
  
    [image: Rock Star Books 3-4]
  


  
    
      Rock Star Books 3-4

      
        ROCK STAR SERIES

      

    

    
      
        TAMI LUND

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ROCK STAR SERIES

        BOOKS 3-4

        by Tami Lund

        Cover Design: Dream Big Designs

        (Individual book covers: Melissa Gill Designs)

        Editor: Julie Sturgeon

        Published by: Tami Lund LLC

        Rock Star Series Books 3-4 Copyright: 2025 by Tami Lund LLC

        Too Little Too Late Copyright: 2023 by Tami Lund LLC

        All Keyed Up Copyright: 2023 by Tami Lund LLC

      

        

      
        No AI Training Allowed

      

      

      

      
        
        License Notes

        Thank you for downloading this ebook. This book remains the copyrighted property of the author and may not be redistributed to others for commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to purchase their own copy from their favorite authorized retailer.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for your support.

      

      

      

      
        
        All entities, locations, businesses, etc. in this book are either used fictitiously or are figments of the author’s overactive imagination and are not to be construed as real.

      

      

      

      
        
        Questions, comments, or desires to seek permission to use any part of this book for your own purposes should be directed to authortamilund@gmail.com.

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Bonus!

        Read a steamy, second-chance romance here:

        https://www.subscribepage.com/Tami_Lund

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series Reading Order

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rock Star Series:

        Before the Band

        Why Can’t We Be

        A Way Out

        Too Little Too Soon

        All Keyed Up

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Too Little Too Soon

        

        
          
            About this book

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          All Keyed Up

        

        
          
            About this book

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Try this book next

          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        More Books by Tami Lund

      

      
        Paranormal Romance by Tami Lund

      

      
        Writing as TJ Bell

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Too Little Too Soon]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Travis Clutcher, drummer for Demigoddess Revival, the band that’s poised to be the next greatest rock band of all time, has had a rough go of it since pursuing his dream of becoming a rock ’n roll god.

      

        

      
        Not the least of which involved the stalker he picked up last summer, when his band first exploded onto the scene.

        That’s all behind him now, and he has a new rule.

        No relationships.

      

        

      
        Especially with someone associated with his band.

        Ava Hearsy just got fired from a job that had been her whole life. And honestly, she’s okay with that. It was time. Past time, really.

      

        

      
        She’s ready to reconnect with her two sisters, Maria and Holly, who are both working in the rock ’n roll industry, and she’s finally ready to kick back and have fun.

      

        

      
        First order of business? A one-night stand. Well, more of an afternoon delight, really. Arguably the best few hours of her life.

      

        

      
        Next? Go to her first rock concert.

      

        

      
        Where she discovers her one-night stand is the drummer for the band. The band her sister works for.

      

        

      
        The band she’s been invited to go on tour with.

      

        

      
        The band whose drummer has made it perfectly clear that from now on, they can only ever be just friends.

      

        

      
        This book contains hot rock stars, a determined-to-stay-single drummer, a career-oriented woman who needs to cut loose, a rock ’n roll stalker, lots of flirting and funny banter, a second chance at love, and plenty of steam.
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      Rock Me Magazine

      The Year in Rock, Demigoddess Revival Style

      by Oliver Croll

      December 31

      

      The sensual, steamy rock ballad “Desire” is still sitting at number one on the Billboard Top 100 charts today, the last day of what has arguably been a pretty sensational year for new-on-the-scene rock band, Demigoddess Revival.

      Was it really only eleven months ago when vocalist Lacey Stokes and bassist Parker Henley showed up in LA and convinced guitarist Oz Garcia to stop wasting his talent playing weddings and quinceañeras and join them in their quest to become the biggest rock band of the century? All they needed was to snag unknown (yet wildly talented) keyboardist, Cash Torrence and everybody’s once-favorite drummer, Travis Clutcher, and the deal with giant recording studio Silver Lining Productions was practically foretold in the tea leaves.

      That’s right, folks. For those of you who have been living under a rock since May, a surprise double wedding (Holly McGregor and Sam Stokes from Panic Station as well as Lacey Stokes and Parker Henley from Demigoddess Revival—God, what we all wouldn’t have given to be on that super-secret guest list!) propelled Demigoddess Revival into Silver Lining Production’s orbit. And that’s when we learned Travis Clutcher was back on the scene.

      Let me say it again: he’s back, baby!

      Travis’s first band, Dog Daze, was one of this reporter’s firsts, too. As a brand-new reporter for Rock Me magazine, I got to cover the Rock the Summer festival. And while I interviewed a dozen bands (including Panic Station, who were also just beginning their path toward becoming one of the biggest rock bands in the world), Dog Daze stood out to me. Most notably, their drummer, Travis, shined as ultra-talented and—dare I admit it now?—potentially too good for what he’d settled for as bandmates.

