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      Some songs leave scars. Some lovers rewrite the lyrics.

      These rock gods are wrecked—by fame, by heartbreak, by the demons that come out when the spotlight fades. But when the right woman crashes into their chaos, everything changes.

      Get ready for steamy nights, raw emotion, and second chances that hit harder than a bass drop.
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      A Curvy Girl Meets Rockstar Romance

      His music makes the world dance. But only she can make his soul sing.

      David Mars—international DJ, chart-topper, and certified heartbreaker—has everything fame can buy. Sold-out shows. Endless parties. A life lived in the spotlight.

      So why does it all feel so empty?

      After witnessing the quiet happiness of rockstar Nathan Thorn and his wife, he escapes to their small New Jersey hometown, hoping a little of that magic might rub off.

      What he finds instead is her.

      Hilary “Larry” Sinclair is a nerd girl with a head for spreadsheets, a heart for books, and a successful small-town bookstore she built from the ground up. She’s not looking for chaos—or a tattooed, wicked-smiling DJ who sparks thoughts she definitely shouldn’t be having.

      But when sparks fly, beats get wicked, and the music gets louder, some love stories refuse to stay quiet.
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      This is it. The perfect time of day—as far as I’m concerned.

      The old brass clock above the register lets out a soft, dignified chime, announcing the arrival of six PM, and I swear my whole body relaxes.

      Closing time.

      Just me and The Book Shop.

      Yeah, I know—simple name.

      Almost painfully so. But that’s the point.

      This isn’t one of those massive corporate monsters with endless budgets, overpriced candles, and bougie little coffee kiosks tucked between shelves like they’re doing the books a favor.

      Coffee? Near books?

      Absolutely not.

      First, you buy the book.

      Then you can do whatever you want with it—highlight it, dog-ear it, spill your overpriced oat milk latte all over chapter three if that’s your thing.

      I’ll cringe, sure, but at least it’s happening on your dime and not mine.

      Because here’s the truth—I love books.

      Like, deeply, obsessively, probably need-therapy levels of love.

      But I also need to keep the lights on, and people tend to frown upon buying paperbacks that look like they’ve survived a hurricane.

      I step out from behind the counter and take a slow walk through the shop, the familiar creak of the wide-plank wood floors greeting me like an old friend.

      The Book Shop isn’t big, but it’s mine—every shelf, every cozy corner, every carefully chosen title.

      Soft golden light spills from the vintage sconces along the exposed brick walls, casting everything in this warm, honeyed glow that makes people linger longer than they mean to.

      There’s a little nook by the front window with two overstuffed armchairs and a knitted throw one of my regulars made me last winter.

      The display tables are neat—color-coded, of course—and the front window is currently done up in a “Summer Is Coming” theme with bright covers, beach reads, and a few scandalously shirtless men that always get a second glance.

      Or a third.

      Outside, Hammonton is settling into that early summer evening rhythm I’ve come to love.

      The air smells faintly like fresh cut grass and something sweet from Bosco’s Baked Goods, which sits a few blocks down from my store.

      String lights crisscross the street between storefronts, already beginning to glow as the sun dips lower, and a couple walks past the window hand in hand, laughing about something I’ll never hear.

      It’s nice.

      More than nice.

      It’s everything I ever wanted.

      I didn’t grow up thinking I’d get this.

      A quiet little bookstore in a small New Jersey town that actually feels like a community.

      A place where people know your name, where they come in asking for recommendations and trust you enough to take them.

      A place that’s mine because I built it with a little help from my Nana.

      One order, one sale, one carefully balanced spreadsheet at a time.

      Yeah, I’m a nerd.

      A proud one.

      Spreadsheets? Love them.

      Organization? Thriving.

      Reading? Obviously.

      Turning all of that into a successful business?

      That part still feels a little unreal.

      I pause near the romance section—my bread and butter—and straighten a stack that absolutely does not need straightening.

      This is where the magic happens.

      Quiet book clubs, whispered recommendations, late-night just one more chapter addictions.

      From cowboys to billionaires to monsters with impressive assets.

      Hey, no judgment here.

      I read them all.

      As the self-appointed—and proudly elected—president of the Hammonton chapter of Book Boyfriends I’d Like to Fuck, that’s BBILF for short, I can confidently say this summer lineup is going to be a scorcher.

      I’ve already got shipments coming in that would make any romance reader weak in the knees.

      And if I play my cards right?

      I might even land an author signing.

      The thought makes me grin like an idiot.

      Because even though my best friend Adrianna is currently off living her literal fairytale—with her rockstar husband, Nathan Thorn—yes, that Nathan Thorn—this right here?

      This is mine.

      My dream.

      My version of a happily ever after.

      I don’t need the sweeping romance.

      The grand gestures.

      The broody, tattooed guy showing up out of nowhere to flip my world upside down.

