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Chapter 1
 
   Shade’s day had just gone from crap to shit. A hollow feeling of disbelief spread from his throat to his chest, and then rage crawled up the back of his neck. He stared at the empty parking spot between Kellen’s Firebird and Owen’s Jeep, trying to comprehend the absence of the ton of steel he’d left there. Shade glanced around the parking lot. Maybe his memory was fuzzy. Maybe he hadn’t parked in his usual space. Two semi-trucks containing Sole Regret’s equipment and stage setup had already been backed into the fenced lot so they’d be ready to head to San Antonio the next day. Their tour bus was on the opposite side of the lot. The band’s drummer, Gabe, was pulling his overnight bag from the luggage compartment beneath the bus. Everyone else—band and crew—was already heading for their vehicles. The only distinctly empty spot on the lot was the one where Shade had parked his favorite toy.
 
   “Okay,” he yelled. “This isn’t funny. Who hid my car?”
 
   “I’m not a rocket scientist or anything,” Kellen said, “but I’d say it’s been stolen.” He tossed his overnight bag into his Firebird’s trunk.
 
   “That’s what you get for being a douche and buying a hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar vehicle,” Owen said with a smirk.
 
   “You should call the cops and report it,” Kellen said. He secured his long black hair at the nape of his neck with a leather strap he’d collected from his bag. Then he opened his car door and said, “I’d stay and wallow in your misery, but I’m late for an appointment.”
 
   Shade knew the feeling. “I don’t have time for this right now,” he said. “I have places I need to be. I’ve already missed my chance to crash Julie’s party, but I don’t want her to think I forgot her birthday entirely.” He tossed his overnight bag on the ground where his car’s trunk should have been. “Fuck!”
 
   “Where’s your car?” Adam paused between Owen and Shade.
 
   Adam was the band’s lead guitarist and in second place on Shade’s shit list, right after whoever had stolen his ride. The three musicians stared at the empty parking spot as if expecting the car to suddenly uncloak itself and come out of hiding.
 
   Shade was already pissed at Adam for making them hours late getting home. Adam had spent over half the day lounging around a hotel with his drug abuse counselor—who obviously wasn’t very good at what she did, because Shade had caught Adam using drugs backstage just two nights before. It would have served Adam right if the band and crew had left him to find his own way from Dallas to Austin. Maybe that would’ve taught the selfish prick a lesson. Everyone else had been looking forward to this day off in their home town, but the only person who mattered to Adam was Adam.
 
   “I swear if I miss Julie’s birthday, you’re going to need a very good dentist,” Shade said to Adam.
 
   “Why? I didn’t steal your car,” Adam said. “But I will give you a ride.”
 
   Shade was surprised he’d offered, but Adam rode a motorcycle, and Shade didn’t think it was wise to be that close to him at freeway speeds. As pissed as Shade was, he’d probably strangle him to death from behind.
 
   Owen slapped Adam in the center of the chest. “Hey, don’t worry about it. I already said I’d drive him. Julie’s house isn’t far from mine.”
 
   And technically, Adam’s was even closer, but Owen knew how ticked off Shade was, and if the band lost both its vocalist and lead guitarist in a fiery motorcycle crash, they’d be shit out of luck.
 
   Adam shrugged. “All right. But, Shade, once you cool down a bit, we need to have a man-to-man.”
 
   Shade didn’t want to talk to him. His blood pressure was already high enough to cause a massive stroke. Nothing Adam could say would ever earn Shade’s forgiveness.
 
   Adam turned and walked toward his bike, his head low, shoulders hunched. Kellen had already backed up his Firebird and was heading out of the lot with a rubber-burning squeal.
 
   Owen retrieved Shade’s overnight bag from the asphalt and tossed it into the back seat of the Jeep. After throwing his own luggage inside, he climbed behind the wheel and waited. Shade took one last look at the empty parking space, thinking perhaps he’d somehow overlooked the ton of black shiny metal that should be sitting there, and slid into the passenger seat next to Owen.
 
   “Is Tina going to be pissed that you missed Julie’s party?”
 
   “Tina is pissed that I breathe,” Shade said. His ex-wife hadn’t actually invited him to the party. Not that her wishes were going to stop him from showing up.
 
   Owen chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth?” He started the Jeep, put it in reverse and backed out of his spot. Owen waved at Gabe, who was climbing into his obscenely large pickup, ducking his head low to keep his foot-high red and black mohawk from scraping the roof of the cab. Gabe saluted Owen with two fingers before shutting his door.
 
   Owen switched on the radio, and a hard and heavy song blared from the speakers. “So what did you get Julie for her birthday?” he yelled over the road noise and music.
 
   Shade’s heart sank. “Fuck. I completely forgot to get her a present.” She’d be expecting a gift. Shade wasn’t even sure what she’d like. But every female on the planet liked sparkly things, didn’t they? “I can’t show up empty-handed. Find the nearest jewelry store.”
 
   Owen sighed heavily. “Sure. Why not? I obviously don’t have anything better to do with my night off than taxi you around. No family to see. No trouble to get into.” Owen grinned. 
 
   Shade knew exactly what kind of trouble Owen wanted to get into. He was the biggest skirt chaser Shade had ever met. Even more so than the man Shade faced in the mirror.
 
   Shade took several deep breaths to calm his frayed nerves. “Sorry,” he said after a moment. “I didn’t mean to order you around.” He attributed his shitty attitude to Adam, who was one hundred percent at fault, as usual. Shade’s car could be replaced, but his limited time with Julie could not be. “I’m a little keyed up at the moment.”
 
   Owen chuckled. “Just a little.”
 
   “Would you mind stopping at the mall on the way to the house?” He took another deep breath. “Please?”
 
   “Not for you,” Owen said, checking over his shoulder as he merged onto the freeway.
 
   “Seriously? Son of a … I should have called a fucking cab.” Let’s make this day suck a little more, shall we?
 
   “I will, however, stop at the mall for Julie.” Owen smiled, the deviousness behind it frankly disturbing. “What a little heartbreaker. I’m going to marry her someday.”
 
   Shade shoved him into the door. “Don’t you even think about touching her.”
 
   Owen elbowed him in the ribs. “Really, dude? What the fuck is wrong with you tonight? You better calm down before you see her. You’ve completely lost your cool.”
 
   Owen was right. And he knew that Owen wouldn’t ever become romantically involved with his Julie. But Shade had lost the rest of his depleted sense of humor when he’d been forced to have a maid let him into Adam’s hotel room so Shade could get his sorry ass out of bed at one o’clock in the afternoon. God, why did the guy always have to fuck up his plans? And get him so riled up that he took out his frustration on people who didn’t deserve it? “Shit.”
 
   Owen took the next exit off the interstate. They drove around the mall area until they spotted a jewelry store. Once inside, it didn’t take Shade long to find something he thought Julie would love. He left the store with both his wallet and his mood lighter than when he’d arrived. He couldn’t wait to hold his angel in his arms and see her face when she opened his gift. He smiled at his thoughts.
 
   “Feeling better?” Owen asked.
 
   “Yeah. It’s been much too long since I’ve seen her. I miss her so much.”
 
   They returned to the Jeep, and Owen drove him to see the only girl who would ever own his heart.
 
   Several cars were parked in the long driveway of the house that had once been Shade’s residence. His ex-wife had received most of their joint material possessions in the divorce settlement. He hadn't fought her on that; he knew he'd done her wrong. It was easy for a rock star to stray on the road. Way too easy. He’d tried not to cheat and had been successful for over a year, but she’d become bitter about his career and he’d lost interest in his own wife. Instead of trying to prove that he wasn’t a cheater—which she’d falsely accused him of every time he’d gone on tour—he’d lived up to her expectations and become an unfaithful jerk. He knew it. He owned that. He wouldn’t make the mistake of getting married again. He wasn’t the type of man who could make a woman happy outside the bedroom and he knew that too.
 
   "Do you want me to wait for you?" Owen asked as Shade opened the door.
 
   Shade hesitated. He wasn't sure what he'd do if Tina refused to let him in the house. She didn't want him there. She would have invited him to the party if she'd wanted him there. He was sure she’d thought he'd be out of town and unable to attend. If her sister, Amanda, hadn’t texted Shade about the party, he never would have known about it.
 
   "No. I'll find my way home. You don't have to taxi me around all night. Go have some fun."
 
   "I don't mind. I know this shit weighs you down."
 
   Shade smiled at Owen. "I appreciate you having my back, but you deserve a night off. Go on home."
 
   "If you're sure."
 
   "Yep." Shade didn’t care if Tina refused. He would see Julie on her birthday and give her the present he'd just bought. He wasn't going to take no for an answer. “Thanks for the ride. Do you mind swinging by my place to pick me up tomorrow?” He was sort of without a car.
 
   “No problem. I’ll be there around noon.”
 
   “Thanks.” He had no desire to deal with the police and the insurance company tonight. Maybe he could convince one of the band’s assistants to report the car theft for him. Didn’t they pay them to deal with this sort of bullshit?
 
   Shade swung his overnight bag over one shoulder and shut the Jeep door behind him. He headed up the wide walk to the front door with the most ridiculous pink bag in existence dangling from one hand. He fleetingly wondered if Julie would like what he chose. All girls liked diamonds, right?
 
   Standing on the front step trying to find his courage, Shade heard laughter from inside the house. There hadn't been much of that when he'd lived here. Arguing had been the norm. Accusations. Name calling. And a whole lot of angry sex. Shade pressed the doorbell and waited.
 
   After a moment the door opened, and Tina's cold blue eyes narrowed the instant she recognized him. A blond-haired, blue-eyed bombshell, the woman was centerfold gorgeous. At least until she opened her mouth. "What the fuck are you doing here?"
 
   "I came to wish Julie a happy birthday." He lifted the shiny pink bag. "I brought her a present."
 
   "From a jewelry store?" Tina rolled her eyes at him. "Just as stupid as always. She's four, Shade. She's too young for jewelry."
 
   His heart faltered. He hated when Tina called him stupid, and she knew it. Even if it was true, he didn't like to hear it. And now he was even more worried that Julie wouldn't like her present. When he’d seen it, he’d thought it perfect for her. Now he wasn’t so sure. "Can I see her?"
 
   "It's not your weekend." Tina tried to shut the door in his face, but he lifted an arm to block it.
 
   "I haven't seen her in weeks."
 
   "Whose fault is that? You're never home. You’re always off touring with your band, shoving your dick into anything with holes."
 
   "Mommy." Julie's sweet voice drifted from the foyer behind Tina. "I want more ice cream, pwease. Just the stwawberry kind."
 
   Shade smiled at her slightly fuddled words. His little girl was talking so much better than the last time Shade had seen her. He wondered how much she'd grown in five weeks.
 
   "In a minute, baby," Tina called.
 
   "Just let me talk to her," Shade said. "I won't take long. I want to wish her a happy birthday."
 
   "Seeing you confuses her, Shade. She hardly knows you. Everyone would be better off if you just sent money and got lost permanently."
 
   Probably, but he was a self-centered bastard, and he wanted to see his daughter on her birthday. He wasn't leaving until he did.
 
   "Mommy? Who is it?" Julie appeared at her mother's side. She paused when she saw her father standing halfway in the door. Her ice-blue eyes grew wide, and she slid her hand into her mother's. She had pink icing all over her face and was wearing fairy wings with her pink princess dress. Shade melted. Every time he looked at her, he turned to mush. His daughter looked like him. She had her mother's blond hair, but the bright blue eyes, the straight nose, the stubborn chin were all him.
 
   "Happy birthday, baby," he said.
 
   "Hi, Daddy. Are you singing songs at the loud place today?"
 
   He smiled. She hadn’t enjoyed the Sole Regret concert she’d attended because the volume of the music bothered her. But she did like his music when it wasn’t too loud. His baby rocked. He assumed it was genetic.
 
   "Not tonight, princess. But I brought you a birthday present." He lifted the pink bag in her direction.
 
   Sucking an excited breath into her narrow chest, Julie beamed and released Tina’s hand to reach for the bag. 
 
   Tina grabbed her wrist. "No. Go find your grandma, and she'll get you more ice cream."
 
   "I want my pwesent," she said.
 
   "Julie, I said no. Go find your grandma."
 
   "You can't tell her she can't have her birthday present," Shade said. That old anger he felt toward his ex-wife rushed to the surface. Like Adam, Tina knew exactly how to push his buttons.
 
   "You can't barge in here whenever you feel like it, Shade. The custody order—"
 
   "I just came to give her a present,” he interrupted. “Why do you always have to be such a b—?" He caught himself just in time.
 
   Julie burst into tears. He knew better than to yell in front of her. Damn it. He had such a difficult time controlling his temper where Tina was concerned.
 
   "If you don't leave, I'm calling the cops," Tina said and lifted Julie into her arms, cradling the back of her head to hold her face against her shoulder.
 
   "For what?"
 
   "I'll think of something."
 
   "I just want to see my little girl on her birthday—"
 
   Tina covered Julie's ears with her hands. "What about the other three hundred and sixty-four days of the year when you're too busy fucking whores to even call her?"
 
   "I try to call her, but you won't let me talk to her."
 
   "She's in bed. Three-year-olds don't party until two a.m."
 
   "One time I called that late. I didn't realize how late it was because we were in California."
 
   "She doesn’t party until midnight either."
 
   "Don't yell," Julie cried, pushing her mother’s hands away from her ears. “Don’t yell. Don’t yell!”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby,” Shade said.
 
   "Do you see how upset you make her?" Tina wiped at Julie's runny nose with a pink napkin she pulled from her pocket, and then scrubbed the frosting off Julie’s cheek with an unused corner.
 
   "Me? I just came to see her for a few minutes, and you act like I'm some sort of criminal."
 
   "Not a criminal," Tina said coldly, "just an idiot. Leave. Now! I mean it, Shade."
 
   "I want my daddy," Julie wailed. Sobbing uncontrollably, she stretched her arms in his direction.
 
   Tina released a heavy sigh of exasperation. "Are you happy, Shade? You've ruined her birthday. She was having so much fun until you arrived."
 
   Shade was too flustered to defend himself. He hadn't done anything wrong. He knew Tina liked to make his life miserable, and sometimes he felt he deserved it, but she was a good mother to Julie. Tina was the one who'd gotten Julie so upset this time. She was the one who refused to let her have her present. She was the one who hadn’t even invited Shade to his own daughter’s party. He was not at fault here. Or was he missing something?
 
   "Can I sit out on the step with her for a minute?” Shade asked. “I won't even come inside."
 
   "Daddy!" Julie screamed.
 
   He wasn't sure if he was capable of calming Julie at this point, but he couldn't stand to see her so distraught. Maybe it would be better if he stayed away. Maybe they were all better off without him. But just the thought of missing these few stolen moments with his princess made his eyes sting and his chest ache.
 
   "Fine. Ten minutes, Shade. And then you're leaving."
 
   He nodded, willing to agree to any concession.
 
   A sobbing little girl was thrust in his direction.
 
   Shade held Julie perched in the crook of one arm. Her arms tightened around his neck and she buried her wet, little face against his shoulder.
 
   Julie gasped and sniffled for several minutes, but she’d stopped wailing immediately. Shade just held her, rocking her slightly and stroking her silky blond hair. He heard the door close, and was surprised that Tina didn't think she needed to supervise the two of them.
 
   "Mommy said you forgot about my birthday," Julie said.
 
   "Of course I didn't forget about your birthday, princess. I tried to get here as soon as I could."
 
   "She said you had to sing at the loud pwace today, so you wasn’t coming."
 
   "No, I don’t have a concert tonight, but I do have to sing. I have to sing to the birthday girl."
 
   Julie drew back and looked him in the eyes. Scowling, she grabbed his sunglasses by the nosepiece and pulled them off. "Take these off. I can't see you."
 
   Eyes exposed, he stared down at her, his heart filled with love and loss, joy and sorrow all at once.
 
   "Can you see me now?" he whispered.
 
   She nodded and squashed his face between two sticky hands. He made fish lips at her until she giggled.
 
   "What do you want me to sing?"
 
   "The Cinderella song!"
 
   He chuckled. "I don't think I know that one."
 
   "I'll teach you."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "A dweam is a wish when you fast asweep," she sang, using her arms and hands expressively to punctuate her heartfelt words. He’d have paid for front row seats to watch her perform.
 
   Shade opened his mouth to sing after her, and she covered his mouth with her hand. "Wait. I messed up."
 
   “I know,” he said when she moved her hand. “How about some Aerosmith?” 
 
   She sucked in a deep excited breath, her eyes alight with eagerness. “Yes, Daddy. Sing the angel song. See my wings.” She reached over her shoulder and tugged at one of her flimsy, sparkly wings. “I’m an angel.”
 
   “You sure are,” he said. “An angel princess.”
 
   He cleared his throat and sang to her, backing the lyrics, as always, with his entire heart and soul. “I’m alone, yeah…” By the time he was belting out the end of the second line, she was squirming in anticipation. He knew what she wanted. She just liked the chorus, so he skipped the majority of the first stanza and went straight to her favorite part.
 
   Julie beamed as he sang to her. She looked at him with such utter adoration that his throat closed off and he choked over the next few words. She bounced excitedly, and he lifted his free hand to support her back so she didn’t jostle her way out of his arms and onto the brick steps at his feet. She hugged him when he’d finished and fisted her little hand around the cross hanging from the chain at his neck. 
 
   “Now sing the babe song,” she requested.
 
   He smiled. Couldn’t help it. She always called Aerosmith’s “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing” the babe song.
 
   “Don’t you want to open your present?” he asked.
 
   She jerked backward and smiled up at him broadly. She nodded, squirming to get down. He set her on her feet and squatted down in front of her to hand her the pink bag. He wished his gift was better wrapped, something Julie could tear into the way a little kid was supposed to open a birthday present. She tugged out the tissue paper and struggled to remove the large square box wedged inside the gift bag. Shade helped her. When he opened the lid for her, her jaw dropped.
 
   “Oh, Daddy!” she squealed excitedly.
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   She couldn’t seem to form words. But she could run in place excitedly, her entire body quivering with glee. Shade removed the diamond and pink-sapphire tiara from the box and set it on her head. Her hands flew upward to touch the little crown. “Now I’m a really, really real princess.” She nodded and looked up at him with expectant wide eyes.
 
   “The most beautiful princess who ever lived.”
 
   Her dazzling smile did things to his heart that would cause any cardiologist to cringe.
 
   “I want to see my princess crown in the mirror!” She turned and started to rush for the front door, but he caught her and lifted her into his arms again.
 
   He knew if she went into the house, his time with her would be over. He wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. “Can I sing the babe song first?”
 
   She held onto the tiara with one hand and nodded. “Yes, yes. I love the babe song.” She hugged him with one arm. “And I love my princess crown. And I love you, Daddy.”
 
   He wished he had his damned sunglasses on. What kind of bad-ass rock star stood outside his ex-wife’s house, clinging to a little girl, with tears swimming in his eyes? “I love you too, baby.”
 
   “Mommy says I can’t be a baby anymore. I’m a big girl now.”
 
   “You are a big girl,” he whispered to her. And he wasn’t sure when it had happened. He’d missed so many of her milestones. “But you can be a baby when you’re with me, if you want to.”
 
   “Sing.”
 
   He sang “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing” as if entertaining a crowd of twelve thousand. When he reached the chorus, Julie acted out the lyrics by offering him one smile and one kiss on the cheek. At the appropriate times, she held him close. She felt his heartbeat with one tiny hand and her own heartbeat with her other hand. He experienced this song on an emotional level whenever he sang it to her. He’d sung it to her in the middle of the night when she’d been an infant; it had never failed to soothe her. As the last line of the chorus rang from between his parted lips, he realized he did miss her. Even though he was holding her, he missed her. Terribly.
 
   And he’d missed so much of her young life already. Too much. Those moments were lost forever. He needed to find a way to be home more often. His baby was growing up without him. There was no way to put her childhood on hold until he could find the time to enjoy it.
 
   The front door opened, and Shade’s arms automatically tightened around the little sweetheart in his arms.
 
   “You sing good,” Julie said. “I want to sing when I grow up. I want to be just like you, Daddy.”
 
   When had all the oxygen evacuated the atmosphere? Shade struggled to suck air into his suddenly nonfunctional lungs.
 
   Standing in the doorway, Tina huffed out a breath of annoyance. “You want to be a cheating, no good, high school dropout? I don’t think so, Jules. You’re going to college.”
 
   Shade didn’t know why she had to keep busting his balls. It was hurtful enough when she did it to him alone, but when she did it in front of Julie, he couldn’t stand it. He wondered what kind of bullshit the woman said about him when he wasn’t around. It was a miracle he had any sort of relationship with his daughter.
 
   “Time to go inside, Julie,” Tina said.
 
   “Do you want to see my new dollhouse, Daddy? It looks like a palace. And it has a princess doll. And it has a bed in it for she’s apposed to sleep.” She yawned at the mention of sleep.
 
   “Daddy has to leave now,” Tina said.
 
   “Are you coming back tomorrow?” Julie asked.
 
   “I have to sing at the loud place tomorrow,” he said.
 
   “Are you coming back in two more sleeps?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Three more sleeps?” she bargained, holding up three fingers.
 
   “Six more sleeps.”
 
   Her slim eyebrows crinkled in confusion. She held up five fingers, and he added one of his own. She gave him a horrified look. “That is too many sleeps, Daddy.”
 
   “Is that thing real?” Tina sputtered, plucking the tiara off Julie’s head and gaping at it.
 
   “Of course, it’s real. I’m not going to give her junk.”
 
   “She can’t wear this.”
 
   “Give it to me,” Julie insisted, making a grab for it.
 
   “Just great, Jacob. You come here, disrupt everything, give her something she can’t possibly keep, and now I have to be the bad guy and take it away from her.”
 
   “Why do you have to take it away from her? It’s not yours. It’s hers.”
 
   “What if she loses it? Or if the stones fall out? Or someone takes it? Or if she’s kidnapped because of it? Jesus, Shade, this thing must’ve cost you ten grand.”
 
   If she knew what he’d spent on it, he had no doubt that she’d hock it and buy herself another hundred pairs of shoes she never wore.
 
   “Just let her wear it around the house,” Shade said. “It’s insured if it gets damaged or lost. She’ll be fine.”
 
   “Give it to me,” Julie wailed. “I’m a princess. A really real princess. My daddy said so.”
 
   “Now you’ve got her crying again,” Tina grumbled and jerked Julie out of his arms.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Why do you have to be so stupid, Shade? It’s as if you were born without a brain.”
 
   “Don’t frickin’ call me stupid in front of Julie, Tina.”
 
   “The truth hurts, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Daddy!” Julie screamed as Tina carted her into the house and slammed the door in Shade’s face. “I want my princess crown. I want it!” He could hear Julie’s tantrum through the door.
 
   He hadn’t meant for his gift to be a problem. He’d just thought Julie would like it. The cost hadn’t been a consideration. Maybe he should have bought her some rhinestone piece of junk instead. Julie would have never known the difference. She was three. Four, he reminded himself. Fuck. He really was stupid.
 
   Cursing at himself under his breath, he picked up the empty box, stuffed it into the pink bag with the crumpled tissue paper and hung it on the doorknob. Julie was farther from the door now, so he couldn’t hear what she was screaming, but there was no doubt she was still upset. Maybe he should do everyone a favor and get lost permanently.
 
   Shade snatched his sunglasses out of his pocket and put them back on. He wasn’t sure how he was going to get home. He supposed he could call a cab. He turned to start down the driveway; he’d figure it out once he was far enough away that he couldn’t hear Julie’s crying. Because God, that sound was like a knife stabbing and twisting into his chest, and he knew Tina wouldn’t let him do anything about it. He felt so fucking powerless.
 
   The door behind him opened.
 
   “Jacob?” a gentle voice said from behind him.
 