      Looks like this reporter was right, eh? What can I say; I call ’em like I see ’em, and Travis Clutcher definitely fits better with Demigoddess Revival than he ever did with Dog Daze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Getting fired on New Year’s Eve had to be some seriously bad juju. Deciding to walk the six blocks to her New York City apartment, carrying a surprisingly small box containing a decade’s worth of personal effects because she didn’t want to stand in front of the building and wait for a cab while the person who ended her career watched out the window?

      Honestly, that was just pride talking.

      Unfortunately, Ava Hearsy had pride in spades.

      Shifting the box full of crap she was probably going to throw away anyway to one arm, she dug her key out of her purse and shoved it into the lock on her fifth-floor apartment, giving it a little shimmy so the door would actually open.

      Maybe, now that she had time, she’d follow up with the super and have that lock replaced instead of just dealing with it like she had for ten years now.

      She refused to dwell on the fact that she’d lived in the city for nearly a decade and a half, had earned an impressive salary at a prestigious graphic design firm for thirteen years, and still lived in a nondescript, shoebox-sized rental in a building with a single camera at the entrance as security.

      One existential crisis at a time, thankyouverymmuch.

      As soon as she stepped over the threshold, she kicked off those stupid four-inch stilettos and sighed blissfully when the pads of her feet touched smooth, cool porcelain tile. She was never wearing those shoes again, which wouldn’t be difficult to do, since walking through dirty slush left over from the last snowfall had ruined them anyway.

      Maybe it was time to reevaluate her life. Okay, okay, it was past time. But honestly, she’d been happy.

      Or she’d been working really, really hard to convince herself she was happy. And she’d been successful at it.

      Mostly.

      Dropping the box unceremoniously on the tile next to the ruined shoes, Ava shed her coat, hung it in the closet not even large enough to accommodate enough variety of outerwear to get one through all the seasons in this state, and then made her way to the kitchen.

      Ava came from money, which had helped get her into a fancy art school here in the city. All she’d needed was the in; after that, her talent had rolled out the red carpet. She hadn’t even graduated before she’d been offered the high-profile graphic design job at Demetri’s firm. Even though she ran away from her roots, she still had a bone-deep belief that accumulating a lot of money would make all the pain go away.

      News flash: it hadn’t.

      Neither had distancing herself from her family. To make matters worse, after her grandmother passed away two summers ago, her sisters both had revelations that fighting their upbringing wasn’t doing them any favors, and now they were both happy and loving life.

      And hanging out together on the regular.

      Maria had finally divorced that wet blanket she’d married straight out of college and was now dating what she insisted was a super-sweet guy who would walk over hot coals if he thought it would bring a smile to her lips.

      How freaking romantic.

      Their other sister, Holly, had just gotten married this past spring to a guy who had been her best friend when they were in college. Ava recalled meeting him at her grandmother’s funeral; even to her untrained eye, it was obvious that Sam had been head over heels in love with Holly.

      Ava should have gone to their wedding.

      She wasn’t interested in getting married—ugh, no, thank you. The idea of sharing living space with another person? Yuck.

      However, she wouldn’t mind loving life. Even just liking it would be nice.

      Oh, and hanging out with her sisters for the first time since they were kids would be cool too.

      She made herself a Manhattan with practiced hands. She’d started drinking them in college because of the name—yes, cue the eye roll—and continued drinking them because they were delicious and she made a killer one, and this morning, she needed a stiff drink. The fact that it was barely 9:00 a.m. be damned.

      Cocktail in hand, she cut through the living room to the bedroom and shed her severe suit, leaving it in a pile on the floor. It wasn’t like she was going to need it again anytime soon.

      After changing into the single pair of yoga pants she owned and a fitted pullover with Holly’s band’s logo scrawled across the front, Ava returned to the living room and wandered over to stand in front of the two tall, narrow windows that overlooked an alley and a sliver of the city. If she stood here long enough, she’d likely see something exciting occur, despite how limited the view. This was New York, after all.

      Demetri’s dismissal this morning had come as a shock, yes, because she was the highest producing designer in the firm. Until a year and a half ago, she’d lived and breathed her job.

      Going home to Washington for the funeral had rattled her. She rarely returned to the nest. Each time she did, nothing at all had changed, which reminded her anew why she’d moved all the way across the country in the first place.

      This time, however, her sisters had both broken from the mold, had not allowed their mother to mentally browbeat them into submission. Even Maria had rebelled. She was the one who had always been a rules follower, and as far as it looked from the outside, had formed herself into a carbon copy of their matriarch.

      Now she was dating a guitar player.

      That sister was even more shocking than Holly, who had run away to LA at eighteen, changed her name, and formed her own rock band, which was hugely successful and only getting hotter. Not a single fan had a clue she was tied to the powerful and influential Hearsys until Grandmother’s funeral, and even then, nobody had cared.

      Because outside of their own circle, the Hearsy name really meant a whole lot of nothing.

      Probably why their mother never left her little kingdom up there, just outside of Seattle. She couldn’t act like the queen of the freaking world if nobody knew who she was.

