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        Lacey Stokes is the younger sister of Parker’s best friend.

      

      

      

      
        
        That means she’s off-limits. Bro code and all that.

      

      

      

      
        
        Something he failed to remember the night Lacey and Parker tumbled into bed together.

      

      

      

      
        
        Now they’re on their way to LA to start their own band, having made a pact that it was only one night and from now on, it’s friends only.

      

      

      

      
        
        Problem is, Parker wants more. And he’s pretty sure Lacey does too.

      

      

      

      
        
        One more night can’t hurt, right?

      

        

      
        This book contains hot rock stars, a guy who is in love with his best friend’s sister, a band determined to climb the charts, and a small town hero who will melt your heart.

      

        

      
        Rock Star Series, in the suggested reading order:

        Before the Band

        Why Can’t We Be

        A Way Out

        Too Little, Too Soon

        All Keyed Up
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      Just as Lacey Stokes was about to walk into the bar, the door came swinging toward her. Grimacing, she reached for the handle to keep the splintered wooden surface from connecting with her nose.

      Her hand wrapped around the frigid metal, and she gasped. She was lucky she didn’t have sweaty palms or her hand would probably have stuck like that kid’s tongue in A Christmas Story. Of course, it was January, and even here in southern Missouri, it was freaking chilly.

      “Hurry up,” Sabrina said, bumping into her when Lacey paused to pull open the heavy door. “It’s freezing out here.”

      “Probably nothing to do with the fact that you aren’t wearing a coat. Or sleeves, for that matter,” Lacey quipped, letting her friend go first into the much warmer, dimly lit interior.

      “Nothing at all,” Sabrina replied with a smirk and an extra flounce in her step.

      This wasn’t the sort of place that had a coat check, so Lacey, who had opted for warm outerwear, had to keep it on or at least near her person for the duration of her stay. Hence the reason Sabrina had opted to potentially freeze to death while hurrying from the parking lot to the bar.

      They paused long enough for the burly security guy to check their IDs and take their cash for the cover charge, then Lacey followed Sabrina as she wove her way through clusters of tables and chairs, all occupied, not to mention the groups of people standing together, drinking, chatting, laughing.

      The place was packed. Good news for the bar and the band scheduled to play tonight, although in all honesty, Lacey was surprised by the number of people here. This band had been playing in small bars around town for years, and, frankly, they weren’t very good.

      They actually were talented, but they had a lousy lead singer. Everybody knew it except the singer and his brother, the guitarist, who had formed the band and refused to accept the fact that his sibling’s voice sucked.

      “Is every other bar in town closed tonight?” Lacey asked, knowing the answer, and still wondering how the hell PowerHouse, as the band had dubbed themselves, had managed to lure such a big crowd.

      Even when Lacey’s brother sat in for their drummer when Brent sprained his wrist last summer, they hadn’t garnered this much attention. Of course, Sam had been incognito, so even with his dynamic skills on the skins, no one had known that he was the drummer for Panic Station—the hottest, most famous rock band on the circuit right now.

      Lacey and Sabrina made their way closer to the stage, securing a spot next to the wall, snuggled between a couple wholly focused on checking out each other’s tonsils and a guy with his shoulders hunched, his back to them. He sounded like he was trying to have a phone conversation despite the music blaring through the speakers and people all around attempting to talk over it.

      The stage was currently devoid of a band, although there were instruments set up: the drum set, a guitar and a bass resting on stands, the singer’s microphone. A vinyl sign hung on the wall, black with the band’s name in radioactive green.

      “Stay here,” Sabrina ordered. “I’ll go grab us some drinks. You want your usual?”

      Lacey was an equal opportunity drinker; she liked pretty much everything, but beer was and always would be the easiest and cheapest way to enjoy a beverage when hanging out in a hole-in-the-wall bar, getting ready to listen to a band she’d heard a hundred times before.

      “Yep, thanks.” She tried to offer her friend a five spot, but Sabrina waved her off. Lacey needed to make sure to grab the next round. Keep things square.