   He paused and turned slowly. He probably should’ve expected her to be here, but he was in no way prepared for his body’s reaction to her. His heart leapt, gut clenched, balls tightened. Her shoulder-length brown hair swayed gently in a warm breeze. Her hazel green eyes brightened as her lovely face broke into a genuine smile. Time stood still as he allowed his gaze to travel down her lean body. Those long tanned legs just might be the death of him. It had been a long time since he’d seen her. 
 
   “Amanda.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 2Amanda probably shouldn’t have watched Jacob’s private moments with his daughter through the window, but she couldn’t help it. She had wanted to open the window and listen to his gorgeous voice, but Tina had been pacing the room, calling him every lewd name she could think of, and he didn’t need to hear that. Amanda understood why Tina hated Jacob. He’d hurt her by cheating on her with another woman. Well, several other women. Amanda didn’t expect Tina to forgive him, but trying to keep him away from his daughter? That wasn’t right. Especially when it was so obvious that they adored each other. He needed that little girl in his life. And despite what Tina thought, Julie needed her father.
 
   Amanda stepped out on the front step and closed the door behind her. She hoped their mom talked some sense into her sister so she’d let Julie wear her tiara. Jacob had done a wonderful job picking out something Julie would love. He obviously knew his daughter well and had put some thought into the gift.
 
   “Once Tina cools down, she’ll let Julie wear it,” Amanda said. She wished he hadn’t put his sunglasses back on. He had the most beautiful blue eyes. And his short black hair, tanned complexion and thick black eyelashes made them even more striking. She had every inch of his handsome face memorized—sexy lips, straight nose, high forehead, strong jaw, stubborn chin. She’d wanted Jacob “Shade” Silverton for so long, she couldn’t remember a time when thoughts of him hadn’t flitted through her head constantly.
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure,” he said.
 
   “How’s the tour going?” she asked. Small talk to keep him close for as long as possible. If Tina knew Amanda was out here talking to him, she’d have a coronary. That was the problem with being infatuated with your younger sister’s ex-husband. There was no way to make it work without someone getting hurt or someone going crazy.
 
   Jacob smiled gently. “It’s going great. Music is the only thing that goes great for me.”
 
   He glanced up at the big brick Georgian-style house. Julie could no longer be heard screaming. Maybe Tina had relented already.
 
   “You don’t have a show tonight?” She knew damned well he didn’t. She bought tickets every time Sole Regret performed in Austin. She kept close tabs on the band’s touring schedule, because the next best thing to hanging out with Shade Silverton was watching him perform on stage. If Amanda hadn’t figured he was going to be in town today, she wouldn’t have bothered getting into a huge fight with Tina for not inviting him to Julie’s party. Instead of doing as Amanda had suggested, Tina had conveniently forgotten to tell him anything. So in the interest of her niece’s happiness, Amanda had meddled. She hadn’t told Tina that she’d sent Jacob a text about the party. While she sometimes felt compelled to stick her nose in other people’s business, she didn’t have a death wish.
 
   Jacob shook his head. “We’re in San Antonio tomorrow, so we decided to stay the night at home. The drive between here and there isn’t bad.”
 
   She nodded in understanding and glanced down the driveway looking for his sexy-as-sin, electric sports car. There was no Tesla Roadster in sight.
 
   “Where’s your car?”
 
   “Someone stole it.”
 
   She gaped at his nonchalance. “Someone stole it?”
 
   “Yeah.” He shrugged. “It can be replaced.”
 
   “So how did you get here?”
 
   “Owen dropped me off. I was just going to call a cab to take me home. I’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”
 
   “I’ll drive you,” she offered much too eagerly. She needed to be careful, or he’d figure out how much she desired him. She didn’t want things to be awkward between them. It had to be impossible for him to forget that she was sister to the woman who made his life hell.
 
   “That’s not necessary. You should go back to the party.”
 
   “It’s over. All the kids are gone. I was just helping clean up.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “This will give me a great excuse to get out of washing pink icing off the walls.”
 
   He grinned, and she melted. It was as if the man had some magical ability to remove her bones.
 
   “All right,” he said. “As long as it helps you out.”
 
   “I’ll go grab my purse and keys.” She darted into the house and found her mother in the rocking chair holding Julie. The little birthday princess was wearing her new tiara and fast asleep with her thumb in her mouth. Amanda melted. Julie must’ve inherited that magic from her father. God, she loved the kid.
 
   “I have to leave,” Amanda whispered to her mother.
 
   She nodded. “I’ll let Tina know. She’s upset about Jacob again.”
 
   “She’s always upset about Jacob.” Amanda leaned over to kiss her mother’s cheek and then her niece’s temple before grabbing her purse and dashing back outside.
 
   She found Jacob where she’d left him. He was staring up at the house as if in a trance. She wondered what he was thinking about behind those dark sunglasses.
 
   “Julie’s asleep already,” she told him. “And wearing her tiara.”
 
   Jacob released a deep breath. “I don’t like it when Tina jumps on me like that, but I really hate it when she does it in front of Julie. Your sister probably talks bad about me all the time.”
 
   Amanda didn’t want to confirm his suspicions. Though they’d never been exactly close, Tina was her little sister. But still, Jacob was right. Tina did talk smack about him all the time. That was the main reason why Julie got confused about the role her father played in her life. Jacob could make an effort to see his daughter more often, but the amount of crap he had to take from Tina every time he showed up would have turned most men away.
 
   “Julie loves you,” Amanda said, unlocking her car doors with the button on her key fob. “That’s all that matters.”
 
   “I just hope she doesn’t change her mind.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that.”
 
   Amanda opened the trunk, and he leaned toward her to put his bag inside. When she caught the spicy scent of his aftershave, her knees went weak. It took every shred of her willpower not to bury her face in his neck and inhale. She wished she wasn’t so attracted to him. His utter masculinity made it so hard for her to behave herself.
 
   When Jacob didn’t move away immediately, Amanda dragged her gaze up his body. His six feet of hard muscles and his broad shoulders completely overwhelmed her senses. For a minute, she thought he was leaning closer with the intention of kissing her, but as she couldn’t see his eyes through his dark sunglasses, she couldn’t know for sure if he was even looking at her. She plucked his disconcerting eyewear from his nose.
 
   “Not sure why you always wear these damned things,” she said, folding them and tucking them into the neck of his white T-shirt. She forced her hands not to explore the distractingly cut chest muscles defined beneath his shirt. The man was gorgeous. Perfect. And she liked him. Always had. Couldn’t help herself.
 
   “Because.”
 
   She tore her appreciative gaze from Jacob’s body and peered into his eyes. She did know why he always wore sunglasses. He had expressive eyes that quickly made a person realize that he wasn’t the heartless, narcissistic son of a bitch he pretended to be. And that’s why she wanted him. Not because he was the most eyegasmic man ever to walk to earth, but because he felt. Deeply. And those pretty blue eyes of his revealed everything he tried to hide.
 
   “Have you eaten?” she asked. “I’ll take you out. My treat.”
 
   “I was planning on just hanging out at home. Maybe order a pizza. Eat it in front of the TV. Have a beer. Get in a good workout followed by a swim. Then I’m going to sit in the hot tub and vegetate.”
 
   It sounded as if he would be busy being sweaty, wet and potentially naked for most of the evening. Holy hotness. Amanda suddenly needed a panty change. “Oh.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind some company though.” Before he could turn away, she’d caught his forlorn expression. Ah God, he was lonely. She wasn’t sure how a man who was surrounded by a perpetual crowd could ever be lonely, but even though those kissable lips could lie, those expressive blue eyes didn’t.
 
   Amanda closed the trunk. “Do I count as company?” she asked.
 
   “Can’t take a hint?” he said with a grin. He climbed into the car and shut the door.
 
   A hint? What did he mean? That he wanted to spend more time with her? If only. Amanda was the smart, quirky sister. Tina was the hot sister who all the guys wanted. Jacob included. Amanda had come to terms with Tina’s appeal—and her own lack thereof—after the fourth time Amanda got dumped so her boyfriend could pursue Tina. It didn’t matter to them that Tina wasn’t interested in anyone who didn’t have a fat wallet.
 
   Amanda got behind the wheel of her sensible Toyota, shut the door and fastened her seat belt.
 
   “Did you need to stop anywhere before I drop you off at home?” she asked.
 
   “You really can’t take a hint.” 
 
   He chuckled; the rich, deep sound made Amanda’s belly quiver. 
 
   “Say, Amanda, do you want to hang out with me and have some pizza and a beer? Watch a movie?”
 
   “What kind of movie?”
 
   “I don’t care.” His eyes widened as if he was struck by a horrendous revelation. “Just no chick flicks.”
 
   Her heart was thudding like a jackhammer, but she somehow managed to play it cool and start the car. “I don’t know, Jacob. I’m pretty picky about the movies I watch. I have a chick-flick only policy.”
 
   “I guess we’ll have to watch golf instead. I don’t do chick flicks.”
 
   Golf? Snore-fest. Though if she was with Jacob, she couldn’t imagine even televised golf would be boring. “Well in that case … I guess I can tolerate a bit of testosterone. I do, however, draw the line at movies with fist-fight sound effects.”
 
   He grinned, and the ambient temperature inside the car increased at least ten degrees. “Slasher horror movie it is.”
 
   She laughed uneasily. She was a certified coward when it came to scary movies. “Sure. As long as you don’t mind me clinging to you in terror and hiding my face in your chest.” She couldn’t stop her gaze from wandering to that big, muscular chest. Yep, it looked perfect for hiding one’s face. Also perfect for fondling. And licking. Kissing. Caressing. Sucking. Massaging. Nib—
 
   “I wouldn’t mind that at all,” he said.
 
   Her eyes lifted to meet his. Wait just a second. “Are you hitting on me, Jacob?”
 
   “I thought that was obvious.”
 
   Oh hell, yes. “I’m not sure if I should be alone with you. You might try to get in my pants.”
 
   He chuckled. “I might.”
 
   She knew he was teasing her, but that didn’t stop parts in her pants from readying themselves for a welcome invasion.
 
   “I guess I’ll have to risk it,” she said, as if her heart wasn’t about to thud itself out of her chest. “You’ve given me a powerful craving for pizza. And a cold beer.”
 
   She started the car and shifted it into drive.
 
   “And burying my face in your chest,” she added.
 
   He laughed. “I can hook you up with all three.”
 
   His knuckles brushed the side of her leg, and she nearly leapt out of her skin. She praised her wise decision to wear shorts that morning. 
 
   “Hey, thanks for letting me know about Julie’s party.”
 
   “No problem!” she squeaked.
 
   Jacob’s thumb rubbed a small spot of skin just above her knee. Amanda’s panties were going to need scuba gear if they got any wetter.
 
   “I wish I could have made it earlier,” he said. “Adam seems to think he’s the only one in the band who has a life. I get really sick of trying to get him to see beyond himself.”
 
   Amanda chanced a glance at him. He was staring at where his thumb was igniting the nerve endings in her skin, but he didn’t seem to be seeing what he was doing.
 
   “You didn’t miss much. Ten obnoxious screaming kids, sticky hands covered in pink frosting, a few tantrums, and one stomachache that ended badly in the kiddie pool.”
 
   “Did Julie make a wish and blow out her candles?”
 
   Amanda smiled, fighting the urge to stroke his dark hair. She adored that the man’s biggest weakness was a thirty-pound girl who loved strawberry ice cream. “Yeah. She got them all in one breath. She’s windy like her father.”
 
   He laughed and jerked his hand from her knee as if he’d just noticed he was still touching her. “That probably wasn’t a good trait to inherit.”
 
   “Sure it is. It’s part of what makes you an amazing singer.” She took her eyes off the road and found him staring at the dashboard. The turmoil in his pretty blue eyes broke her heart. “You know, I recorded Julie blowing out her candles on my cellphone.”
 
   He sat up straighter, and a smile softened his hard features. “You did?”
 
   “Get my phone out of my purse and you can watch it.”
 
   He scowled at her purse, which was squashed between the front seats. “There are few things I won’t touch. A woman’s purse is one of them.”
 
   “Why?” she asked. “Afraid you might find a tampon in there or something?”
 
   “Ever since I saw the movie Mary Poppins as a kid, I’ve been leery of women’s purses. I don’t know if you have a coatrack in there or an alligator or a chainsaw.”
 
   “Nope,” she said, “no chainsaws. No tampons either.” Just to make it perfectly clear that it was not her time of the month. In case he wanted to check out all the hot, throbbing wetness going on in her shorts.
 
   He chuckled and stuck a tentative hand in her purse. His startled yell caused Amanda to stomp on the brakes. The horn of the car behind them blared.
 
   “Oh, it’s just your wallet,” he said. “Thought it was an alligator.”
 
   She slapped him in the arm repeatedly. “You scared the crap out of me.”
 
   He poked her in the side, and she squirmed, the friction against the seat drawing her attention to how inappropriately turned on she was. Another horn blared as she drifted toward the oncoming lane. She was surprised she hadn’t hit a phone pole yet. It was exceedingly difficult to concentrate on the road with Jacob Silverton sitting next to her, smelling as amazing as he looked. She could only imagine how good he felt. Damn, she was horny. She needed to find the time to date more often.
 
   Jacob located her cellphone and flicked his finger over the screen. “Hmm,” he murmured. “What’s this? A sex tape starring Amanda Lange?”
 
   “What?” She made a grab for her phone—knowing damned well there weren’t any X-rated videos of herself stored on it. “I thought I erased that.”
 
   “Ooo,” he said, holding the phone cradled in both hands. “I want to see this.”
 
   An off-key rendition of “Happy Birthday to Julie” came from the tiny speakers on her phone. Jacob stared down at the screen completely mesmerized and if Amanda wasn’t mistaken, a teensy bit misty-eyed. She smiled. All talk. The man was all talk.
 
   “Make a wish, Julie,” Tina’s voice said from the phone’s speaker.
 
   “Like Aladdin?” Julie asked.
 
   “Hurry, the candles are dripping.”
 
   “I wish I is a princess. A really real princess.” There was a pause and then everyone clapped.
 
   “See, you made her wish come true without even knowing about it,” Amanda said.
 
   “This kid is going to be the death of me,” Jacob said. He replayed the video. Twice.
 
   Her hand hovered above his thigh. She so wanted to touch him but ultimately couldn’t find the courage to do it and so fiddled with the air conditioner instead. She fleetingly wondered if it needed repaired. She was strangely overheated though the vents were directed toward her and blowing air at full blast. “I could send you videos of her, if you’d like.”
 
   She turned onto the road that led to Jacob’s house, thinking that she should have driven like her grandfather—as if trying to throw a race to a snail. The drive had been much too short. She slowed until her foot was off the gas and they literally rolled the length of the final block. “I do babysit her a lot, you know. She thinks her Aunt Mander is pretty cool.” And someone had to look after the kid when Tina went shopping. Tina loved spending Jacob’s money. She tackled the task as if competing in an Olympic event.
 
   “You’d do that for me?” Jacob said, turning in his seat and leaning into her field of view so he could look into her eyes.
 
   “Yeah, of course I would. I should’ve thought of it sooner.”
 
   “Thanks, Amanda. You’re a real sweetheart.”
 
   She stifled a cringe. She didn’t want him to think of her as that one nice, forgettable girl. The one who guys always seemed to think of as their friend. Their buddy. She didn’t want to be called a real sweetheart. Not after Jacob had flirted with her ever so briefly moments before and made her believe her fondest wish could come true.
 
   Amanda turned into Jacob’s drive and coasted to a halt behind his car.
 
   “Um, Jacob?” she said. “Isn’t that your car?”
 
   He didn’t answer her, just tore open the door and leapt out of her car. He was hugging the shiny black hood of the roadster before she could release her seat belt. She climbed out and went to stand beside him.
 
   “I thought you said it was stolen.”
 
   “I thought it had been.”
 
   “Then how did it get here?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   Amanda noted the piece of pink paper stuck under one wiper. She pulled it free and read the note aloud. “Shade, I know you won’t mind that I borrowed your car to beat you home. I’ll be in the hot tub waiting to rock your world, stud. It’s signed Veronica. And she dotted the i with a heart. How precious.” Amanda pretended not to be affected by the note, but she’d really been looking forward to spending the evening with him. Unfortunately, some other woman had beaten her to it. And unlike Amanda, Veronica probably had the self-confidence, beautiful face and hot body to actually attract someone like Jacob.
 
   “Fuckin’ Veronica,” Jacob bellowed. “I wondered where I’d left my spare set of keys.”
 
   Probably in her skirt the last time she’d been in his hot tub. “I guess I’ll go on home,” Amanda said. “I’m glad you got your car back. It was good to see—”
 
   Jacob moved to stand in Amanda’s path. She wasn’t sure how he managed to so easily trap her between one gorgeous hunk of metal and one gorgeous hunk of metal vocalist, but it got her attention. With her back pressed against the side of the car, she tried to regain her senses. No good. Her heart thundered out of control as she slowly lifted her gaze to look him in the eye.
 
   “You’re staying,” he said. “I invited you. She’s leaving. No one invited her.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want—”
 
   Jacob touched her cheek, and her breath stalled in her throat. “You’re staying.”
 
   She couldn’t look away from his intense blue eyes. “I’m staying,” she said obediently. 
 
   He smiled crookedly, plucked his sunglasses out of the neckband of his T-shirt and put them on. She stared at the cross around his neck. 
 
   “Do you want to wait out here while I call her a cab or would you rather wait in the house?” he asked. “She’s sure to cause a scene.”
 
   “Um.”
 
   “You could go to the family room and pick out a movie to watch or scrounge in the kitchen for food. It won’t take me long to get rid of her.”
 
   “Well, okay. Do you have the movie Steel Magnolias?” She kept her poker face firmly in place as she blinked up at him. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen it, y’all.”
 
   He laughed. “I thought we agreed no chick flicks.”
 
   Amanda huffed as if she was very put out by his demands, when in truth she just wanted to put out. She couldn’t blame Veronica for inviting herself to a night in a hot tub with this man, but Amanda was oh so glad that Jacob was making the woman leave. 
 
   “I suppose we did.”
 
   He tucked his forefinger under her chin and stroked the skin just beneath her lips with his thumb. “I’d kiss you,” he said, “but I don’t want Veronica to think I’m sporting a hard-on for her.”
 
   What?
 
   Had he actually just said that? He couldn’t possibly have meant it. Too flabbergasted to form a comeback, Amanda gaped at him.
 
   He laughed. “What a priceless expression.” 
 
   He squeezed her shoulder, and her legs began to tremble uncontrollably. 
 
   “I’ll see you inside.”
 
   “Uh huh,” she might have said around her mouthful of drool.
 
   Jacob turned and hurried to front door, unlocking it and leaving it open so she could go inside. He then strode to the walk along the side of the house that led to the pool and hot tub out back.
 
   It was all Amanda could do to keep from sliding to the ground in a puddle of lust.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 3Shade covered the distance to his back yard in long, angry strides. He couldn’t believe Veronica had had the audacity to “borrow” his car without asking. And then she thought he’d be happy enough about it to fuck her? Not tonight. Maybe not ever again. Of course, if she hadn’t taken his car, then Amanda wouldn’t have driven him home and he wouldn’t be anticipating an evening with one of the few people who allowed him to let his guard down.
 
   A trail of discarded clothing started at the back corner of the house and continued to the hot tub that was surrounded on three sides by a cedar privacy fence. As he continued around the house, he picked up her clothes one sexy item at a time. Lace-topped stocking here. Black satin thong there. Shade dumped the clothing on the slate patio at the bottom of the hot tub’s wooden steps.
 
   Veronica was right where she’d said she be. She had a glass of wine in one hand, her ebony hair piled on top of her head, her eyes closed and her beautiful naked breasts hovering above the surface of the water. She had a fantastic set of tits. Yeah, he noticed. There wasn’t a heterosexual male alive who wouldn’t have found her sexually inviting. And if Amanda hadn’t agreed to stay, Shade would have undoubtedly stripped off his clothes to join Veronica. But Amanda was here and strange as it seemed, he’d much rather spend the evening teasing her than fucking the hot-tub sex goddess until he couldn’t move.
 
   He cleared his throat, and Veronica’s sultry brown eyes blinked open. An inviting smile spread across her lush lips. “There you are, lover,” she said. “I was starting to regret not just waiting for you in the parking lot, but you were hours past due and I was all hot and sweaty.” She pouted. “And not because you made me that way.” She took a sip of her wine. The green bottle sat in a Styrofoam cooler of ice behind her. “Would you like a drink?”
 
   “I have company, Veronica. You need to get dressed and leave.”
 
   “Company? What kind of company?”
 
   He struggled to come up with the best way to describe Amanda. Friend? Family? Long-time crush? “Female company.”
 
   “So? I have no problem with her joining us, Shade. Is she sexy?” Veronica emitted a throaty chuckle. “You know how much I enjoy women.”
 
   While normally he’d have thought that would be a great idea, he didn’t think Amanda would be into threesomes with a woman she didn’t know. Shade loved to flirt with Amanda, tease her, but she was off-limits. He had no intention of ever sleeping with her. Which made him wonder why he would rather spend the evening with her than enjoying the tits and ass in his hot tub. Probably because he was still recovering from that crazy chick in Tulsa. What had her name been? Nikki. Damn, the woman had tried to wear his dick down to a nub.
 
   “No, Veronica, I came back here to tell you to leave. You can’t just take my car without asking. You’re lucky I don’t call the cops and have you hauled in for grand theft auto.”
 
   “Did you expect me to wait out in the parking lot for hours?”
 
   “Why were you waiting for me in the first place? I didn’t ask you to.”
 
   “Now you’re just being a jerk.”
 
   He’d been called worse. “How did you get my keys?”
 
   “You left them at my place. Remember?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You were too drunk to drive, so Selene took you home and the next day you came and picked up your car. I wasn’t home, so you must’ve used your spare set.”
 
   While he remembered little of his drunken evening with Veronica and Selene, he did recall waking up with Selene in his bed and then picking his car up the following morning. He’d completely forgotten to get his extra keys from Veronica. Sole Regret had been back on tour by the next day, and recovering his keys hadn’t been a priority. “That was over a month ago. You’ve had them all this time?”
 
   She smiled. “And don’t think the idea of taking your car for a joyride every night didn’t cross my mind. I didn’t though. Until tonight. And I wouldn’t have taken it tonight if you hadn’t been so late.”
 
   And he wouldn’t have been so late if the lead guitarist of his band wasn’t such an inconsiderate ass. 
 
   Julie’s birthday wasn’t the only major event he’d missed because of Adam. He’d missed Julie’s birth because he’d been accompanying Adam’s unconscious ass to the hospital. Back in those days Adam had had a tendency to overdo the heroin. While waiting in the emergency room for Adam to be revived, he’d missed the call that Tina had gone into premature labor. By the time he got the message, Julie had already been born in a different hospital, in a different state—three weeks early, but healthy. He’d never forgive Adam for making him miss his daughter’s first breath. Never. Especially since the jerk didn’t even understand why Shade was so angry with him. Maybe someday Shade would give up on Adam and just let him destroy himself, but the guy was a walking disaster and Shade felt responsible for him. If someone didn’t keep tabs on Adam, he’d likely end up dead. As much as the guy ticked him off, Shade wouldn’t want that. They’d been through a lot together. And not all of it bad. In fact, Adam had been the one to give Shade a dream to pursue. Before Adam had convinced Shade that he could sing, Shade had been on the fast track to working in some factory—if he’d been lucky.
 
   “Why don’t you go ask your female company if she’d like to join us?” Veronica said. “I’m so comfortable and so in the mood. Seems a shame to waste a pussy this hot and juicy for you.” Her fingertips moved to stroke her nipple. “We can call Selene over if your company is too shy to get busy with us.”
 
   Veronica and Selene would keep him up and going all night. He couldn’t say he wasn’t tempted. But he wasn’t sold. “I’ll call you a cab while you get dressed,” he said.
 