      Ava glanced down at the cluster of half-melted ice cubes in her glass. Time for another.

      Since she hadn’t eaten breakfast, she was already feeling a slight buzz, and damn it, she was perfectly okay with that. Had she ever gotten well and truly drunk in her life? No, no she had not.

      She’d never been fired before, either.

      Today was a day of firsts. Maybe this was a wake-up call.

      Maybe it was time to seek that happiness she was finally ready to admit had been eluding her for the last thirteen years. For thirty-five years, in truth.

      God, what a depressing thought.

      The second drink went down easier than the first. By the third, she was curled up on the couch, cybershopping. Given her recent jobless situation, it probably wasn’t the wisest use of her time, except she had been a partner in the firm, so they were going to have to buy her out. Once the ink was dry and the money transferred, she’d be sitting pretty, for a while at least.

      Long enough to take a vacation before she started a new job search.

      She had never taken a vacation in her entire adult life.

      How sad was that?

      She made a fourth drink and switched to travel websites instead. Where would she go? What had she always wanted to do?

      Holy crap, she had no clue. She’d never allowed herself the opportunity to think about doing anything other than working. Working had kept the demons from her upbringing at bay.

      If she laid on a beach somewhere, would she just think and think and think and drive herself mad?

      That didn’t sound fun.

      She needed a vacation that would stimulate her mind, keep her busy.

      Nothing she came across sounded right, and by the time the fourth drink was gone, she was too sleepy to keep scrolling. So she placed the empty glass on the coffee table, let the phone drop onto her chest, and closed her eyes.

      Sleeping away the rest of this year wasn’t a bad idea.

      She’d start anew with the new year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Travis Clutcher had no problem admitting that the rock ’n roll lifestyle was fucking killer. He loved it. He never wanted to leave it.

      Again.

      Good thing he’d learned from his past mistakes so he’d never have to.

      After he woke up on his back in a giant bed in a posh hotel room in New York City on New Year’s Eve, he took his time getting his day started. Because he could.

      They had a show tonight; they were ringing in the new year with 20,000 of their biggest fans at Madison Square Garden, which was about the most perfect way to celebrate New Year’s Eve.

      Yeah, his life was pretty much fucking perfect these days.

      For some reason, while he lay there basking in all that perfection, memories from seven years ago crept into the forefront of his mind. Well before he met his current bandmates. When he’d been the drummer for a band called Dog Daze.

      They’d been on their way up, too. But then he’d gone and screwed it up. He and Suzie Q.

      She was a guitarist, he was a drummer, and they’d both been looking to join the rock ’n roll scene. Find a band, make it big. Live the dream.

      They met at a bar in LA. Hooked up. Began hooking up on the regular. Played together in a few bands.

      Even back then she’d been popping pills, but on the surface, it looked like she had it under control. And she was a great guitarist, so it was easy to overlook a habit that wasn’t yet destructive.

      Frustrated with readymade bands that weren’t good enough to make it out of those dive clubs in the seedier part of town, Travis and Suzie decided to form their own band, hand select the other members. Do it their way.

      The only time he ever popped pills with her, they’d come up with the not-at-all-brilliant idea they should get married.

      Since they were in Vegas at the time, they’d been able to walk right into a cheesy ass chapel and do the deed. The whole process had taken less than an hour.

      Even stoned, he’d been aware that he didn’t love her, so what the fuck were they doing getting married?

      It was a question he still asked himself to this day.

      Especially because, even though they weren’t in love, he’d assumed they’d treat the marriage like they were partners.

      Hell, she hadn’t even treated the band with the respect it deserved, so why would he have believed she’d honor their wedding vows?

      As soon as their band became popular and started playing the summer festival circuit, the cheating began.

      She, not he.

      Unsurprisingly, their constant squabbles—because, yeah, he was dumb enough to take her back after he caught her red-handed—took a toll on the band. Things started getting sloppy. Missed practices, messed up songs when they were on stage.

      The best thing he ever did was divorce Suzie. The second best and yet also worst thing he ever did was walk away from that band. Suzie Q was a trainwreck happening in real time for all their fans to watch, but when he quit the band, he quit the industry for a few years there.

      And he’d missed it desperately.

      Now he was with a new band, and so far, they were all cohesive, all got along. Yeah, Parker, the bassist, and Lacey, their lead singer, were a thing, but they weren’t toxic like he and Suzie Q had been.

      Like Travis figured he’d be with anyone.

      Which was why he didn’t do relationships. He also didn’t do groupies because, ugh, he’d snagged himself a stalker last summer, and if he never had to repeat that experience again, it would be too soon.

      Unfortunately, that meant he didn’t get laid very often, but that was okay. He put all his blood, sweat, and tears into drumming. That was all he needed.

      Like he said, his life was fucking perfect right now.

      His phone pinged, and Travis snagged it off the bedside table. A text from Parker.

      

      Going jogging. Want to join me?