      To kill time and help ensure she didn’t feel quite so awkward standing alone in a bar, Lacey checked out the other occupants. Not nearly as many cowboy or baseball hat-wearing, flannel shirt-sporting guys as one would typically expect to see at this place on a random Saturday evening. Normally, the ratio was closer to ten guys for every girl, yet tonight, there were far more couples than singles.

      PowerHouse had clearly found someone to do their marketing. Unfortunately, Lacey had to believe that someone hadn’t actually heard the band or they might not be so keen to promote them.

      “Fucking pussy.”

      Lacey turned toward the guy who was on the phone next to her, and her eyes widened.

      Parker Henley.

      Tall. Wide shoulders. Broad chest. Narrow waist. Silky, stick-straight black hair, and eyes framed by the thickest, longest lashes she’d ever seen in her life. Seriously, he could be an eyelash model if such a thing existed.

      His skin was brownish, like he was mixed heritage. Native American somewhere in his lineage, if she had to guess. Probably on his dad’s side, since he knew next to nothing about the guy.

      PowerHouse’s hot bassist extraordinaire.

      The reason Lacey tolerated Preston’s shitty vocals weekend after weekend after weekend.

      Because the bassist was so pleasurable to stare at while he jammed, thrumming that bass like she’d fantasized so, so many times he’d thrum parts of her body. One part in particular.

      He was also her brother Sam’s best friend, so naturally that made him off-limits. Or so Sam insisted whenever he was in town, the aftereffects of Lacey having confided in him years ago—like high school long ago—that she was crushing on his friend. She hadn’t said a thing since but that didn’t stop Sam from continuing to offer his warnings anyway.

      Brothers.

      Speaking of, hers wasn’t here and Parker was, and God, she wished she had the guts to actually hit on the guy, to let him know that she was more than happy to warm his bed tonight. Or tomorrow night. Or any night, really.

      “Lacey,” he said, surprise in his voice, which was not a little frustrating. For crying out loud, she showed up at his shows any night she wasn’t working, so why the hell would it be surprising she’d be here tonight?

      “Hey, Parker.” She cleared her throat. Twice. “Talking to my brother?”

      He snorted and brushed his long, dark hair out of his eyes, and sweet Jesus, she wanted to do that for him. “Your brother’s not a pussy. No, that was Pres. Who, if you haven’t noticed, isn’t here.” He waved, encompassing the full-to-the-gills room they were standing in.

      “Well, you’re the only bandmember I’ve seen so far, so I hadn’t really noticed.”

      Parker pointed to at a table all the way on the other side of the stage. “There’s Brent and Calvin. And I’m here. But no Preston.”

      Lacey took in the drummer with the bald head and a thick ring in his nose, wearing black from torso to toe; the guitarist with woeful eyes and blond hair sticking out from under a skull cap; and a woman with jet-black hair, creamy skin, burgundy lipstick, and a leather catsuit with a whole lot more cutouts than actual material covering her skin who was sitting with them, looking exceedingly bored.

      “Who’s the hot chick?” Lacey asked.

      Parker barely spared the woman a glance. “Preston’s girlfriend. The reason there are so fucking many people here tonight. And did I mention there’s no Pres?”

      “Yeah, you keep saying that. So what’s up?”

      He splayed his fingers, palm up, indicating the table where his fellow band mates sat. “She’s up. Bridgette. Pres went into Branson a couple days after Christmas, got high as a motherfucking kite, met her, and apparently, he has a magic tongue, because, according to him, after eating her out all night long, she offered to do “a little promo” for the band. Which turned into this.” He waved in an arch. “And no lead singer to carry us.”

      “I wouldn’t say Preston ever carried you all,” Lacey said, and then slapped her hand over her mouth because, damn, she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      Parker shook his head, a small smile tugging at his lips. “You noticed that, huh?”

      “Kinda hard not to.”

      “Yeah, well, now we don’t have any singer, and we’re supposed to go on in fifteen minutes. Wait a minute.”