   He turned to go into the house, and a glass of wine hurtled past him and crashed onto the slate at his feet. “You fucking jerk!”
 
   “Be sure to clean up that broken glass before you go. I’ll have the cab wait for you at the end of the driveway.” He started up the deck steps to enter the house through the door off the kitchen.
 
   “Wait, Shade. I’m sorry,” Veronica called after him. Water splashed as she exited the hot tub. Wet feet landed on the cedar decking. Shade didn’t make the mistake of turning around. He let himself into the house. Amanda was peering out the kitchen window.
 
   “I know it isn’t any of my business,” she said. “But your hot, naked babe seems a bit perturbed at you.”
 
   He chuckled. “I inherited the piss-off-women gene from my father.”
 
   “You must be homozygous dominant for the trait.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   She laughed and smoothed her silky brown hair with one hand. “Sorry. Biology teacher humor.”
 
   Shade had never liked school, but he respected teachers. Smart chicks intimidated him a bit. Not that he’d admit that to a smart chick. Especially not a smart, hot chick like Amanda Lange. “How’s the job?” he asked, tugging the door closed behind him and locking it.
 
   “Oh it’s great. Especially in June, July and August.”
 
   He chuckled. “All that time off would be a nice perk. You know, those are the months I work the most.”
 
   “As if strutting around on stage for an hour a night is work. Puh-lease.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   He stood up straighter and scowled. “I don’t strut.”
 
   “Yeah. You do.” She grinned. “But it’s hella sexy, so don’t ever stop.”
 
   He laughed. It was refreshing to flirt with a woman who didn’t think it meant she had to fall on his dick with a missile-seeking vagina.
 
   “Let me call a cab for Veronica, and then I’ll order a pizza.”
 
   Amanda nodded toward the window overlooking the backyard. “I think she already left.”
 
   Shade’s heart dropped. “Shit! She still has my keys.”
 
   He raced through the house and yanked open the front door. Standing next to the driver’s door of his car, Veronica threw one of her high heels at him. “Asshole!”
 
   He easily sidestepped her projectile and dashed across the driveway. Veronica tore open the door and was halfway into the car before he reached her. He pulled her against him and closed the door with his foot. One disaster avoided. One instigated.
 
   Veronica struck him in the chest with surprising strength. “Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me.”
 
   He released his hold on her arm, and she collapsed against his chest, sobbing uncontrollably. Fuck. He was on a roll with making females cry today, and he had a pathological weakness to tears. Double fuck.
 
   He wrapped Veronica in a loose embrace and stroked her back. “Don’t cry.”
 
   “Y-you, you-you think I’m ugly,” she wailed.
 
   “What? No. I don’t think you’re ugly at all. You’re beautiful. Perfect.”
 
   “Then w-why-why-why won’t you sleep with meeeeeeee?”
 
   He bit his lip so he didn’t laugh. She sounded absolutely ridiculous. “I told you: I have other plans.”
 
   “Are-are-are you going to sleep with herrrrrrrrrr?”
 
   He had no intention of sleeping with Amanda. He liked her too much to fuck her. “That’s not any of your business.”
 
   Veronica clung to him. “Don’t send me away. Please. I need to be with you.”
 
   “It’s not going to happen tonight, Veronica. Maybe some other time.”
 
   She pulled away and looked up at him. Her nose was red, and black streaks ran down each cheek. “Is it because I took your car? Are you mad at me?”
 
   It was much more complicated than that, but he took the easy way out. “Yes. And if you take off in it now, I’ll be so mad that I won’t call you again.”
 
   She whimpered.
 
   He searched her face. “You aren’t upset because you have feelings for me, are you?” Because he didn’t do feelings anymore. Not since his botched marriage. And Veronica knew that. That’s why he hooked up with her regularly. Casual sex was the only way to go, and he’d thought she was in agreement.
 
   Veronica wiped her tears with the back of her wrists and said, “Of course not. I just wanted to get laid. I’ve been horny all day thinking about your big, thick cock.”
 
   He somehow managed not to roll his eyes at her. “That’s what you say, but you’re acting jealous.”
 
   Veronica took a step back, straightened her spine and returned to the self-confident woman he knew well. “Not jealous, Shade. Envious. I was really looking forward to being fucked senseless tonight. No one has your stamina, baby.”
 
   Well, his dick was looking forward to a night of rest.
 
   “Will you take me home at least?” she asked. “Selene isn’t off work yet. She dropped me at the parking lot to wait for you. That’s why I took your car.”
 
   Shade glanced over his shoulder at the house. Taking Veronica home would cut into his time with Amanda, but it was only a ten-minute drive, and it would take longer than that for a cab to arrive. “Yeah, okay. Just give me a minute.”
 
   Shade picked up Veronica’s discarded shoe on his way into the house. Amanda stood in the foyer with her arms crossed over her chest and looking very awkward. 
 
   “I should go,” she said.
 
   “Please don’t. I’m just going to give her a ride home. You can come along if you want.”
 
   “Your car is a two-seater, Shade.”
 
   Shade? She was one of the few people who called him by his given name, so her using his stage name set off all sorts of warning bells. Shade rubbed his forehead. He was really fucking things up. “Right.”
 
   “I thought you were going to call her a cab.”
 
   “It’ll take longer for a cab to get here than for me to drive her home. She doesn’t live far.”
 
   Amanda shrugged. “Whatever. I understand. Maybe we’ll do this some other time.”
 
   Shade took his sunglasses off and looked down into her eyes, hoping she could see the sincerity in his expression. “I don’t want you to leave, Amanda. I want her to leave.”
 
   She surprised him by blushing and lowering her gaze. “Okay.” She took a deep breath and then smiled up at him. “I’ll order the pizza while you’re gone. I hope you’re a fan of anchovies and pineapple.”
 
   “I like them almost as much as I like Steel Magnolias.”
 
   She laughed and patted his chest. His heart leaped, and his dick decided it no longer wanted the night off. Down boy. Hot or not, Amanda is off-limits.
 
   “Go take Naked Babe home. I’ve got you covered.”
 
   He fought the urge to kiss her gently smiling lips and instead put his sunglasses back on. “I’ll hurry.” There were benefits to owning a car that went zero to sixty in under four seconds.
 
   By the time he closed the front door behind him, Veronica was waiting in the car. He climbed inside and dropped her shoe on her lap.
 
   “I’m sorry if I upset you,” she said. She leaned close and kissed his neck. Her hand slid over his thigh and between his legs. “Forgive me?”
 
   “Yeah. Whatever.”
 
   He started the car, and its quiet, electric engine purred. He’d owned bigger, louder cars in the past, but he actually liked the calm power of his Tesla. It rode fast, like any sports car, but the engine was almost silent and it shifted seamlessly, taking the handling out of his hands and putting it in the car’s control. He mostly loved this car because it made him feel he was driving a vehicle from the future and because he never had to fill it with gas. He would have to charge it when he got home, however. The battery was low on juice.
 
   “I could make it up to you.” Veronica’s hand slid to his crotch. “Would you prefer a hand job or a blow job?”
 
   “Not interested right now,” he said, but his already engorging cock was making a liar out of him. Sometimes his libido was a liability.
 
   “I can feel that,” she said and produced a throaty chuckle. “I’ll take care of you. Big-eyes doesn’t have to know about it.”
 
   “Big-eyes?”
 
   “The pretty little thing you have waiting back at your place.”
 
   “You saw her?”
 
   “She has a tendency to watch things, through windows, that are none of her business.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure she’ll thank you for getting me hard. Keep on doing what you’re doing and I’ll be ready to fuck her as soon as I walk in the door.” He figured that would be more affective at getting Veronica to stop fondling him than if he asked her to stop. She jerked her hand from his crotch and put distance between them in the close quarters of the car by leaning against the passenger door and crossing her arms over her ample bust.
 
   “You really are an asshole.” She tried to glare a hole through the dashboard.
 
   “And you don’t know how to take no for an answer.”
 
   “I don’t understand why I should have to. We always have a good time in the sack.”
 
   And that was the only thing they had in common. Tires squealed as he turned into her driveway. He stopped in front of her garage door. When she continued to glare at the dashboard and didn’t make a move to get out of the car, he leaned over her and opened the door.
 
   “You aren’t even going to get out of the car?”
 
   “Nope, I’ve got a raging hard-on now and am eager to get back to Big-eyes.” Which was true, but the two statements weren’t linked. Not that Amanda and raging hard-ons didn’t go hand in hand. He just wanted to be with her for reasons other than what was going on in his pants.
 
   “I hope your dick falls off,” Veronica said and stumbled out of the car with one shoe on her foot and the other one in her hand.
 
   He chuckled. “No you don’t. Then you wouldn’t be able to fuck it.”
 
   She growled at him and then slammed the door. Smiling at her, he waved goodbye, backed the car out of the driveway and headed for home. Another good thing about having a fast sports car was that when a spiteful woman threw her shoe at it, she missed.
 
   Shade was relieved to see Amanda’s car was still in his driveway when he returned. He’d expected her to have left. He could understand why she’d feel uncomfortable enough to split. What woman wanted to hang out with a guy who came home to uninvited naked chicks in his hot tub? Amanda probably thought he was the biggest man-whore on the planet. And maybe he was a contender for the top ten pussy chasers of all time, but he didn’t think with his dick. He just liked to keep it happy by giving it what it wanted. It was an entirely conscious decision on his part. He didn’t have a problem telling a woman no. Just like a woman should never have a problem telling him no. Easy come, easy go. But mostly easy cum.
 
   Shade pulled into his garage and plugged the car into the charger before entering the house through the mudroom. He could hear Amanda singing in the kitchen as soon as he stepped inside. She was screeching the eighties song “Walking on Sunshine” entirely off-key. He smiled and followed her voice to the chef’s kitchen. He watched her from the doorway. She had ear buds in her ears and unaware of his presence, treated him to a little dance as she helped herself to the fresh fruit in his fridge. She did a sideways shuffle to the sink and washed grapes, strawberries and apples before tossing them into a bowl and opening several drawers until she found a knife.
 
   As she sang the perky chorus, her cute little butt wiggled side to side. Her dancing was a hell of a lot better than her singing.
 
   “Whoa-o.” Shade couldn’t resist joining her.
 
   Amanda whirled around, knife in hand. Her face went instantly red, and she yanked her ear buds out. “When did you get back?” she asked.
 
   “Put the knife down, lady, and we’ll talk.”
 
   She glanced down at her hand, which was holding the knife like a weapon, and then dropped it on the dark granite of the kitchen island. “Oh God, how long have you been standing there?”
 
   “Long enough to know you sing sharp. Way sharp.”
 
   “You weren’t supposed to hear that. I figured it would be at least an hour before you got back.”
 
   His brow crinkled. “I told you I’d hurry.”
 
   “Yeah, but I didn’t take you for a minute-man.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, come on, Jacob, I know why you wanted to take her home. I’m not dumb.”
 
   “You think I wanted to be alone with her?”
 
   “Well, didn’t you?”
 
   “No. I wanted to be alone with you.”
 
   She stared at him with wide eyes and her fist over her heart, apparently dumbfounded.
 
   Shade circled the island’s counter and pulled out a towel to dry off the fruit sitting in the big bowl in the sink. His cleaning lady always stocked his fridge with fresh fruit because she knew how he craved it whenever he was home. He popped a grape into his mouth and tossed Amanda a golden delicious apple. He sang the first line of “Walking on Sunshine’s” chorus.
 
   “Whoa-oh,” Amanda sang.
 
   He repeated his line.
 
   “Whoa-oh-oh,” she sang with even more gusto.
 
   They sang the next line together, grinning at each other like a pair of insane hyenas.
 
   Shade plucked grapes off their stems and tossed them into the bowl while Amanda cut the cores out of several varieties of apples—red, yellow, green—and sliced them. She settled for singing backup while they worked. 
 
   He wondered what his fans would say if they heard him singing a girly pop song. His band was known for creating melt-your-face-off metal, but he was having such a good time goofing off with Amanda, he’d risk any public outcry. 
 
   Amanda tackled a pair of oranges next, while he removed the greenery from the strawberries. They had enough fruit in the bowl for ten people by the time they finished and had sung the chorus of the same song at least twenty times, but Shade was reluctant to end the easy camaraderie between them and checked the fridge for fruit they might have overlooked. He didn’t get to do this kind of thing often. Especially not with a woman. He had a certain reputation to uphold, but with Amanda, he could let go and just be himself without worrying about what she thought of him. It had always been this way between them. Even when he’d been engaged and married to her sister, if he’d wanted to have a little goofy fun, he’d seek out Amanda’s easy-going companionship.
 
   Something ice-cold blasted him in the back of the neck. He yelled and spun around only to get hit with a stream of water in the face. Brandishing the water sprayer from the island sink, Amanda laughed and sprayed him in the ear.
 
   “Shit, that’s cold,” he protested, covering his ear with one hand and rubbing the liquid out of it.
 
   She made a sad puppy dog face at him, her lower lip protruding in a pout. “Oh, poor baby,” she said and then squirted him at the base of his neck.
 
   “You,” he growled, though he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.
 
   Laughing gleefully, Amanda dashed around the island and when the counter was between them, turned and sprayed him again.
 
   He circled the counter at a run. She squealed and skidded out of reach, squirting water in all directions. The icy liquid caught him on the arm. Despite getting drenched, he didn’t back down, not even when he had her trapped against him and she directed a steady spray of water down both their bellies.
 
   “That’s cold,” she squealed and released the nozzle.
 
   Shade wrested the sprayer out of her hand. “You’re damned right it’s cold.” He held her tightly with one arm and sprayed water down her shirt. Which drew his attention to her now sopping wet breasts, transparent pale pink T-shirt and hard nipples. His body’s reaction was instantaneous. His brain was a few seconds behind.
 
   She yelled, “Cold, cold, cold. Jacob! Stop!”
 
   He dropped the hose and cupped the inviting succulence of one breast in his hand. His thumb brushed the hardened nipple, and she shuddered. There wasn’t enough cold water in the Arctic Ocean to cool the hot lust flooding his groin.
 
   Amanda needed to slap him, and soon, or he was going to do something they’d both regret. She lifted her hand and instead of delivering a stinging palm to his cheek, she pulled off his sunglasses and tossed them across the counter.
 
   Their eyes met. He couldn’t look away. She moved closer. Or he moved closer. He wasn’t sure which. Didn’t care. All he knew was that he had to sample her lips. He’d dreamed of kissing her so many times . . .  He wondered if she’d taste as sweet as she looked.
 
   His heart thudded faster and faster as he leaned closer. He hadn’t felt this giddy since his first kiss in junior high school.
 
   His lips were a hair’s breadth from hers when the doorbell rang and he came back to his senses.
 
   “Sorry,” he said and jerked away.
 
   No matter how much he wanted her, Amanda Lange was off limits. 
 
   Yeah, tell that to his dick.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 4Amanda had never wished harm to a pizza delivery person before, but as Jacob stepped away and she was robbed of the heat of his hard body and the scent of his delectable flesh, she started compiling a list of tortures.
 
   Jacob had almost kissed her. Almost. And she could still feel the weight of his hand on her breast. Oh God, she wanted the man. And for about thirty seconds, she’d thought she might actually have her wish fulfilled.
 
   Leaning against the kitchen island for support, she watched him leave the room to answer the door. Why hadn’t she been more aggressive? She should have just grabbed him and kissed him. Made it perfectly clear that she wanted him.
 
   As usual, her tendency to hesitate and think things through left her without the prize she craved. She needed to let loose. Get aggressive. Paw the man like a sex-starved lioness. Yeah, right. Even if she could find the courage to throw caution aside, those kinds of tactics didn’t work with Jacob anyway.
 
   With a sigh, Amanda reached for a towel and began to mop up the water covering the kitchen. It kept her hands occupied so she didn’t start peeling off her clothes so she could wait for him, naked, like the woman he’d ditched earlier. She wouldn’t put herself in a position to be rejected by him. Amanda had felt bad for Veronica—not that she’d wanted Big Boobs Maloney to stick around, not that she wasn’t glad that Jacob had rejected her and taken her home—but Amanda was desperate enough for the man to do something like wait for him naked in a hot tub, so she empathized with the woman.
 
   The smell of pizza accompanied Jacob back into the kitchen. Amanda tossed the wet dishtowel in the sink and turned to face him, pretending she didn’t feel awkward by forcing a smile. “Smells great.”
 
   Avoiding her eyes, he stared over her head as he slid the pizza box onto the still-damp island counter. He was not so good at hiding his own awkwardness. “I guess you decided against the pineapple and anchovies.”
 
   “Yeah, I had that a couple nights ago. Thought I’d mix it up a little.”
 
   He reached for his sunglasses, but she snatched them up before he could get his hand on them. No way was she letting him hide behind them. She didn’t care if it made him uncomfortable to look at her after he’d almost kissed her.
 
   “No sunglasses for you tonight,” she said, stuffing them down the front of her shirt. His gaze landed on her chest and her damp T-shirt. This time when her nipples hardened, it wasn’t from the cold. It was from the heat in his eyes.
 
   “Um.” He jerked his head up and took a step backward. “I’ll get you something dry to put on.”
 
   He fled the room before she could tell him she was more than happy to wear a wet shirt if it made him look at her like that. She sighed, hid his sunglasses in a random drawer and then searched the cabinets for plates. A few minutes later he returned with a bath towel and a button-down man’s flannel shirt. “I figured you were probably cold.”
 
   Oh sure. So she was supposed to wear a big flannel shirt that covered her from neck to knee while she was forced to look at him in his skintight T-shirt that pulled against his well-defined muscles every time he moved? And he expected her not to tackle him to the floor and get her hands on every bulging inch of him? Her eyes dropped to his crotch. Yeah, she especially wanted to get her hands on that particular bulge.
 
   “Thanks,” she managed to say.
 
   She pulled her T-shirt off over her head and reached for the shirt he was holding in her direction. He gaped at her as if he’d never seen a chick in her bra before. As soon as she had his shirt in her possession, he spun around and faced the opposite direction.
 
   “Amanda,” he said breathlessly, “what are you doing?”
 
   She smiled, glad he was at least a little flustered. “Putting on your shirt so I don’t catch cold.” She buttoned it to the middle of her chest and then wriggled out of her wet shorts. She tossed them at him, and they smacked him in the back before falling to the floor. “Should I take off my panties too? They’re positively drenched.”
 
   “No!”
 
   She bit her lip to hold in a laugh. Why was he acting so embarrassed? Amanda imagined women threw their panties at him all the time.
 
   “I’m decent,” she told him. Not that she wanted to be.
 
   He took a deep breath and turned to face her, as if dreading a walk to the guillotine. His gaze slid from her feet up her bare legs and to the large, shapeless shirt that fit her like a muumuu.
 
   “Mercy,” he said under his breath. He squeezed his eyes shut and then bent to retrieve her wet shorts and shirt. “I’ll put these in the dryer for you.” He fled the room again.
 
   Perplexed, Amanda scratched her head. What the fuck was his deal? She wasn’t that unappealing, was she? For a few minutes she’d actually thought he was attracted to her. Now he was treating her like she had a communicable disease.
 
   Oh well. She wasn’t going to let his lack of interest ruin her evening. Even if he didn’t want her in a sexual capacity, they could still have a few laughs together. She searched the fridge for a couple of beers, tossed several slices of pizza on a plate and grabbed the bowl of fruit before carrying it all to the family room off the kitchen. She set everything on the coffee table and knelt in front of his shelves of Blu-ray discs, scanning titles for something that would give her an excuse to bury her face in his chest. Just because he wasn’t attracted to her didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy being close to him. Right?
 
   Desperate much, Amanda? She released a heavy sigh.
 
   On her elbows and knees, she swayed back and forth with nervous energy as she read titles. She wouldn’t have known he’d entered the room if he hadn’t muttered, “son of a bitch,” under his breath. What was his problem now? She pulled a case off the shelf and tossed it on the coffee table.
 
   “How about that one?”
 
   “Fine,” he said, without looking at it. He crossed the room to the large ottoman at the foot of an oversized blue chair. He opened it and pulled out a blanket. “Have a seat.”
 
   When she sat on the sofa in front of the television, he unfolded the blanket over her lap and then went so far as to tuck it in around her legs. “That’s better,” he said.
 
   “What’s better?”
 
   He paused. “I figured you were cold.”
 
   “In a flannel shirt?”
 
   “Your legs, I mean.”
 
   “It’s June.”
 
   “The A/C is on.”
 
   “Okay, I get it. I’ll keep covered up,” she said testily. “Sit down and eat.”
 
   Scratching the back of his neck, he eyed the chair on the opposite side of the room. If he sat all the way over there, she was going to punch him in the nose.
 
   “Put the movie in,” she said and loosened the blanket so she could reach for a slice of pizza.
 
   He obeyed. She glowered. They hadn’t even kissed, yet all of the easy friendliness between them had vanished as if he’d just discovered he’d been making out with his first cousin. She paused with her pizza dangling from her mouth. Oh God. Maybe he thought of her like a sister. She suddenly felt like throwing a Julie-sized tantrum.
 
   Jacob got the movie going and then settled at the opposite end of the sofa from where Amanda was wrapped up like beans in a burrito.
 
   “Uh, no,” she said, “if you’re making me watch a scary movie, then you’re sitting within grabbing distance.”
 
   He inched closer but looked none too happy about it. She munched her pizza and sipped her beer while pretending she didn’t feel like an ugly duckling. The room darkened as the sun slipped beneath the horizon. The surround sound and the suspense soon had Amanda so engrossed in the movie that she couldn’t look away from the wide screen. She was the woman lost in the woods. She was the woman who kept glancing over her shoulder. The sound of crunching leaves grew louder behind her. Closer. Louder. Something grabbed Amanda’s shoulder. She screamed.
 
   Jacob burst out laughing.
 
   She smacked him on the arm. “You scared the shit out of me.” Her heart was racing out of control.
 
   “Hey, you were the one who wanted to sit within grabbing distance.”
 
   “So I could hold on to you when I was afraid, not so you could scare me.”
 
   The blue light of the television cast an eerie glow to his grinning face. “Sorry.”
 
   “No, you aren’t.” She took another sip of her beer only to find it empty. Her pizza had also disappeared into her stomach while she’d been absorbed by the movie. She noticed Jacob had finished all the slices she’d brought from the kitchen and she did not want to move from her spot.
 
   Amanda reached for the bowl of fruit, setting it between herself and Jacob on the sofa. They both reached into the bowl at the same time, and the back of his hand brushed hers. Her entire body tightened in response. He yanked his hand from the bowl and reached for his beer. Jeez, was it hot in here or was it just him? Most likely it was the fucking blanket she was smothered under. She kicked it off and tucked her legs beneath her, which moved her closer to Jacob. He didn’t seem to notice, but his scent engulfed her, mixing with the mouthwatering scent of strawberries and oranges wafting up from the bowl.
 
   The unlucky woman on the TV screen was being brutally murdered, but Amanda didn’t find it nearly as frightening as the build-up. Blood and guts didn’t bother biology teachers. The being stalked in the darkness part terrified her, however. So when the next unlucky woman found herself being pursued down dark alleys in the wrong part of town, Amanda leaned toward Jacob until her temple rested on his shoulder.
 
   He tensed, but didn’t push her away.
 
   “God, don’t these women carry a damned cellphone?” Amanda said. To the woman on the screen who was breaking into an abandoned warehouse, she yelled, “Don’t go in there, you idiot.”
 
