 
   She thought she spied a blush as Joe patted Ryan on the arm and ambled toward the exit.
 
   “Ryan,” she said gently, “I’ve stopped crying, see? I’m okay now. I promise.”
 
   “Colton’s our friend. Colton loves Ver’ty.”
 
   She whimpered, clenching her teeth to keep from crying out.
 
   “I hope so,” she managed to whisper.
 
   “He don’t blame you. One of the good ones. Colton is one of the good ones.”
 
   Her brother was parroting Joe’s words, trying to comfort her, but the problem with Joe’s and Ryan’s reassurances was that she blamed herself. Mightily. Before she and Ryan and their truckload of bad luck careened into Colton Lane’s life, he’d had a decent job and the guardianship of his cousin. Now he was, for all intents and purposes, incarcerated for the next two months, he had no job, and his cousin was a temporary ward of the state. He had every right to blame her. He had every right to hate her.
 
   In fact, there was only one thing that actually did reassure her. A very, very small thing, which gave her more hope than anything else, and it was this: when he’d said those terrible things to her, he hadn’t looked into her eyes. He hadn’t even turned around. Maybe he was too disgusted to look at her, but maybe—just maybe—he couldn’t look at her because he knew he was lying to her. And until she saw the truth of his hatred in his eyes, she would hope that he was just pushing her away out of anger.
 
   He was certainly entitled to his anger, but just days ago he’d held her in his arms and pledged to love her for all time. And she knew enough of Colton Lane to have faith in those words and not to throw them away because he’d lashed out at her during a god-awful moment in time. She would hold on to them. She would wait for him, just in case he didn’t mean what he said today.
 
   And if she was going to hold on and wait, she needed to believe in him and have faith in his words today. Now. Right this second and every second of the next sixty days, spread out like eternity before her. Sixty days. It felt like such a long time, and she felt so sad and defeated and alone, she didn’t know what to do with herself. Fresh tears threatened to fall.
 
   If anythin’, honey, that man needs you more than ever right now. Don’t let him down, huh? He’s one of the good ones.
 
   And just like that, she had an idea of something she and Ryan could do right this second, and once she’d fixed on it, it seemed like the only possible plan for the rest of today—the only way to take a strong step in the right direction, in the direction she needed to head without fail for the next sixty days, believing that, when she clamped eyes on Colton Lane again, his would be shining with love, not hatred.
 
   She turned to Ryan and offered him a small, weak smile. “Well, it’s only four o’clock. Know where I think we should go?”
 
   “McDonald’s?”
 
   She shook her head. “Nope. To visit Melody. We could pick up some ice cream and go say hello to her. Maybe try to explain that Colton’s going to be away for a little while, but we’ll be there for her whenever she needs us. What do you think?”
 
   “Rocky road. I think rocky road.”
 
   “That’s her favorite, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. And rainbow sprinkles.”
 
   “Rocky road with rainbow sprinkles,” she said, lifting her chin and taking her brother’s arm as they exited the courtroom. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   “Day thirty,” said Dr. Warren, stepping around the desk and sitting down across from Colt, who sat in a guest chair. “Halfway through your treatment, which means you get your letter writing privileges instated today. Anyone you’re thinking about writing to?”
 
   “Maybe Mel,” he said, “but I don’t know what to fuc—” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Part of his therapy was to try not to curse as freely as he used to. “I don’t know what to say to her. ‘Remember me? Your long-lost cousin?’”
 
   “She was told that you’d be away for a while.”
 
   “Be away,” he said softly. “What does that even mean to someone with Down syndrome?”
 
   “You’re underestimating her, I think. She’s not a child. Her brain may not work as efficiently as yours, but having Down syndrome doesn’t mean she can’t understand time and absence. From what you’ve told me, Mel is actually quite high-functioning and bright. Besides, you’ll see her in a month and you’ll be able to explain to her in person then. It’ll be okay.”
 
   Man, I hope so.
 
   “So maybe you’ll write to Mel if you can figure out what to say.” The doctor kept his expression neutral. “Anyone else?”
 
   Colt looked down at his lap, Verity’s face appearing in his mind as it did in every quiet moment. Her beautiful blue eyes, full lips, angel-soft hair. I love you. You love me. We’ll get through this. But suddenly her face twisted, becoming haggard and tired, a mash-up of her face in the courtroom and his mother’s face after one of his father’s tantrums. Colt shook his head, looking up at Dr. Warren.
 
   “Nah,” he said softly.
 
   “Not . . . Verity?”
 
   Her name. Just hearing her name was enough to gut him.
 
   “I told her to go. I . . .”
 
   “You . . . what?”
 
   “You already know this,” said Colt, starting to feel irritated.
 
   Irritated, not angry, which was an important distinction, because annoyance and irritation were emotions he’d generally skipped before finding himself in the throes of full-blown anger. However, since arriving at Central State Hospital and beginning his forced therapy with Dr. Warren, Colt was changing. The doc said he was healing.
 
   “I told her I never wanted to see her face again,” said Colt. “I told her to go.”
 
   “Yes, but maybe she didn’t go just because you told her to.”
 
   Colt tried to swallow over the lump in his throat. “It’s best if she did.”
 
   “Why do you think that? You don’t talk about her very much, but when you do, it’s clear she means something to you.”
 
   Something?
 
   Everything.
 
   Verity Gwynn had been his shot at happiness, and he’d ruined it—he’d killed it. He’d beat Artie to a pulp, hurt and abandoned her and her brother. Lynette had almost definitely fired her, though he didn’t know for sure. But the final nail in the coffin, the insult to the injury, was his rejection of her in the courtroom—telling her he blamed her and wanted her out of his house. He knew now that the manner in which he’d lashed out at her was partially due to his anger disorder, but part of him was acting in her best interest, and he had truly wanted her to go—to find some levelheaded, even-keeled guy who deserved someone as sweet and wonderful as Verity.
 
   He was damn sure it wasn’t him.
 
   He looked up. “This thing that’s wrong with me? I don’t know if it can be fixed. It’s like I’m . . . broken, doc.”
 
   Dr. Warren leaned forward, placing his elbows on his desk. “No, Colton. You aren’t broken. You’re sick. Just like your father was sick. What you have, as you know, is a medical condition—an anger disorder called intermittent explosive disorder, which we’ve started treating medically and psychologically.”
 
   “Like I said, broken.”
 
   “Recovering,” said Dr. Warren with a warning edge in his voice. “Since we started you on that SSRI three weeks ago, you’ve started healing. Let me ask you this: is there medical maintenance involved with controlling a disorder like diabetes? Yes. Will there be medical maintenance involved to control your IED? Of course. Diabetics take insulin; you take an SSRI. And you already know that when you head back into the real world, you’re going to need to continue with psychotherapy and your medication regime, but you also have some tools for when that boiling and churning starts inside.”
 
   Colt sighed. It was true that since he’d been taking the SSRI medication, he hadn’t felt the simmering rage that had been his constant companion for most of his life, and it was a blessed relief. He would still get annoyed or irritated, but those feelings didn’t build and build until they climaxed with him breaking furniture or hitting people.
 
   Despite the fact that he didn’t experience any negative side effects with his medication, it made him feel weak to have to take it. Part of him hated that he was going to need to be on medication for the rest of his life. He shared as much with Dr. Warren.
 
   “Does insulin make a diabetic weak? No. It’s a medication that saves his life. An SSRI is saving yours. Besides, we don’t know that you’ll need to be on the meds forever,” he said. “The brain is uncharted territory. It’s possible that, after a few years on the SSRI, we could try weaning you off and see how you do. You’re a strong man, Colton. What’s amazing to me, as I’ve shared with you before, is how well you managed to control your anger, medically unaided, for most of your life. You’re strong. Much stronger than you give yourself credit for. But there was only so much longer you could have lasted without putting someone in a coma . . . or worse. I know you may not want to hear it, but the best thing that ever happened to you was being remanded into my care.”
 
   Doc Warren was trying to be encouraging, but Colt knew better. The best thing that had ever happened to him was Verity . . . the woman he’d willfully shoved out of his life thirty days ago.
 
   “Maybe she’ll surprise you,” said the doc softly, with his uncanny knack for reading Colt’s mind.
 
   Colt swallowed over the lump in his throat, remembering her broken voice after he told her he never wanted to see her face again. He shook his head. “No. I . . . I hurt her. Bad. If I was her . . .” He paused, the wave of sadness inside almost unbearable. Sadness, not anger. Another important distinction, though the small victory was washed away with his sorrow. “. . . I’d be long gone by now.”
 
   “Maybe.” Dr. Warren nodded, giving Colt a sad smile before cocking his head to the side. “But love’s unpredictable. That guy in the song didn’t expect a hundred yellow ribbons either.”
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “I’m dating myself here,” said the doc, laughing softly. “Old song called ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole Oak Tree.’ Don’t know it?”
 
   Colt shook his head.
 