      

      Travis used to be a strictly weightlifting in the gym kind of guy, but after befriending Parker, who went jogging every damn day, he’d picked up the habit himself. He wasn’t as diehard as Parker, but he couldn’t deny the way he felt during and after a solid pavement pounding.

      Still, he fired off a snarky reply.

      

      We’re in NYC in December. It’s fucking cold.

      

      Travis had been born and raised in Texas, and while he had zero desire to ever move back home, he doubted he could be persuaded to move someplace where it was below sixty degrees for half the year. He’d much rather sweat his ass off jogging in ninety degree weather than feel his lungs burn from the inside as he sucked in below-freezing air.

      Parker’s reply was quick.

      

      It’s forty degrees outside. Don’t be a pussy.

      

      Travis grinned. He and Parker busted each other’s chops all the time, all in the name of fun. When they had first formed the band, though, he’d been pretty pissed off at his now-probable best friend. Parker and Lacey had been sleeping together and hadn’t told anyone else in the band. It broke Travis’s cardinal rule. And he’d damn near left the band before they even got started.

      

      Fine, he tapped out. I’ll go. Maybe I’ll meet some actual pussy while we’re out.

      

      Parker replied with an eye roll emoji.

      Travis wasn’t really that crude, and Parker knew it. But he had to admit, it would be nice to find a hookup for after the concert. His cock buried to the hilt inside a willing woman who understood this was only a one-time thing would be the perfect end to what had basically been a perfect year.

      He admitted as much to his friend while they were jogging through Central Park.

      “I’m glad I’m not single,” Parker said between puffs of frigid air.

      For the record, it was colder than forty out here. If Travis had taken the time to actually look at a weather app before heading out, he’d not have joined his buddy. But now that he was here, he could admit that the brisk air woke him up and got those endorphins charging probably even better than the hot, dry air he dealt with when they jogged in LA, which was currently home base for the various band members.

      “I’m glad I am single,” Travis shot back. “Sure, you and Lacey make love look vaguely interesting, but you’re an anomaly.”

      A frosty cloud burst from his mouth as Parker laughed. “What about Oz and Maria?”

      “Maria’s not in the band, so it’s not quite as bad, although now that she’s our PR guru, it does make me nervous. Think about her ex and his threat to take away her kid.” It had all worked out in the end, but for a minute there, Oz had thought Maria was going to leave him and go back to her old life.

      After Travis and Suzie split, he’d kept tabs on her through social media, mostly because he was curious as to whether the band would be able to continue their success without him.

      They should have been fine. They were a talented group of musicians, and they had been big enough to attract a solid drummer to replace him.

      But Suzie continued her downward spiral, her addictions only getting worse and worse, to the point where Travis had quit following because he’d been afraid the next headline would be announcing her death via overdose.

      “Maria and Oz can overcome any damn thing,” Parker said as their running shoes beat a steady rhythm through Central Park. “And her ex has settled down now. Hell, Oz dropped Riley off for her last visit because Maria had a meeting she couldn’t get out of with Silver Lining. He said Vic was totally chill. Even invited Oz to share a beer with him.”

      Thank fuck Travis had never knocked up Suzie. What a mess that would have been, especially given her inability to stay away from substances that were bad for her.

      “I know you were burned, man,” Parker said, “but relationships aren’t all bad. Look at it this way: you can’t do any worse.”

      Travis snorted, the cold seeping up his nose and damn near freezing his brain for a minute. Fuck, he hated winter. “You’re right,” he agreed. “I can’t do any worse, so long as I stick to one-night stands.”

      Whether he liked her relationship with Oz was beside the point; Maria was a fucking fantastic PR person. She’d grown their success so fast in the last six months that Travis couldn’t help but be impressed. He just hoped like hell she and Oz stayed together, because he didn’t think there was a better publicist out there.

      Parker shook his head. “That’s what you said before that chick started stalking you last summer.”

      “Yeah, well, I only hook up with women who have no clue who I am.”

      “You’re the drummer for one of the fastest chart-climbing rock bands in the world. That’s got to be a pretty small number.”

      That was true. Which sucked. But it was better than the alternative.

      Someone shouted his name, and Travis glanced behind him. Oh shit. They were being followed by a cluster of fans decked out in Demigoddess Revival swag.

      “Very small number,” Parker reiterated and put on a burst of speed. Travis followed his lead toward their hotel.

      An hour later, Travis was showered and ready. He wasn’t dressed for the concert—not in a pair of slacks and button-down shirt under a cable-knit sweater. First of all, he’d sweat his balls off in this getup—if their fans didn’t laugh him off the stage.

      Besides, they didn’t have to be at Madison Square Garden for another four hours.

      But Travis was ready to go out in public without being recognized. He added a navy blue fisherman’s cap and hit the streets of New York.