   Jacob pulled the bowl of fruit from between their hips and set it on the table. Then he did an entirely baffling thing. He wrapped an arm around her and cradled her against his side. Her heart was definitely pounding now. Blood rushed through her ears, stifling the screams of the woman in the movie. Movie? What movie? Amanda’s awareness focused entirely on the hard male body pressed against her. She didn’t mean to turn her head and kiss his neck, but once she’d crossed the line, there was no retreat.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 5Every nerve-ending in Shade’s body was already in tune with the woman beside him, so when her soft lips brushed his throat, the last shred of his self-control snapped like an overstretched rubber band. He’d thought covering her with a big, shapeless flannel shirt would keep his raging hormones in check, but seeing her looking so small and feminine in his shirt had unleashed a second battery of hormones. The blanket he’d used to hide her sexy bare legs hadn’t helped smother the lust in his groin. And now? Now there was no way in hell he’d be able to get through another moment without tasting her. Every inch of her. He didn’t care if she was off-limits—he was on fire.
 
   She gasped when he deftly shifted her onto her back and covered her tempting little body with his. He buried his hands in her hair and tilted her head back. She stared up at him with her soft green eyes wide with shock.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that, Amanda,” he said. “I only have so much self-control.” He claimed her mouth in a deep, hungry kiss, not knowing if he wanted to punish her for being irresistibly unattainable or if he wanted to devour her whole. He groaned when her mouth opened to his. Fuck, she was even sweeter than he imagined.
 
   He tore his mouth from hers and kissed and suckled her throat.
 
   “Jacob,” she whispered breathlessly.
 
   Most women he bedded called him Shade because that’s what they thought his name was. Hearing his given name made him feel vulnerable and unbalanced. It didn’t do a damned thing to calm his excitement though. If anything, it fueled the inferno already blazing inside him. His fingers curled into the soft flannel at her shoulders. Kissing her hadn’t been enough, but necking, necking was plenty. He could stop here. Not take it any farther. He could stop before he destroyed their cherished friendship with mindless fucking. He could stop.
 
   His fingers fumbled with the buttons of her shirt. He just had to feel the give of her soft breasts against his palms. That was all. He’d hold her luscious breasts in his hands for just a moment and then he’d stop. Shade opened the shirt and shifted onto his elbows so he could cup her breasts. Her back arched, pressing the soft globes more firmly into his hands.
 
   “Jacob,” she moaned.
 
   Oh God. He couldn’t let her call his name like that again, or the hardened nubs of her nipples that were burning holes through her bra and into his palms would have to be sucked and licked and nibbled. He wasn’t going to take it that far. He had to stop before … She shifted her back from the sofa and unfastened her bra.
 
   “Amanda,” he murmured. He’d meant it as a reprimand, but it sounded like a lover’s caress. Shit.
 
   Okay, he’d massage her bare breasts with his hands and then he wouldn’t go farther. He pushed her loosened bra up to free her breasts. Oh God, they were perfect. He covered them with his hands so the sight of them didn’t tempt him into sucking on them for hours. He occupied his mouth with hers, though his disobedient thumbs insisted on stroking the taut buds of her nipples until she began to writhe beneath him, rubbing her mound against what had to be the hardest erection he’d ever experienced. Her legs parted, and he sank between her thighs. He could feel the molten heat of her sex and couldn’t keep from grinding his cock against her soft flesh. Damn it. You can’t take this any farther, Silverton. You have to stop. Stop now. Stop before you go too far.
 
   “Take me, Jacob,” she moaned into his mouth.
 
   His mind was saying no, no, no, but his body had already surrendered.
 
   He tore his mouth free, ending their heated kiss, and rested his cheek against hers, trying to collect his breath. “We can’t do this, Amanda.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because … because it will complicate things.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to. It’s just sex.”
 
   That’s what he was used to, just sex. Just-sex. But not with women he cared about, enjoyed outside of the bedroom and had been inappropriately crushing on for years. No, he’d never had just-sex with someone like Amanda. He had just-sex with women like Veronica. He preferred it that way. So why was he so excited that he expected to blow his load down his thigh at any moment?
 
   “Jacob, please don’t leave me like this. I’m about to explode.” 
 
   Yeah, he knew the feeling.
 
   Okay, he’d give her relief by making her come and then he’d stop. That was doable. Sure.
 
   “Easy,” he whispered into her ear. “I’ve got you.”
 
   He kissed a slow path from her ear to her collarbone. He massaged both breasts in easy circles, deciding he’d allow himself the pleasure of sampling her nipples. Sucking them. They were so hard. So in need of proper attention. And pleasuring them would help her reach orgasm. And then, by God, he would put a stop to this madness.
 
   When his lips drew one tight bud into his mouth, she shuddered and clung to the back of his head with both hands.
 
   “Jacob,” she whispered. “Yes.”
 
   At the sound of his name, his cock jerked, and he felt the dampness of pre-cum against his thigh. He rocked his hips, rubbing himself against the sofa cushions, because no matter how much he wanted to plunge his throbbing cock into her wet heat, he wasn’t going to take it that far. He needed to make her come quickly so he could go jerk one out in the bathroom. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d masturbated, but he was sure he remembered how to do it.
 
   He shifted one hand to her mound and rubbed its heel against her, massaging her clit gently through her satin panties.
 
   “Jacob!”
 
   She had to stop saying his name like that. He was going to lose all control. His cock ached, protesting its uncomfortable position trapped inside his jeans. He moved his hand to loosen his fly. He sighed in relief when his cock sprang free. Much better. With his dick in a less painful and distracting position, he might regain a semblance of control. Still sucking her nipple, he flicked his tongue over the sensitized flesh in his mouth, and she shuddered. Amanda clung to his scalp, her fingertips holding him to her breast, while he moved his hands to slowly lower her panties. She wriggled out of them eagerly, and he lifted his hips so he could free the garment from her legs. He quickly pressed his cock against the sofa cushions again so he didn’t do something truly stupid and thrust deep inside her.
 
   Lord, he could smell the musk of her excitement, feel the heat of her pussy against his belly. If he moved just a foot upward, he could plunge into that inviting warmth. And plunge into it again and again and again. Harder and faster. Fuck, he had to stop thinking about the slick, warm pussy at his disposal. Instead of doing what his body demanded and surging up into her, Shade moved down instead. He gave her nipple a sharp nip with his teeth before sucking a trail of open-mouthed kisses down her belly. If he didn’t taste her sex soon, he just might go insane. Or maybe he’d already lost his frickin’ mind.
 
   Amanda opened her legs wide for him, and he groaned at the sight of her submissive position in the dim light of the television. He spread her wet lips with two fingers and then rubbed his tongue against her swollen clit. She cried out and rocked her hips as her entire body went taut with release. 
 
   “Oh God, Jacob. I’m coming. I’m coming.”
 
   Okay, he’d made her come. He’d promised himself that he’d stop after she’d finished, but shit, that had been too fast. What, five seconds? That didn’t count as a real orgasm. He’d make her come again—harder this time—and then he’d go take care of himself in the bathroom.
 
   “Take me, Jacob,” she said, rocking her hips as involuntary spasms shook her. “Please. Take me.”
 
   He slipped two fingers inside her, and her slick heat engulfed them, tightening, pulling at them, trying to draw them deeper. His cock throbbed in envy.
 
   She went limp. Her breath came out in labored gasps. “Do you have a condom? If not, I have some in my purse.”
 
   He didn’t answer her. He wasn’t taking this that far. Kissing. Necking. Sucking her tits. Fingering her. Tasting her cum. Okay. Thrusting his cock into her until he erupted with much needed release? Not happening.
 
   He used his fingers in the way he wished he could use his dick, thrusting them into her silky tunnel hard and rhythmically. He suckled and licked her clit at the same time, until her muscles went taut again and she began to rock against his face.
 
   “Jacob,” she called to him. “Oh God. I’m close again. Take me now. Please.”
 
   His cock was primed and ready to pump. He shifted onto his side, drawing her with him as he turned. He continued onto his back, easing her up and over so that she was kneeling over his face. He positioned her so he could suckle her clit and slide his fingers in and out of her without having to use his other hand to hold her because, dammit, he needed his other hand at the moment. He introduced his twitching cock to his fist, wrapping his hand loosely around himself and stroking with the same rhythm he was using on her sweet, slick pussy. He allowed himself to fantasize that he wasn’t thrusting into his hand, but into her body. It was okay to think about it, just as long as he didn’t actually do it. Right? Yeah, that was fine. Oh God, he was going to come so hard. Amanda. Amanda.
 
   Her pussy tightened around his fingers, and she cried out somewhere above his head as another orgasm ripped through her. He stroked himself faster, wanting to join her, but he wasn’t quite there yet. He tore his mouth away from her clit, trying to catch his breath, trying to find release, realizing all at once that his hand was no substitute for her tight pussy. And then she did something he never expected. She turned to face the opposite end of the sofa and sucked the head of his cock into her mouth.
 
   Okay. That was okay. He’d given her oral pleasure. She could do the same for him and it wouldn’t be an utter violation of his promise to himself not to have just-sex with her. Oh God, her hot mouth tugged on him just right. He was so excited he couldn’t stop stroking himself with his hand, so she covered his hand with both of hers and pumped him hard until he erupted, his seed shooting into her mouth as he found release at last. He couldn’t see what she was doing with his eyes rolled into the back of his head and his head tossed back in blinding ecstasy, but he was pretty sure she was swallowing all of what had to be twelve gallons of cum pumping out of him.
 
   “Oh God, Amanda,” he said, his voice a breathless rasp. “Amanda.”
 
   When the pulsing spasms of pleasure abated at last, he relaxed into the sofa with an outrush of air. Amanda’s lush mouth popped free of his cock, and she turned to cuddle up against his side on the large sofa. She rested her head on his shoulder and her hand on his belly. He didn’t have the energy to put any appropriate distance between them. Ah fuck, he was in trouble.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 6Amanda needed to get the condoms out of her purse, because she was not going to be satisfied with a couple of fingers after getting her eyes and hands and lips on the monster in Jacob’s pants.
 
   “Oh shit,” he said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   Amanda stiffened and then lifted her head to stare at him. He refused to meet her eyes. Was getting busy with her on the couch that embarrassing?
 
   “Shouldn’t have done what?” she said, her voice laced with the building anger she felt.
 
   “I had no intention of making a move on you, Amanda, I swear. I apologize.”
 
   Jacob “Shade” Silverton was apologizing for sexual contact? Had the world ended without her knowing it? Or was he truly disgusted that she was the one who had had two mind-blowing orgasms under his attention and not that Busty Lusty McGillicutty who undoubtedly knew her way around a penis?
 
   “Why wouldn’t you make a move on me?” she said, mentally cursing the emotional hitch in her voice. “Do you find me that sexually unappealing?”
 
   “What? No,” he said and squeezed her against his side, “I can scarcely keep a grip on myself when you’re within the same county. It’s just . . . I like you, Amanda. I shouldn’t have touched you.”
 
   “You like me, so you shouldn’t touch me? Jacob, that makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.”
 
   “I don’t sleep with women I like.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because … ”
 
   This was a side of him she’d never seen before, and she wasn’t sure how to handle this guy. The cocky jerk? Yeah, she understood him. But she’d never imagined there was a heart under all of Shade Silverton’s pomp and pageantry. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She had seen his heart. He wore it like a huge target on his chest when he was with his little girl. But could he care for a woman with the level of devotion he showed Julie?
 
   “Because why?” she pressed.
 
   “Because I wouldn’t want to hurt a woman I like. Not the way I hurt Tina. And I would. I’d tear her heart apart. I can’t help it. I’m an asshole that way.”
 
   She chuckled and relaxed against him. “What if I promised that you wouldn’t hurt me, Jacob? Because even though I like you too, I would never in a million years think a serious relationship would work out with you. I just want to hang around with you. Have fun with you.”
 
   “Have sex with me?”
 
   “Yeah, there’s that.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be? It’s just sex. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”
 
   His tense body relaxed. “Just-sex.”
 
   “Yeah, nothing more.”
 
   “All right, we’re on exactly the same page then.”
 
   “You’d better stop acting all caring and sensitive. You wouldn’t want me to fall in love with you, would you?”
 
   “No,” he said quickly, “that would be a bad idea.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   “Are you sure just-sex won’t hurt your feelings?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “All right then.” He sat up and pulled his shirt off over his head. “Then these clothes need to go.”
 
   Oh God, the man was a genius. Not to mention gorgeous. He shucked his pants next and then settled back on the sofa with her tucked along his side. He slipped her borrowed shirt from her shoulder. “You won’t need this for the rest of the night.”
 
   “What if I get cold?” she said with a smirk.
 
   “Not an option.”
 
   She removed the rest of her clothes and snuggled up against him with his arm around her. With his free hand, he reached for the bowl of fruit, set it on his sculpted stomach and began to feed her bites. She allowed her hand to wander his body, wondering if she was dreaming, or if she really was naked in Jacob Silverton’s arms, supposedly watching a movie, and doing her damnedest to make that magnificent cock of his rise again.
 
   When she got brave enough to run one fingertip down the length of his limp cock, he said, “Trying to watch a movie here.”
 
   She smiled when she received the appropriate response out of his fifth appendage and it began to harden and thicken.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, “am I bothering you?”
 
   “You are being a little distracting, Miss Lange.”
 
   “Only a little?” She wrapped her hand around his thickening length. “It looks rather big from my perspective.”
 
   He chuckled, smoothed her hair and kissed the top of her head. “We have all night for that. I mean, if you want to stay.”
 
   Fuck yeah, she wanted to stay. “Are you inviting me?”
 
   “We’ve already established that you can’t take a hint.”
 
   She tore her gaze from the beauty that was his now fully erect cock and angled her head to look into his eyes. “Well?”
 
   “Will you stay the night with me, Amanda?”
 
   “That depends,” she said.
 
   He scowled. “On what?”
 
   She grinned at him. “How many erections you can get in one night.”
 
   He grinned back. “One won’t be enough?”
 
   It would take him years to satisfy every fantasy she’d ever had about him. “Not for what I have in mind.”
 
   “And I assume I’m supposed to figure out what you have in mind by trial and error?”
 
   And she was sure he was going to treat her to fantasies she’d never dreamed of. “Normally I don’t like people to put ideas in my head, but that sounds like a plan.”
 
   “Three.”
 
   She supposed she could live with that. “I guess I’ll stay.”
 
   He kissed her forehead tenderly. “Then you can relax. No need to rush.”
 
   She supposed that was true, but she’d wanted him for so many years, now that he was literally at her fingertips, she didn’t want to waste any time. Maybe if she thought they’d have anything beyond one night together, she wouldn’t feel so desperate to spend the entire time with him between her thighs.
 
   Jacob munched fruit and watched the continuing adventures of a psychotic serial killer while Amanda gently massaged the length of his cock. She was surprised when he continued to thicken beneath her persistent touch. She’d incorrectly assumed that he was as hard as he could get. 
 
   His skin was so smooth. Veins strained in tortuous paths just beneath the surface. She would have believed he was mostly unaffected by her touch if not for the little hitches in his breathing each time she discovered new ways of touching him. When she enclosed the head of his cock in a loose fist and stroked him rapidly, his belly tightened and breath caught in his throat.
 
   She glanced up at his face and found his eyes closed, lips parted, expression tense. Dear lord, she’d never seen a sexier man in her life. Amanda’s pussy swelled and moistened instantly and began to throb in protest of its neglect.
 
   He took a sudden deep breath and forced his eyes open. The predatory look in those eyes made her belly quiver. He set the bowl of fruit on the floor and then in one swift movement flipped her onto her back and covered her body with his.
 
   “All right, Amanda. I get it. Unlike you, I can take a hint.”
 
   She smiled up at him. “Oh? What was I hinting at?”
 
   “You want to be fucked senseless.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe I just like the feel of your cock in my hand.”
 
   He lowered himself onto her. Belly to belly, chest to chest. His hard body made her feel soft, feminine. The coarse hairs on his legs made hers feel smooth, sensual. His skin felt cool everywhere they touched. Most likely because she was on fire. 
 
   “I think you’d prefer the feel of my cock buried deep inside you,” he whispered in her ear. He nibbled her earlobe and then dropped soft, sucking kisses along the side of her neck. She moaned and wrapped her arms around his body, splaying her hands over his lower back. His hands rested on either side of her ribcage, each thumb stroking the outer curves of a breast.
 
   Blood raced through her body as her heart beat faster and faster. Her flesh heated. She wanted every inch of her body to know every inch of his. His mouth shifted to the other side of her neck, drawing a groan of torment from the back of her throat. Just that amount of contact had her nipples hard against his muscular chest and her core achy and as hot as molten lava. She spread her legs, opening herself to him, wanting just what he’d said she was after—the feel of his cock buried deep inside her.
 
   “Jacob,” she whispered. “I’m ready for you.”
 
   “That’s nice,” he murmured, sliding downward. He dragged his mouth over every inch of her shoulders, her collarbones and the depression between them where her pulse was racing out of control. Beneath his kisses, her flesh came alive, every nerve-ending in tune with pleasure and need. The thumbs still stroking the sides of her breasts were starting to drive her crazy. She needed those rhythmic caresses against her throbbing nipples, not the less sensitive sides of her breasts. Jacob moved down to rub his sensual sucking lips against the tops of her breasts. His thumbs shifted closer to her nipples, still stroking back and forth, still making her acutely aware of how hard her nipples were. She could probably cut diamonds with those things.
 
   “Jacob, please.”
 
   “Please, what?” he said against her breastbone.
 
   “My nipples.”
 
   “Are beautiful,” he said.
 
   His hands shifted beneath her breasts, lifting them, pressing them closer together. His thumbs stroked the inner, under-curves of the over-sensitized mounds of flesh, and his tongue darted in and out between them. Impossibly, her nipples hardened even further. Her womb clenched. Oh God, if he’d just brush one peak at this point, she’d explode.
 
   Still holding her breasts together, now massaging just beneath her straining nipples with both thumbs, Jacob moved his mouth to her belly. She moaned in protest.
 
   “Please, Jacob.”
 
   “Please, what?”
 
   “My nipples are driving me insane.”
 
   “That’s nice.” He rubbed his lips over every inch of her stomach between her ribs and her navel. When he started nibbling just beneath her belly button, she moaned. Her fingers dug into his scalp, and she pushed down. Go down, Jacob. Down. His thumbs brushed over the peaks of both breasts, and her back arched. She tried to tug his head up. Come up, Jacob. Up. Up or down, she didn’t care, as long as he stopped making her crazy with need and gave her aching, throbbing parts some relief.
 
   He continued lower, and her hands slipped from his head. She clung to the sofa cushions to keep herself from plucking desperately at her nipples. Jacob spread her legs wide and sucked on the insides of her thighs. She became delirious, her hips rocking involuntarily, her head tossing back and forth, a constant stream of moans and groans erupting from her parted lips. Jacob’s tongue traced chaotic patterns inches from her swollen pussy. Sweet, torturous agony. She’d never needed to be fucked so badly in her life.
 
   His tongue brushed her clit. She jerked, her butt rising off the sofa to angle herself for easy penetration. He licked the center of her sopping wet seam. One long continuous brush of his tongue. Oh God, finally, yes. Amanda shuddered hard, seeking orgasm, so close, so close. If he would just … His mouth moved to the shaved area of her mound, right next to the narrow strip of hair at the middle. He suckled and nibbled either side, drawing her attention to the wet, achy center of her body.
 
   “Jacob, please.”
 
   “Are your nipples still driving you insane?”
 
   “No, yes. Please. Just . . . ”
 
   His tongue brushed her clit, and her pussy clenched hard.
 
   “Yes, that. Don’t stop.”
 
   “Oh. I thought you were ready for me.” 
 
   She could hear the teasing in his voice and wanted to slap him in frustration. Unfortunately, her mind seemed incapable of controlling her body at the moment. 
 
   “I’ll keep going then,” he said.
 
   Jacob sucked one of her outer lips into his mouth. Pleasuring it with nibbles and licks and suction until Amanda’s pussy was clenching rhythmically with the tease of an orgasm that just would not come.
 
   Jacob’s hand moved from her breast; she heard the slide of a wooden drawer. Both of his hands were off of her now. The rustle of a wrapper reached her ears. He pulled his mouth free to suck a breath through his teeth. “Fuck, I’m hard for you.”
 
   He shifted up the sofa, settling his hips between her thighs. His knee slipped under one side of her ass, lifting her at an angle. He had the other foot on the floor for leverage. Entranced, she stared at him as he grabbed his cock in one hand, opened her pussy wide with the other and then slipped inside her. She exploded instantly, her body jerking with hard spasms of dizzying release. She screamed his name, hands reaching for him desperately but unable to find him.
 
   “You really were ready for me,” he said, shifting his leg out from under her now so he could thrust more easily.
 
   All the things he’d denied her before, he gave her. He leaned over her to suck her nipples, filled her deeply, rubbed against her clit with each deep churning stroke. She sobbed as her body fought to find a second release. One hadn’t been enough to break all the tension he’d created in her body.
 
   “Shh,” Jacob whispered. His tongue flicked her nipple. “I won’t leave you like this.”
 
   He rose up and leaned back, his balls bumping her ass with each deep thrust. He moved his hand to her clit and tapped it with two fingers, before rubbing in deep, massaging circles and then tapping it again. He was playing her body like an instrument, and he knew exactly how to get the most sound of her. When she attained her peak again, he pinched her nipple with a harsh twist, adding to the hard, rhythmic pulsations gripping her womb, making her pussy clench his pounding cock as if trying to suck it dry. Pleasure, unlike anything in her experience, ripped through her.
 
   “Fuck yes, Jacob. Yes!”
 
   “That’s it, Amanda. Come hard. Come so fucking hard.”
 
   She had no choice but to obey and when her body decided it had had enough, she collapsed into a trembling mass of boneless flesh on the sofa.
 
   “Dear God, dear God,” she said between gasps. Her body, every part, quaked. She tried to open her eyes to look at the man responsible for her absolute rapture, but couldn’t get her eyelids to function properly. She hadn’t known it was possible to come that hard.
 
   He pulled out and sat at the far end of the sofa.
 
   What? “Aren’t you going to finish?” she said. Her voice was slurred, as if she’d had one too many margaritas.
 
   “I think I’m ready for a dip in the hot tub. Care to join me?”
 
   “Does a pig’s orgasm last thirty minutes?” She was pretty sure she’d just topped that.
 
   His eyebrows drew together. “Um, yes?”
 
   She smiled. “Yes.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 7How had this happened?
 
   Shade sat in the steamy water of the hot tub, his delighted cock buried deep in Amanda’s warmth. Facing his, her exhausted body rested against his chest, her head against his shoulder. He hadn’t still come—not for lack of pleasure. Shade wasn’t ready for this to end yet, so he relished the stall of his release. That meant he got to enjoy being inside Amanda all that much longer. But he was starting to worry that she was going to go into a coma. She’d been riding him with the determination of a second-place racehorse for well over fifteen minutes.
 
   “Why haven’t you come yet?” she whispered. “I can’t move anymore.”
 
   “It’s always like that for me. My first orgasm comes easy. The next one always takes forever. That’s why I was trying to finish watching that movie. I figured you’d need to conserve your energy.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad I interrupted your plans.” He couldn’t see her face, but he could hear the smile in her voice. “God, you made me come hard.”
 
   “No need to call me God,” he teased.
 
   He lifted a hand out of the water to stroke her hair, which was wet at the ends and sticking to her bare shoulders.
 
   “My body disagrees.”
 
   “Don’t wear yourself out. Relax for a little while.” He kissed the top of her head, confused by the tender feelings she evoked in him. It wasn’t that he never had feelings for a woman. Tenderness wasn’t usually one of them.
 
   “Don’t you have a concert tomorrow night?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. In San Antonio.”
 
   “Then you’re the one who needs to conserve your strength.”
 
   “It doesn’t take too much energy to—what did you say I did?—strut around on stage for an hour.”
 
   She laughed. “I was just poking at you.”
 
   He shifted his hips to burrow deeper into her silky heat. “And now I’m poking at you.”
 
   She laughed again and hugged him. “You can poke at me all you want, Mr. Silverton.”
 
   “It’s a good thing you have summers off then.”
 
   She shifted away to look at him with wide eyes, and he realized he’d allowed himself to get too comfortable. After tonight he wouldn’t be poking her at all. Why had he brought up the summer?
 