   Dr. Warren sighed. “Well, it’s about this guy, and, well, I guess he just got out of jail after a few years. And this is in the seventies, before cell phones and the Internet, so he wrote his sweetheart a letter saying he’d be passing her house on a bus, and if she tied a yellow ribbon around the oak tree in the front yard, he’d get off the bus and come home to her. If not . . .” The doc shrugged. “. . . he’d stay on the bus and leave her alone to get on with her life.”
 
   Colt leaned forward, gripping the edge of the desk. “What happened?”
 
   “Let’s see . . . Well, I guess they get to her neighborhood, and the guy can’t even bear to look out the window, you know? Because he’s sure the tree will be bare. So he asks the bus driver to look for him. And suddenly the whole bus starts cheering, and he looks out the window. Instead of one ribbon, she’s tied a hundred around the tree.”
 
   “Fuck,” said Colt, clenching his teeth and blinking his eyes.
 
   Dr. Warren gave him a look for swearing, then shrugged. “I’ll forgive that one because that song, my friend, is one hell of a tearjerker.”
 
   Colt stared down at his hands on the desk, thinking about the guy on the bus. He knew exactly how he felt. But at least that lucky bastard had a speck of hope. Colt didn’t even have that. He’d told her to go, and after the way he’d treated her, he was certain she was long gone.
 
   The doc cleared his throat. “What do you have to lose by writing to her? If she’s already gone, you lose nothing. If there’s a chance she stuck around, it could tip the scales in your favor if she knew you were sorry. If she knew that you still, well, love her. That is, if you do love her.”
 
   More than anything.
 
   “What if she doesn’t write back?”
 
   “Again,” said Dr. Warren, “what will have you lost by trying?”
 
   “Nothing,” murmured Colt.
 
   “Promise me you’ll think about it?”
 
   Colt nodded. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Good to hear. That’s it for today. You’ve got chores and exercise, and I’ve got Maureen. Wish me luck.”
 
   Colt grimaced. Maureen was a biter.
 
   “Good luck,” said Colt, standing up and heading for the door. He turned at the last minute. “Thanks, doc. Thanks for everything.”
 
   “Think about it, Colton,” he said. “Nothing to lose.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” said Colt, closing the door behind him.
 
   ***
 
   It didn’t surprise Verity when Lynette let them go a week after the incident between Colton and Artie in the stable.
 
   She’d actually fired Verity “with cause,” claiming that she’d left her shift several times without completing it, which was—theoretically, at least—true. Ryan was a trickier case, however, because he was protected under the ADA and Lynette wasn’t interested in being dragged through court by Verity, who could likely win a civil case on harassment-on-the-job charges alone.
 
   It helped a little to know that Artie had been fired too—his squeaky clean Knight in Shining Armor image permanently tarnished by his cruelty to Ryan. He was smart to leave TLOC as soon  as possible, as the tides had quickly turned against him, with many female servers finally coming forward to complain of him taking liberties—squeezing their breasts and backsides uninvited and making lewd overtures—once he was gone.
 
   Lynette offered fifty percent of Ryan’s salary, including full health care and dental, for twelve months or until he found another job, as long as they’d leave quickly and wouldn’t press charges against TLOC for Artie’s mistreatment of Ryan. And although it grated on Verity to take the deal when it meant sweeping Artie’s disgusting behavior under the rug, she couldn’t eat her convictions. If they lived at Colton’s house and spent Ryan’s partial salary frugally, they could eke by until they found new jobs. So she’d said yes to the deal, then cried herself to sleep in Colton’s bed, hating her desperation, missing him terribly, and wondering—as she did every night—what would happen at the end of their long sixty days apart.
 
   Would he be shocked to find them still in his house and kick them out, insisting that he blamed her and hated her for what had happened? Or would he once again be the Colton she’d fallen in love with—gentle and protective, loving and tender—sorry for his unforgiving words and desperate to make things right? She worried about the former but remained hopeful for the latter.
 
   She’d also taken time to review the judge’s sentence and think over Colton’s behavior. Twice she’d watched him—once in the motel parking lot and again in the stables with Artie—lash out brutally when someone he cared about was threatened. Both times, it was almost like he was on autopilot, in a thick, almost unreachable fog of rage. And while she truly didn’t believe that he’d ever hurt her, she worried now, as she had in the past, that if he couldn’t get his anger under control, it would be a matter of time before he killed someone.
 
   During their time apart, she’d looked up anger disorders on the Internet, and, although she didn’t know Colton’s formal medical diagnosis, enough of the symptoms she read about led her to believe that he was probably struggling with a manageable condition called intermittent explosive disorder. If so, during his time away from her at Central State Hospital, he was receiving medical and psychological care that could end up saving his life, and maybe even saving their relationship too.
 
   She hoped so. She hoped so hard, it ached.
 
   But no matter how much it hurt, she couldn’t give up on him. She wouldn’t. Not yet.
 
   She found some unexpected solace in gardening—planting borders of cheerful impatiens and pansies around the walkways of his home, keeping the lawn mowed and the edges trimmed. She remembered, with such happiness, the last Sunday they’d spent together before the incident with Artie. Colton gardening, her cleaning, spraying each other with the hose, making love in the sunshine. It had been so normal. Just a young couple in love spending a Sunday together. How she’d wanted a million more. She still did.
 
   As days turned into weeks, Melody and Ryan became Verity’s focal points. Ryan adored Melody, and by loving and looking out for Mel, Verity felt like she was honoring Colton’s unspoken wishes, which gave her purpose and somehow made his absence easier to bear . . . except at night, when she slept in his bed and snuggled into his pillow, missing him, dreaming of him—bright vivid dreams of his hands on her body, his dark eyes looking tenderly into hers, through hers, fusing his soul to hers. When she woke up alone, the endless tears would start, falling until she fell asleep again or woke up groggily to make Ryan’s breakfast.
 
   Time went slowly without a job, without word from Colton, her thoughts and worries preying on her, even as she tried to stay positive. Bonnie’s Place became her haven, little by little, until she and Ryan got into the habit of stopping by every afternoon, after Melody got home from work, to share supper together.
 
   The little family that Verity had seen coming into focus at the zoo, less one important member, was as intact as it could be for now, though missing Colton’s face at the table was a daily ache that wouldn’t subside.
 
   But her time visiting Bonnie’s Place turned out to be fruitful for more than just looking after Melody. It led to a new opportunity that gave Verity even more purpose. After several weeks of daily visits, one of Mel’s CMs, Francisco, asked Verity if she had any interest in, one, enrolling Ryan in their day program, and two, working part-time at the Bonnie’s Place sundries store.
 
   “Doesn’t pay much,” he said, standing outside complex F (Is For “Friendship”), where he caught Verity and Ryan as they were walking back to Colton’s car one evening. “But the older lady who used to work there? Simone? She fell down some stairs and broke her hip. Would be nice to have someone there who we already knew we could trust.”
 
   “You’re offering me a job?” she asked, her mouth dropping open in surprise.
 
   “No,” he said, grinning at her. “It’s not mine to offer. But I think you should apply.”
 
   She did. And on the spot, the director of Bonnie’s Place told her she could have the job: Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, from noon to six p.m. She accepted the position gratefully and signed up Ryan for the Bonnie’s Place day program, where he learned life and job skills and enjoyed the amenities at the recreation center five days a week. She enjoyed the part-time work, and she loved watching Ryan build a new life for himself, making friends within the nurturing gates of Bonnie’s Place.
 
   On Tuesdays and Thursdays, while her brother was at the day program, she cared for Colton’s house: gardening, of course, but also making new curtains for the kitchen and living room windows, freshening up the paint on the outside shutters, and planting climbing ivy that was already growing up and around the mailbox. It was the only way for her to show him that she loved him, and besides, she would have gone crazy if she didn’t stay busy.
 
   But she should have known that the status quo wouldn’t last.
 
   Almost forty days into Colton’s rehabilitation, Verity came down with a stomach bug, a wicked one that made her throw up for a few hours one Tuesday morning, then fall back into bed at the brink of exhaustion and sleep for an additional four hours before waking up and hurling again.
 
   The funny thing was, she didn’t have a fever or the sweats, she hadn’t eaten anything funny, and even after sleeping, she still felt bone tired. Nursing a cup of tea in the kitchen, where she checked off the days of Colton’s commitment on a wall calendar, she finally put two and two together, widening her eyes with shock and awe. Leaping up from the table, she stared at the calendar, her heart beating faster and faster, her hands shaking as she turned back the page.
 
   She and Colton had made love on the picnic table forty-two days ago . . . and she hadn’t gotten a period since. She’d been so overwhelmed and depressed and anxious to stay busy, it hadn’t occurred to her that she’d skipped a cycle, but now it did.
 
   Racing to the bathroom, she whipped her T-shirt over her head and looked at her breasts spilling out of her simple white cotton bra.
 
   “Oh my God,” she murmured, staring at her still-flat stomach in the mirror with wide eyes. Unprotected sex. Nausea. Exhaustion. Huge boobs. No period. It all added up to one unmistakable sum. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. I’m . . .”
 
   Placing her hands tenderly on her belly, she looked at herself in the mirror as her eyes pooled with tears. I’m pregnant with his baby. She was carrying Colton’s child inside her, a child that she wanted so much and so completely, she thought she might faint from the wave of pure love that swept over her. I’m having his baby. Her heart raced with happiness, even as rivulets of tears rolled down her cheeks.
 