      Suddenly, he was staring at her in a way she’d been dreaming he’d look at her for years, only she was pretty sure he wasn’t about to ask her to go home with him tonight. The timing was off, plus, seriously, in the middle of this crisis, he’d suddenly figured out he wanted to sleep with her? Didn’t fit.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

      “Because you’re a singer.”

      She was shaking her head before he even finished the sentence. “Nope, not in the way you are thinking. I don’t sing in bands. I sing in musicals, on stage, in theater productions.”

      “This is a stage. It’s a smaller scale production than you’re probably used to. But it’s basically the same thing.”

      “Not even close.”

      “And I bet you know all our songs. You’ve seen us perform often enough.”

      Oh Lord, he’d noticed!

      “Plus, most of the stuff we do are covers, and I know for a fact you know all of them. Your dad’s been in the industry since before you were born, plus, I’ve jammed with your brother at your parents’ house enough times that anybody within earshot had no choice but to memorize those songs.”

      “You don’t even know if I can sing,” she protested.

      “Yes, I do. I’ve heard you plenty of times. I went to all of your plays when you were in high school.”

      He had. Sam had dragged him along. Parker hadn’t exactly had a great home life, and as a result spent a hell of a lot of his time at the Stokes household or with them on various family outings. Not only had he attended most of her theater productions in high school, but he’d gone on vacations with them, too, and he and Sam went to New York to watch her perform a few years ago, the one time she’d snagged a bit part in an off-Broadway musical.

      “Parker, you don’t know what you’re asking.” She flapped her hand at the empty stage. “This is so different from what I’m used to. Plus how do you even know my voice is right for the songs you perform?”

      His eyes were on her but, he wasn’t looking at her. He was in his own head, nodding as he said, “Yeah, we’ll have to change up the set a bit, but it’s doable. We’ve been playing together so long, it’ll be seamless.” He grasped her forearms. “Come on, let’s go talk to the rest of the band, let them know the plan. I know they’ll go for it. There are too many people here not to play tonight.”

      “Parker—” But he had ahold of her hand and was pulling her behind him as he pushed his way through the crowd.

      They came upon Sabrina, who paused to stare at them, a beer in each hand. Lacey grabbed the one in her left hand and drank even as she stumbled along behind Parker.

      She was going to need the liquid courage.

      Because, God help her, she was actually considering Parker’s proposition.
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      As soon as they reached the table where Brent, Cal, and Bridgette sat, Parker tugged Lacey in front of him. “I found our backup plan,” he announced.

      “Hey, Lacey,” Brent and Cal both said, lifting their hands to wave at Sam’s little sister. Well, not so little, really.

      Parker didn’t talk to her much anymore, but he saw her at a lot of the shows they played, and sometimes he bumped into her in the grocery store or out on the lake during the summer months. Which meant he was very aware of how much she was not a little kid anymore.

      Hell, she hadn’t been for a damn long time.

      With all that crazy, curly blond hair, those arched brows, high cheekbones, and infectious smile; not to mention those curves she’d developed over the course of a single summer back in high school.

      Yeah, he’d noticed, even if he’d never, not in a million years, do anything about it. Sam was his best friend and was fiercely protective of his sister, and there were certain lines one did not cross.

      Parker had done a lot of stupid shit in his life, but risking his friendship with Sam would never be on that list.

      “Hi, guys,” Lacey said, her smile wavering as she fidgeted next to him.

      “What’s the plan? Did you find Pres?” Calvin asked, which frankly pissed him off. Calvin was the guy’s brother. Why the hell was it up to Parker to find him and convince him to play the fucking set his own girlfriend set up for them?

      “Nope, didn’t find Pres. Pretty sure he isn’t coming.”

      “Who the fuck bails an hour before they’re supposed to go on stage?” Brent demanded.

      Parker didn’t bother to say Pres’s name. Nor did he point out that the guy had done this before, although the stakes certainly hadn’t ever been this high. Their take on the door alone would be better than the last four months combined, and that wasn’t counting the percentage of tips they would get.

      They had to do this set. Parker had been saving up for a new bass, and this night would tip the scales. And a new bass meant a new beginning.