   “Uh…” How in hell was he going to cover up that slip?
 
   She collapsed against him again. “Not nice to joke about things like that, Mr. Silverton. My vagina has just found a new best friend. Don’t give her false hope that she’s going to get to hang out with him all summer when you know damned well she’ll be flying solo.”
 
   Shade chuckled and gave her a squeeze. She’d let him off the hook so easily, which he appreciated, but part of him wanted her to demand he hang out with her all summer even if she kept her vagina to herself. “I have never met a woman like you, Amanda Lange.”
 
   “I don’t believe that. I’m sure lots of vaginas consider your cock their best friend.”
 
   “Maybe, but they wouldn’t crack corny jokes about it.”
 
   She shifted back to sit on his thighs and looked him in the eyes. “This isn’t good pillow talk, is it? Very unsexy. Sorry.”
 
   “There isn’t a pillow in sight,” he said. “And even if you weren’t the sexiest woman who has ever been in my hot tub, I’d still enjoy your company.”
 
   “Puh-lease,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I saw that woman who was waiting for you when we arrived. She was gorgeous. And she had enormous boobs.” Amanda held both hands in front of her chest, approximating the size of Veronica’s double D’s.
 
   He grabbed her ass with both hands and pulled her down on his cock. “And yet you’re here, and she’s not.”
 
   “Which makes me think it’s all about conquest for you.”
 
   He laughed until he was blinking tears out of his eyes and holding the stich in his side. “If I’m the one being hunted, then I guess that’s the case.”
 
   He didn’t have to chase women, they always chased him. And he didn’t mind it one bit.
 
   “Maybe I should have posed more of a challenge and played hard to get.”
 
   Seeing as she was currently sitting naked in a hot tub with him, impaled by his cock, it was too late for that. And he didn’t need the game, but he had to admit he’d wanted her for so long that having her was far more thrilling than his usual hook-ups.
 
   Shade shifted forward so he could steal a kiss. “I waited for you long enough.”
 
   “Five minutes? Or was it ten? Must be a new record for you. Would you prefer a medal or a trophy for your achievement—Jacob’s Longest Seduction?”
 
   He chuckled again. “Stop making me laugh so much. I’m getting a stomach ache.”
 
   “If I had the strength, I’d find myself otherwise occupied, but my legs refuse to move. My mouth seems to be working just fine though. If I had gills, I could go down on you.”
 
   If she didn’t get serious, he was going laugh until he hurt something. Time to take matters into his own hands. He wrapped his arms around her and rolled so that she was the one sitting and he was between her legs, kneeling on the floor of the hot tub.
 
   “I did wait for you long enough,” he said, beginning to thrust into and withdraw slowly from her body. “I’ve wanted you since the first time you made me spew iced tea out my nose.”
 
   She gave him a look that called him on his bullshit—eyes lifting skyward, lips pursed, head shaking.
 
   “Whatever. The last thing on your mind was me that night. Tina was not too happy with you for getting tea on her wedding gown. You spent the next hour promising her you’d make it up to her during the honeymoon.”
 
   “That’s because she lacks what you have.”
 
   Amanda looked perplexed. Her brows drew together as if she were trying to solve a complex problem. Shade had married what most people considered the prettier, more fashionable, trophy sister. Tina looked good—he couldn’t deny that—but she had the personality of a cactus.
 
   “A job?” Amanda said finally.
 
   He chuckled. He felt Tina’s entitlement in his wallet every month. “Well, there is that. But I meant a sense of humor.”
 
   “Oh.” She lifted a wary eyebrow. “Yeah, that has the guys beating down my door.”
 
   He imagined it did. He wanted to beat her door down. Since he couldn’t tell her that, he’d have to show her with physical attention.
 
   Shade took her slowly, lost in her pretty green eyes as she accepted him. And not only with her body. She accepted all of him. Even the parts he tried to conceal. The parts he didn’t share with anyone while he fucked them. He should probably be more careful—he didn’t want either of them to get the wrong idea—but for a few moments, he let himself feel more than her body. He let himself feel her on a much deeper level.
 
   He knew Amanda was exhausted, so he tried to hurry. Watching her blissful expression as his pumping hips brought her closer and closer to orgasm aided his own search for release. Her hands roamed his back, his chest, his shoulders and his arms as if she were committing his body to memory.
 
   When she squeezed his ass in both hands, urging him to take her faster, he complied, allowing her to drive his rhythm. He couldn’t look away from her eyes as the urgency overwhelmed him and he sought release with rapid, shallow strokes. The angle of her hips worked his cockhead inside her so perfectly that he couldn’t concentrate on anything but coming. Coming inside her while locked in her gaze.
 
   His orgasm took him by surprise. He tried thrusting deep and holding still so he could regain his control, but it was too late. Hard spasms of pleasure pulsed through the base of his cock, driving him beyond the brink of restraint. He ground his hips against her, hoping she’d join him in bliss. He’d been so wrapped up in her gaze that he’d ignored her body. He ground into her again, not certain he was even stimulating her clit. Come on, baby. Let go now. As if she’d heard his instruction, her back arched, slapping her belly against his as she cried out. For a second he thought she was faking an orgasm, which was about the biggest insult she could have given him, but he felt her pussy clench around him in hard spasms, drawing out his orgasm as she took hers.
 
   Spent and content, Shade collapsed against the back of the hot tub, still breathing hard. He slipped the condom from his cock and tossed it over the side of the tub. After a moment, he spotted the wine in the Styrofoam cooler of melting ice and grabbed the bottle to take a swig. Amanda was slumped sideways against the side of the tub, barely keeping her head above the roiling water.
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
   “Hot.”
 
   “It is pretty warm in here,” he agreed.
 
   “You. You’re hot.”
 
   He reached for her and tugged her around the slippery seat until she was beside him. They might only get to be intimate like this for one night, so he was going to take full advantage of their naked time together. “Have some wine.”
 
   Her arm was shaking when she reached for the bottle.
 
   “Sure you’re okay?” he asked “You’re shaking.”
 
   “Just exhausted. I should have started training for this months ago.”
 
   He chuckled and helped her lift the bottle of wine to her lips. She took one swallow before pulling the bottle away and collapsing against the back of the tub with her eyes closed.
 
   He set the wine on the deck behind the tub and wrapped an arm around her. His lips brushed her forehead. “Do you want to take a little nap?”
 
   “Mmm hmm,” she murmured, leaning into him.
 
   “You’ll need to recover some strength. I last even longer the third time.”
 
   Her eyes popped open. “Third time?” 
 
   And she’d acted as if three erections wouldn’t be enough for her.
 
   He grinned. “The night is young. I might be able to pull off four if you’re lucky.”
 
   “Dear lord. If I didn’t thoroughly enjoy every minute with you, I’d put my pussy on strike.”
 
   He chuckled. Most women couldn’t keep up with his libido, but that didn’t mean he was going to take it easy on her. She was his for the night. The entire night.
 
   Amanda was quiet for so long that he thought she’d fallen asleep. “How did your band come up with the name Sole Regret?” she asked. “Is there a meaning behind it?”
 
   He wondered where that question had come from. “Yeah, but it’s a secret. We all promised to keep it to the grave.”
 
   “Sounds extreme.”
 
   He smiled at memories of how passionate they’d once been. “We were young. Everything was extreme.”
 
   “Did you come up with the name?”
 
   “Kellen did, actually. He was having one of his philosophical moments. Said there was only one thing in his life that he ever truly regretted, all the rest of the bullshit was secondary.”
 
   “His sole regret.”
 
   “Exactly. We’d all had a few too many beers that night. Each of us shared our biggest regret and then made a pact to never tell anyone about them. We named the band Sole Regret to remind ourselves of that promise.”
 
   “So what was your sole regret, Jacob?”
 
   “Not telling.”
 
   “Why not? I can keep a secret.”
 
   “Because it’s personal.”
 
   “More personal than sex?”
 
   He nodded. “Way more personal than sex.”
 
   “Does it have something to do with your divorce?”
 
   “Nope, it happened before I even met your sister.”
 
   “You were like twenty-two when you met her. So it must have been something that happened in high school then.”
 
   He had the feeling she wasn’t going to relent until she figured it out. “I said I’m not telling.”
 
   “Did you beat up someone? Steal something? Spend time in juvenile hall?”
 
   “What?” he said. “No. Why do you think it was something bad?”
 
   She shrugged. “Because you won’t tell me. It makes me assume the worse.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “I regret not finishing high school,” he said. “That’s it. It’s not even a secret. Most people just don’t realize how much I regret dropping out.” He wasn’t sure why he’d told her. Probably because the truth was far less criminal than what she was imagining.
 
   “So go finish.”
 
   He’d expected disdain or pity, not a solution. “I’m too old to finish.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right? You could get your GED. You’re smart enough. You probably just need a refresher course.”
 
   “I’m not smart enough. I was flunking out of high school. That’s why I quit. I was going to have to retake my entire senior year, and at the time, quitting seemed better than failing.”
 
   She shifted in the water so she could meet his eyes. “You are smart enough.”
 
   Lost without his sunglasses, he stared over her head. “No.”
 
   “Jacob, I’m a teacher; I know what I’m talking about. You are smart enough.”
 
   He knew his personal limitations. Her insisting things that weren’t true only managed to tick him off. He was done talking about this. “No.”
 
   “One of my best friends teaches an accelerated GED prep course,” she pressed. “You should take it. She’s a really great teacher.”
 
   “I’m not taking it, Amanda, and I’m not going to bother taking a test I know I’ll flunk. Drop it.”
 
   “You shouldn’t go through life with regrets, Jacob. Especially not ones you can fix.”
 
   “Amanda.” He gave her a stern look, and she matched it with a death glare that undoubtedly made the most unruly of teenaged students take notice and obey.
 
   “Just think about it,” she said. “If you decide you want to try, I’ll get you signed up for Leah’s class. She usually has a waiting list, but I’m sure she’d squeeze you in if I asked her for a favor.”
 
   “Why does it matter to you so much? Are you ashamed to be fucked by a high school dropout?” Her sister certainly used it against him.
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me at all. You’re obviously doing well for yourself. I’m being a nosy, pushy bitch because it matters to you.”
 
   “You’re not a bitch,” he said. He’d encountered plenty of them in his travels.
 
   “Just nosy and pushy.” 
 
   She looked at him expectantly and had he been wearing his sunglasses or if she’d been a less perceptive woman, he might have stood a chance of fooling her into thinking he didn’t give a damn about any of this. He hated being told what to do more than anything, but had to admit her idea was a good one. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it years ago. Getting his GED would give Tina less ammunition to use against him and maybe she’d stop reminding Julie that he was stupid. 
 
   “If I say I’ll think about it, will you get off my back?”
 
   She smiled. “I’ll call Leah tomorrow.”
 
   “I didn’t say I was doing it for sure.”
 
   “Just in case.” She kissed him and then shifted to lean against him with her head on his shoulder again.
 
   He squeezed her upper arm in one hand and then gently stroked up and down while his mind turned over possibilities. Dropping out of high school was his only real regret, and he didn’t need the diploma to make a living, but he did want it. A piece of paper might prove he wasn’t as stupid as everyone thought he was. He didn’t have the time to study while he was on tour but maybe in a few months when the band took a break, he could squeeze a refresher course into his schedule. Sole Regret would be in the studio cutting a new album in the fall, but during the coming winter he might find the time. He hoped this Leah woman was patient and a miracle worker because it would take both to get the brain tucked inside his thick skull to retain information. He’d never been good at school stuff. For years he’d barely scraped by. His teachers had taken pity on him and let him move up through the system one frustrating year at a time. 
 
   He wondered what kind of teacher Amanda was. He imagined her class would be challenging and a lot of fun. Even so, he probably would’ve flunked it. Especially since he would have spent the entire period fantasizing about her hot body.
 
   “Do you like being a teacher?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, I do. Well, I like most parts about it. I like my students and finding new ways to excite them about science, but all the extraneous administrative bullshit becomes exhausting.”
 
   “I had quite a few crushes on my teachers.” He grinned.
 
   “Why’s that? Do you like women with authority, Mr. Silverton?”
 
   “Nope. I like big brains.” He kissed the top of her head. “Sexy.”
 
   “Oh really? I thought you liked big boobs.”
 
   “Hey, I can like more than one part at a time.”
 
   She laughed. “You can also please more than one part at a time.”
 
   “A man has to draw attention to his talents.”
 
   “You definitely have my attention.”
 
   “Oh, good,” a deep voice said from the shadows next to the house. “You have company. I need to ask her something.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 8At the sound of a man’s voice, Amanda jerked upright with a splash. She gasped when cool air hit her naked breasts, and she sank deep beneath the steaming water to hide.
 
   “You could call before you drop by,” Jacob said. “I have better things to do than hang out with you on my night off.”
 
   The drummer of Shade’s band, Gabe, stepped into the dim light given off by several solar lights. Amanda hadn’t noticed how dark Jacob kept the area around his hot tub until their uninvited guest sneaked up on them. She was sure the poor lighting was intentional. Probably kept the neighbors from seeing what Jacob had going on in his backyard.
 
   “Looks like an intermission to me,” Gabe said.
 
   Gabe was tall and lean, with a red and black mohawk that would have gotten him kicked out of Amanda’s class for being disruptive to the educational process. She didn’t know him very well, had only met him a few times when Jacob had hosted parties tame enough for extended family—which had once included her. His band had been surprisingly well behaved. Amanda’s mother had particularly enjoyed the bassist, Owen, who could be quite the sweet-talker. That had been before Jacob and Tina had split, of course. Every time Amanda had met Gabe in the past, he’d been wearing a baseball cap over his hair, but tonight he had it spiked straight up. He approached the hot tub and sat on the edge, kicking off a pair of flip-flops and easing his feet into the water. He was wearing a pair of board shorts, so sank his legs into the water to the knee. 
 
   “I need to get one of these,” he said.
 
   “You need to get lost,” Jacob said.
 
   “You know a lot about women,” Gabe said to Jacob. His gaze dropped on Amanda, who was using Jacob’s arm to shield as much of her body as possible. Gabe’s jaw dropped and he pointed a finger at her. “Wait? Aren’t you Tina’s sister?”
 
   “You didn’t see her,” Jacob said in a low voice.
 
   “Fuck, Jacob,” Gabe said, his head swiveling in Jacob’s direction. “Are you a complete idiot?”
 
   “It’s none of your business.” He scowled. “And don’t call me an idiot.”
 
   Amanda’s fingers curled into his belly, and she gave him a weak hug. She was too exhausted and relaxed to give him proper support. She hated that he believed he was stupid and wondered how many people had made him feel that way over the course of his life for him to be so sensitive about it. Especially since she knew it wasn’t true.
 
   Gabe ran a finger along the margin of his hairline. “I came over here to ask your advice about a woman, but I think I’ll go ask one of the roadies. You obviously don’t have a lick of good sense when it comes to females.”
 
   Interest piqued, Amanda straightened. “What kind of advice about a woman?”
 
   Gabe stared into the water and then lifted his gaze to meet hers. He had the most striking green eyes she’d ever encountered. Perhaps it was the contrast of the black and red tattoos on his scalp and his equally bright mohawk that made his eyes look so green, but she got sucked into his gaze and couldn’t look away.
 
   “Maybe it would be better to ask a woman’s advice instead of a dude’s,” he said. “I’m dating this woman from Wichita.”
 
   “By dating, he means he had a one-night stand with her.” Jacob chuckled.
 
   “Fuck you,” Gabe said. “This is why none of us date regularly,” he said to Amanda. “Ever since Jacob’s divorce, everyone in the band seems to think women are only after one thing.”
 
   “Sex?” she blurted. Because that’s what she was after.
 
   Gabe’s eyes widened, and then he laughed. “I meant money.”
 
   Amanda’s face went hot and she couldn’t blame it on the heat of the water. “Oh.”
 
   “We have each other’s backs now,” Jacob said.
 
   “Except when we find someone we do want to get serious about, the rest of the band tries to fuck it up as soon as possible,” Gabe said. “Anyway, I’m dating this girl who lives near Wichita.” He paused and stared at Jacob as if daring him to deny his claim. “Named Melanie.” He paused again. When Jacob didn’t tease him, Gabe shifted his gaze to Amanda. “She’s all pissed off because I didn’t invite her down to hang out on my one night off this week.”
 
   “I’m sure she just wants to spend time with you,” Amanda said.
 
   “She thinks I’m fooling around on her.”
 
   “Well, you are in hot tub with a naked woman,” Jacob pointed out.
 
   Gabe jerked his feet out of the water and extended them across the deck. Amanda stifled a chuckle. This was obviously bothering him.
 
   “When did you meet her?” Amanda asked.
 
   “Two nights ago.”
 
   Shocked, Amanda blinked at him. Why was he so concerned about a woman he just met? But he was worried if he was here asking for advice. Most guys would try to muddle through and then fuck things up before they started. “Maybe she’s worried that you’re just stringing her along. Do you have plans to see her again soon?”
 
   “Yeah, the band has a three-day break next weekend and she’s planning to visit me here in Austin for the duration.”
 
   Jacob stiffened beside Amanda, and she looked at him to find him offering Gabe pointed shut-the-hell-up looks. So he didn’t want her to know that he’d be home next weekend? Not that she expected this hook-up to lead to anything even remotely permanent, but if she was good enough to fuck, she should be good enough to know such a small tidbit of information. She wasn’t going to stalk him or anything. Or try to trap him. They were going to have a talk as soon as Gabe left so he realized that she wasn’t like her sister. She wasn’t a gold-digger. She didn’t want anything from him but a good time.
 
   “Tonight I was working on a surprise for Mel,” Gabe said. “That’s the main reason I didn’t want her here. Plus it’s a long trip to take to spend only a couple of hours together.”
 
   “Did you tell her you were working on a surprise for her?” Amanda asked.
 
   Jacob stifled a chuckle. Now Gabe was sending him pointed shut-the-hell-up looks. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told her about it,” Gabe said.
 
   “You don’t have to tell her what it is,” Amanda pointed out.
 
   “True.” He scratched behind his ear. “Um, say, Amanda,” he said, “what do women find more pleasing? Length or girth?”
 
   Jacob burst out laughing. “Are you lacking in both departments, Force?” he asked, using Gabe’s stage name.
 
   Gabe kicked water at him. “No. I just wondered.”
 
   “A bit of both,” Amanda said. “Too long and it can beat the hell out of your cervix. After a while it starts to hurt. Too thick… Well, I’ve never had one that was too thick.”
 
   Jacob stared at her in astonishment and then laughed even harder. His arm tightened around her to press her into his side. “Woman, I never know what to expect out of you.”
 
   Gabe seemed to be taking mental notes. “That’s what I thought. So in regards to the motion when it’s inside the vagina, what’s best? Repetitive, equally spaced thrusts or more variety in the rhythm? Shallow or deep? Fast or slow? And is it better to drive it straight in, at a certain angle, or move in circles?” He mimicked various erotic motions with two fingers.
 
   Amanda had no idea why he was asking her advice on pleasing a vagina, but hers was starting to swell again at all the thoughts he suddenly had churning through her mind. “Um, why don’t you ask her what she likes?”
 
   “I do,” he said, “but this is for her surprise.”
 
   “What, are you going to jump on her the moment she steps through your door?” Jacob asked. Beneath the water, his hand skimmed over Amanda’s hip. Was Gabe’s battery of questions turning him on as much as it was her? She’d never met a man who was so openly inquisitive about such things. At least not with a woman he scarcely knew.
 
   Gabe ignored Jacob and stared at Amanda as he waited for her to respond. “Best to mix it up a little,” she said finally.
 
   “Why are you asking Amanda these things?” Jacob asked. “Call your chick and ask her.”
 
   “I already told you I want to surprise her.”
 
   “Surprise her? Or her vagina?” Amanda asked.
 
   Gabe chuckled. “Well, mostly her vagina, but other parts too. I have to program one thing at a time though.” He lifted both eyebrows. “What do you think about the girth continuing to increase? While it’s inside, I mean. Thicker and thicker and thicker.”
 
   Amanda’s jaw dropped.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Gabe said and chewed his bottom lip as he pondered his idea.
 
   Jacob laughed. “Sounds as if you’re working on some sort of sex machine.”
 
   “It’s going to blow her mind.” Gabe grinned wickedly. “Thanks for the input.” He stood and descended the steps connected to the hot tub’s decking.
 
   “You are such a fucking pervert,” Jacob said.
 
   “So now I’m a pervert?” Gabe said, locating his flip-flops and sliding them on his feet. “Has Amanda seen your bedroom yet?”
 
   Amanda’s head swiveled in Jacob’s direction.
 
   “Not yet,” Jacob said, “but she’s about to.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 9Amanda wasn’t sure what she expected Jacob’s bedroom to look like, but she wouldn’t have put her money on what she discovered. She’d figured he’d have a huge bed, which he did, but all the kinky toys she had anticipated were missing. There were TVs of various sizes around the periphery of the heavy wooden canopy above the bed. There was even a monitor above the pillows so you could watch the screen while you were flat on your back. It looked more like a sports bar than a bedroom.
 
   “I had no idea you were such a big fan of television,” Amanda said.
 
   “Only when it’s live.”
 
   “Like golf or something?”
 
   “Or something.” He drew her damp body against his, one large hand splaying over her lower back and the other between her shoulder blades. “If it makes you uncomfortable to watch it, let me know and I’ll shut it off.” He kissed her temple.
 
   “Watching television in bed?”
 
   “No, sweetheart,” he said. “Watching me fuck you senseless.”
 
   He reached over and pressed a button on a panel next to the door. TVs flickered on. She barely heard the sounds of auto-focusing cameras. When she realized that the bed displayed on all the screens was Jacob’s bed, her breath caught.
 
   “You’re going to record us having sex?” she squeaked. She could totally get fired over something like that.
 
   “No, I never record it. Too much of a liability.”
 
   He cupped the back of her head, and she looked up at him. Why was her heart thudding out of control? He kissed her, lips stroking hers in sensual, sucking caresses until her entire body was tingling with pleasure and her knees were wobbly. Dear Lord, the man could kiss. She would give up food and drink until she died just so she could keep kissing him for the rest of her life.
 
   The rest of her life? Where had that thought come from? That would never work, no matter how well he kissed her or how much she liked being with him. Just tonight. She just wanted him for tonight. Her arms went around him and drew him closer. Just tonight. That’s all she needed, and then she could give him up. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t get attached because she knew he’d break her heart.
 
   Amanda squeezed her eyes shut against the sudden sting behind them. Oh sure, her path would cross Jacob’s occasionally—there was no way around that—but they couldn’t be intimate again. She couldn’t get emotionally involved. Could. Not.
 
   Amanda kissed Jacob more passionately, more desperately. Her hands began to roam over the hard contours of his body. His firm ass tightened beneath her exploring palms. He tugged his lips free and grinned down at her.
 
   She caught movement in the largest video screen that hung over the head of the bed. Displayed was a fantastic male ass and a pair of familiar hands massaging the firm buttocks. She slid her hands up to Jacob’s lower back, and the image changed with the movement.
 
   “What in the world?”
 
   “The cameras have motion sensors.”
 
   She laughed. “Very sci-fi.”
 
   “Sole Regret’s security chief is into this high-tech stuff. He set it up.”
 
   She watched the monitor, which would be much easier to see when she was sprawled on her back on the bed. There was something undeniably sexy about feeling his cool, skin beneath her hands and watching herself touch him on the screen. She wondered how much she’d be able to see when they got down to business.
 
   “You okay with this?” he asked.
 
   She couldn’t tear her attention away from the display of her hands stroking his ass.
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   She jerked at the sound of her name and forced her gaze to meet his. “Yeah, as long as there’s no recording made.”
 
   “No recording,” he promised.
 
   “Then I’m more than okay with this. Your ass looks amazing in my hands.” She gave his cheek a swat, and the muscle tensed. That sight did all sorts of things to the throbbing, swollen, heated flesh between her thighs.
 