   “I’m waiting for you,” she vowed, thinking of Colton, of her knight, her sweet place, her love. She sniffled softly as she wiped her tears away and smiled at her tummy. “And now I’m waiting for you too.”
 
   ***
 
   For a week Colton had been trying to find the right words to tell Verity how sorry he was—that he didn’t mean what he’d said to her in the courthouse, that he loved her as much as it was possible for a man to love a woman, and that the weeks she’d lived with him were the happiest of his whole life.
 
   When the sunshine woke him up, she was the first thing on his mind.
 
   While he worked out at the hospital gym, he composed letters to her.
 
   While he mopped the hallways, he arranged words of apology in his head.
 
   When the bolt sounded on his hospital room door at night, he lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying desperately to figure out what to say.
 
   And suddenly fifty days had passed and he had about twenty letters started, piled in the top drawer of his desk, unsent because none of them sounded just right. None of them expressed the profound depths of his regret and remorse. None of them did justice to her love for him and his for her. None of them felt fair if she’d already moved on and started building a new life for herself and Ryan. And none of them felt like they would make any difference anyway, because in his heart he believed she was already gone . . .
 
    . . . that is, until day fifty-three, when he received a letter from Melody.
 
   Written in her cheerful, childlike scrawl, it read:
 
   Dear Colton,
 
   Come and see me.
 
   Let’s eat eggs at the table.
 
   I miss you.
 
   Ryan misses you too.
 
   I love you.
 
   Love, 
 
   Melody
 
   xoxox
 
   He blinked at the note, reading it and rereading it ten times before setting it down and rereading it ten more times. Not that it made any more sense on the twenty-first reading, but there was one line that he stared at, his heart and head warring passionately over its truth:
 
   Ryan misses you too.
 
   Was Mel thinking wishfully about the day at the zoo, wishing she could see Ryan again? Or had she transposed the words and actually meant “I miss Ryan too”?
 
   Or—and this is where his heart clutched and he envisioned a hundred yellow ribbons around a fucking oak tree he didn’t even have—did Mel actually mean what she’d written? Which would mean that she was in contact with Ryan and, therefore, Verity. That would mean that not only did they not leave, they were seeing Melody regularly enough for his cousin to know that Ryan missed him.
 
   He didn’t want to feel the sudden exhilaration that made his heart race like hell. Part of him despised the sharp, almost painful, rush of hopefulness that made his breath catch. Was there a chance she’d stayed? Was there a chance she’d not only stuck around, but still loved him enough to keep an eye on his cousin? Could there still be a place in her heart for imperfect, brutal, desperately-in-love him?
 
   Propping up the note on the small desk in his room, he took out a fresh sheet of paper and a pencil, and with one final look of hopefulness at Melody’s improbable news, he started another letter.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Dr. Warren stood outside of Central State Hospital with Colt, waiting for the social worker who would pick him up and drive him back to Atlanta for a supervised visit with Mel before heading home. It grated on him that, after serving his sixty days “with flying colors” (according to the doc), he was required to have a watchdog while he visited his cousin. But Dr. Warren had already send a letter to Judge Stanton, advising that Colt was a fit guardian, so Colt expected for his guardianship status to be reinstated by the end of October at the latest. He hoped, anyway.
 
   God, there was so much he hoped for.
 
   He’d finally written and mailed his letter to Verity six days ago, after working on it for about twenty-four hours straight. He had considered sending it to her care of The Legend of Camelot, which had to have a forwarding address for taxes and such, but he didn’t trust Lynette to go to the trouble of sending it to her, so he sent it to his house, hoping against hope that Verity was still there. It had occurred to him that if she was there, she’d already received it. It had also occurred to him that if she was—by some miracle—still there, he could simply pick up the phone and call her. But at some point he’d decided to take his chances and just show up. He reasoned that if she wasn’t there, it didn’t matter, and if she was, he’d have a better chance convincing her to stay if she could see the regret and love in his eyes.
 
   “Exciting to head home today?” asked Dr. Warren.
 
   Colt shrugged. “Excited? I don’t know. Scared out of my freaking mind is more like it.”
 
   “It’ll be good to see Melody either way, right?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ve missed her.”
 
   And he had.
 
   He’d only entered the treatment because his guardianship of Melody meant so much to him. If he hadn’t care about her, he’d have just told the judge that the state could take care of her indefinitely, and he would have been on his merry way sixty days ago. But being responsible for Mel and honoring his promises to Aunt Jane, was important to him.
 
   And frankly Dr. Warren had been partially right. Verity was the best thing that had ever happened to Colt, but his two-month stint at Central State was a not-too-far second. For the first time in his life, he lived without the incessant roil of thunder inside. Not that he was suddenly happy-go-lucky—he’d never be that—but the tight coils of anger that had kept a fire raging within him were cooler. Did he still get angry? Sure. But using his fists or being destructive wouldn’t be his go-to solution anymore. Through his therapy sessions with Dr. Warren, he’d learned to embrace other methods of solving disputes and expressing his feelings, and the SSRI kept that hard edge filed down.
 
   “You have that appointment card? For Dr. Woodruff?”
 
   Colt nodded. “Yep. I’ll go see her tomorrow.”
 
   “She’s going to expect you every Friday morning at nine o’clock. Indefinitely. Colton, I can’t stress enough—”
 
   “Doc,” said Colt, looking at the man who’d been his doctor and his friend. “I’ll be there at nine on the dot. And I’ll take my meds every day. I don’t want to go back to who I was.”
 
   “Who you were wasn’t so bad,” said Dr. Warren.
 
   “Who I am now is better,” said Colt.
 
   Through the main gates he saw a silver sedan approaching, and Colt turned to Dr. Warren, offering his hand. “I don’t know how to thank you enough.”
 
   “You’re a good man, Colton Lane,” said the doc, giving him a wide smile as he shook Colt’s hand. “Keep in touch, huh? I want to hear that you figured things out with that girl and have a dozen kids together.”
 
   “From your lips, doc . . .,” he said, his chest swelling with hope even as his mind forced him not to get too far ahead of himself.
 
   Dr. Warren leaned into the open passenger window, handing the social worker some paperwork, then clapped Colt on the arm. “Godspeed, my friend.”
 
   And a hundred yellow ribbons, thought Colt, slipping into the passenger seat and waving good-bye.
 
   ***
 
   The state had put a hold on Colton’s mail while he was undergoing treatment, but on day sixty, like clockwork, four large U.S. Postal Service bins arrived at the house, a sweaty mail carrier asking for Verity’s signature in order to leave them.
 
   She’d been on pins and needles all morning, glad that it was a Thursday and Ryan would be at Bonnie’s Place from nine to five. If Colton demanded they vacate his house, she could pack them up quickly and take the bus to her brother without him witnessing a scene.
 
   She was still battling some pretty awful morning sickness, but thankfully it wasn’t all-day sickness anymore. The pregnancy test she’d taken a week ago had confirmed her suspicions with a double line of pink that immediately made her wonder if she was having a girl. Reading the directions, she learned that the color of the lines didn’t predict the gender, but the image of a baby girl with Colton’s gray eyes and her light blonde hair had already developed quickly in her mind. Oh, she would love a little boy just as hard, but there was something about having a daughter whom she wanted so desperately, when she hadn’t been wanted, that would feel like reversing or somehow correcting her own history.
 
   Verity hadn’t figured out how and when to tell Colton about the baby—it really depended on their reunion today. If he was hostile and unwelcoming, she would leave quietly, and who knows? Maybe she’d never tell him. She wouldn’t want her baby to ever feel like one of her parents didn’t want her.
 
   She inhaled sharply, forcing herself to be more positive. For all she knew, he could be here any minute, and she didn’t want to fall apart with anxiety the moment he arrived. Eyeing the bins of mail by the front door, and itching for something to do—the house was as neat as a pin, and she’d mowed the lawn yesterday—she hefted the bins onto the dining room table and started sorting.
 
   There were a few “30 Days Overdue” bills that Colton would need to sort through, a few magazines, and several envelopes with Bonnie’s Place as the return address. There was a large envelope from The Legend of Camelot. She knew what it held—the termination papers for Colton’s job and information about COBRA. She’d received an identical one from Lynette the day she was fired. There was tons of junk mail, a legion of catalogs, and several old newspapers, and there, on the bottom of the fourth bin, was an envelope hand-addressed to her.
 
   She reached for it, pulling it out of the bin and staring at it for a moment in confusion—Who knows I live here?—before noticing that the postmark was from Milledgeville, GA. Milledgeville, where Central State Hospital was located.
 
   “Oh my God,” she murmured, looking frantically at the postmark date, relieved to find it was six days ago and not six weeks ago. She wouldn’t have wanted for him to think she was ignoring him.
 
   He must have sent it knowing it would reach me just before he came home, she thought, fingering it carefully. She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, turning the envelope over and over nervously. What did it say? And why did he feel the need to write it when he’d be home so soon?
 