      I mean, if one showed up tomorrow, I’m not saying I’d turn him down—but the likelihood?

      Nil. Zilch. Zippo.

      That kind of thing doesn’t happen to girls like me.

      Not in real life.

      I’m the nerdy, curvy girl who runs the bookstore. The one who reads about epic love stories instead of living them.

      The one who knows better than to expect more.

      And honestly?

      I’m okay with that.

      Mostly.

      I reach for the light switch behind the counter and pause, taking one last look around my shop.

      My space. My sanctuary. My dream.

      Then I smile, flip the sign on the door to Closed, and turn off the lights.

      Tonight I plan on going home, curling up with Ziggy, my orange tabby, while I wait for my weekly Chinese takeout order and sip my very hot mug of cinnamon tea.

      Why? Because life is good and this is exactly what I want.

      Of course, at this point, I am completely unaware that my quiet little world is about to get very, very loud.
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      The bass drops, and the crowd loses its damn mind.

      Ten thousand bodies moving in unison.

      Hands in the air.

      Lights strobing white-hot against sweat-slick skin.

      My name—Mars—flashing thirty feet high on LED screens like I’m some kind of god.

      I lift my hand, and they follow.

      I twist a knob and they scream.

      I don’t even have to look at the board anymore.

      My fingers know what to do before my brain catches up.

      I built this set in a hotel room at three in the morning somewhere between Ibiza and L.A., and now it’s shaking the walls of a sold-out Vegas residency.

      This is what I worked for.

      This is what everyone wants.

      My latest mix is sitting at number one.

      Again.

      A-list vocalists are calling my manager directly, asking for collabs.

      I’ve got producers sliding into my DMs like I’m the golden ticket.

      Fashion houses want me front row.

      Brands want my face.

      Streaming numbers? Stupid.

      Mars is in demand.

      The beat swells.

      The drop hits.

      The crowd erupts like I’ve just handed them oxygen.

      And I feel—fuck.

      I feel nothing.

      Well, not nothing exactly.

      More like I’m watching myself from above.

      Detached.

      Like I’m the soundtrack to my own life instead of the one actually living it.

      I flash a grin because the cameras are on me.

      I lean into the mic because they expect it.

      “Vegas, make some noise!”

      They do.

      Always.

      The lights flare white, and for a split second I see my reflection in the black glass of the DJ booth.

      Tattoos crawling up my arms.

      Jaw tight.

      Eyes tired.

      I look like a man who has everything.

      I feel like a vampire’s midnight snack.

      Fame doesn’t explode. It doesn’t crash down on you in one dramatic moment.

      It feeds.

      A little here.

      A little there.

      Your time.

      Your privacy.

      Your sleep.

      Your relationships.

      Your silence.

      Your self.

      By the time you notice the bite marks, you’re already drained.

      The set ends in a blur of cheers and confetti cannons.

      Security forms a wall before the VIP girls can climb onto the stage.

      My manager, Trent, is already yelling over the ringing in my ears.

      “Afterparty at The Palms. El Tigre’s producer is there. Don’t disappear on me.”

      Disappear.

      I almost laugh.

      I’m never alone long enough to disappear.

      Backstage smells like perfume and money.

      Someone presses a drink into my hand.

      Someone else snaps a photo.

      A publicist reminds me about an interview I owe someone.

      “Smile more,” she says softly. “You look intense.”

      I don’t tell her that intense is better than empty.

      Two weeks ago, I was standing in a different Vegas venue, drink in hand, when I saw something that won’t leave my head.

      Nathan Thorn.

      Yeah. That Nathan Thorn.

      Rock god.

      Wild child.

      Infamous disaster of a decade.

      Except he wasn’t any of those things that night.

      He was standing at the edge of a dancefloor with his new bride tucked against his side like she belonged there.

      Like she was the center of gravity and the rest of us were just orbiting.

      He wasn’t scanning the room.

      Wasn’t posturing.

      Wasn’t hunting for the next high.

      He simply was. He had this air of contentment I can’t even begin to imagine.

      Calm.

      Happy.

      And it hit me harder than any bass drop ever has.

      Nathan used to burn hotter than I did.

      We ran in similar circuits.

      It’s all the same chaos.

      Same sleepless, champagne-soaked spiral.

      But he left all that.

      Walked away from the noise.

      Moved to some small Jersey town—Hammonton.

      I had to Google it.

      Looks like every cliché small-town romance movie ever made.

      Brick sidewalks. String lights. Local diners.

      People who probably know your name.

      I’ve been thinking about it ever since.

      Maybe it’s the town.

      Maybe it’s the quiet.

      Maybe when you strip away the spotlight, you remember who the hell you are.

      The afterparty blurs past me.

      Models laugh too loud. Champagne spills. Someone’s perched on the back of a velvet couch like she’s auditioning for something.

