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When Kinley Black becomes a roadie for Viciöus, beginning a foray into the unglamorous, male dominated world of heavy metal, she won’t escape with her pride or heart intact.

 

 

It’s hard to be one of the guys…

 

Ever since Kinley Black’s metal band broke up, bringing her back to only being a co-owner of a metal fan site, she’s been dying to get back into the music industry. The opportunity arrives when her interview with Quinn Mayne, lead singer of her favorite band, Viciöus, goes off the rails. If she can beat up a pervy roadie, she can have his job. Kinley has no problem with hard work or being one of the guys. But fighting her attraction to Quinn is a bigger challenge.

 

 

When he makes her feel like such a girl

 

 

Quinn is furious with his road manager for insisting they hire Kinley. Taking a beautiful woman on the road was like dangling meat above a pack of feral hounds. Despite his reluctance, he can’t help being impressed by his new roadie’s strength and determination any more than he can suppress his urge to protect her when a crewmember’s hostility escalates. As Viciöus’s tour across the country progresses, Quinn’s fury and frustration fall away, only to be replaced with a burning desire, with the promise of something deeper.
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Author’s Note

Kissing Vicious was actually the 2nd Hearts of Metal book I wrote, the first being Rock God, which ended up being Book 3 in the series. But this was the book that made me decide to make a series in the first place.

 

And what inspired this book and the series as a whole was reading Dave Mustaine’s autobiography. For those who don’t know, Dave Mustaine is one of the forefathers of the thrash metal genre. He battled addiction, low-paying record contracts, and countless other adversities to become the icon that he is. And while the hero of Kissing Vicious is nothing like Mustaine except for the fact that he plays guitar and sings, he does share the extreme difficulty in growing and maintaining a romantic relationship while fulfilling the demands of a music career.

 

I talked to many other musicians, and the lifestyle and its challenges are legion. Months with no privacy crammed on a bus with your bandmates and crew, temptation in the form of drugs and sex. The clashing of egos. All of this made my muse determined to explore how someone could find their happily-ever-after in such a chaotic environment.

 

I hope you will enjoy this journey.

 




Chapter One

 

“C’mon, baby, just let me feel ’em and I’ll let you through.” The leering roadie uncrossed his arms to reach forward.

Kinley choked back a groan of revulsion and stepped away.

Her pulse had been jacked up, her steps light with anticipation as she’d gone backstage to interview her favorite band, Viciöus, for the first time. The last time they’d played in Spokane, Metalness, the website she co-owned with her best friend, hadn’t been big enough to merit a press pass and interview. Now she had one, and her interview with lead singer, Quinn Maybe, would be Metalness’s best feature to date.

But now, this asshole roadie was ruining her impending triumph with his disgusting come-ons.

“It’s not the seventies anymore. Let me through.” She waved her laminated pass. “I have a scheduled interview.”

There. That was as diplomatic as Kinley could manage. It wouldn’t do to piss off the crew if she wanted to talk to the band, but this Neanderthal made it hard to be cordial. With any luck, he’d back off and badger someone else. But considering those piggy eyes and that “Female Body Inspector” shirt, a woman would have to be desperate to allow his grimy fingers near her. The fact that a band as great as Viciöus had such a prick in their employ was beyond depressing.

She sighed. After she got her interview, it would all be worth it. Her ears still pounded from the glorious shredding guitar riffs, the throbbing bass, and the impossible speed of the drums. Viciöus had been gods on stage, and now she was going to meet them—as soon as she got past this prick.

“Sorry, sugar. Rules are rules. I gotta make sure the band’s getting Grade A titties.” With speed belying his sluggish appearance, the roadie shoved his sausage-like fingers forward, reaching for her breasts. She swatted his hand away.

Fury boiled from her toes up. “If you touch me again, I’ll wipe the floor with your ass.”

The roadie’s laughter, like from a cheesy sitcom, rang in her ears. “Sounds kinky.” The moron actually stepped closer.

Kinley rolled her eyes. If it weren’t for this once-in-a-lifetime chance, she would have answered him with an uppercut. “A little help here?” she shouted, trying to salvage the situation.

The mass of gawkers muttered and looked in all directions, avoiding her gaze. Some jackass in the crowd yelled, “Show your tits!”

The roadie grinned and nodded in agreement.

“Thanks,” she muttered, embittered but unsurprised.

After what seemed like hours of dancing out of the caveman’s reach, a man approached. Her eyes widened. It was none other than Curtis Scrimm, lead guitarist of Viciöus.