   Leaving the mail neatly stacked on the dining room table, she took the letter and walked through the kitchen, down the back hallway, and into his room. She crawled onto the bed, sat up against the headboard, and pulled the covers up to her waist. There were tears in her eyes as she stared down at the letter in her hands.
 
   This is my fate, she thought, gulping with worry. This letter holds my fate.
 
   What if he’d meant his words in the courtroom? What if the letter said, Hope you’re out of my house. If not, you better be out by the time I get home.
 
   One hand still held the letter, but the other moved, of its own accord, to her stomach, rubbing it gently before taking a deep breath, carefully ripping open the envelope, and pulling out two lined sheets of yellow notebook paper folded into thirds.
 
    
 
   Dear Verity,
 
   I’ve written and rewritten this letter about a hundred times while I’ve been here, and “Dear Verity” always bothers me because if I was looking at you, I’d reach for your face and say “Hey, baby” or “Morning, sunshine,” but I doubt you’d be able to hear the words anyway because if I was holding your face in my hands, I’d be looking into your blue eyes, and the lump in my throat would be so big, I don’t know if I could get any words out. Plus, I’d be trying to figure out if there’s anything I could say or do to let you know how sorry—how awful, terrible sorry—I am for what I said to you in the courtroom before coming here. The problem is, I can’t think of any words that are good enough or strong enough to reverse the damage I did. As it is, I’m just about positive you’ll never read this.
 
   But if I ever got a chance to look you in the eyes again, I’d tell you I was sorry for everything I said that day—for telling you to get out of my house and that I never wanted to see your face again. Yours is the only face I want to see for the rest of my life, baby—but I guess I’m getting a little ahead of myself.
 
   I never told you much about my folks. But my father had a problem. I never saw him hit my mother, but he hit me often enough, kicked our dog, got into scraps with the neighbors that ended with fists. Always fists. Never talking things out or listening to reason.
 
   By the time I was nine, I was doing the same—getting into fights at school, breaking things around the house when I got mad. My mother took me to a doctor, who told her that I had an anger disorder called IED, intermittent explosive disorder. He suggested therapy and medication, but my father beat me to a pulp and told me to shape up. I guess my mother was really worried about what would happen next because she sent me to Georgia to live with my Aunt Jane, Uncle Herman, and Mel. I never saw my folks again. As you know, they were in a car accident not long after—my daddy was driving—and they died.
 
   Over the years, I’ve broken countless noses and jaws. Had my own broken many times as well. Always fists first, especially if someone I cared about was bothered or threatened. You saw it at the motel and again with Artie. Want to know something I learned about myself when I got here? I probably couldn’t have stopped myself even if I’d wanted to, because something inside me wasn’t built right. It’s broken, and it can only be fixed with therapy and medicine, as my mother was advised all those years ago.
 
   That day in the courtroom, baby? I didn’t see a light at the end of the tunnel I’ve lived in for most of my life. All I saw was the possibility that I’d abandon you for good one day. I’d kill someone and be locked up for life, and my sweet sunshine would be left all alone. I couldn’t do that to you. All I was thinking that day was, Cut her loose. Let her go, you selfish bastard. No matter what, you can never be the man she deserves.
 
   Except that now I’m in therapy, and I take the meds I need. And over the last month or so, I’ve started thinking that maybe I can be the man you deserve, if you have one chance left to give me. Just one. Because if you gave me that chance, baby, I promise you that’s the only one I’d ever need.
 
   I’m looking at this sheet of paper and trying to decide if I should say everything or hold some back, just in case I get the chance to see you again. Aw, heck. What’s the point of this letter if I don’t say it all? So here’s the rest . . . I want you forever, Verity. I want you to be my wife, the mother of my kids, my partner, my best friend, the woman I make love to every night and wake up next to every morning. I want to spend lazy Sundays gardening around the house and making love on picnic tables. I want to take Mel and Ryan to the zoo and the park and Slip’N Slide day and everywhere else they want to go. I want BBQ dinners on the back patio and movies in our bed. I want your hand in mine. I want your naked body next to mine. I want your legs all tangled up in mine. I want you to be mine. I want it all, baby. And I promise I’d make it all happen from that one chance . . . if you were willing to give it to me.
 
   No matter what, I hope you have a happy life, full of love, Verity Gwynn. You deserve every happiness the world can offer.
 
   As for me, whether or not I ever see your face again in this life, I will love you until I breathe my last breath.
 
   And then I will love you through eternity.
 
   Colton
 
    
 
   “Colton,” she whispered through tears. She’d cried throughout most of the letter, and she was utterly exhausted now—the way she’d feel if she finally came to the end of a daunting journey, which, in essence, she had.
 
   He still loved her.
 
   He still wanted a future with her—a forever with her.
 
   Clutching the letter against her heart with one hand, she pressed the other against their baby growing inside her body and swiftly fell asleep.
 
   ***
 
   His visit with Melody was good, and she confirmed what he’d desperately hoped for after reading her letter—that Verity and Ryan had never left Atlanta, and they’d been spending a good bit of time at Bonnie’s Place. In fact, if Mel had her details right, Ryan was in the life skills program on weekdays and Verity was working at the sundries store. After hearing that, he kissed his cousin’s cheek and apologized for cutting the visit short, promising to return soon. He bolted from her apartment, said good-bye to the social worker, called a cab, and waited impatiently outside until it pulled up. He needed to get home. He needed to see Verity, touch her, talk to her, and—oh God, please—beg for one more chance.
 
   As the taxi pulled into his driveway, he shoved a twenty-dollar bill at the driver and quickly exited the car, standing on the driveway with his mouth slightly ajar as he inventoried the changes she’d made while he was away. She’d painted the shutters and mailbox with a fresh coat of dark green paint, and planted flowers in neat and colorful beds along the driveway and in front of the house. There were white curtains in the bay window, and she’d shined the brass door knocker until it gleamed like gold.
 
   His heart lifted, but he reminded himself not to get too hopeful as he walked up the front stoop and unlocked the door. Closing the door behind him, he looked at the room, which she’d freshened up with an antique coffee table she must have found at a tag sale, and she’d even placed a new figurine—of a princess and a knight—on top of it.
 
   Walking into the dining room, he noted the neat piles of mail, catalogs, and newspapers, and the mail bins sitting beside the table, and his eyes started to burn. In the kitchen, there was a calendar on the wall, with large red X’s crossing through every day they’d spent apart, and pink and white checkered curtains decorating the window beside the table. She’d found Aunt Jane’s old rose-covered cookie jar, and when he opened the top, the smell of fresh-baked oatmeal cookies wafted up, making his mouth water almost as much as his eyes.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he looked toward the hallway. He didn’t know how he knew so certainly, but she was there—in his bedroom. He knew it. He could feel it, and his feet started moving toward her even as his stomach jumped and clenched and his heart beat so furiously, it almost hurt.
 
   He closed his eyes as he got to the end of the hallway, only opening them once he was in the doorway of his room.
 
   And there she was.
 
   Lying on her side, curled up on his bed, his letter clutched to her chest, she was sound asleep, so peaceful, so beautiful, such a welcome sight to his worried, tired eyes, he reached for the doorframe to brace himself from collapsing.
 
   She’s here. She’s here. She’s here.
 
   She didn’t leave you.
 
   She’s here.
 
   He wanted to weep like a baby, but clenched his jaw and blinked back his tears, taking a few steps toward her. Her almost-white hair was spread out on his pillow like a halo, the delicate lines of her cheekbones relaxed in sleep, her legs clad in soft-looking jeans, her feet bare. Kneeling on the floor beside his bed and resting his arms on the comforter, he watched her sleep, his heart aching with relief, with sorrow, with gratitude, with longing, with a love so big and sweeping and all-encompassing, he had no idea how the world, let alone his heart, could contain it all.
 
   “Baby,” he whispered, wanting to put his hand on her hip and shake her gently, but feeling like he hadn’t earned that intimacy quite yet.She breathed deeply and sighed in her sleep, a sound so welcome, he flinched with yearning. “Sunshine? I’m home.”
 
   “You’re home,” she murmured, her eyes fluttering open. Her blue eyes focused on his face and instantly filled with tears. “Is this a dream?”
 
   He shook his head, brushing away the moisture that slipped down one cheek. “No, baby. It’s me.”
 
   “Colton,” she said, her fingers tightening on the letter she held as a tear slid over the bridge of her nose and plopped onto the bed. “I waited.”
 
   The lump in his throat made it impossible to speak. He nodded. She reached out and placed her palm on his cheek, and he closed his eyes, leaning into her touch, thanking God for the mercies we don’t deserve, the mercies that change our whole lives and leave us breathless.
 
   “I hoped,” she said softly, sniffling before offering him a small, tentative smile.
 
   He stood up and shucked off his shoes, lying down beside her and putting his arms around her body. His eyes closed as he pulled her close and rested his forehead against hers.
 
   “I’m better,” he finally said when he was able to speak. “I think I’m better.”
 
   “I know,” she said, her breath warm and sweet against his lips. “I got your letter.” She paused. “I didn’t know . . . about your dad.”
 