      While he wouldn’t want to live in this city, he certainly appreciated all it had to offer to tourists such as himself. The food. The people watching. The anonymity. Hell, he probably could go out without a disguise; if he hung out in the right places, there was bound to be some more famous movie star out and about who would overshadow him in an instant.

      The first thing Travis did was head over to Brooklyn for some kickass soul food. LA had a lot going for it in the food department, but he had never found a soul food restaurant that could stand up to the one he’d discovered in this borough.

      As soon as he tugged open the door, the scent of good old-fashioned fried chicken made his mouth water. Who needed regular sex when there was soul food to devour?

      He was seated at the last remaining table and placed his order: fried chicken, collard greens, and macaroni and cheese—he figured he’d burned plenty of calories running from those groupies earlier—along with a bottle of Heineken.

      He’d taken only a few bites when the door swung open and a woman stepped inside, paused, and swept her gaze over every person inside the restaurant, like she was judging each and every one of them.

      Travis recognized the type. Wealthy, old money. Possibly famous, given the dark glasses she was still wearing despite the dimly lit interior of the restaurant.

      Her wavy, chestnut hair was pulled back from her face and secured into a semi-messy bun at her nape. Her skin was dewy and clear, her lips coated with a shiny, nude gloss. She wore a pair of fitted yoga pants and a pullover under a buttoned-up wool coat.

      Elegant. That’s the word he’d use to describe her.

      If she were remotely a stereotype, she definitely wouldn’t recognize a rock ’n roll bad boy drummer. Especially dressed the way he was.

      Of course, if the stereotype held, she also likely wasn’t the sort to be into one-night stands, so why he was even still staring at her was beyond him.

      Okay, it wasn’t at all beyond him. She was fucking beautiful. It was easy to watch her while he polished off his late lunch.

      He nearly choked on a chicken bone when she strode right up to his table and gazed at him through her sunglasses.

      “May I join you?” she asked in a voice that wasn’t at all native New Yorker.

      Shit, was his first impression that far off? Was she a groupie? Damn it, his disguise had never let him down before. “Do I know you?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. It’s just that I’m absolutely craving some barbeque chicken, and this restaurant is the best in the area, hands down.”

      “Okay.” What the hell did that have to do with him?

      “And I don’t want to wait. And I don’t want to take it to go. I’m not ready to go back to my apartment yet.”

      Was she for real? “So you figured you’d just ask some random stranger if you could join him?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I figured. You’re clearly eating alone, and to be honest, you look like you’re nearly done. I’ll pick up the tab if that will help sway you.”

      “I don’t need you to buy my lunch.” He waved at the empty chair across from him. What the hell. This could be fun. And seriously, she was not hard on the eyes.

      The server headed over with a menu, but Travis’s new dining partner waved the plastic document off without looking at it and ordered barbeque chicken, tossed salad, fries, and two bottled waters. Clearly, she’d been here before.

      “And another Heiny,” he added before the young guy walked away.

      “I thought I wasn’t buying your lunch,” the woman said as she started to unbutton her coat. For a moment, he was mesmerized by the way her slender, nimble fingers plucked at the material, slid the buttons out of their holes, and holy shit, he was a freak.

      He shook his head and dragged his gaze to her face. “Maybe I’m buying your lunch.”

      She hadn’t removed the sunglasses, yet he could tell she rolled her eyes as she pulled her coat off her shoulders.

      Travis’s heart sank to his feet. The logo on her pullover. Panic Station. Sam and Holly Stokes’s band. The lead singer for Travis’s own band, Lacey, was Sam’s sister.

      Chances were, if this woman was a fan of Panic Station, she was aware of Demigoddess Revival, too, since they were kicking off their joint tour with this show tonight in Madison Square Garden.

      Damn it.

      She glanced down at her shirt. “What? You don’t like them?”

      “I do, actually. And I assume you do, too, if you’re wearing their swag.”

      She shrugged and greedily twisted the cap off one of her waters the second the server handed it to her. “My sister gave me this pullover. I wouldn’t recognize their music unless you told me who it was, to be honest.”

      No way. He leaned closer. “You don’t listen to rock?”

      She shook her head. “Country girl. At least, as far as my musical tastes go.”

      Well, hot damn. He lounged in his seat and casually took a pull from his bottle of beer. “My name’s Travis.”

      “Ava. Nice to meet you.” She stretched her hand across the table. He shook it, enjoying the feel of her warm, smooth skin.

      Her food arrived, and she dove in with the same gusto he’d had.

      “Are you from here, or are you a tourist like me?” he asked.

      She swallowed and took a drink before replying. “From the West Coast, but I’ve lived in the city for the last fourteen years. What brings you to town, Travis?”

      “Work.” He didn’t like lying, but he wasn’t about to tell her who he really was. Because even though he had a feeling that one-night stands were not her thing, he couldn’t help but hope he was wrong.

      One dark brow arched over the top of her sunglasses. “You’re stuck out of town over the new year?”

      “There are definitely worse places to be stuck than New York City.”