   Jacob released her, turned to the control panel near the door and started pushing buttons. The lights around the periphery of the room dimmed, casting shadows over the black satin sheets on the bed. The wooden canopy above the bed opened and some sort of contraption lowered out of the ceiling. Black padded straps flopped down to hang above the center of the bed, swaying beneath heavy chains that affixed the collection of loops to a heavy spring.
 
   Amanda lifted an eyebrow at the contraption. “Oh sure, you get me to agree to one kinky thing and then you think it’s okay to bring out the torture devices.”
 
   “It’s not for torture. It’s a sex swing. I figured you were getting tired. This will make my mad sex skills easier on your body.”
 
   She chuckled. “Mad sex skills?” While she didn’t deny that he had mad sex skills, she couldn’t help but find it hilarious that he referred to them that way. She’d always imagined Jacob would be suave in bed. Impersonal. She was actually relieved that he was as fun inside the bedroom as he was out of it.
 
   “Are you laughing at me, Amanda Lange?” The corner of his mouth twitched. His own attempts to keep a straight face weren’t working out so well for him.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “No one laughs at Shade Silverton.” He scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.
 
   “Do they laugh at Jacob Silverton? Because he’s fuckin’ hilarious. Mad sex skills. Oh Lord.” Amanda looped both arms around his neck and buried her nose against his throat. She inhaled deeply, and her eyelids fluttered in bliss. Even with the hint of hot-tub chlorine on his skin, she couldn’t get enough of the man’s scent. She wanted to bathe in it.
 
   “They laugh at the guy all the time,” he said. “But I’ve retired Jacob for the evening. Now it’s time for Shade to come out and play.”
 
   “I prefer Jacob. He’s fun.”
 
   “But he doesn’t have mad sex skills. He’s sort of a dork.” Shade lowered her to the mattress and kissed her gently before she could protest that Jacob did indeed have mad sex skills and was not a dork.
 
   Shade opened a side table and retrieved a pair of sunglasses. She pouted when he put them on. One of the motion detecting cameras caught the movement of his hand and zoomed in on his face. On the screen above, he grinned. Not Jacob’s easy-going grin. Shade’s you have no idea what I’m about to do to you grin.
 
   Amanda’s belly clenched, and she shivered.
 
   Shade pulled out a drawer beneath the bed and withdrew a wedge-shaped cushion. He placed it in the middle of the bed beside Amanda. Her attention was divided between the view of the front of his body as he leaned across her and that of his back, which was on the monitor overhead. She liked getting two views of him at once. She just wished she had more eyes, so she didn’t miss anything. The monitor at the foot of the bed displayed an interesting angle of his ass. She could just see his package hanging freely between his legs as he shifted. Though she was in most of the camera shots as well, she couldn’t have cared less about looking at herself. She wanted to look at him at every imaginable angle. The anticipation of seeing what he’d look like as he fucked her was making her squirm.
 
   Shade covered the wedge with a silky red sheet and then carefully lifted her into his arms. He shifted her so that her hips were at the apex of the wedge and her back angled down toward the mattress. Knees bent, she kept her feet pressed against the bed to keep her back on the cushion. It conformed to her body and would have been incredibly comfortable if the tops of her thighs hadn’t been protesting their overstretched position.
 
   “How’s your neck?” Shade asked. He rearranged her hair to fan out around her head.
 
   “My neck is fine. My thighs won’t be able to hold this for long, however.”
 
   “We’ll take care of that.” He grinned, and she saw herself reflected in his sunglasses. She so wanted to look into his eyes, but she had to admit there was something sexy about not knowing what was going through his deviant mind.
 
   Shade reached up and grabbed one of the swing’s padded straps. Her eyes focused on the tensing muscles of his fantastic abdominal region until the hard ridge of his hip bone drew her attention lower, to his cock, which was showing signs of renewed excitement. God, the man was exquisite. He slipped her foot through one loop and then reached for a second to hold her other foot. Ducking under the swing, he shifted to kneel between her legs. She stared at his sunglasses, feeling his gaze on her eyes even though she couldn’t see it. He slid both loops up her calves to just under the backs of her knees. Her feet came off the bed. The swing took all the pressure off her hips and thighs. She could probably hold this position for hours.
 
   And didn’t that sound promising?
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He smiled. “Good.”
 
   He ducked under the straps suspending her legs from the ceiling and climbed from the bed. He waved a hand at the main camera at the end of the bed and it tracked his motion. He slowly lowered his hands to between Amanda’s parted legs. She watched the entire thing on the screen directly above her. Her breath caught when his fingers brushed her clit and then separated her swollen lips to fully display her slick pussy.
 
   “So this is what my gyno sees beneath that paper sheet,” she said.
 
   “Lucky man.”
 
   “Woman,” she said, losing her train of thought as the feel of his fingers against her sensitive clit overwhelmed the sight of him touching her.
 
   She groaned when he removed his hand. 
 
   “Get your pussy wet for me, Amanda. I want cum dripping off your ass before I bother eating you out.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He stretched out on his back beside her and tucked his folded arms behind his head. He stared up at the monitor above, which was still focused on her swollen, aching pussy.
 
   “I’m waiting,” he said after a long moment of her gaping at him in disbelief. She’d never masturbated in front of anyone before. She sure didn’t want to watch herself do it on a widescreen TV. But she did want him to eat her out and see what that looked like from a different angle.
 
   She closed her eyes and slid her hand down her belly. Her fingers found her clit and she rubbed it, hard and fast. Her thighs quivered as orgasm approached quickly. She hadn’t realized how turned on she’d become.
 
   “Don’t make yourself come,” Shade said. “Just get it wet.”
 
   Breathing hard, seconds from sending herself over the edge, she stopped. She rotated her hips in unfulfilled need, wanting something big and hard to fill her emptiness.
 
   “Wetter,” Shade said beside her.
 
   After her excitement waned a bit, she rubbed her clit again. Fingered her opening. Rubbed her clit. She could hear how wet she was as her fingers worked her sensitive flesh harder and faster and harder and—
 
   She moaned as she stopped her motions the instant before orgasm.
 
   “You should open your eyes,” Shade said quietly.
 
   Amanda’s eyes blinked open and focused on the monitor overhead. She bit her lip at the sight of her own red, wet and swollen flesh. Her French manicured fingertips looked incredibly erotic buried in her folds. She watched herself work her pussy this time, hoping this turned on Shade as much as it turned her on. A camera at the side of the bed caught motion and displayed the sight of Shade’s rapidly rising cock. She licked her lips. He wrapped a hand around his impressive length and began to stroke it slowly. Up and down. Up and down. Now that she wanted to watch.
 
   She was so caught up in touching herself and watching him touch himself that she nearly didn’t stop in time to keep from coming. When her entire body quivered on the brink of orgasm, she tried to clamp her thighs together to hold it back, but the straps on her knees held her wide open.
 
   “Oh shit,” she gasped as pleasure licked its way up her spine, and her core tightened. She squeezed her eyes shut against the intensely erotic images overwhelming her.
 
   “Don’t come, Amanda,” Shade demanded. “Just make it wet.”
 
   “I can’t get any wetter,” she complained as the throbbing ache inside became unbearable. “Please, Shade.”
 
   “Okay, but only if you promise to keep your eyes open.”
 
   “I promise.” She’d have promised him anything for relief.
 
   “Move your hand away.”
 
   She moved her hand.
 
   “Open your eyes.”
 
   She forced her eyes open. He shifted so that he was leaning over her body. His tongue laved the moisture between her pussy lips.
 
   “Tastes even better than it looks,” he said.
 
   Amanda fought to keep her eyes open as Shade devoured her pussy. Occasionally his head got in the way of the camera, but she could see most of it—his tongue feverishly stroking every wet inch of her flesh. When her gasps became screams of ecstasy, he latched onto her clit with a tight suction and plunged two fingers deep into her body. She felt it. Saw it. And the stimulation of both senses sent her spiraling out of control. He fucked her with his fingers while she came. She tried to keep her eyes open, to watch those fingers sliding in and out of her clenching pussy, but the pleasure was so exquisite she lost her ability to control her body, including her ability to draw breath. When she slowly drifted back to Earth, Shade tugged his fingers free and licked at her sensitive opening until she whimpered in protest.
 
   “Now it’s wet enough,” he said, collecting her free-flowing cum with the flat of his tongue.
 
   After a moment, she regained the ability to open her eyes, but she didn’t watch the monitor above. She zeroed in on the thick, hard cock bobbing slightly each time Shade moved. She reached for him, surrounding his length in a loose fist. He rocked his hips, thrusting into her hand gently. She wanted to watch him thrust into her.
 
   “Jacob?”
 
   “I’m not answering to that name right now.”
 
   Exasperating man. “Shade?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Take me.”
 
   “In the encore,” he said. “Are you light-headed?”
 
   “A little,” she admitted, but she didn’t think it was from her position. The man was simply overwhelmingly virile.
 
   Shade moved away and pulled a remote control from the side table drawer. He pressed a button and the familiar intro to Sole Regret’s “Elevate” poured from hidden speakers. Another button press caused the room lights to go dark and multicolored lights around the top of the bedframe to brighten. Like a stage lightshow, they alternated between red and blue with the beat of the drums.
 
   Wide-eyed, Amanda studied Shade’s set-up. What in the world? “Is sex some sort of performance to you?”
 
   He chuckled and removed the loop from one of her legs. He massaged its length from ankle to thigh as he said, “Haven’t heard any complaints about it yet.”
 
   She wasn’t complaining, just wondered at his reasoning. This must be why he’d insisted she call him Shade when they’d entered his room. He had some link in his mind between his stage performance and his performance in the bedroom. Was this his way of keeping all emotional connections out of sex?
 
   “The ladies love to be reminded that a rock star is fucking them,” he said.
 
   She couldn’t read how that made him feel because he had his stupid sunglasses on and she didn’t have the strength to lift a hand to remove them.
 
   “I don’t need the reminder,” she said. “I prefer the real you.”
 
   “I think I’m about to change your mind.”
 
   He removed her other leg from the sex swing’s loop and massaged it before lifting her off the wedge-shaped cushion and lowering her flat onto the mattress. He pushed the wedge off the bed and settled his big, muscular body over her. His weight made her feel grounded. Protected. Petite. She stared up at him, her heart thudding out of control. This man, Shade, was a stranger to her, and as exciting as that was, she wanted to look into his eyes. She wanted Jacob.
 
   When she reached for his sunglasses, he caught her wrists and pressed them against the mattress on either side of her head. The long intro of “Elevate” segued into the first stanza and he started to sing. Amanda’s breath caught. Shade’s low, sensual voice washed over her, making every inch of her skin tingle with delight. The flashing lights, the throbbing music added to her immersion in her private serenade. Oh God, his voice was as smooth and rich as butter. The sound of it caressed her spine. Her muscles tautened. Her nipples strained toward his naked chest. Her pussy throbbed in time with the deep, rich sound of the bass guitar. As Amanda stared up at him, she realized she no longer wanted Jacob. She wanted Shade. She wanted the rock star. She wanted him to fuck her hard.
 
   In the pause after the first stanza, he kissed her deeply before taking a deep breath. With the chorus, he released her wrists and slid down her body. He cupped her breasts in both hands, singing the building chorus until he was screaming, “Elevate from deep. Elevate from dark. Elevate. Elevate.” The deep low growl he produced at the end of the chorus made her shudder.
 
   He sucked one breast into his mouth, stroking her nipple with his writhing tongue throughout the next guitar piece. Damn, his entire band was phenomenal.
 
   Her attention was riveted to the screen above, where she got a spectacular view of Shade’s mouth doing amazing things to her sensitive breast. Another camera caught the movement of his thumb on her other nipple. But her favorite shot of all was the one of his fantastic ass and the expanse of bronzed flesh that was his back. The flickering lights reflected off his skin, highlighting the contours of his muscles, keeping her attention on his gorgeous body.
 
   Shade lifted his head, took a deep breath and sang the next chorus. Amanda felt she was in some highly erotic music video. She was surprised by how excited this made her. His music had never been the attraction, but she couldn’t deny that it now added to his immense appeal. She’d always loved his voice, but had never thought of it as sexual before. She was sure every time she heard this song in the future, she’d cream her panties. And she planned to have this song on a continuous loop on her stereo system.
 
   He flicked his tongue over her nipple in time with the beat, making the music come alive, making her feel part of it. Her hands moved to the back of his head, holding him to her breast, encouraging more pleasure.
 
   “Shade.”
 
   He nipped her tender flesh and then soothed the flicker of pain with the flat of his tongue. His breath stirred across her aroused and sensitive nipple as he sang the final chorus. Her heart had taken on the beat of the music. Every inch of her was in tune with the rhythm and the man. When the song ended, Amanda took a deep breath, almost relieved that it was over so she could collect her scattered senses.
 
   She sucked in a deep, shuddering breath when the next song began. “Darker” was even faster than the previous song—the vocals prominent and edgy. She imagined he’d chosen a certain order of songs for a reason. To excite his one-woman audience. Had it been designed like a set list for a concert? To build and build until the climax of the performance? He’d said something about an encore. All attempts to form a logical stream of though vanished as he made her body part of his music once again. His thumbs stroked her nipples while his lips, teeth and tongue concentrated on the undersides of her breasts and her ribs. He moved to her belly on the next song. Then the insides of her thighs. He didn’t take her, even when she begged. She expected him to please her swollen achy center on the next song, but he turned her onto her stomach and caressed and nibbled on her ass until she began to writhe, her aching nipples and sensitized mound rocking against the satin sheets.
 
   The song ended and the room went quiet. The only sound was her own ragged breathing. The lights went dark. Shade moved away. Amanda lifted her head to locate him, but he wasn’t beside her. He’d left the bed. She blinked her eyes trying to get them to adjust to the sudden lack of light, but everything was blurry, disorienting. She felt intoxicated.
 
   Was it over? Surely he wasn’t planning to leave her this excited without offering her some relief. She rolled onto one side, looking for him in the direction she thought he’d moved.
 
   “Shade?”
 
   A drumbeat sounded, and a white light pulsed once with the beat. She caught sight of Shade standing beside the bed, unrolling a condom down the length of his cock. It stood hard, thick and proud, angled slightly upward. Amanda’s pussy clenched at the sight. An instant later the room went dark again.
 
   Another drumbeat. A blue light pulsed. Shade had one knee on the bed. Then again, darkness.
 
   Another drumbeat. A green light pulsed. He was closer now. Darkness.
 
   Amanda’s heart thudded out of control. She felt exposed. Hunted. Catch me, Shade. Devour me.
 
   Another drumbeat. White light. He tossed her onto her back and jerked her legs apart. Darkness.
 
   Fuck me.
 
   A bass riff began; the lights flashed in time with the complicated line of notes.
 
   Shade’s cock found her opening. He surged forward, filling her at last. He plunged into her with the song’s fast and furious tempo. He was too intense, too breathless to sing. He just fucked her—rough—and she shattered with an orgasm that gripped her so long and so hard she screamed.
 
   “That’s it, baby,” Shade said in a growling rasp of a voice somewhere above her. “Come harder than you’ve ever come in your life.”
 
   He didn’t have to encourage her further; she was there. Holy shit!
 
   She clung to his shoulders with both hands, her back arching off the bed, her entire core clenching at the rock-hard cock pounding into her. Even after the intensity waned, her body shuddered intermittently as she went limp. Her eyes blinked open and she stared up at Shade, sunglasses in place, sweat dripping down his face, neck and chest. Here in her afterglow she wanted her Jacob back, even though Shade was still fucking her like a beast.
 
   She reached up and snatched his sunglasses off and tossed them across the room.
 
   He lost his rhythm and then went entirely still, staring down at her with a wide-eyed shell-shocked expression. “Why did you do that?”
 
   “I want to look into your eyes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Because I still prefer the man over the rock star, but she couldn’t say that. “Because they’re such a gorgeous blue.”
 
   He lowered his body over hers, his thrusts slower. He rotated his hips to grind deeper and then buried his face in her throat as he continued.
 
   So even without the sunglasses he wouldn’t look her in the eye while he had sex with her on his bed. His stage. Did he ever let anyone connect with his heart? Amanda’s throat squeezed, robbing her of air. She wrapped both arms around Jacob to hold him as close as possible. After a moment, she opened her eyes and watched the monitor that was focused on his tight, pumping ass as he thrust and churned his hips. The song ended, the lights died.
 
   He collapsed on top of her.
 
   His body, so heavy.
 
   His ragged breathing, so loud.
 
   “I usually time my orgasm with that final drumbeat,” he said.
 
   She wondered how many performances he’d had in this bed. “I don’t mind you taking as long as you need,” she said. Nope, she didn’t mind one bit.
 
   “You’re going to regret saying that.” He pulled out and rose up to reach for the sex swing above him. “Let’s get you up off that bed.”
 
   Amanda didn’t resist being hooked into the straps and harnesses. She didn’t have the strength or the desire to protest.
 
   When he’d finished, she found herself suspended facedown above the bed. Amanda extended her arms in front of her. “I’m like Superman.”
 
   He chuckled. “I guarantee you’ll be flying soon. Do you want the cameras on?”
 
   She craned her neck to look up at the monitor. Gravity was not kind to her boobs in this position. “Um, maybe we should turn those off for now.”
 
   “They do tend to break my concentration after a while,” he said. “Music helps it though.”
 
   “I like the music.”
 
   He used his remote control to turn the cameras and TVs off. The dim lights above the canopy scarcely provided any light. If she hadn’t been tethered to the ceiling by something resembling a crazy piece of exercise equipment, she might have thought the mood was romantic. When music flooded the room with sound and the melody registered in her addled mind, Amanda could scarcely believe her ears.
 
   “Classical?”
 
   “You don’t like classical music?” he asked.
 
   “I do. I’m just surprised that you like it.”
 
   “It has great build and crescendos. Just like good sex.”
 
   She chuckled. “I never thought of it that way.”
 
   “Anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?” he asked. At her back, he grabbed the strap that was wrapped around her midsection and hoisted her up into a forty-five degree angle. Her knees were still several inches off the bed. She was surprised at how weightless she felt.
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “All the time.”
 
   “I’d kiss you quiet, but I’m going to be back here for a while. Hold your questions until the end.”
 
   She laughed. “I’ll try.”
 
   He positioned himself to kneel behind her, lifted her by the hips and slowly lowered her until his cockhead was probing her opening. Shifting his hips to find a better angle, he placed both large hands to her breasts and pulled her down onto his shaft. He used the momentum of her weight and the recoil of the swing’s springs to find a rhythm. The angle of his penetration felt amazing. The ease of movement kept her muscles from tiring. And the damned thing was just a lot of fun. In fact, she didn’t know if she should moan in pleasure or giggle in glee as her body bounced with the action of the spring. It took her less than a minute to decide that moaning was the best response. Once Shade had his rhythm in tune with the music, he continued to use one hand to pull their bodies together. The other began to roam her heated flesh—breasts, belly, thighs, hips. Suspended as she was, she had no choice but to give herself over to the pleasure. There was no fighting Shade’s experienced delivery. When the music built toward the crescendo, his fingertips sought her clit and sent her flying. Her body strained to find grounding as she soared into nirvana. The only thing solid she felt connected to was him.
 
   “Oh!”
 
   When she’d recovered her breath, he shifted her position so that she was still suspended, but now on her side. Startled by the loss of her center of gravity, she clutched at him for balance.
 
   “Easy, baby,” he said. “Trust the swing to hold you. Trust me to guide you. You won’t fall.”
 
   Her breathing slowed, and she removed her death grip from Shade’s forearm. She did trust him. She wasn’t so sure about the collections of straps wrapped around her body.
 
   He took her from the side in a position that would have been impossible to maintain for more than a few seconds without the assistance of the swing. She loved this position because she could see some of him. See the blend of concentration and pleasure on his strong, handsome face. See the sweat dripping from his brow. See the flexion of his bulging biceps as he tugged her body toward him and thrust in time with the music. She was floating on air. She wondered how long he could keep this up. While it was easy on her body, he had to be getting tired.
 
   Amanda soon learned that a man with a sex swing, stamina, and fantastic upper body strength could fuck a woman into a state of delirium. Especially a man who knew at least forty-five positions. She lost count of how many times he brought her to orgasm. When he claimed his own release at last, she strained against him as he brought her to the pinnacle once again. “Jacob.”
 
   After his shaky breathing quieted, he released her from the swing and gently lowered her to the bed. She tried to lift her trembling arms to hold him. She wanted so much to hold him. “I can’t move,” she whispered.
 
   He cradled her body against his sweat-slick body, her head resting on one of his arms, and then folded the bed sheet over their entangled bodies. “Sleep now,” he whispered.
 
   Her eyelids were minutes ahead of him.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 10Someone cuddled up against Shade’s side, and his eyes flipped open. Sunlight streamed from between the window blinds and across the tangled black and red sheets of his bed. Okay, he was going to look down at the warm, soft body pressed against his side and it wasn’t going to be Amanda. Because if it was her, if last night had really happened and not just been the most amazing wet dream of his life, he’d fucked things up big time.
 
   He tilted his chin, praying it was some random groupie using his shoulder as a pillow. 
 
   No such luck. His heart skipped a beat as Amanda’s beautiful face, peaceful in sleep, graced his vision. It skipped a second beat when the enormity of their situation settled in his thoughts.
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit. What had they done? What had he done? He’d touched the untouchable. Touched? Hell, he’d fucked her to the point of unconsciousness. And now he felt how much he’d relished their physical contact in every aching, weary muscle of his body. But just because he’d enjoyed it, just because being with her had surpassed all expectations, didn’t make it right. What was it about sunlight that brought him back to his senses? And made one of the most wonderful nights of his life seem like a mistake.
 
   He lay there for a long while, staring at the ceiling and stroking Amanda’s arm absently, trying to sort through the mess he’d made. He knew they had to keep this from everyone, especially Tina. The woman would use his indiscretion with her sister against him. He knew that. She’d use it as an excuse to keep him from Julie and as much as he adored Amanda, he couldn’t do anything to jeopardize his already limited relationship with his daughter.
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit. Why hadn’t he thought of these things last night before he’d acted on impulse?
 
   Amanda murmured in her sleep, “Dogs don’t have money for rent.”
 
   He smiled, wondering what she was dreaming about. Not him, apparently. Which was for the best. As much as he hated the idea of never spending another night engulfed by her heat and her heart, this couldn’t go any farther. And they couldn’t do this again. Ever. He had to make that clear to her. God, he hoped she didn’t cry when he made his lack of intentions clear. He wasn’t sure if he could handle her tears. He squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger and took a deep breath.
 
   If he stayed in bed with her any longer, his resolve would crumble. He’d have her on her back and his hands filled with her soft curves before she could blink. Shade carefully slid from beneath her body, settling her head on a pillow, and climbed from the bed.
 
   “Don’t give that schnauzer a flea bath in cottage cheese,” she said and hugged her pillow.
 
   Shade bit his lip to stifle a laugh. Even in her sleep, she made him smile. And warmed his heart. And made part of him wish he could wake up beside her every morning.
 
   Not good.
 
   He watched her for a long moment, her looking all tousled and sexy and unattainable. Even after they’d spent the night together, he still thought of her as beyond his reach. And she should have stayed out of reach. God, he really was an idiot. What in the fuck had he been thinking? He hadn’t. He’d been feeling. Shit, when would he learn to stop doing that? When would he figure out that feelings, any feelings, always led to complications he wasn’t prepared to deal with?
 
   He put on a pair of swim trunks and headed for the pool. There was nothing like an hour of vigorous exercise to get a woman out from under his skin. But he wasn’t even a half a lap down the pool’s length when he realized that busying his body had freed his mind to churn over images of Amanda’s body as he took her, Amanda’s face as he made her come, Amanda’s eyes as she gazed into his soul.
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit.
 