   “I don’t like talking about him. Well, I didn’t. Now, well, I guess you have to talk about some things that hurt. It’s the only way to make them stop hurting.”
 
   She was quiet, breathing deeply, her breasts pressing against him every time she inhaled. He wanted her. Her body. Her heart. Her presence in his life. Lord, he wanted her so badly, it was unreal.
 
   “Can I—,” he started, then stopped, feeling suddenly unworthy of his request.
 
   “Can you what?”
 
   “I meant everything I said in the letter, baby,” he said in a rush. “I want to marry you and have kids with you and make this house our home. I promise to take care of you and love you, and I will never hurt you again. I will go to my appointments, and I will take my medication, and I will never, ever leave you again.” She didn’t say anything, and his heart clutched with worry, making his voice soft, but gravelly, as he begged her. “The life I could have with you is the only one I want, sunshine. I just . . . please? Can I have one more chance to make you happy?”
 
   She leaned away from him, her eyes swimming with tears, her lips tilting up into the loveliest, sweetest smile he’d ever seen.
 
   “Colton,” she said, reaching up to cup his cheek, “you can have a hundred chances if it means we stay together.”
 
   A hundred yellow ribbons.
 
   His breath released in a whoosh, and he leaned forward to claim her lips with his, their tears mixing as they relearned the touch and texture of each other’s lips, their tongues seeking each other and dancing with relief at second chances and new beginnings. He clutched her tightly against him, swearing he would never hurt her again. He would cherish every day he had with her, and keep her safe and happy for as long as she’d let him. She feathered tiny kisses along his lips gently, slowing their pace, finally drawing back from him with a twinkle in her eye.
 
   “I have to tell you something.”
 
   He froze, searching her face for a clue, but aside from offering him a small smile, there was none. “What?”
 
   “First . . . you mean it about getting married and having kids?”
 
   He nodded, his eyes locking with hers, feeling worried and hopeful, trying to figure out what was coming next.
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Verity, yes, I’m sure. God, it’s all I want. I’ll get you a ring as soon as I can get my hands on one. Kids as soon as you want them. Yes, I mean it. I’m sure.”
 
   She shrugged, her smile widening. “How about in . . . seven months?”
 
   “A ring in seven months?”
 
   “Nope.” She shook her head, her smile so big now that it turned into a giggle. “A baby.”
 
   “You want a baby in seven months?” He furrowed his brows at her. “Is that possible?”
 
   “It is if the baby’s already on the way,” she said, still laughing, joyfully now. Rolling onto her back, she pushed her shirt up and reached for his hand, placing it gently on the soft swell of her belly.
 
   He sucked in a breath of air so quickly, it stung his lungs. His eyes widened, flicking to her stomach and staring at his massive hand covering her pale skin. Oh my God. Oh my God. She’s . . . She’s . . .
 
   “Colton?”
 
   When he looked at her face, the face of his child’s mother, he was struck with a love so fathomless, it almost scared him. His breath hitched as he blurted out, “You’re pregnant?”
 
   She nodded, still grinning, but her smile was slightly less certain now. “The picnic table.”
 
    “The picnic table,” he repeated, his lips twitching as he stared at her, realization finally kicking in. “We’re having a baby?”
 
   She nodded. “You meant it, right? You want kids and—”
 
   He didn’t let her finish what she was saying, dragging her lips to his and kissing her fiercely, with abandon, with gratitude for ending his years of loneliness, with love for her and the child she was carrying, with hope for their future together. When he drew back from her, he was breathless and overcome.
 
   “I want the baby. I already love the baby,” he murmured. “When?”
 
   She smiled up at him, all apprehension gone. “Spring.”
 
   “We’re getting married tomorrow,” he said, frowning at her.
 
   She giggled, and it chased the lines from his face as she arched up on her elbow, then shimmied onto his chest, half covering his body with hers and cradling his face with her hands. “I love you, Colton Lane, my Viking Knight in shining armor. I will marry you tomorrow or any other day you want.”
 
   “I love you too, baby,” he said, leaning up on his elbows for another kiss, and knowing certainly—for good and forever—that Verity Gwynn, his sunshine, his love, his fiancée, and the mother of his spring baby, was the sweetest place the world could ever offer.
 
   


 
   
  
 

EPILOGUE
 
   One year later
 
    
 
   The sun was high and bright outside the bedroom window, but the worst of the hot Atlanta summer was behind them, which was why Verity had insisted on late September for the wedding.
 
   Leaning over the bed, she finished changing three-month-old Jane Faith, cooing at her pride and joy, who had just started smiling back at her mama last week.
 
   “Who’s the prettiest flower girl in the whole world?” she asked again, and baby Jane gurgled and squealed, pumping her fat baby legs with glee.
 
   Verity chuckled softly, pulling the sweet white baby dress back on and putting Jane on her stomach so she could tie a pink bow in the back before picking her up.
 
   “You’re beautiful, you know,” she said, looking into her daughter’s bright blue eyes.
 
   “Of course she’s beautiful,” said Colton from behind her. She turned to find him leaning against the bedroom door, a megawatt smile on his face as he gazed at his girls. “Look at her mama.”
 
   “Look at her daddy,” said Verity with a touch of sass, crossing the room to hand him Jane and stepping up on tiptoes to offer her lips for a quick kiss.
 
   “Yeah, look at him,” he said, kissing her twice before looking down at Jane, nestled in the crook of his muscular arm. “Look how dang lucky he is.”
 
   “You come to hurry us along?” she asked.
 
   “Uh-huh,” he said. “The bride’s impatient, and since I’m supposed to walk her down the aisle, Mrs. Lane, she said I better come up and get you. Pronto.”
 
   Verity sighed, her eyes misting. “How’s the groom doing?”
 
   “Last I checked, he was rocking back and forth like crazy. Could probably use a kind word from his little sister before he says ‘I do.’”
 
   “I’m on it,” she said. “Joe here yet?”
 
   “Sure is, and waiting to get his hands on missy,” said Colton, looking down at Jane, who was already fast asleep.
 
   Joe had not only continued to be a surrogate father to Ryan, but after retiring from The Legend of Camelot just after Christmas, and with no family to call his own, the Gwynns and Lanes had more or less adopted him. He was Jane’s godfather, and today, while Colton walked his cousin down the aisle and Verity stood beside her brother, Joe would be holding little Jane in the front row.
 
   Taking Colton’s free hand, she let him lead her out of Melody’s apartment and down the stairs to the first-floor common room, where Melody, dressed in a white wedding gown and veil, had never looked more beautiful.
 
   Verity kissed her cheek, giving her a careful hug.
 
   “You look so lovely, Mel.”
 
   “Thank you. If C-C-C-Colton c-c-c-couldn’t g-g-g-get off work, I was g-g-g-gonna ask you to walk me down the aisle, Ver’ty.”
 
   Colton had earned his personal trainer certification in August, so his job at Carlson’s Gym was still relatively new, but he’d taken the position with the express understanding that he’d have today off. And his boss, Nik, who was a genuinely good guy, had made it happen.
 
   “In a million years he wouldn’t have missed it,” she said, grinning at Colton over Mel’s shoulder.
 
   His eyes shone with tenderness, and he mouthed the words I love you, baby. She nodded at him. I love you too.
 
   “Ver’ty,” said Melody, straightening her glasses, “did you know we’re almost sisters now?”
 
   She leaned away, smiling at Colton’s cousin, huge tears welling in her eyes. “That’s right.”
 
   “Don’t be sad, Ver’ty. We’ll always be family. You c-c-c-can c-c-c-come and visit Ryan whenever you want to. And Jane c-c-c-can c-c-c-come to Slip’N Slide day when she’s old enough, okay? You’re not losing a brother. You’re g-g-g-gaining a sister! Don’t c-c-c-cry, okay?”
 
   Verity nodded and reached up to swipe a tear that was trying to get away. “I’m crying because I’m happy. Because you make my brother so happy.”
 
   “Ryan makes me happy,” Melody insisted, clicking her teeth together and grinning. “No more c-c-c-crying, Ver’ty. It’s my wedding day.”
 
   Verity took a deep breath and nodded, taking Jane from Colton, careful not to wake her up. “See you at the altar?”
 
   “I’ll be there,” he said, winking at her.
 
   She turned from them and headed out into the garden behind complex F (Is For “Friendship”). Ten neat rows of white chairs faced a trellis under which a Methodist pastor waited for the bride and groom. All the CMs were in attendance, and most of the residents. A bubble maker (Mel insisted) was shooting bubbles into the air, and Verity grinned, thinking her brother’s wedding was a lot more festive than hers had been.
 
   She and Colton had gotten married at the Spring Mountain Town Hall, one month to the day after he returned home. She touched the backs of the gold rings on her finger, smiling to herself when her belly swarmed with butterflies, as it always did when she remembered her wedding day. In a million years, she wouldn’t trade the memory of that fall day, looking up into Colton’s eyes and saying “I do,” then listening to his deep voice say the same. Was it fancy? No. Was it perfect? It bound them together forever. So, yes. It was.
 