      “This is true.” She tore off a piece of chicken and popped it into her mouth. “I’m feeling better already.”

      “Were you sick?”

      “Hungover,” she corrected. “At one o’clock in the afternoon. I’ve literally never been hungover before in my life, and the first time I drink too much, it’s before noon. I guess I’m into going big or going home, huh?”

      He chuckled. “Been there, done that. Did you nap?”

      “I did.”

      “Smart girl. After this meal, you’ll be ready to go to whatever party you’re attending tonight.”

      She sat back and guzzled water. “No party. In fact, if this were a normal New Year’s Eve, I’d still be working right now. But I am turning over a new leaf, as it happens. And that includes actually going out on New Year’s Eve. My sister invited me to a concert.”

      “A concert?” They obviously weren’t the only band in town, but they were playing the largest arena in the city, so chances were…

      “Who you going to see?”

      “This band”—she pointed at her shirt—“and another one called…” She snapped her fingers several times.

      “Demigoddess Revival?” he suggested.

      She pointed a finger gun at him. “That’s it.”

      He took a swig of beer to try to suppress his laugh. “As a matter of fact, I am too.”

      “Really?” She eyed him speculatively. “You don’t strike me as the rock concert type.”

      His disguise worked. “I could say the same about you.”

      “And you’d be right. She’s been bugging me for years, and I’ve never said yes. But new leaf and all that.”

      The server came and swept away their dishes. Travis whipped out his card and handed it to the kid before Ava could reach for her purse.

      “Oh come on, I totally invaded your space. You can’t pay for my meal,” she protested.

      “Sure I can, and honestly, it was way more fun with you here. But how about you make it up to me?”

      He could practically see her guard shifting up into place, so he quickly added, “Since you live here, you probably know the best dessert place in the area. Why don’t you show me, and I’ll let you treat me?”

      She laughed and tugged her coat over her shoulders. “That sounds like a plan. Come on.”
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      Instead of walking down the block to the nearest ice cream shop, they took the train over the river to the High Line. They grabbed hot chocolates—Ava’s treat—and wandered along the walking path while they chatted about mostly superficial things.

      That was perfectly fine with Ava, because a plan was formulating in her head. A crazy plan. Something she’d never in her life considered doing.

      Until now.

      She’d woken from her late-morning nap with a killer headache, a disgruntled tummy, and nothing but unappealing health food in her fridge. Refusing to second-guess her own choices with only half a day left in the year, she pulled on her coat and headed out the door, ending up at her favorite soul food restaurant. Barbeque chicken was exactly what she needed to soak up the result of three too many Manhattans.

      She’d almost turned back around after she noted that every table was occupied, prepared to settle for a hot dog from a street vendor.

      Until she’d spotted him. Travis. She didn’t know his last name, and she didn’t need to know. She didn’t even know what he did for a living. All she knew was, he wasn’t from the city and he was hotter than the hottest shower she’d ever taken—and she liked crazy hot showers.

      Longish brown hair, vivid blue eyes, exactly enough scruff to be sexy as all get-out; he didn’t quite match the image he was trying to portray with his preppy clothes and silly fisherman’s hat. As he’d stretched across the table to shake her hand, she’d caught a glimpse of a tattoo, which, yes, nowadays meant literally nothing about one’s status, but still, she could have sworn it was the logo from one of the bands she was supposed to see tonight.

      She would get to ring in the new year with both of her sisters—something she hadn’t done in at least twenty years. Probably more.

      Ava was looking forward to making up for all those years she’d blown off her sister when Holly texted to say she had a pair of tickets with Ava’s name on them if she wanted to come watch Holly’s band play.

      New year, new decisions, and one of those was reconnecting with both Holly and Maria. Now that she didn’t have work as an excuse, it was time to see if the three of them could actually get along without the influence of their parents.

      She had a feeling they could.

      But first, she was going to enjoy a little harmless flirting with the hottie who was helping her forget all about what a dumpster fire her life actually was.

      He’d mentioned that he traveled a lot for work, and she’d hardly been anywhere except Washington State and New York City. She’d been too busy working to do pretty much anything else.

      Heck, When was the last time she’d had sex?

      She half listened as Travis extolled the virtues of his buddy’s place in the Ozarks and how he was seriously considering buying his own house out there on the lake; he’d been that impressed when he’d gone to his friend’s wedding earlier this year.

      Matt, the designer who left the firm two years ago.

      That was the last guy she’d had sex with. And she’d waited until his last day to seduce him, too, so there would be no expectations, no awkwardness afterward.

      “Am I that boring?”

      “Huh?” Ava blinked rapidly at Travis, who, she belatedly realized, had stopped talking.

      “You tuned me out. What were you thinking about?”

      “Oh, it’s way too inappropriate to admit out loud.”

      “I love inappropriate thoughts.” He leaned so close, his breath tickled her ear when he whispered, “Now you have to tell me.”