      He was done with this shitty band. He’d just turned thirty, and he was going nowhere fast. It was time—past time—to get the hell out of this backwoods town. It was time to push himself, to find the success Sam had sworn last summer that he was worthy of.

      But first, they needed to do this one last show.

      “He’ll be here,” Calvin insisted, because of course he would. He was the reason Pres was still in this band. Without Pres, they wouldn’t actually be a shitty band. While Cal was a solid guitarist, the music gene had somehow skimmed his older brother.

      “No, he won’t,” Parker said flatly, and ignoring Calvin’s glare, he added, “Lacey’s gonna sing for us tonight.”

      “No shit,” Brent said, sounding awed.

      “No way,” Cal said and insisted yet again, “He’ll be here.”

      “I know he’s your brother, man, but listen to me: he isn’t showing. And I am not about to let this crowd down. Look at them.” Parker waved at the knot of people surrounding them. “We’ll actually make money tonight. Especially with Lacey up on that stage.”

      “I didn’t know you could sing,” Brent said, and Parker fought his flinch. If Lacey admitted that her training was for the theater, they might not give her this chance.

      But Parker knew her voice. On stage and just goofing off in her parents’ basement while he and Sam played their instruments. She was good, and good was a hell of a lot better than whatever the fuck Pres was.

      “She can sing,” Parker said, low, putting that don’t-fucking-push-me attitude he’d developed long ago as a defense mechanism into his voice.

      “Hey, I just wanna play,” Brent said, which Parker pretty much knew that would be his stance. Brent, like him, loved to perform. Fed off the crowd’s excitement. They played for peanuts, yet they came back time and time again for nothing more than the rush.

      Except they hadn’t been getting much of a rush lately. The locals weren’t coming to the shows, and as it was January, there were no tourists to fill in the gaps. Preston was dead weight, holding them back.

      It was time to cut his losses with this band going nowhere, and tonight was the night to do it.

      Lacey was going to help him get to that point.

      “Let’s do it,” Brent said, picking up his drumsticks from the table and twirling them between nimble fingers.

      Bridgette, who had been eyeing Lacey with interest, said, “You don’t look like you came here to sing tonight.”

      Lacey glanced down at her jeans and whatever top she was wearing under that poufy winter coat of hers. “Probably because I didn’t.”

      Parker wanted to kiss her. That attitude was one of many aspects of the woman’s personality he’d always liked, even back when she was Sam’s baby sister, going through that dorky middle school stage.

      Instead of a kiss, he slung his arm around her shoulders and pulled her into his side. “She’s gonna slay it tonight. We all are. Come on, Calvin. Don’t let Pres ruin this for you.”

      Calvin, who started this band and yet couldn’t make a goddamn decision without Preston telling him what to do, turned to Bridgette, who wasn’t even part of the band and, frankly, had been around for only a couple weeks. This was the first gig she’d even attended. What the fuck did he need her approval for?

      Bridgette arched her brows.

      “Well?” Calvin said. “Where the hell is he?”

      “I don’t date guys seriously enough to become their keepers,” Bridgette replied. “Normally, at this point, I’d be out already, but I’m curious to see if the bassist’s girl can sing.”

      “She’s not my girl,” Parker said automatically, as if Sam were there and he wanted his friend to understand that in no uncertain terms. Even if he did like the feel of her under his arm, pressing into his side.

      Something he didn’t have time to dwell on, thank Christ, because Bridgette’s words were apparently the approval Cal needed.

      Cal nodded and stood. “Okay, let’s go fucking tear it up.”

      Yes!

      Brent hopped to his feet, and Lacey slipped out of her coat, draping it over one of the chairs at the table Bridgette apparently planned to commandeer for herself. The shirt Lacey wore was long-sleeved and stretchy and pretty plain from the front, but when she turned around, the back was open almost to her waist, with a couple of crisscross straps holding it on her shoulders, a thin black bra strap stretched across the middle, and holy hell, that was seriously hot.

      She had this whole good girl/bad girl vibe going on, which was disconcerting. Parker had only ever seen the good girl version of Lacey, and that alone was enough to give him a hard-on he didn’t need or want. Not for Sam’s little sister.