   She looked up to see Ryan standing in front of the trellis, Joe at his side, no doubt whispering some calming words of counsel. Joe waved as she approached and said, “You hand me my godbaby, now! Oooo! Janie, what a day we got for a weddin’, child!”
 
   Verity chuckled as she watched the gray-haired man coo and swoon over the tiny blonde baby, her heart full of love and gratitude as he half danced, half walked to his reserved seat of honor in the front row next to the aisle.
 
   . . . which left Verity and Ryan alone, standing in the trellis opening together, so very different from how they must have looked the day they’d stood in the doorway of the Marriott ballroom, despairing of finding jobs together, until her knight in shining armor rescued them.
 
   “You ready, Ry?” she asked.
 
   “I love Melody.”
 
   “I know you do.”
 
   “Don’t like bein’ away from her, Ver’ty. Now I can be with her all the time.”
 
   “That’s right, Ryan. And you’ll help with the dishes?”
 
   “Yup. And take out the garbage. And I’ll get the CM if she’s havin’ one of her spells. And I’ll make sure that she don’t run out of rocky road.”
 
   “We keep it stocked in the store now,” said Verity. “I make sure.”
 
   Over the past year, Verity had taken over the management of the Bonnie’s Place sundries store, and it was now open five days a week instead of three. She was permitted to bring Jane to work and had hired a college girl to help her part-time with the store, and part-time with Jane. She’d learned a surprising amount during her month of work with Beverly, and she cheerfully placed orders, restocked the shelves, and helped the residents of Bonnie’s Place find everything they needed.
 
   “I’ll come see you at the store sometimes, Ver’ty, but I might be busier now,” he said, puffing out his chest a little.
 
   “Too busy for your little sister?” she asked, elbowing him in the side.
 
   “Nah,” he said, smiling down at her. “I got rooms in my heart for more than Mel. There’s a room for you, and one for Colton. Joe has a big room, and Janie has a small one. But there’s rooms for everyone, Ver’ty. Don’t worry.”
 
   The opening bars of “All You Need Is Love” sounded, and Verity looked up to see her husband standing tall and proud beside his cousin, the beautiful bride.
 
   “Your heart sounds like a sweet place, Ry,” she said, locking eyes with her beloved knight as he walked slowly down the aisle toward her. “I think we’ve all found our sweet place, big brother.”
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

A LETTER TO MY READERS
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading my latest modern fairytale, Dark Sexy Knight. I hope you loved reading Verity and Colt’s story as much as I loved writing it.
 
    
 
   As the sister of a special-needs person, this story is much closer to my heart than many of the other books I’ve written. There was so much of me poured into Verity and so much of my brother in my renderings of Ryan and Melody. The worried looks. The eyes that search mine with trust, hoping for answers or protection, knowing that I am a safe place in a massive, often indecipherable world. I have known the joy of witnessing his boundless kindness. I have been humbled by his struggles and deeply proud of the way he tries harder at life than anyone else I’ve ever known.
 
    
 
   I have also had a lifetime, front-row seat to the incredibly painful reality of cruelty and discrimination against special-needs people. I have seen my beloved brother treated with such fantastic unkindness, it would make your breath catch in shock and your heart clench with profound sorrow. Many times I have wondered: Are “average” intelligence people frightened of special-needs people because they look and sound different? Or because they are kept separate from mainstream society in special education classes and in group homes? Maybe, if special-needs people were better integrated, their differences wouldn’t be feared or ridiculed.
 
    
 
   For this reason more than any other, I am proud to give 25 percent of the net profits (for all sales in June and July 2016) of Dark Sexy Knightto the Prospector Theater in Ridgefield, Connecticut. From the Prospector’s website:
 
    
 
   The Prospector Theater is a new model of social enterprise. It pairs a first-run, commercial movie theater with the mission of training and employing adults with disabilities. It's a not-for-profit system, with the competitiveness and transparency of a for-profit business model. It shows how community groups, businesses, and people in the private sector—working together—can improve the quality of lives for those with disabilities, while lessening the financial burden on the government and helping boost employment rates.
 
    
 
   That language is very formal. Let me break it down.
 
    
 
   When you enter the gorgeous, modern Prospector Theater, you are greeted warmly by a special-needs person—perhaps someone with spina bifida or Down syndrome—who directs you to the ticket counter. There, another special-needs person (sometimes assisted by a mentor) helps you with your ticket purchase. From there, you can visit the concession areas: one sells coffee, beer, and wine, and the other sells soda and popcorn. Both areas are staffed by special-needs people (sometimes assisted by mentors) who are courteous and efficient, eager to help and dedicated to their job. Your ticket is taken by a special-needs person who urges you to “Enjoy the show!” as you enter a state-of-the-art movie theater. Before the show, a special-needs person reviews the rules of the theater and reminds you of the movie you’re about to see. After the audience claps for the short presentation, the previews begin. At the Prospector, there are always two or three short, homemade “commercials” featuring theater employees and highlighting upcoming events. Often, these commercials are also met with applause. And when the movie is over, special-needs people are ready and waiting to usher you from the theater and then stay to tidy up for the next show.
 
    
 
   The first time (and the second and the third, and, yes, sometimes even now, still) I went to the Prospector, I cried my eyes out. I cried for the goodness of the people who came up with the idea and executed it. I cried for the proud faces of the employees. I cried because I had a top-notch movie experience. I cried because the children who attend movies at the Prospector will never look at special-needs people as a population to be feared or ridiculed. Instead they will remember special afternoons at the movies with popcorn and soda, and kind, smiling faces. I cried because the Prospector Theater is a “pure good” in a world where there is so much crap. And I cried because there is a place where my brother (and my sister-in-law, whom he met in special ed and married in 1994) can go anytime he wants to see a movie, and when he hands the cashier a twenty-dollar bill for a small soda, he won’t be given a dime in change.
 
    
 
   Like Verity, I married a man who also has a special-needs relative. And like Verity’s and Colton’s, I like to think our hearts recognized each other from the very beginning. You are my sweet place, George Matthew. Forever.
 
    
 
   Thank you for buying a copy of Dark Sexy Knight, and if you’re ever in Connecticut, stop by the best theater in Ridgefield for a movie. It’s called the Prospector, and it’s an experience you’ll never forget.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Katy
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   I wrote this book in such big chunks that I used certain pieces of music for huge portions of writing. Paul Travis took me tidily through the first three or four chapters with “Running Barefoot” before Alexander Cardinale took over with “Made for You.” I ended up listening to “Made for You” off and on throughout the rest of the book, but “Sweet Surrender” by Sarah McLachlan practically wrote Colt and Verity’s first kiss for me. I listened to the music from Greystoke for Colt and Verity’s first time sleeping together, and following that, “Something Stupid” helped me keep it light even after my characters had already said “the words.” Unsurprisingly, it was “Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole Oak Tree” that I listened to with tears in my eyes from chapter 16 until the end. A hundred yellow ribbons, indeed. Oh, my heart. Thank you so much for reading. xoxo
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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   “Savannah Calhoun Carmichael, are you even listenin’ to me?”
 
   Savannah’s sister Scarlet sat in the porch swing on the veranda of their parents’ Victorian house giving her older sister an exasperated look. With her lips pursed, they were a perfect match to the bright red geraniums that hung cheerfully over her head. Savannah may have gotten more of the brains, but Scarlet had certainly gotten more of the beauty.
 
    “Yes,” Savannah sighed, adjusting her perch on the porch railing and glancing at the thick, glossy bridal magazine that Scarlet anchored in both hands. She dutifully repeated the information that Scarlet had just shared with her. “‘The twelve most important milestones in any relationship: one, the first time you sit in comfortable silence; two, the first time you realize you enjoy his company more than anyone else’s; three  . . . ’”
 
   Scarlet raised her eyebrows in challenge, and Savannah chuckled. “Okay. I admit it. You lost me at three.”
 
   “Savannah, you’re impossible. This is important information. Doesn’t it bother you that your little sister’s walking down the aisle before you?”
 
   Savannah, who was an ancient twenty-six to her sister’s adorable twenty-two, cocked her head to the side, searching Scarlet’s face for meanness, but found only worry. Scarlet had never really understood Savannah’s decision to leave Danvers, Virginia, and move to New York City, to become a reporter. The one time Scarlet had visited, she spent the entire weekend ensconced in the relative safety of her hotel room, despite Savannah’s efforts to get her out and about. 
 
   “Marriage has never really been on my radar, Scarlet. That’s your territory.”
 
   “Don’t you want to be one of those career women who has it all? Exciting job, hot husband waiting in bed for you at night?”
 
   Savannah rolled her eyes. Reporting the news wasn’t exactly a nine-to-five gig, not that Scarlet had ever understood that. After graduating from high school, Katie Scarlet Carmichael had upped her hours at Fleurish Flower Shop from part-time to full-time and plastered a can-do smile on her face when Trent Hamilton returned home from the University of West Virginia every weekend. Sure enough, through four years of college temptation, nothing turned Trent’s head as much as Scarlet, and by the time he graduated, her patience had paid off; he proposed the very same day. And now here was Scarlet, a year later, thumbing through bridal magazines in preparation for her July wedding. Savannah didn’t generally envy her sister—they’d chosen extremely different paths for their lives—but sometimes she envied Scarlet’s single-mindedness. All she’d ever wanted was to become Mrs. Trent Hamilton, loving wife, mother, and pillar of the community, and, voilà!, that’s exactly what she was getting.
 