      Someone grabs my arm and pulls me into a selfie. I flash the practiced grin. Tilt my head just enough.

      Give them the Mars smirk they came for.

      My phone buzzes—three new offers before midnight.

      A remix. A private set in Monaco. A collab with an artist who used to ignore my emails.

      I should feel unstoppable.

      Instead, I feel tired.

      Fucking exhausted.

      A blonde in a red dress slides up beside me, her hand resting confidently on my chest like she’s done this before.

      “Hey,” she purrs, leaning close enough that I catch the scent of vanilla and ambition. “If you’re bored later, I could keep you company.”

      It’s smooth. Polished. Rehearsed.

      An easy yes. A guaranteed distraction. No strings, no complications.

      Six months ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated.

      I gently remove her hand from my shirt.

      “Not tonight,” I say, and I mean it.

      Her smile flickers—surprised, maybe even insulted—but she recovers fast.

      They always do.

      There’s another DJ.

      Another producer.

      Another spotlight somewhere in this room.

      She drifts away.

      I stand there for a second, realizing something uncomfortable.

      It’s not that I can’t have whatever I want.

      It’s that I don’t want any of it.

      My phone buzzes again.

      I step out onto the balcony for air.

      Vegas glitters beneath me like a promise that never delivers.

      I pull out my phone and scroll to Nathan’s number.

      We’re not best friends, but we’ve known each other long enough. Shared enough green rooms and bad decisions.

      I hesitate.

      Then I text him.

      You still in Hammonton?

      Three dots appear almost immediately.

      Yeah. I live here now. Why?

      I watch the Strip pulse below me.

      Because I’m thinking about coming to visit.

      There’s a pause this time.

      You sure you’re ready for small-town Jersey, Mars?

      I stare at my reflection in the balcony glass.

      Am I?

      No idea. But I’m ready for something.

      Another pause.

      Then he replies.

      Come on out. We’ll talk.

      The decision settles into my bones before my brain can overthink it.

      I don’t tell Trent.

      I don’t announce it.

      I just book the flight.

      If fame is a vampire, maybe Hammonton’s holy water.

      And if my old buddy found something there worth giving up the chaos for?

      Maybe I need to see it for myself.
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      So I’m on my way to my bestie’s baby shower and can I just say—what the actual hell is even going on here?

      A couple of years ago, I didn’t even know Adrianna knew our resident hometown boy-made-good rockstar, Nathan Thorn.

      Like, yeah, we all knew of him—Hammonton isn’t exactly that big—but suddenly he’s back in town and boom.

      He sweeps her off her feet.

      And then—because apparently my life is a romance novel I’m not the main character in—I find out this is a second chance romance.

      A SECOND. CHANCE. ROMANCE.

      Right under my nose.

      “Holy fuck, Ad,” I remember saying. “Why all the secrets?”

      But it wasn’t personal. I get that. I do.

      Still… rude.

      Especially because that is one of my favorite tropes.

      So yeah, maybe I’m a little bit salty.

      Okay, fine.

      A lot salty.

      But not really—because my best friend deserves her happily ever after. She deserves the rockstar, the grand gestures, the whole sweeping, cinematic love story.

      I mean, at least someone I know is out here living the life I only read about, right?

      So yeah. I’m happy.

      Mostly.

      And the little starter library I put together for her baby? That’s my way of proving it.

      I grunt as I wrestle the oversized gift box out of the back of my SUV.

      It’s adorable—objectively.

      A custom-decorated floor shelf, hand-painted in soft pastels, with wooden blocks along the bottom that spell out Baby’s First Book Nook.

      Inside? A carefully curated collection of board books, classics, and a few sneaky early reader romances because it’s never too early to set expectations.

      It also weighs approximately one thousand pounds.

      “Shit,” I mutter, halfway bent into the trunk, my sandals slipping on the pavement as I try to get a better grip.

      This was a mistake.

      A very cute, very thoughtful, extremely heavy mistake.

      I shift my weight—and immediately regret it.

      My foot slides.

      My balance goes.

      And now I am fully hanging out of my trunk like some kind of human yard sale display, legs kicking slightly behind me while I try not to faceplant into a pile of baby books.

      Also—and this is important—my dress?

      Riding. Up.

      Like, up up.

      As in, hello world, enjoy the full view of my fully licensed Berenstain Bears underwear because apparently I’m making excellent life choices this morning.

      Fantastic.

      “You need a hand, linda?”

      The deep, slightly amused voice comes from right behind me.

      I freeze.

      Okay.

      First of all—my name is not Linda.

      Second of all—this guy is way too close.

      I can feel the heat of him at my backside, solid and warm and very much there, and when I push myself up and straighten, my entire plus-size ass brushes against him—and can I just say—whoa.

      Like whoa.

      Oh wow.

      That is a man.

      A very big, very solid, very real man.

      Hard muscle.