      She wished she had a fan for her heating cheeks. She also wished he’d stay as close as he was at that moment, maybe even move close enough to nibble on the shell of her ear.

      On the other hand, if she were a proper lady and changed the subject, he’d probably let it go and they’d move on to something totally innocuous.

      “I was trying to remember the last time I had sex,” she admitted.

      His brows shot into his hairline. She giggled and pressed her fingers to her lips.

      “A beautiful and intelligent and interesting woman like you hasn’t had sex in so long you can’t remember? How is that even possible?”

      Shrugging, she said, “I work too much. No time for much else.” My priorities were messed up. I’m trying to fix that.

      “I get that. My job eats up a lot of time too. Luckily, partying is actually part of my job, so I’m doing all right.”

      He grinned and winked, and she should ask what he did for a living, but she really didn’t want to know. She liked how easy he was to talk to, but he was from out of town, which meant he’d be leaving at some point, so no reason to get to know each other too well. A relationship definitely wasn’t on the agenda.

      Although sex, well, that was tempting.

      Very tempting.

      “It’s been two years,” she blurted.

      “That’s criminal,” he responded.

      “I agree.”

      The air between them was electric, static, heated. Possibly because he was still so close. Close enough that she could lean into him and press her lips to his.

      “If you want to change that status, I’ve got a few hours before I have to be at work,” he murmured, his gaze stuck to her lips.

      She swallowed.

      There it was, the invitation she had been angling for. Now all she had to do was open her mouth and agree.

      And why shouldn’t she? The guy was hot with a capital H-O-T. And he was funny. And down-to-earth. And they had only a few hours before he had to go to work, and after that, he’d go home to wherever he was from and she’d go to the concert and hang out with her sisters and promise herself that from this point forward, she would do things that made her happy, not things that her parents expected her to do.

      Twenty-eight hundred miles away with a maximum of two visits a year and she still let them control her life.

      No more.

      She gently touched her fingers to the scruff on his cheek. It was surprisingly soft.

      “Is the appropriate response my place or yours?” She hoped he said his; she never had people over to her apartment. It didn’t exactly fit the image she worked so hard to maintain.

      “How about yours? My ban—work mates are all at the same hotel, and it could get awkward.”

      That was considerate of him. If she was about to embark on her very first fling, she certainly did not need an audience.

      As if pulled by an invisible force, she leaned forward and pressed a soft, tentative kiss to his lips. He responded but didn’t push for more.

      “Yours then?” he whispered. She’d swear there was an undercurrent of fear that she might say no in his tone.

      “Yes.”

      He stood, bringing her up with him, and twined his fingers with hers. “Lead the way, sugar.”

      No one had ever called her sugar before. He, on the other hand, probably called every woman he ever dated sugar. She decided not to care. It didn’t matter anyway. This was a one-night thing. Really, just a few hours this afternoon.

      She took him home.

      After shoving the key into the lock and rattling it like she did every single day, the door wouldn’t budge. It happened a second time. Was this a sign that she should send him back to his hotel and call it a nice try?

      He gently extracted the key from her hand and worked the lock, and a moment later the door popped open. “You’re nervous,” he murmured in that rusty Texas drawl.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she admitted, stepping inside and sweeping her critical gaze around the interior. It was clean—other than the ruined shoes and the box filled with her former life resting on the tiles just inside the door—but it was sparsely furnished and even less decorated. It had no personality. God, was her apartment a reflection of her, after all, and she’d only just noticed?

      “Had sex?” he asked, a teasing lilt to his voice.

      “With a perfect stranger,” she replied, shedding her coat and sunglasses and kicking off her boots.

      He pushed the door closed and flipped the lock before hanging his fisherman’s cap on the handle. He dragged his fingers through his longish locks, setting it into delicious disarray.

      She licked her lips.

      Cupping her cheeks, he said, “I don’t think we are perfect strangers. I haven’t talked to someone like I’ve been talking to you in years. There are probably less than twenty people who know more about me than you do right now.”

      She felt her eyes widen.

      “Ava, if you’ve changed your mind, it’s cool. I’ll take off.”

      “No.” She grabbed a fistful of his shirt. “Don’t go.”

      He smiled. God, the man was sexy.

      “Keep talking,” she said. “Your voice is definitely turning me on.” She couldn’t believe she was being so bold even as she reveled in being so bold.

      He chuckled. “True confession: when I was in high school, I deliberately worked to make my Texas twang more prominent because it got me into way more girls’ pants than I probably would have otherwise.”

      She laughed. Walking backward, she pulled him along with her. “You have only a few hours, right?”

      “Oh, I can make a lot happen in a few hours.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      His grin spread from cheek to cheek before he reached for her, grasped her backside. Suddenly, she was in his arms, her legs wrapped around his waist.

      He wasn’t even breathing hard as he carried her down the short hall to her bedroom. They came to an abrupt stop when his feet became tangled in something. Glancing down, she noted her rumpled power suit.

      “Kick it out of the way. It’s just the remnants of my former life.”