   Savannah softened her expression. “I guess I wouldn’t mind the hot man part.”
 
   “Husband,” said Scarlet. “Husband. Flesh and blood. Not just the characters on your HBO shows. Now, listen up. ‘Number three, the first time you look like hell and he couldn’t care less.’”
 
   “What man on the face of the earth doesn’t care when you look like hell?” Certainly not the couple of guys Savannah had dated in New York. She winced as Patrick’s face flitted through her mind. Damn Patrick Monroe anyway. He had sure done a number on her.
 
   “One who’s head over heels in love with you. ‘Number four’  . . .  oh,” murmured Scarlet with a sigh. “‘The first time you talk until dawn.’ That’s a good one.”
 
   Yeah, thought Savannah. That’s a good one unless everything he’s telling you until dawn is lies and you don’t realize it because you’re blinded by lust—she refused to admit to the other “l” word—and you believe everything he says because how could he be lying and still worship your body like he’s been schooled in the erotic arts?
 
   “‘Number five, the first time you bring him home to meet the family.’” 
 
   Savannah looked at the fresh white paint of the porch clapboard siding and the cheerful sky-blue paint of the ceiling. The bright red geraniums that her mother had placed at intervals swung lightly in the late afternoon May breeze. At the bottom of the porch steps a brick walkway divided a well-kept patch of grass and ended at an azalea-flanked white picket gate that opened onto the sidewalk of a tree-lined street. It was the quintessential all-American home, and yet she’d never had the guts to bring Patrick home to meet her parents. He’d grown up on the Upper West Side, attending private schools and summering in Nantucket. Danvers, Virginia, wouldn’t have been sophisticated enough for his tastes, and she couldn’t have borne the amusement in his eyes when he surveyed the home she loved. She’d decided not to risk it.
 
   “‘Number six  . . . ’” Savannah looked up at her sister and watched her fan herself as her cheeks flushed a pretty pink. “Oh my. ‘The first time you’re naked together and you don’t feel a shred of insecurity.’ Well, my stars  . . . ”
 
   Savannah grinned. “Please tell me that you and Trent have done the deed in broad daylight.”
 
   “That’s my private business.” Scarlet’s flush increased. “H-have you? Done that?”
 
   “Had sex in broad daylight? Of course.”
 
   “With that Patrick?”
 
   Scarlet had not been a fan of Patrick’s when they’d had dinner together during her disastrous visit to New York. She told Savannah she felt he was politely laughing at her, and honestly, Scarlet was right. Later, when he and Savannah were alone, he’d called her sister’s accent “powerful” and added that it was “lucky she’s cute so she can get away with it.” When he asked why Savannah didn’t speak with the same accent, she explained she’d worked hard to lose it during her four years at NYU. By the time she’d taken the job at the Sentinel, it was all but gone except for when she drank too much.
 
   “I didn’t like him, Vanna. I know you did, so I’m sorry it didn’t work out, but I just know there’s someone better out there for you. Someone right.”
 
   “It’s okay. He turned out to be a rat.”
 
   Scarlet nodded. “You can say that again.”
 
   “It was my own fault for not seeing what you saw over one dinner. What’s number seven?”
 
    “Oh!” 
 
   Scarlet turned her attention back to the magazine while Savannah leaned forward to pick up her glass of iced tea. The glass was sweaty with cool droplets that dripped into the space between her breasts as she sipped. 
 
   “‘Number seven, the first time you realize that you don’t want anyone else but him.’”
 
   Well, Savannah had certainly reached that point with Patrick, unable to see anyone but him, all other men paling in comparison to his tony pedigree, patrician looks, and far-reaching contacts. Too bad Patrick had never subscribed to the same devotion. Finding out he’d been dating someone else while they were sleeping together had just been salt in the wound after she discovered that he’d single-handedly destroyed her professional credibility, reputation, and career.
 
   “Next,” demanded Savannah. 
 
   “I love this one. ‘The first time you see a future with him.’” Scarlet sighed. “First grade. Playground. Trent pushed me on the swings even though the other little boys were makin’ fun of him.”
 
   Savannah loved her sister, but she couldn’t imagine plotting out her future with someone who’d pushed her on the swings in first grade. She’d never understood how Scarlet could be so content to be born, grow up, get married, and die in one small town when there was a whole wide world out there just waiting.
 
   “How about number nine?” 
 
   Scarlet’s dreamy expression turned to a grin. “‘The first time you take a trip together.’”
 
   “That’s a mixed bag.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Hard to look perfect when you first wake up in the morning. Not to mention, travel breeds stress.”
 
   “I though you loved travel!” exclaimed Scarlet. “My globe-trotting sister.”
 
   “Oh, I do. Alone. To chase a story. Why in the world would I want to go away with someone else?”
 
   “Because you love them? Because Hawaii is more fun with  . . . ” Scarlet’s cheeks pinked delicately, and she averted her eyes.
 
   “I don’t remember you and Trent ever goin’ to Hawaii,” teased Savannah.
 
   “Honeymoon,” said Scarlet in a dramatic whisper.
 
   “Aha. So you’ve decided. Well, I’ve heard it’s very romantic.”
 
   Scarlet’s delicate blush spread to her neck as she turned redder.
 
   Savannah laughed at her prim little sister. “Scarlet, you’d think you’d never kissed a boy, for heaven’s sake. What’s next?”
 
    “‘Number ten, the first big blowup fight,’” Scarlet sniffed. “Well, I just hope I never have to experience that.” She rapped her fingers lightly on the arm of the swing, her pink lacquered nails catching the warm light of the low sun.
 
   “Do you mean to tell me that you and Trent have never had a big fight?”
 
   “Vanna, honey, why in the world would I want to have a spat with the man I love? The odd quarrel’s one thing, but more than anything, I want to make him feel loved and comfortable and happy. Besides, he’s so smart and so good to me, he’s almost always right.”
 
   “And when he’s not?”
 
   “You get more bees with honey.”
 
   Savannah laughed lightly. “So you use your wiles to get your way?”
 
   “It beats fighting.”
 
   “I’m guessing you’ve never had makeup sex, though, Scarlet. You’re missing out.”
 
   Scarlet shrugged, expertly avoiding the implied question. “Nothing’s worth bein’ at odds with Trent. Nothin’.”
 
   “Fine. Have it your way. What’s next?”
 
   “‘Number eleven, the first time you realize he’s your home.’” Scarlet sighed. “Doesn’t that sound lovely?”
 
   For all of Savannah’s world-weary cynicism, she had to admit that it did sound lovely. As she’d fallen in love with Patrick, she started to realize how wonderful it would be to give her heart to someone, how amazing it would be to know he had her back and was on her side, how, yes, lovely it would be to know that her life was safe with his: entwined, inextricably bound together.
 
   She forced herself to remember the cruel glee in his eyes when he confessed that, yes, he had fed her bucketfuls of misinformation in an effort to subvert the true story behind the embezzlement of his father’s financial firm. And Savannah—stupid Savannah, who thought she was falling in love with him—had been nothing more than a cheap mark, a cheap lay, and in the end, totally expendable.
 
   “Sorry, kid,” he’d said, with what must have passed for regret in his world. “You were fun, though. And the story was a miracle. You made a great case for my father’s partners shouldering the blame.”
 
   “When it was your father all along? He cheated all those people?”
 
   “What matters is the court of public opinion. And you’ve done a great job for our  . . .  cause.”
 
   “But he deceived all those people  . . . ” Her voice trailed off as she realized the further ramifications of her story. “And the Sentinel printed it. And it was all garbage. It was libel. Oh my God  . . .  my career.”
 
   “You’re tough. Hell, you made it to New York City from some backwater town in Virginia, kid. You’ll land on your feet.”
 
   But she hadn’t landed on her feet. Once the hate mail started pouring in, she was fired. A retraction was printed, but Patrick’s father’s partners sued for libel, assessing over three million dollars’ worth of damage.
 
   With nowhere else to go, Savannah broke her lease, packed up her belongings, and headed home in shame under the guise of taking the summer off from work to help with her sister’s wedding. Her parents and sister knew the truth, of course, but the rest of Danvers was a sleepy little town, and the reaction from most of the townsfolk had been: “How lovely that you’re back, dear. And just in time for Scarlet’s big do!”
 
   “Katie Scarlet, I’m about to go diabetic from so much sweetness. Finish up and put me out of my misery. What’s number twelve?”
 
   “‘Number twelve, the first time you realize that he loves you as much as you love him.’”
 
   “What happens after twelve?” asked Savannah, half kidding.
 
   “After twelve, you’re ready for forever,” said Scarlet, not kidding one bit.
 
   Savannah smirked humorlessly as her little sister closed the mammoth magazine with a flourish.
 