      But add the glimpse of the bad girl underneath, and it was a good thing he planned to cut his losses and hightail it out of town in the next few days. Otherwise, he might be tempted to flirt with a woman who was absolutely and completely off-limits.

      And Parker had a bad habit of getting into trouble when he messed with off-limits shit.

      He stepped up onto the stage and lifted his beat-up bass from its stand. They’d tuned their instruments before the doors opened, so they should be good to go. Still, he fitted the earpieces into his ears and thrummed a few times. Yeah, despite the years of wear and tear, this baby still rocked the deep notes.

      Motioning to the rest of the band, he pulled them all in for a huddle in the middle of the stage. It gave the audience time to realize they were about to start, but more importantly, it gave them a chance to hammer out an impromptu set list from songs Lacey knew.

      Now they just had to hope her voice was right. That she wouldn’t be pitchy, that she could hit the high notes, that she wouldn’t miss her cues. There were a thousand things they needed to worry about now that they were all up there on stage, but it was too late to change the plan now.

      She stepped up to the microphone, grasping it with both hands, at the ready. Parker walked over and tugged it out of her grip.

      “Hey, everybody,” he shouted into the mic. Brent tappity-tap-tapped his drums, and anyone who had managed to ignore Parker’s shout turned toward the stage.

      “We have a slight change in the lineup tonight,” Parker said, and waved at Lacey. “We have a new lead singer!”

      There were a handful of catcalls and whistles and claps, and Parker suspected if this were a regular crowd instead of all these people Bridgette had managed to pull out of the woodwork, there’d be a lot more excitement over his announcement. But most of these people had never heard their band play before, so they wouldn’t realize how much better Lacey was going to be than Pres was.

      And suddenly, that was okay. They were going to give this crowd a show, collect their payday, and Parker was peacing out. Starting over.

      Getting the hell out of Dodge. Or Branson, as it were.

      “This is PowerHouse,” he shouted into the mic. “And we’re gonna rock you the fuck out!”

      He shoved the mic back into Lacey’s hands and grasped his bass, turning his back to the crowd so he could face Brent. At his nod, Brent slammed his sticks against the skins, Parker joined in with the steady thrum of the bass, and then Cal’s guitar wail was Lacey’s cue.

      Suddenly, her voice flowed through the sound system, clear and absolutely perfect for this song.

      Holy shit, she could sing. She was fucking brilliant.

      They were going to slay tonight.
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      They’d been onstage for forty minutes without a break. Lacey was absolutely floating, riding high on adrenaline, but holy hell, she could use a gallon of water, give or take.

      Her eyes probably looked like raccoons. She could feel her mascara running, chasing the streamers of sweat down her cheeks. Had she known ahead of time she’d be up here on stage, she would have headed over to Ulta for some high-quality waterproof makeup.

      Whatever. This was freaking awesome.

      Center stage.

      Performing was nothing new to Lacey; she’d been doing that since before she could walk. Hell, her mom had used her as a prop during a production of A Christmas Carol when Lacey was only a few months old. A photograph capturing the moment was framed and had a place of honor on the mantel above the fireplace in her parents’ living room.

      Lacey was plenty comfortable on stage. It was what she did for a living, after all. She was one of the seasonal performers at Silver Dollar City in Branson. She sang, she danced, she walked in parades—always playing a role, always acting.

      But never, ever center stage.

      And damn, did it ever feel awesome. She could do this all night. Well, after chugging that gallon of water first.

      The song trailed off, wrapped up, and Parker bumped up next to her, leaning over so he could talk into her mic. They were shoulder to shoulder, his face right next to hers. Close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off his body, see the sweat beading on his skin, sense his excitement.

      Her body responded in kind, although that excitement between her thighs was most certainly not tied to the music.

      “Thank you, everyone,” he said into the microphone. “We gotta take a break. Lacey needs to rest those hot as hell vocal cords and Cal’s gotta piss and Brent needs a shot—no, a double shot of whiskey! We’ll be back in ten!”

      As if it were the most natural reaction in the world, he turned toward her and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek before grinning and hurrying to the other side of the stage to place his bass in a stand.