   What was he going to do? He could handle being used for sex—woman used bedding him as some sort of ego trip on a regular basis—but this was Amanda. Amanda. Even though she’d said that she was good with sex for the sake of sex, he didn’t really believe it because for once, he wasn’t okay with it. He couldn’t push her away and forget she existed, because she was already too close. She’d been too close even before her soft lips had brushed his throat and every bit of common sense between them had spontaneously combusted.
 
   After several laps, he stopped at the shallow end of the pool and stared blankly at the blue water. Maybe they could pretend last night had never happened and go back to just being friends. Maybe he could pretend that all they’d shared was physical intimacy. 
 
   No, he knew better. It hadn’t been just-sex. Not for him. For him, his time with her had been more. He wasn’t afraid of her getting hurt by a night of unrestrained passion. He was concerned for himself.
 
   He’d just have to deal with these feelings in private. He had to be careful not to hurt her. He didn’t like to hurt the women he cared about, and yeah, he cared about her. He wouldn’t deny it, not to himself. He’d cared for a while now. Even before he’d started to lust after her, he’d known she was special. He liked her as a person first and a woman second. And that was the entire problem. 
 
   He didn’t know if she felt anything for him beyond friendship and temporary sexual infatuation, but if she fell for him, he’d eventually end up doing something that hurt her. Something he’d regret. Because when it came to women, he could play them, but he had no idea how to forge a serious and lasting relationship. He was too easily distracted. That’s why he’d sworn off relationships. And it had been a smart move on his part. 
 
   So why was he sitting here shivering on the edge of the pool with a full head and an empty heart? He’d just treat Amanda the way he treated all of his lovers—as temporary and exchangeable diversions. 
 
   And he hoped like hell she fell for his ruse because if she called him on his bluff, he wouldn’t be able to deny that he thought of her as more than a bedmate. And that, being honest with her about his feelings, was a truly terrifying proposition.
 
   Shade returned to the house and went to the kitchen to make breakfast. If he started to act unlike himself, she’d figure out that he was hiding something. She was a smart woman and for some reason, she read him like a book. Most people believed his devil-may-care act, but not Amanda.
 
   He’d just finished frying turkey sausage and was adding pancake batter to a hot griddle when she entered the room. She’d borrowed one of his white dress shirts, but her legs were bare. He pretended she wasn’t the sexiest thing he’d ever seen just so he wouldn’t intensify the morning-after awkwardness between them by staring at her. By stalking her across the kitchen By pressing her up against the counter and fucking her senseless again.
 
   “Good morning,” he said. “I hope you’re hungry.”
 
   “Morning. And yes, I’m starving.”
 
   Shade’s belly tightened when Amanda’s hands slipped around his waist from behind.
 
   “I didn’t know you knew how to cook,” she said in a sleep-slurred voice. Her hands roamed his abdomen. “Do your talents know no bounds?”
 
   “I’m sure there’s something I suck at,” he said with a grin.
 
   “I could figure out something for you to suck on.”
 
   He was surprised she was still capable of playful banter; he’d expected her to be embarrassed and ashamed. But he should have known better. Amanda always went with the flow. If she felt any awkwardness at all this morning, she hid it well.
 
   “If you don’t stop coming on to me,” he said, “I’m going to think you’re attracted to me or something.”
 
   “An amazing voice, gorgeous body, great in bed, a talented cook and smart. Who wouldn’t be attracted to you?”
 
   Shade scowled. Smart? Not even. He’d take credit for those other traits—they happened to be true—but he wasn’t smart. He could barely read.
 
   “What did I say?” Amanda said.
 
   God, he kept forgetting he wasn’t wearing his fucking sunglasses. “Nothing.” He shoveled several pancakes onto a plate and added more batter to the pan.
 
   “I said something. You’re broody all of a sudden.”
 
   “Your pancakes are ready.”
 
   She sighed. “You don’t have to be guarded with me, Jacob. I’m not going to poke holes in your oversensitive ego.”
 
   He chuckled. He’d never had anyone accuse him of being oversensitive. Just the opposite. Cold. Self-centered. Hard. That’s why the sunglasses came in so handy. 
 
   “Go eat your pancakes.”
 
   “I want to eat with you. I’ll wait.” She pressed her forehead to his shoulder while he flipped the pancakes in the pan.
 
   “You’re not supposed to get attached, Amanda.” And neither was he. Damn. What had he started here? Something he couldn’t possibly finish. Boneheaded move, Silverton.
 
   “I’m not.” Her hands slid up over his belly. “My hands just refuse to trade the feel of this luxury for something as ordinary as a fork.”
 
   He smiled. How did she do it? Make him feel so good about himself? Just being in her company made him happy. And had him contemplating ways to see her again. 
 
   See? Not smart. He turned off the burner and scooped pancakes onto a second plate.
 
   “I suppose this means I have to let you go now.” Her hands wandered up his bare chest.
 
   “I did go to the trouble of making you breakfast.” Which went against all his rules about morning-after routines. Get them up and out of the house as fast as possible. Or better yet, leave on the tour bus as soon as the sun rose over the horizon.
 
   “I appreciate that. I definitely worked up an appetite last night.” She stepped away and smacked his ass.
 
   He sat across from her at the small round table in the breakfast nook. It overlooked the pool, so he stared out the window instead of meeting her eyes.
 
   “You regret it,” she said after a long moment of uncomfortable silence. Neither of them had even touched their meal.
 
   He jerked his gaze from the pool and concentrated on his breakfast. 
 
   He did regret it. Not the amazing time they’d had together, but the complications it brought. He wasn’t sure how to proceed, because all signs pointed to getting her out of his life as soon as possible, but his foolish heart was breaking at the very idea. He could get by without ever having sex with her again but never seeing her smile or hearing her laugh or having her tease him mercilessly in a way that no one else dared to? Those were the things about her that he couldn’t do without. And by making things physical between them, he was certain that he’d have to give up everything else he adored about her.
 
   “What in the fuck is your problem this morning, Jacob?”
 
   He didn’t look at her. Didn’t want to see her righteous anger. “No problem.” He took a bite of his pancakes. He had a hell of a time chewing and forcing himself to swallow.
 
   “What? Do you think I’m going to try to force a commitment out of you? I know you don’t have it in you. I knew that from the beginning.”
 
   Her words should have appeased his fears. Instead they slashed his soul. But she was right. He didn’t have the ability to commit, so why did her saying it hurt? He should be relieved. He had a powerful need to put on his sunglasses. She had to be able to see the turmoil in his eyes. He supposed he should be glad that she’d misinterpreted it for once.
 
   “That’s a relief,” he said and forced a laugh that he hoped didn’t sound as false to her ears as it did to his.
 
   “You don’t look relieved.”
 
   So much for fooling her.
 
   “I didn’t mean to get intimate with you, Amanda. It just sort of happened.”
 
   “Well, I meant to get intimate with you,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to bone you for years.”
 
   She grinned at him, and his heart took its first unrestricted beat since he’d opened his eyes that morning. He attempted a smile. It felt slightly more natural. His shoulders and back, however, were still all sorts of tense.
 
   “So where in the world did you come up with the idea for making your bed into a stage?”
 
   He blushed. Lord, no one ever made him blush. “Uh, Adam and I used to frequent this sex club in New Orleans. It’s performance based. There’s a stage and a director who tells you how to fuck your partner. People watch. It’s quite a head rush. I liked the performance part, but not having a director.”
 
   “That’s because you need to be in charge.” She smirked at him.
 
   The tension continued to slowly drain from his body. He found he could chew naturally and even swallow without activating his gag reflex.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t take directions well. I was told that if I couldn’t follow the director’s instructions, then I shouldn’t come back. I haven’t been back since. I think Adam still goes. He likes to be watched. I just love to perform onstage; I don’t need the audience to get off. Some woman said how her biggest fantasy was for me to fuck her onstage during a concert—to sing to her—and have every move displayed on the big screens in the stadium so everyone could see it. That’s when I decided to turn my bedroom into a private stadium. I like to please the ladies.” He winked at her.
 
   “And we thank you for that.”
 
   “Did you enjoy your time on stage, Miss Lange?”
 
   “You deliver an amazing performance.”
 
   Pleased by her compliment, he smiled broadly and took another bite of his pancakes.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind another encore,” she said.
 
   He choked.
 
   “What time do you have to meet the tour bus?” she asked.
 
   “Around noon.”
 
   She grinned. “I’m not sure if two hours gives us enough time. I’ve never met a man who could go at it as long as you can.”
 
   “Practice makes perfect.” He paused. Why had he said that? Expecting retaliation, he cringed and forced himself to meet her wrathful glare.
 
   She was grinning at him. “I’m willing to volunteer my body to help you perfect your skills.”
 
   Again he relaxed. She always put him at ease. “I thought I’d already perfected them.”
 
   “I’d definitely give you an A,” she said.
 
   He chuckled. She could stroke his ego all day; he never tired of it.
 
   “But with a little extra credit, you could get an A-plus.”
 
   “Extra credit, huh? How much work are we talking about? I’m satisfied with an A.” He cocked his head at her and licked pancake syrup off his thumb.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to tell you what to do and stifle your creativity, Mr. Silverton, but seeing as I didn’t bother to put on any panties this morning, it wouldn’t take much effort on your part to get into them.”
 
   He grinned, completely at ease now. How did she do it?
 
   “So how much extra credit would I earn if I bent you over this table and fucked you from behind?”
 
   “I couldn’t say until I saw the quality of your work.”
 
   He moved swiftly. Her naughty teacher act already had his cock straining against his swim trunks. He pulled her from her chair and pushed her face down on the table. He lifted her shirt up over her ass and sought the heat between her legs with his fingers. She was as turned on as he was. He yanked his swim trunks down to his knees and rubbed his cockhead against her opening.
 
   Fuck, he needed to get a condom out of his bedroom. He couldn’t just plunge into her unprotected, no matter how much he wanted to.
 
   “Hold that thought,” he said.
 
   She grabbed his wrist before he could move away and stuffed a condom into his hand. The little minx had planned this all along. Unlike him, she thought ahead. And he loved that she knew how to get what she wanted. He quickly applied the condom and then filled her with one deep thrust.
 
   She rocked back to meet his thrusts. “Take me, Jacob.”
 
   His balls clenched at the sound of his name on her lips.
 
   “Jacob.”
 
   The doorbell rang.
 
   Amanda tensed. “Who could that be?”
 
   Shade thrust harder, trying to regain her attention. “Don’t know, don’t care.” He rotated his hips. Amanda moaned and relaxed against the table.
 
   The doorbell rang again and then someone pounded on the door.
 
   “Jacob, get the door,” Amanda pleaded.
 
   “I’m in the middle of something.”
 
   “Yeah, me. Now go answer the door.”
 
   “Bossy damned woman,” he grumbled and pulled out with a wince of protest.
 
   The doorbell rang several times in rapid succession.
 
   “This better be fucking important,” he grumbled as he stripped off the condom, pulled his swim trunks up and tucked his stiff-as-a-board cock inside them.
 
   “If it’s not, I’m going to kick someone’s ass,” Amanda said as she pulled his shirt down to cover her beguiling ass.
 
   Damn, she looked good in that shirt.
 
   More pounding. Shade stomped off to see who dared interrupt his attempts to earn extra credit with Amanda against the kitchen table.
 
   Shade opened the door to Adam. Should have known he’d be responsible for Shade’s discomfort.
 
   “This better be an emergency,” Shade said.
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   Shade took a moment to look Adam over more carefully. He was wearing the same clothes he’d had on the day before, and he looked as if he’d slept in them. Or as if he hadn’t slept at all.
 
   “You look like shit,” Shade said. He stepped aside and allowed Adam to enter the house.
 
   “Yeah, that sometimes happens when you’re up all night.”
 
   “Let me guess: you drove back to Dallas to hook up with your counselor again.”
 
   “Actually I was in the emergency room, but that’s not why I’m here.” Adam’s gaze moved to a point behind Shade, and his eyes widened. “Amanda?”
 
   “Hey, Adam,” she said. “Did I overhear that you were in the ER? What happened? Are you hurt?”
 
   “No, my dad’s in the hospital.”
 
   “Oh,” Amanda said. “Is he okay?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “Shit, man. Why didn’t you call last night? Do you need a few days off?” Shade asked.
 
   “No, that’s not why I’m here. They assure me he’ll be fine. I came over here to talk to you. We need to clear the air, Shade. I can’t take this anger between us anymore.”
 
   “Clear the air?”
 
   “I need to know what you think I did that was so wrong.”
 
   Shade’s spine straightened. He had no idea why Adam would choose now of all times to pick a fight. “What I think you did wrong?”
 
   Adam closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Apparently, you think I’ve done something truly horrible, but I don’t even know what it is. So you can tell me and we can hash this out here. Or, if you’d rather, we can keep pissing each other off for reasons I don’t understand.”
 
   Shade was flabbergasted. All this time he’d thought Adam was an inconsiderate prick, selfish and callous about stealing one of the most significant events of Shade’s life from him, and now Adam was saying he didn’t know why Shade had been infuriated with him for years? 
 
   “You really don’t know what you did?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure it has something to do with my drug abuse. I was wasted all the time when it all went down, but no, I don’t remember.”
 
   “You don’t remember me shoving my finger down your throat in Nashville so you’d purge whatever cocktail of pills you’d ingested that night?”
 
   Adam gave a barely perceptible shake of his head.
 
   “You don’t remember throwing up all over me and me dragging you out of the tour bus because the EMTs couldn’t fit the gurney up through the door?”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “You don’t remember calling me a meddling asshole and telling me to mind my own business and that you could get high if you wanted to?”
 
   Adam smirked. “I do remember that.”
 
   Shade scowled at him. “You don’t remember dying in the ambulance? You don’t remember them defibrillating you back to life?”
 
   Adam’s jaw dropped. His breath caught. He went white. 
 
   “I died?”
 
   “Yes, Adam, you fucking died and while I was watching your own selfish stupidity kill you, my baby was taking her first breath in another hospital. I missed Julie’s birth because you were so insistent on destroying yourself.”
 
   Adam ran a shaking hand through his thick black hair. “Shade, I don’t remember much of anything from those days. I was in a bad place then.”
 
   “Now is different?”
 
   Adam’s hands clenched into fists. “Yes, now is totally different! I’m not doing drugs anymore. You’re too busy to notice. Or care.”
 
   Shade closed his eyes and shook his head. He wished he was too busy to care. He was just so tired of this. So tired of Adam’s denial. His lies. “You’re still doing drugs, Adam. I caught you smoking pot two nights ago. So soon you forget.”
 
   Adam rubbed his haggard face with both hands and then crossed his arms over his chest. “It was just a little. And it was only pot. I mean…” He scowled, obviously still in denial. “You smoke it.”
 
   “I haven’t smoked pot in years, Adam. Not since Julie was born. I grew up while you were stoned out of your mind. You just didn’t notice.”
 
   Adam released a heavy sigh. “I’m not going to do drugs anymore, Shade.”
 
   Shade lifted an eyebrow at him.
 
   Adam stood there with his hands clenching and unclenching. His entire body was tense. Shade had seen this behavior before. Adam got this way right before he started swinging his fists. Shade waited for him to snap. He’d knock him on his ass if he had to. Wouldn’t be the first time. Adam’s intense, gray-eyed gaze bored into Shade’s, but instead of lashing out at him, he said, “Fuck, Shade. Why can’t you give me a second chance?”
 
   Adam was still blaming his difficulties on everyone but himself. Was the guy incapable of seeing reality?
 
   “A second chance?” Shade yelled, unable to keep his temper in check any longer. “I’ve already given you a second chance, Adam. And a third chance. And a hundredth chance.” Shade shoved him in the shoulder, forcing Adam to take a step back. “Just how many fucking chances do you think you deserve?”
 
   Adam’s features hardened. “You don’t believe I’ve changed. You don’t believe I’m taking control of my life. The only one who sees the real me is Madison.”
 
   Shade released a derisive snort. “Your counselor? The one you’re screwing?” Shade shook his head at him. “She’s going to see what she wants to see. She’s become your biggest enabler. There are some women you should never fuck.”
 
   Adam tilted his head toward the doorway that Amanda had graced only moments before. “Such as your ex-wife’s sister?”
 
   Touché. “Fuck off, Adam. You don’t know anything about my life.”
 
   “And you don’t know anything about mine.”
 
   Shade narrowed his eyes. He really wished he could give the guy the benefit of the doubt, but he could only try to put a broken train back on its track so many times before he had to believe the engine’s only course was derailment. And as much as Adam liked to think his life was proceeding smoothly now, Shade could see disaster coming from a mile away. He wasn’t going to be the one who tried to save Adam anymore. Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt. It didn’t fit anymore.
 
   “Why is your dad in the hospital?” Shade really didn’t need to ask. He knew the answer.
 
   Adam lowered his eyes, going from pissed to defeated in the span of one breath. “He got his hands on some bad drugs and had an adverse reaction. Blames me for not hooking him up with my dealer.”
 
   “Wonderful.” Shade snorted. “Why hold out on him?”
 
   Adam scowled. “I don’t have a fucking dealer, Shade. When did you turn into such an asshole?”
 
   “When you took one too many things from me that I can never get back.” Shade squeezed the bridge of his nose. He was not going to punch Adam today, no matter how much he wanted to. “Have you said your piece?”
 
   Adam nodded. “Yeah. I’m sorry I died and made you miss Julie’s birth. I would have waited until the next day to end it all had I known Tina was going to pop out your baby three weeks early. At least I understand why you hate me now. I’d hate me too.”
 
   That was the most mature observation Adam had made in years. And an actual apology instead of defensive avoidance? Maybe Adam was making progress. Maybe he was getting his life together. Maybe Shade could let himself care about the guy again. He had to be sure Adam was on the road to recovery before he trusted his progress, because Adam had had ripped out Shade’s heart a million fucking times in the past, and he couldn’t let him do it again.
 
   “I don’t hate you,” Shade said. He never had.
 
   Adam closed his eyes and drew a deep breath into his chest. “I don’t hate you either.”
 
   Uncomfortable over exchanging feelings with a dude, Shade stared at the floor and stood in silence for several minutes.
 
   “I’ll, um, see you on the bus,” Adam said. He also seemed to find the hardwood at their feet utterly fascinating.
 
   “Yeah, good. Hope your dad gets better soon.”
 
   “Thanks. I should dump him off somewhere and hope he doesn’t find his way back, but I just can’t do it. Not even after all the shit he’s put me through.”
 
   Shade knew more about the shit Adam’s father had put him through than anyone. When they’d been back in high school, Shade had no idea how many times Adam had hid out at his house just to feel a bit of security. Shade’s family had welcomed Adam. Shade’s mother was some sort of stray magnet, be the strays broken people or lost animals. Shade had been disappointed and yeah, hurt, when Adam had chosen to follow in his father’s footsteps. Shade hadn’t wanted that for Adam and hadn’t known what to do. How to help. He’d tried to force Adam to see the light, but it hadn’t worked. Adam had always said he wanted to build a better life for himself, that he didn’t want to be anything like his father, and yet he’d followed the failed life of the man he resented almost to the letter. The only thing that had kept Adam from sending himself to an early grave was that his bandmates happened to give a shit about him, whether he saw it that way or not.
 
   “You really should get the man out of your life,” Shade said. “He’s never going to change.”
 
   “I don’t need him to be perfect,” Adam said quietly. “I just want him to be my dad. After all this time, I still want that.”
 
   Shade leaned forward and squeezed Adam’s shoulder. He wished he could say he understood what Adam was going through, but he didn’t. He could support him though. Or try to. “If you need something, you can call me.”
 
   Adam’s head lifted and he met Shade’s eyes. He chuckled half-heartedly. “You don’t mean that.”
 
   “Yeah, I do. I know how hard it is to deal with an addict who doesn’t see he’s destroying himself.”
 
   Adam grinned crookedly. “They’re a total pain in the ass.”
 
   “But they can get better.” Shade hoped. Please, let him be better.
 
   “Yeah.” Adam took a deep breath and glanced at the front door. “I’m going to go now. And it’s none of my business who you mess around with, but Amanda?” Adam shook his head. “Didn’t you learn your lesson with the younger Lange sister?”
 
   “I think I chose the wrong one.” Shade sighed. He knew he couldn’t be with Amanda in any serious capacity, but the woman brought him joy, which was a good enough reason to keep his hands off her. He knew he’d fuck things up with her spectacularly, and she’d take that good feeling with her when she left.
 
   “Just don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   Too late. “I’ll see you later,” Shade said. He was ready to continue being stupid with the lovely woman in question. At least until he had to leave to meet the tour bus.
 
   Shade and Adam exchanged an awkward bro-hug, slapping each other’s backs with enough force to knock the wind out of an elephant, and then Adam let himself out of the house.
 
   Smiling, Shade went in search of trouble. He found her in his shower.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 11Amanda didn’t know why she’d felt so uncomfortable when Adam had recognized her. Sure, he’d undoubtedly figured out why she was at Jacob’s house borrowing his shirt, but they were both single, consenting adults. It wasn’t any of Adam’s business what they did in the semi-privacy of Jacob’s breakfast nook. It hadn’t bothered her nearly as much when Gabe had shown up the night before. Why not? She froze, her hands tangled up in hair and shampoo. Probably because she’d been so lost in a haze of lust that she hadn’t been thinking clearly. 
 
   She scrubbed at her scalp. Eyes closed, she rinsed her hair beneath the steamy water.
 
   She needed to go home and collect her scattered thoughts. Something about Jacob sent her logic on a short flight to nowhere-land.
 
   When he stepped into the shower behind her, her senses boarded the plane. She turned so that the spray hit her shoulders and she wrapped her arms around his neck, standing on tiptoes to press her breasts against his chest.
 
   “Everything okay with Adam?” she asked.
 
   “One conversation can’t solve years of conflict,” he said. His hands slid over her back, and he drew her closer. “But it’s a start.”
 
   “He wouldn’t tell Tina that I was here, would he?”
 
   “Nah. He can’t stand her. That’s why he refused to be the best man at our wedding. Said I was making the biggest mistake of my life.”
 
   “In hindsight, do you agree?”
 
   “Nope. I have no regrets there. If I hadn’t married Tina, I wouldn’t have Julie. And she’s my heart.”
 
   Amanda kissed the center of his chest, right on the proud nose of his lion tattoo. “Way to dissolve me into a puddle of mush, Silverton,” she said.
 
   “I also might have never met you.”
 
   She grinned at him. “Are you trying to earn extra credit with words instead of actions?”
 
   “Actually, I was hoping to finish what we started in the kitchen.” His hands slid down over her butt, and he tugged her closer.
 
   “I have one issue with that.”
 
   “What’s that?” He lowered his head to nibble on her ear, and she almost forgot her teasing remark.
 
   “There’s no table in here,” she said breathlessly.
 
   “No, but there’s a perfectly good wall.”
 
   It turned out walls weren’t quite as much fun as swings, but detachable shower heads made for an enjoyable experience. Sex was fun with Jacob, and she didn’t need more than a good time at the moment. 
 
   Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Amanda, and maybe you’ll start believing it.
 
   While he was in her arms, she was going to let herself enjoy being with him. She’d sort out any developing feelings later—he didn’t need to hear about them. The man felt guilty enough for having sex with her in the first place. 
 
   Plus she wanted him to remember their time together as a blessing, not a burden. She could hide how she felt, keep him believing that she only wanted sex. There was no reason to complicate things with talk of relationships and the future. Neither of them wanted that—too many people would get hurt if they ever tried to be together in a serious capacity. 
 
   Amanda kept talking to herself, convincing herself that she was right, because her thoughts were the only obstacle keeping her from revealing her heart.
 
   By the time she was sexually satiated and dressed in the clothes she found in the dryer—she’d nixed pulling on her dirty panties, so she was a bit light on the bottom end—it was time for him to meet the bus and go back on tour.
 