      He arched his brows but didn’t ask. Instead, he turned toward the bed. She half expected him to toss her unceremoniously onto the soft surface, but he surprised her by laying her down gently. First, he flipped off his cable-knit sweater, then unlatched the buttons on his shirt, one at a time, slowly. Her gaze tracked each step of the process.

      “When you unbuttoned your coat in that restaurant, that was the point I decided I wanted to sleep with you,” he rasped.

      She glanced up at his face. “Really?”

      He nodded. “Sexy as fuck.” Rolling the shirt over his shoulders, he let it drop to the floor and climbed onto the bed.

      “No, wait,” she said as he started to lower himself on top of her.

      She pushed him to the side. He rolled onto his back, furrowing his brows. “What’s wrong?”

      She crawled on top of him, straddling him. “Nothing.” She traced his tattoos with her finger. “So beautiful,” she murmured, soaking in the detail, the colors, the artwork drawn onto his chest, his arms.

      His body relaxed under her while she continued her ministrations. Well, it didn’t entirely relax. A certain part of his body was swelling and getting stiffer and stiffer, right between her legs. She shifted her hips. He groaned, his gaze latched onto her face.

      So, so sexy.

      “Come here,” he whispered, crooking his finger.

      She leaned down, and he wrapped one arm around her back. The other delved into her hair while his lips absolutely devoured hers.

      She whimpered when he nibbled his way across her cheek to her ear.

      Oh yes, still an erogenous zone.

      “You like that,” he said after a nip that made her cry out.

      Biting her lip, she nodded.

      “Let’s see if I can make it even better.”

      He continued to nip and nibble while his hand skated down her body, slipped between them, his fingers wiggling underneath the waistband of her leggings.

      “Oh.”

      She widened her legs. His digits stroked through her folds. His thumb found her clit while his lips continued that sweet torture against the shell of her ear. She grasped a fistful of his hair, breathing heavily, her body wantonly rocking against his hand, faster and faster, until he bit down on her lobe, and she shot into orbit, crying out as the orgasm slammed into her.

      Slipping his hand out of her leggings, he rolled her onto her back and then proceeded to lick her arousal from his fingers. Good Lord, her body was heating all over again.

      Caging her with his arms, he lowered himself and pressed a hard kiss to her lips. “Now I want to see what I’ve been touching.”

      He tugged her pullover over her head, his gaze all but stroking over her lacy red bra. Just because no one else had seen her lingerie in years did not mean she didn’t enjoy wearing sexy undergarments.

      He managed to drag his attention to her pants, rolling them down her legs and tossing them over the side of the bed. As he trailed his fingers up her thigh to the edge of her panties, she shivered.

      “They’re so wet,” he murmured. “I think we should take them off.”

      Yes, please.

      He skimmed them down her legs, then balled them in his fist. “Part of me wants to shove them in my pocket as a keepsake.”

      “All of me wants you to hurry up and take the rest of your clothes off.”

      Chuckling, he sent the panties flying across the room and rolled onto his back so he could wiggle out of his slacks, taking whatever he wore for underwear with them. She blatantly stared at his beautiful, naked form while he wrestled his wallet out of a pocket and extracted a couple of foil squares.

      Holding them between forefinger and thumb, he said, “We can only go two rounds. After that, we’ll have to get creative.”

      Only two rounds?

      She shivered again and snatched the condoms from his hand, dropping one on the comforter and ripping open the other. His hands stroked up and down her thighs as she straddled him and worked the protective layer over his erection.

      After he was successfully sheathed, she grasped the root and lowered herself, gasping as she slowly took him deeper and deeper, his approving groan sending tingles through her body.

      Once she was fully seated, he dragged his hands up and massaged her breasts over her bra, rotating his hips once, like he was testing the way they fit together.

      It was perfect if he was wondering.

      One hand slipped around her back, and with a flick of his fingers, her bra fell away from her breasts.

      “Come here,” he practically growled, pressing against her spine to encourage her to lean forward. At the same time, he thrust up, and she gasped at the unexpected sensation, then gasped again when his mouth wrapped around her nipple and he suckled.

      Hard.

      He continued to torture her, focusing on one breast and then the other, slowly pumping in and out, not letting her increase the pace even when she impatiently shifted her hips.

      Finally, mercifully, he rested his hands on her hips. “Grab the headboard,” he instructed, “and hold on.”

      She obeyed. His fingers curled into her flesh, pulling her down as he thrust up, suddenly hard and fast, over and over.

      “Yes,” she cried out, clinging to the wooden headboard. “More. Harder.”

      He accommodated her wishes, not letting up until her body tightened around him. She threw her head back as the second orgasm tore through her. He began thrusting even more furiously for a few more seconds, until he grunted and chased her over the edge.

      With a blissful sigh, she pried her fingers from the headboard and draped herself across his body, closing her eyes and smiling.

      This year was ending on a far better note than she could have ever imagined.
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