      Okay, realistically, that meant nothing. A reaction to the excitement, their close proximity, whatever. For all Lacey knew, he did that to Pres when he was up here belting out the vocals.

      Except she did know: he’d never reacted fondly to Pres at a single show, ever.

      Even so, she ought not to read anything into the action. She knew it even as she lifted her hand and pressed her fingers to that spot on her cheek currently burning like it was on fire. She probably looked like an idiot, still standing in the middle of the stage when the music had stopped and the rest of the band had taken off, but she couldn’t seem to move, couldn’t convince her feet to take her away, somewhere, anywhere more private than right here.

      Someone shoved something cold and wet at her, and Lacey blinked rapidly, automatically wrapping her hand around the bottle of water and focusing on Sabrina, who had hopped up on stage, a gigantic grin on her face.

      “Holy shit, you are phenomenal,” she practically screamed, and luckily, someone had flipped off the mic or else that proclamation would have echoed throughout the entire place.

      “Thanks,” Lacey said, draining the water in about five seconds flat. Gasping, she wiped her hand across her mouth and wished she had another.

      “Come on,” Sabrina said, pulling her off stage and toward the bar. “You need to stay hydrated.”

      She could say that again.

      After the second bottle, Lacey’s brain began functioning on all cylinders again, and of course it wanted to analyze that stupid kiss, but now was not the time. There’d be plenty of that later, when she was back at the rental house she and Sabrina shared with approximately a thousand other people and she was in bed, alone, wishing she weren’t.

      “Girl, you missed your calling,” Sabrina said, handing her a third bottle.

      Lacey had been born into a family of performers. Her father was a guitarist. Back in the ’90s, he’d toured with several big- name grunge bands. He’d met Lacey’s mom during his final tour, and when it was over, he’d asked her to marry him. They’d settled here in southern Missouri, where he’d bought a house on the lake and built a recording studio in the walk-out basement, content to make a living as a studio guitarist.

      But he’d made it. Those tours, they had been huge. If she Googled her dad’s name, all sorts of images of him shredding his axe next to world-famous lead singers popped up.

      Her mom was no slouch either. She’d been a Broadway star in her youth. Miss Saigon, Rent, Beauty and the Beast, Chicago, The Lion King—the list went on and on. Her résumé was impressive.

      Lacey’s older brother, Sam, was the drummer in one of the hottest rock bands playing the circuit right now.

      And then there was Lacey. All she had to claim was a bit part in a short-lived off-Broadway show no one even remembered anymore. Oh, and of course, her annual roles in the various Silver Dollar City productions. Not that she was knocking those shows, but the stark, painful reality was, that spotlight had never focused on her, even for a nanosecond.

      Four family members, three success stories.

      She was jostled from behind. A group of bar patrons greeted her, all vying to speak to…her.

      “You were amazing up there, Lacey!”

      “God, I love your voice.”

      “Dude, you’re like a thousand times better than that last singer they had.”

      “Can I have your number?”

      “Are you on Insta? I want to follow you.”

      “Are you free after the show?”

      Before she could even begin to answer any of their questions, Parker was inserting himself between her and the mostly male fans.

      She had fans!

      “Come on,” he said, grabbing her hand and leading her a to the table the band had occupied earlier. He pointed at a chair with its back to the stage, next to where Brent was nursing his tumbler of whiskey.

      “Sit,” Parker said.

      Why did he sound so surly? Yes, she’d missed a couple of cues early on in the set, but it had smoothed out pretty quickly, and besides, she’d never once practiced for this performance. Given that, she’d say she rocked the hell out of it, thankyouverymuch.

      Calvin and Bridgette appeared and dropped into the chairs they’d vacated earlier, the skunky scent of weed clinging to their clothes and hair.

      Lacey wanted to stand her ground and argue whatever Parker had to say about the performance, but she wouldn’t mind getting off her feet for a minute, so she sat.

      He immediately stepped in front of her, effectively blocking any access anyone else in the bar might have to her. Then he crossed his arms and frowned at her, and she crossed her arms right back.