   “And now I am going to go get ready for tonight’s dinner-dance at the club. Sure you won’t come, Vanna? Trent could get you a date.”
 
   “With one of his frat brothers? Five years younger than me? Or, worse, with his brother, Lance? No thanks, Scarlet. But you have fun.”
 
   As her sister headed inside, Savannah let the words roll around in her head: loves you as much as you love him. Her heart clenched with a weakness, a longing, that she tried to ignore. She’d given love a chance, and she’d been blindsided, duped, and destroyed. Lost her home and her job and everything else that she’d worked for. She looked up as two blond-haired kids rode by on bicycles decorated for the Memorial Day parade tomorrow and tried to find the silver lining. But she couldn’t. She’d worked her whole life to get out of Danvers, Virginia. And yet, here she was, right back where she started.
 
   She was surprised to feel her cell phone vibrating in her back pocket. Once upon a time her phone had been the epicenter of her world, as she fielded calls and texts, chased down stories, and followed leads as the up-and-coming star reporter for the New York Sentinel. But, over the past two or three weeks, it hadn’t buzzed more than a couple of times. She pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the unfamiliar area code: 602. She thought for a moment. Hmm. Phoenix. Who did she know in Phoenix?
 
   “Savannah Carmichael, New York Sen— Um, this is Savannah.”
 
   “Hey, Savannah. It’s Derby Jones.”
 
   Savannah drew a blank. “Mm-hm. What can I do for you, Derby?”
 
   “For starters, you can remember me,” said the woman in a cheerful, knowing voice. “We met at the West Coast Journalism Conference out in LA last fall. I was doing a story about—”
 
   “Health care for seniors!”
 
   “Yep! I knew you’d remember me once you remembered the story.”
 
   “I’m like that weird lady at the dog park who knows people by their dog’s names. Spot’s mom. Rex’s dad. Senior health-care story.”
 
   Derby laughed. “I don’t know if you remember, but I was stuck on that story. I couldn’t figure out the angle, but you stayed up until well after midnight with me, looking over my notes, talking to me about what I wanted to say. When the sun came up, I had an angle.”
 
   “That’s right.” Savannah smiled. “I was glad to help. How was the article?”
 
   “Actually, it was so good, I won a Sunshine Award from the SPJ.”
 
   “Valley of the Sun?”
 
   “Yep. It also won me a raise and a promotion.”
 
   “That’s great, Derby. Your star’s rising, I guess.” She tried her best to sound enthusiastic, even though it stung a little bit.
 
   “And yours is falling.”
 
   Ouch. “Umm  . . .,” started Savannah, at a loss for words.
 
   “Jeez, there I go. I’m not known for my tact.”
 
   “You don’t say.”
 
   “Listen, let me get right down to it. I’ve been keeping tabs on you since that conference, reading your articles, following your stories. You wrote that groundbreaking piece on the New York subway system. And you deserved the award you won for the article on the preferential treatment some lawyers are given in the DA’s office. Not to mention the time you rode in the back of an NYPD police car for a week and did that terrific piece about the habits of New York’s Finest. You’re talented, Savannah. More talented than most. I can’t figure out what happened with the Monroes, but it sounds like you were taken for a ride.”
 
   Savannah swallowed the lump in her throat. “It was my fault. I should’ve seen—”
 
   “We all get a bad source now and then. That was a doozy.”
 
   Savannah grimaced, wondering if Derby would ever get to the point of the call and stop making her feel about two inches tall. She started every day with a heavy heart, grieving the loss of her dream; she didn’t exactly need someone to drive it home for her.
 
   “Anyway,” continued Derby, “I already knew it that weekend, but you’re a heck of a reporter. Top-notch. I’m betting you’ll never make the same mistake again with a source, and any paper would be lucky to have talent like yours.”
 
   “Well, that’s, er, nice of you to—”
 
   “So here’s the scoop: the Phoenix Times is looking for someone to take over the Lifestyles section. I know it’s not New York, and I know it’s not the Sentinel. But for someone with ambition, someone looking to get back on her feet . . . ” Derby let that thought linger, and Savannah battled her conflicting emotions.
 
   Lifestyles?! She’d been an investigative reporter for arguably the most well-regarded newspaper in America. Lifestyles would mean reporting on cook-offs and fashion shows, charity benefits, and star sightings. Not to mention, the Phoenix Times was second-string at best. And it was in  . . .  Phoenix. Hot, dry, middle-of-nowhere Phoenix.
 
   Then again, it was Phoenix. The sixth-largest city in the United States and a hub of Southwestern activity. Far enough from New York that her calamitous failure at the Sentinel would feel removed, yet close enough to LA and San Francisco that maybe she could segue to one of those bigger outfits after a few successful years. And no, Lifestyles wasn’t exactly her dream department, but it was a way back in, wasn’t it? After a few months—a year, tops—she could ask for a transfer to one of their other departments.
 
   “Derby,” she said, determination lowering her voice to a serious pitch. “What do I have to do to make it happen?”
 
   “Our editor in chief knows who you are. He’s willing to give you a swing at the job, but you have to wow him with a Lifestyles piece first.”
 
   “Oh, I have a ton of stuff I could send—”
 
   “No, Savannah. You don’t. I tried to find something, anything, that you wrote that could pass as a human interest piece. I came up dry.”
 
   Savannah nodded, gloom encroaching. Derby was right. She didn’t have anything.
 
   “But Maddox McNabb, our editor, he’s all about hot scoops and he loves that you’re coming from a New York background. He can be a little heavy on the edits, but I haven’t had any complaints so far. He makes a good story more sensational, and at least a quarter get picked up on the national newswire.”
 
   “Wow. Great numbers. Sounds like he’s got the magic touch.”
 
   “Like I said, no complaints. Anyway, he needs a piece. Something big and heart-tugging and personal in time for the Fourth of July. That’s, uh, five weeks from now. Think veterans. Think returning soldier dad home in time for the big Fourth of July barbecue. Small-town Americana stuff that makes every reader cry before breaking out in a chorus of ‘America the Beautiful.’ How you write it is up to you, but Maddox wants updates every Friday from now until the second. If he likes it, he’ll run it on the front of Lifestyles on the Fourth, and let’s just say he’d probably like to see you in Phoenix soon after.”
 
   Savannah’s brain whirled, but she could feel the excitement gathering inside her. No, human interest wasn’t her forte, but she could change that. She’d write the best goddamn piece of lifestyle Americana the Phoenix Times had ever seen.
 
   “I’m all over it. Tell Maddox he’ll have the idea and the first installment by next Friday. Six days.”
 
   “I knew you’d bite,” said Derby, her voice laced with approval. “I’ll e-mail you with Maddox’s info. The rest is all you.”
 
   Savannah shook her head, smiling into the phone, marveling at second chances that came from unexpected places, and determined not to squander this chance. “Derby, I don’t know how to thank you. Really. I don’t even know what to say.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not Mother Teresa. You come work here? I figure you owe me a few more of those late-night sessions cracking stories. I sure wouldn’t mind another Sunshine Award.”
 
   “You got it,” Savannah said with feeling. “Anything I can ever do for you, all you have to do is shout.”
 
   “I hope you don’t regret that offer,” said Derby, “because I promise I’ll be collecting.”
 
   Savannah chuckled and exchanged information with her guardian angel, thanking her again for reaching out and sending her thanks to Maddox for the chance. When she hung up the phone, the sun was even lower, aggressively gold on the horizon, brightening the hills beyond her small neighborhood.
 
   She squinted, her eyes pulled to the grand, old Victorian house straight ahead, about two miles away, up on the hillside.
 
   Asher Lee’s house.
 
   The front door of her own house opened, and Scarlet appeared dressed in an adorable cotton candy–pink sundress, modestly covered with a mint-green cardigan.
 
   “Hey, Scarlet,” Savannah said, still staring at the massive brown house in the distance. “What do we know about Asher Lee?”
 
   “Asher Lee?” Scarlet fanned herself as she followed her sister’s gaze into the distant hills like her sister. “Some folks call him “Hermit” Lee. Poor thing. Used to be a big-time football star over at Danvers High. But he got his face and hand blown off in some war, and no one’s seen him for a million years. He got real strange when he came home, refusin’ to go into town, hirin’ Miss Potts to be his maid. No one’s seen him in almost a decade. Nobody knows what he does up there, but there’s the normal fiddle-faddle about the bogeyman and such. Really, it’s easier just to forget he’s up there. It’s just so awkward and sad.”
 
   “Have you ever seen him?”
 
   Scarlet shook her head pursing her lips and looking away from the old brown mansion. “Why are you so interested?”
 
   Savannah turned to her sister, cocking her head to the side. “I think it’s about time someone showed a little Southern hospitality to our very own wounded veteran.”
 
   “What’re you up to, Vanna?”
 
   “Nothing bad, little sister, don’t trouble yourself. I just wonder if he’d like to tell his side of the story.”
 
   “Leave him be. All he wants is his privacy.”
 
   “Not if he’s got a story to tell, Miss Scarlet. Not if he has a story he’d like the world to know.”
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