   She wasn’t sure what to say. Should she say anything? Not goodbye. That was too final. She sat alone in the living room while he packed his overnight bag in the bedroom. Dare she ask him out the following weekend? She knew he’d be in town. She also clearly remembered his reaction to Gabe when he’d spilled those particular beans.
 
   He won’t want to see you again, fool. Don’t set yourself up for that kind of heartache.
 
   So, no, she wouldn’t ask to see him again. She wouldn’t put him on the spot. She would keep her word and not try to make something out of their one night together. It had just been an amazing night—and morning—of casual sex, and this would be the end of it.
 
   When Jacob entered the living room, he dropped his bag on the floor and stood in the doorway. He was wearing his sunglasses again, so she couldn’t be sure, but he seemed uncomfortable that she was there.
 
   “I guess I’ll be going,” she said, rising to her feet. “I won’t have to go to the gym for a month after that workout.”
 
   He smiled tersely.
 
   She should have gone while he was packing. She collected her purse from the end table where she’d placed it the night before and walked past him with a stiff spine and an aching heart.
 
   “Amanda?” he said.
 
   Her heart lurched, and she stopped in the middle of the foyer. Please ask to see me again. Please.
 
   “Good to see you.”
 
   Her hopes plummeted. “Yeah.”
 
   She opened the door just as a Jeep sped by the end of the front walk, hopped the curb with two wheels and stopped just in front of Amanda’s car. The driver, Owen, blared on the horn.
 
   Amanda hurried to her car. She could feel Owen’s eyes on her as she prayed for invisibility and climbed behind the wheel. He’d blocked her in with his haphazard parking job, so she sat staring at the dashboard, trying not to watch Jacob stride confidently down the walk to Owen’s Jeep. She could barely hear his words through the closed windows.
 
   “I should have called and let you know I found my car,” Jacob said. “It slipped my mind.”
 
   Owen said something she couldn’t hear. Cranking the key, but not starting her knock-ridden engine, she lowered the passenger side window slightly.
 
   “I’ll still ride with you since you’re already here,” Jacob said. He dropped his bag into the open back of the Jeep and then opened the door to climb in the vehicle. He didn’t look in her direction. This really was the end of their time together.
 
   Amanda watched Owen’s Jeep pull away. Her heart sank to the middle of her belly. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected from Jacob. She’d known he wasn’t interested in anything substantial, and she wasn’t either. So why did it hurt so bad to think that all she’d ever have with him was a single night? Why was she paralyzed by the ache in her heart?
 
   Pull it together, Amanda. This isn’t the first time you haven’t gotten the guy you wanted. It won’t be the last.
 
   She took a deep breath and started her car. Before she could put it in drive, Owen’s tail lights brightened, the passenger door flew open and then Jacob was out of the car and jogging toward her. Her heart skipped a beat. He’d probably just forgotten to tell her something, but she couldn’t help but hope.
 
   He paused outside her door and tapped on the glass. She fumbled with the button that lowered her window. She looked up at him expectantly.
 
   “Just so you know, I really am stupid,” he said and before she could protest, he leaned into her open window and kissed her.
 
   What? What did he mean? She lost her train of thought as he deepened the kiss and her body melted.
 
   Jacob.
 
   He tugged his mouth from hers and stared down into her eyes. At least she thought he was staring into her eyes. He was hiding behind his damned sunglasses again.
 
   “I have Julie next weekend,” he said. “I thought she might like to go to the zoo. What do you think?”
 
   “Um…” So he’d dashed out of the car to ask her if Julie would like to go to the zoo? Not exactly what she’d hoped for, but she smiled for Julie’s sake because she cherished that little girl more than her own life and she knew Julie would love to spend the day at the zoo with her father. “She’d love that. She really likes animals and is always full of questions.”
 
   He smiled. “Which I’d never be able to answer. Will you come with us?”
 
   The air rushed out of Amanda’s lungs. “Um… I wouldn’t want to intrude on your time with her.”
 
   “Nah, you’d be helping me out. You’re into animals and stuff, right, biology teacher?”
 
   “Are you sure this isn’t an excuse to see me again?” she asked.
 
   “You really can’t take a hint, can you?”
 
   Hint? “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   He leaned his forearms on the doorframe and gently stroked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s really stupid of me to do this, but I just couldn’t stand the thought of not spending more time with you. Even though I know staying apart is for the best, I don’t give a damn.”
 
   She smiled, her chest ready to explode from the joy blossoming in her heart. “I don’t think you’re stupid at all, Jacob Silverton. I think the smartest thing you’ve ever done is get out of that Jeep and kiss me.”
 
   He grinned. “So you’ll join us?”
 
   “I’d love to. I always have a great time with Julie at the zoo.”
 
   “And with me?”
 
   She grinned. “Yeah, I guess you’re all right.”
 
   “We don’t have to have sex,” he said.
 
   “Uh, but we could. If the mood strikes us.” She was going to start training to increase her stamina immediately. So much for getting out of a month’s worth of workouts.
 
   He laughed and kissed her again. “I have to go.”
 
   This time when Amanda watched the Jeep drive off with Jacob Silverton inside, she had a smile on her face and hope in her heart. She just had to ensure her sister never found out that she was seeing Jacob, even on a cursory level. The man didn’t need another reason for his ex-wife to hate him.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter 12“You are the biggest idiot on the planet,” Owen said to Shade as they pulled out of his driveway. “I don’t know what you have floating around in that big head of yours, but it sure as hell isn’t a brain. Why are you fooling around with Amanda Lange?”
 
   Shade shrugged. He was in too good of a mood to let Owen’s words bother him. He was going to get to see Amanda again in less than a week. Spend the day with his two favorite females on the planet. Nothing anyone could have said would have darkened his mood. And before Owen could try, Shade changed the subject.
 
   “Adam stopped by this morning. He looks like shit. Didn’t get any sleep last night. His dad is in the hospital.”
 
   “Well, fuck, why didn’t he call us? We could have been there to support him.”
 
   “You know he’s ashamed of his father.”
 
   “I don’t know which one of you is the bigger idiot,” Owen said.
 
   “He is,” Shade assured him.
 
   Owen laughed. “You two really need to stop going at each other constantly. It stresses us all out.”
 
   “We talked a bit about that this morning too. I think things will start to smooth out between us a little.” Shade doubted they’d ever be as close as they’d once been, but he didn’t want to fight with Adam anymore. Shade would work at not losing his temper. He’d find ways around Adam’s inconsiderate behavior to make his own life easier. And he would no longer take it upon himself to garner Adam’s cooperation; it wasn’t his job to teach Adam responsibility. Maybe Adam would recognize how he was messing up everyone else if Shade kept his cool instead of adding to their problems by always confronting Adam. 
 
   Shit, none of it would be easy, but Owen was right: everyone was stressed out by the constant strife between Shade and Adam. Shade promised himself that he wouldn’t blow up the next time Adam did something selfish and inconsiderate. They were in an endless loop of animosity, and one of them had to step up and break the cycle. He wouldn’t argue with Adam anymore; he couldn’t control another man’s actions. Shade wondered how long he’d be able to remember that.
 
   “I hope you’re all rested up for tonight,” Owen said.
 
   “I have plenty of energy left for the concert.” But not an ounce extra. Amanda had been amazing. She’d taken everything he was willing to give. Most of his lovers made him stop before he was truly satisfied because he wore them out.
 
   “And the sex club afterwards. Don’t forget about that.”
 
   Shade’s nose crinkled. There was no way in hell he would be in the mood to hook up with some stranger that night. Not after he’d had such a wonderful time with someone who mattered to him.
 
   “I’m not going,” Shade said. “Not in the mood.”
 
   “What? Are you fucking kidding me? First Gabe and then Adam and now you’re swearing off perfectly good pussy? What is wrong with you guys?”
 
   “I don’t know about them, but my dick needs a few days to recover.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “Drop it, Owen. I’m not going.”
 
   “At least I still have Kellen,” Owen grumbled.
 
   “You two will have more fun without me. You know I’m the biggest pussy magnet in the group. You might get to hook-up with someone half-way attractive if I’m not there stealing all the hotties.” Shade somehow managed not to laugh as he taunted Owen.
 
   Owen punched him in the arm and hit a curb with the front passenger-side tire. He returned the Jeep to his lane, managing not to hit any pedestrians in the process. “Bullshit, Silverton. I’m the biggest pussy magnet in the group.”
 
   “Yeah,” Shade said with a hearty chuckle, “if you like cougars.”
 
   “I do like cougars.” Owen grinned deviously. "They’re not afraid to sharpen their claws on my back.”
 
   “To each his own,” he said. Shade had an unnaturally strong attraction to smart chicks. Well, one in particular. He was glad he’d done the wrong thing, gone against every shred of his common sense, and asked Amanda to see him again. Now he had something to look forward to all week.
 
   “That I-got-laid smile of yours looks fucking ridiculous,” Owen said, rolling his eyes skyward.
 
   “You’re just jealous.” And he had every reason to be. Shade would have to play this thing with Amanda by ear, one day—one night—at a time, but for the first time in forever, he had hope that he might be able to make a relationship work.
 
   Assuming the woman in question wanted him as much as he wanted her.
 
   “Jeez, will you stop smiling like that,” Owen said. “You’re starting to worry me.”
 
   Shade should probably be worried how his decision to pursue Amanda would complicate his life, but he was too happy to care. 
 
   “Shut up and drive, Owen. We have a concert to get to.”
 
   Everything else would sort itself out with time. He didn’t have to be a genius to figure that out.
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   Chapter 1
 
   Lara stood before the Artifacts of Ancient Egypt case and admired her handy work. She’d toiled over this particular display and it showed. The intact pieces of pottery, jewelry, tools, mummified cat, and other ancient Egyptian objects had been arranged to draw interest. Small cards, signifying months of work, displayed the name, date and a brief history of each item. Still, Lara couldn’t help but feel something was missing. The pieces in the collection were diverse and in remarkable condition, but none were particularly exciting. Lara longed to take an expedition and search for artifacts herself. She’d always pictured herself creeping through crypts, touring tombs, discovering digs and pondering pyramids, but her existence as a museum curator wasn’t very Indiana Jones. Her life in no way resembled what she’d envisioned for herself back in college. She’d experienced no adventure since graduating. No adventure at all.
 
   Lara caught movement out of the corner of her eye and whirled around. She expected to see Tim, the night watchman, standing there leering at her as he was wont to do, but this man was not Tim. This man was young, virile, and had the oddest expression on his handsome face as he stared at her. He looked like he knew a thing or two about adventure. The guy was so masculine it should be a crime. Just ogling him made Lara’s toes curl in her sensible pumps. He was about average in height, but there wasn’t anything else average about him. The black tank top he wore drew all the right attention (hers) to his sculpted arms and chest, narrow waist and, em, belt. A tribal design had been inked on his right shoulder and he had bad boy tattooed across his forehead. Not really, but he might as well have. As handsome as he was, with his even features, penetrating, hazel-green eyes, and strong, kissable lips, Lara avoided bad boys as a rule. Bad boys broke hearts. Not that she knew that from experience or anything.
 
   The nameless hunk watched her for a moment, and then bit his lip and jammed his hands into the pockets of his baggie, cargo pants.
 
   “How did you get in here?” Lara asked. “The museum closed three hours ago.”
 
   “That’s not important,” he said. “I need to talk to you, Lara.”
 
   Her brow knotted. Did she know him? It wasn’t possible. She’d have remembered him. He had the looks of a movie star and the presence of warrior. And the body of an underwear model. Not that she was still checking him out or anything. Okay, she was. Why, oh why, couldn’t nice guys be this hot?
 
   “How do you know my name?” she managed to ask.
 
   He stared at her for a moment, his eyes strangely damp, and then glanced down at her chest. Yo, stud muffin, my eyes are approximately fifteen inches North.
 
   “Lara Kensington,” he read aloud, “Museum Curator.”
 
   She followed his line of vision to her nametag, affixed to the jacket lapel of her conservative, tan, skirt suit. She didn’t quite believe that was how he knew her name—he looked at her with such familiarity and longing—but there were more important things going on here. How in the hell had he gotten past security? Was he a burglar? A kidnapper? Her heart raced with excitement. Dread? Yeah, dread. Her heart raced with dread.
 
   Lara glanced at the alarm panic button behind him, knowing it was her duty to call for help.
 
   He grinned. “You aren’t thinking of setting off the alarm, now, are you?”
 
   Well, she wouldn’t be getting the award for “Most Subtle in a Crisis” this year. Perhaps, if she distracted him, she could reach the alarm.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   That sad look again, as if it hurt him that she didn’t know who he was. Was he some sort of ego maniac? She pictured him wearing a t-shirt that read: My reputation doth precede me.
 
   “My name is Reece Jericho. I really need to talk to you. It pertains to your impending murder.”
 
   She hadn’t recovered from discovering who he was, before he hit her with that second whammy. She gaped at him, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. 
 
   He chuckled. “You always were adorable when unsettled.”
 
   “You’re planning to kill me?” she squeaked. Reece Jericho—famed artifact and treasure hunter—was a killer? She’d been trying to contact him to purchase artifacts for months and he hadn’t had the decency to return her inquiries until now. He finally shows up and comes up with some crazy story about her impending murder? What was his game? Did he think she’d pay more for his junk... Her eyes drifted below his waistband. His junk. She shook her head at her errant thoughts. Did he think she’d pay more for his artifacts if she was freaked out? Because she was about three seconds from completely freaking out.
 
   His intense, hazel eyes widened, “Oh, God no, sweetheart, I’m here to save you before it happens.”
 
   Her eyes moved to the alarm panic button again. Wait a minute. “Did you just call me sweetheart?”
 
   “Forgive me. I keep forgetting that we haven’t met yet.”
 
   “If you would be so kind as to make a damned bit of sense, I’d be much obliged, Mr. Jericho.”
 
   “I’m from the future.”
 
   She lifted both eyebrows at him. “You’re from the future,” she said in a flat tone. “I know a great psychiatrist, Jericho. Specializes in serious nutcases. I’ll get you her number.”
 
   He shook his head. “We don’t have much time, Lara. He’ll be here soon.”
 
   “This psychiatrist happens to be a woman.”
 
   “Not a psychiatrist. Carl.”
 
   Carl seemed like the least of her problems at the moment. Reece Jericho was obviously unsettled. She needed to keep him talking until she could pull the alarm. Maniacs liked to talk about their nefarious plans, right? She’d seen a superhero movie or two. “Let’s start with this murder thing,” she suggested. “How do you know I’m going to be murdered?”
 
   His voice was raw when he said, “Because, I found you. Dead.”
 
   He pulled his hand out of the pocket of his tan cargo pants and drew out a folded piece of newspaper. He bit his lip, before handing her the clipping. She took it from him, her heart thudding unexpectedly at their close proximity. Lovely, just lovely. She had the hots for a psycho. He smelled good, too. Just a hint of aftershave and a heap of male. Why, oh why, couldn’t nice guys smell this good? Nice, sane guys. Her eyes met his and time seemed to stop for a moment. The man should hand out drool bibs as a courtesy to the dry-clean-only wardrobes of unsuspecting women. My God, he was gorgeous. Dark hair, just long enough to make her want to lose her fingers in it. Hazel eyes that missed nothing. And when he chewed on his lip like that, it made her think it must be pretty tasty. She wouldn’t mind a sample or two. Too bad he was flippin’ crazy!
 
   Lara forced herself to look away, the worn clipping in her hand demanding her attention. She read the headline and it nearly tossed her on her fanny. Curator Found Dead in Museum Parking Garage. Beside the text of the article was a picture of her that she didn’t recognize. In it, she was posing with none other than Reece Jericho and looked happier than Mrs. Smith at a pie-eating competition.
 
   “That’s you,” she blurted. “And me.” She looked up at him. “I don’t remember having this picture taken. I’ve never even met you.”
 
   “You wouldn’t remember,” he said. “Look at the date.”
 
   Her eyes returned to the clipping, seeking the date. Her confusion was absolute. “That’s a year from now. This must be a misprint.” She flipped the page over and found part of an ad for satellite television service. It looked like a regular newspaper clipping, but...
 
   “It’s not a misprint, Lara. It’s real.”
 
   He waited while her mind raced to put all of this information together.
 
   “How?” she breathed. She scanned the article’s text, trying to make sense of it. There were few details on the crime because investigators were stumped as to motive and suspects; most of the article was about her work and life. Some of the things printed were not in her memory because they hadn’t happened yet. The final line of the article threw her for another loop. Ms. Kensington’s fiancé, Reece Jericho, could not be reached for questioning.
 
   “Fiancé?” she sputtered, looking up at him again.
 
   “I’ll tell you about my marriage proposal sometime,” he said, grinning at her. “But right now, we need to get out of here.”
 
   “I don’t care if you do look like Orlando Bloom on steroids and claim to be my future fiancé, I’m not going anywhere with you. You could have easily fabricated this whole thing and made this picture and this newspaper with some fancy computer softw—”
 
   He placed one finger on her lips. “I knew you’d have a hard time accepting this, but I don’t have time to reason with your logic, sweath—Lara. We can’t stick around here. He’s sure to catch up with me soon and if he gets his hands on you...”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I already told you. Carl.” He said the guy’s name as if he were Gandhi or Madonna or Prince and only needed one name to be readily identifiable.
 
   “I don’t know any Carl.” Lara heard a low hum come from the vicinity of Reece’s chest.
 
   “Shit. Too late,” he said. “We have to hide.”
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked, leaning closer to his chest to listen more closely and maybe inhale his arousing scent a little. The humming was growing louder. “What’s that sound?”
 
   Reece took Lara by the arm and pulled her behind a large statue of the Egyptian sun god Ra. He glanced around and finding they were still alone, reached into the neck hole of his black tank top, which clung to his hard-muscle chest like a second skin. He pulled out a broken amulet that hung from a leather cord around his neck. The strange piece of jewelry was humming, the sound growing louder by the second.
 
   “What is that?” she asked, trembling fingers moving towards the amulet. It was made of beige stone and had hieroglyphics carved into its surface. Half a circle, it obviously had been cracked down the center. The other half of the amulet was missing.
 
   “If he catches us, you will die, Lara, do you understand?”
 
   Reece drew her against his chest, and she thought she should struggle against him—they were strangers and he was insane, after all—but being plastered to his muscular body did strange things to her sensibilities. His hold was both soothing and exciting. His large hand splayed over her lower back as he drew her nearer. “I’ve missed you,” he breathed against her hair. “I won’t let anything or anyone take you from me again.”
 
   Oh great, he was a stalker, too.
 
   There was a loud crackle and then the humming of the amulet stopped. Lara listened carefully, eyes roving as she sought the source of the unsettling feeling in the air. Booted footsteps echoed through the large exhibit room. Had the night watchman come to check on her? Finally! I’m saved! Strange how she didn’t want to be saved from Mr. Hunky Whack Job Reece Jericho. Not one bit.
 
   “I know you’re here,” the night watchman called. Except Tim usually spoke with a slow Southern draw and now he sounded like he was from Jersey. How very odd. “You can’t have her, Jericho. You can’t change the future or the past.”
 
   Lara’s heart thudded. She had the sinking sensation that this guy was talking about her future. Her future death. Murdered at the age of thirty-three. She obviously didn’t want that.
 
   Reece’s arms tightened around her. “We have to run, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Will you come with me?”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “We won’t know until we get there,” he said. “And it’s not so much a where, as it is a when.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Hold on to the amulet,” he instructed. “I’m not sure it will take both of us together, but we have to try.”
 
   She looked up at him, and he smiled. She wasn’t sure why, but she trusted him. Perhaps it was because no one had ever looked at her the way he was looking at her—as if she were the greatest treasure on Earth. And the man was a treasure hunter by trade, so he knew a good find when he found one. Lara took his broken, stone amulet in her hand. He covered her hand with his, closed his eyes and whispered a strange series of words. Egyptian words.
 
   “Found you,” Tim, the night watchman, said. His form wavered between his own likeness and that of an entirely different man. An unfamiliar big guy with jet-black hair flickered to the weasely, balding man Lara knew and then back to the thug-looking guy again. It was as if he were one of those hydrofoil images that changed from one picture to another when you tilted it. The air around him crackled with energy. Tim/whoever grimaced when his eyes fell upon the amulet. “Dammit, Jericho. Let her go.”
 
   A faint yellow glow surrounded them.
 
   “Sorry, Carl,” Reece said. “Not this time.”
 
   The loud hum coming from the amulet in Lara and Reece’s combined hands crackled. The sensation of falling sideways gripped Lara and she cried out in surprise. She was not in contact with the Earth any more. The only thing solid was Reece. Her arms went around his waist as she held onto him with all her strength, her eyes squeezed shut.
 
   “Easy,” he said breathlessly. “Almost finished. It doesn’t hurt. I promise.”
 
   There was a second loud crackle, and Lara felt the Earth come into contact with her feet again. It wasn’t as if they touched down, but as if the Earth appeared beneath them suddenly.
 
   “That wasn’t so bad,” he said.
 
   Lara realized something was different immediately. First, the smooth fabric of Reece’s tank top was now thick and furry—an animal hide. Second, the sounds were definitely not those of a silent museum. Screams of fright, raucous laughter, roaring flames, and the sounds of destruction surrounded them. And the last time she had checked, she’d been wearing shoes. Her bare feet were now planted in a thin layer of snow, and there was a breeze blowing up her backside that did little for her peace of mind.
 
   “Well, this is an unexpected, yet pleasant, surprise,” Reece said, his hand sliding down the bare skin of her back.
 
   Lara released the amulet and jerked away from him. Apparently, he wasn’t expecting this reaction because he offered no resistance. She fell backwards and landed on her naked rump in the snow. Naked? Why was she naked? She shrieked in discomfort, and then looked up at Reece, planning to give him a piece of her mind. But it wasn’t Reece who was standing over her, looking amused and concerned at the same time. It was some gigantic, blond man, with a scraggly beard and a horned helmet on his head.
 
   A Viking?
 
   A Viking!
 
   Lara screamed and tried to scramble away.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
   Chapter 2
 
   The huge Viking leaned over Lara and offered her a meaty hand. A meaty hand, splattered with blood. Human blood, she imagined.
 
   “Get away from me!” she screamed. “Help! Someone help me!”
 
   Lara glanced around desperately, eyes darting from one horrific sight to the next. Men lay dead in the village roads. Humble huts blazed, engulfed in flames. Screaming women pleaded with captors as they were dragged toward the shore in the distance. Elders, tears streaming, gathered the children and hustled them away from the ruined village.
 
   “Lara, it’s me,” the Viking said. He was speaking Norse. And she understood him!
 
   Lara laughed and a numbing calm spread over her. This was dream. That explained everything. Now what had Freud said about dreaming you were naked? Something about the ego, or was it the id? Maybe it was the Iliad. No that was Greek mythology, not Norse. She laughed again, tears streaming down her face now, as she bemoaned herself for eating caramel and chocolate truffle ice cream before bedtime. Wow, this was a doozy of a nightmare. And realistic. She could smell the burning wood, feel the cold of the snow against her bare skin, taste the acrid smoke in the air. Feel the warmth of the giant Viking’s hand wrap around her wrist.
 
   She gaped up at him.
 
   “I know this is a lot to accept at the moment,” he said, speaking English now in Reece’s voice. For a scant second she saw him—Reece—but in the next, scary Viking guy was back. The Norseman looked solid, while Reece’s brief likeness had been but a glimmer. “And as much as I like you naked, we need to find you some clothes before you freeze.” But that was unmistakably Reece’s voice.
 
   “Reece?” she questioned, her uncontrollable laughter turning into body quaking sobs. “You sound like… like, Reece, but…but…but…you don’t look… look like him.”
 
   “Well, that’s how this works, sweetheart,” he said, gently, brushing a tear from her cheek, “but you can see through the illusion, if you try.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Can Lara survive her adventure through time without losing her mind or her life?
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