      “What?” she snapped.

      Bridgette laughed. “Your adoring fanbase is giving him hives.” She smirked up at Parker, who scowled back. “Especially the men.”

      “Seems to me most of the band’s fans are men,” Lacey commented.

      “Not our fans. Yours.” There was a growl that she’d never heard before in Parker’s voice. “They all want a piece of you, and I’m not letting any of them have you.”

      A shiver chased its way up her spine at the sexy possessiveness. Was that seriously his problem? Was he jealous? Did he wish⁠—

      “Your brother would kill me if I let anything happen to you.”

      And there it was. Somewhere along the way, probably about the time Sam took off for college in California and then stayed to start his band, Parker had decided it was his responsibility to take over big brother responsibilities.

      Which sucked, because while she didn’t mind a little role-playing, big brother was not what she had in mind.

      Abruptly, she stood. “Is it time to go back on stage yet?”

      Brent nodded and downed the rest of his drink. Calvin shrugged out of his coat, and Parker glanced around like he was looking for the nearest exit.

      He took this whole big brother role more seriously than her own brother did.

      “Let’s rock.” She turned her back on him and headed to the stage.

      She was better prepared for this set. She’d hydrated, warmed up her vocal cords, and now that she’d sung a few songs, the rest came back like riding a bike. Even the handful of the band’s singles. Parker was right: she knew all the words. She probably performed those better than the covers because her only competition was Pres. Much easier on the nerves than singing one of Steven Tyler’s or Chris Cornell’s songs.

      And then the second set was over and the bar was closing, and despite Parker’s insistence that he needed to play security detail, Lacey’d had a great time.

      Arguably, this was one of the best nights of her life.

      “I’m not ready for it to end,” she said as Parker walked her and Sabrina out to Sabrina’s car. “I’m so wired.”

      Parker laughed. “I’m the same way. Takes a while to come down from the high.”

      “Not me,” Sabrina said, covering her yawn with her hand. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Hey,” Parker said, “do you want to come hang out at my place for a bit?” He glanced at Sabrina, who was leaning against the driver’s side door, watching their interaction. “If Sabrina doesn’t want to come, I can drop you off at home whenever you’re ready to go.”

      She was tempted. More than she ought to be. And that temptation had little to do with the adrenaline still coursing through her veins. Yes, that was part of it, but seriously, the idea of being alone with Parker, late on a Saturday night—big brother tendencies or not, there was no way in hell she was passing up this opportunity.

      “You’re good, right?” she asked Sabrina.

      Her friend nodded. “You have your house key?”

      Lacey patted her coat pocket. “Yep.”

      “Then I’m out. Have a nice night, kids. You have free rein to do anything that I might do.” Throwing a peace sign, she climbed into her car and cranked the engine.

      Lacey laughed to cover her embarrassment at her friend’s suggestion, but Parker didn’t even seem to notice.

      “Come on,” he said, nodding at an older model dark blue pickup truck he’d been driving since high school. And it was old back then.

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and led her back across the lot, then held open the passenger side door so she could climb inside.

      “Such a gentleman,” she teased when he was in the driver’s seat.

      He guided the truck out of the lot. “Trust me, it was all learned by screwing up first.”

      “What does that mean?”

      His shoulders lifted, fell again. “No one taught me how to be a nice, polite, functioning part of society. I’m just lucky that I pay attention and sometimes actually learn from my mistakes. As far as being a gentleman, I went out with a couple girls who had some pretty high expectations. When I didn’t live up to those expectations, instead of just dumping me, they informed me of everything I was doing wrong.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty shitty.”

      He shrugged again. “If they hadn’t done it, I wouldn’t have opened your door for you. And my reasons for bringing you back to my place would probably be nefarious.”

      “They aren’t?” Hopefully, her teasing tone hid her disappointment.

      He chuckled and patted her leg. “Come on, Lacey. You’re my best friend’s little sister. You know the rules.”

      She crossed her arms and glared at the windshield. “I’d like to throttle whoever came up with those rules.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said on a bone-deep sigh.
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