      Warm body.

      And holy shit, he smells good.

      Something clean and expensive with just enough edge to make my brain short-circuit for a second.

      I jerk forward like I’ve been zapped, spinning around so fast I nearly take the trunk lid with me.

      “What the⁠—”

      The words die in my throat.

      Because of course.

      Of course the universe would do this to me today.

      He’s tall.

      Like, unfairly tall.

      Broad shoulders filling out a simple black T-shirt like it was designed specifically for him.

      Tattoos snake down both arms, disappearing beneath the sleeves, and his jaw is sharp enough to cut glass.

      Impossibly dark eyes lock on mine.

      He looks amused.

      Definitely amused.

      And I realize two things at once.

      One—I am no closer to having the big ass baby shower gift I brought out of my car.

      And two—I just full-on backed my ass into this man in the middle of Adrianna’s driveway.

      “Uh…” I blink. “It’s… Hilary.”

      A beat.

      “Not Linda.”

      His mouth curves, slow and wicked, like he’s in on a joke I definitely wasn’t invited to.

      “Good to know,” he says easily. “But I didn’t call you Linda. I said linda.”

      I stare at him.

      “Um. Okay, I’m gonna need you to translate, Hot Stranger, because right now that just sounds like the same word with attitude.”

      That grin deepens.

      “It’s Spanish,” he says. “Means pretty.”

      Oh.

      Oh wow.

      My brain just fully disconnects.

      Pretty?

      He called me pretty?

      I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again like maybe words will magically appear this time.

      They do not.

      And yeah.

      This day just got a whole lot more interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            david

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know if I like being called Hot Stranger.

      But I do like that this particular little stranger thinks I’m hot.

      I wasn’t exactly expected here. Hell, I didn’t even give Nathan much warning. But we go back far enough that I’m betting he won’t mind a pop-up visit.

      We’re friends.

      Kinda.

      Either way, that was the plan.

      Until her.

      Because one glimpse of this curvy little siren in her cotton panties has my brain going in directions it definitely shouldn’t—and now I’m wondering if this trip just got a hell of a lot more interesting than I planned.

      She’s unreal.

      Like a girl from a fantasy I never knew I had.

      Soft in all the right places, full where it counts, and completely unaware of the effect she’s having on me.

      Her hair is cut short, just to her chin, but the style doesn’t stand a chance against those wild curls.

      They’ve got a mind of their own—loose, springy, with reddish highlights catching the sunlight like they were made for it.

      I have a sudden, ridiculous urge to touch them.

      Just to see if they’re as soft as they look.

      Her eyes snap back to mine—hazel, bright, wide like she’s trying to figure me out—and for a second, everything else fades out.

      Jesus.

      She’s pretty.

      Really pretty.

      Not fake or camouflaged.

      Not staged.

      It’s like she has this quality that is simply her.

      Real. Innocent. Sweet. And sassy, all in one super combination.

      The kind of pretty that hits you out of nowhere and sticks.

      Her lips part slightly, like she’s debating something—whether to trust me, maybe. Whether to tell me to get lost.

      Honestly? She probably should.

      Most women I know would’ve already told me to fuck off for getting this close.

      But I don’t want that.

      I don’t want her pushing me away.

      I want her

      I mean, I really want her.

      I don’t have to grab my dick to know that I’m hard and ready. The realization lands hard and fast, sharper than anything I’ve felt in a long time.

      And it’s—definitely new.

      Clean.

      Electric.

      I can’t remember the last time I reacted to someone like this.

      No pretense. No expectation. Just instinct.

      Fuck.

      Who is this woman?

      “By the way, my name is David,” I tell her, because standing here staring at her like an idiot probably isn’t helping my case.

      “David,” she repeats.

      And I don’t know why, but I like the way it sounds coming from her.

      Softer. Warmer. Like it might mean something.

      And that is something I find irresistible.

      “That’s right,” I say, dragging my attention—reluctantly—down to the oversized package still half inside her trunk. “You, uh, need help with that, linda?”

      She bites her bottom lip, glancing back at it.

      It’s big. Heavy. Wrapped in crinkled cellophane with a bright yellow bow that practically screams sunshine.

      Like her.

      So this is Hammonton, New Jersey?

      Oh yeah. I definitely came to the right place.

      I don’t wait for her answer as we stand beside her big SUV.

      I just reach in, grab the present, and haul it out of the trunk before she can protest.

      It’s heavier than it looks.

      “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath, adjusting my grip as the cellophane crinkles loud enough to announce our presence to half the neighborhood.

      She huffs out a laugh.

      “Yeah. I may have gone a little overboard.”

      “A little?” I shoot her a look. “You building the kid a library or a bookstore?”

      Her grin flashes—quick, bright, a little proud.

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      I like that.

      I like her.

      And just like that, warning bells go off inside my head.
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