He pushed his dirty blond locks from his face and grinned. “What’s going on?”

She struggled to meet his gaze while keeping one eye on the roadie. “I have a pass, but this guy’s molesting me and won’t let me through. Can you please tell him to stop?”

Kinley waved her laminate at Curt in case he hadn’t noticed. He leaned forward and gazed at it with squinty, glazed eyes.

Damn. If the guitarist was high, he’d be no help at all.

The roadie gave him a pleading look. “C’mon, Curt, she won’t play the game.”

Curt shrugged helplessly, eyes darting between Kinley and the roadie, then back at the swarm of groupies visibly panting after him. One already had her breasts bared.

“I’m serious,” Kinley growled. “I’ll kick his ass if he touches me again.”

Her harasser licked his lips. “Oooh. I like it when they fight.”

The guitarist shook his head, blinking at the roadie. “Harry, are you drunk on the job again? I thought Gaffer warned you. Besides, she doesn’t look like she has much under her shirt anyway…” he trailed off as the groupies slinked closer, eyes feral with curiosity.

Kinley’s chest tightened with trepidation. Where were the other security guys? Where was the rest of the band?

The roadie reached for her again.

She jumped out of his way, her stomach churning with anxiety. Then again, maybe it was a good thing the rest of the band wasn’t here to witness this disaster. The situation was quickly getting out of control. And it looked like she wouldn’t be getting her interview after all.

“I’ll fuck him up,” she stammered, flipping her braid over her shoulder. “I swear!”

Curtis chuckled, eyes roving over her body, visibly assessing her odds. Though she was tall and fit, she was lean, and the roadie outweighed her by at least eighty pounds. “Lady, if you can kick Harry’s ass, you can have his job.”

Her breath left her lungs. Kinley had been prepared to just break the roadie’s nose and walk out, but now the proverbial carrot had been dangled.

A chance to work for Viciöus? Hell, a chance to be back in music?

A wave of longing rushed over. For that pump of adrenaline in her veins, for the roar of the audience in her ears. To have the heat of the stage lights on her skin—Needing to feel the soul-searing passion of the music flowing through her being. To return to that life, even if only on the fringes, Kinley would do anything.

Beating this perverted scumbag to a pulp would be no hardship.

She dropped into a fighting stance and slightly relaxed her fists, the better to do more damage.

One last time, she tried for diplomacy. “As much as I’d love to work for you, it really would be better to call him off and let me—”

Harry’s porcine hand gripped her breast.

Kinley saw red.

Her fist connected with Harry’s nose, and she felt the satisfying crunch. He bellowed like a boar and blindly swung a ham-like fist.

Kinley easily ducked the punch and followed up with a knee to his gut.

He doubled over with an agonized groan but surprised her with an uppercut that thankfully missed her jaw and instead struck the side of her head. Kinley stumbled back, one ear ringing from the blow, the other echoing from the noise of her audience. Are those cheers or jeers?

Her mind struggled to unscramble. Another punch whistled past her head, and she dodged it just in time. Her heel slammed into Harry’s kneecap, and he went down shrieking.

This time Kinley didn’t give him a chance to recover. Her fists pummeled his face like the punching bag she practiced on in her garage.

Savage glee infused her with every strike. Her enemy collapsed after another blow to the jaw, but she wasn’t finished. Kinley raised her fist.

A voice rang out: “What the fuck is going on here?”

She froze. Quinn Mayne, the lead singer of Viciöus, strode forward, his long black hair framing a chiseled, godlike face with green eyes foreboding as a hurricane sky.

Reality crashed down upon her. Suddenly, she could see how insane she must appear.

Heart pulsing, Kinley released the unconscious roadie, her lips quavering to form a response to the titan looming over her. His skull thudded on the cement floor. Oh fuck, how bad did I hurt him?

Quinn was her hero. She’d had a full-on crush on him for years. The man was capable of brilliant vocals and shredding guitar riffs—not to mention his stormy good looks. Securing an interview with him had been a dream come true. And now she’d turned it into a nightmare.

A horde of groupies squealed and scurried toward Quinn, but he waved them off. His gaze fixed on his band, not on Kinley. “I’m waiting.”

The audience warbled enthusiastically, albeit with contradictory responses. They fell silent as Brand Kife, the bassist, stepped forward. Broad-shouldered and with wavy auburn hair, he was almost as handsome as Quinn. “Curt told her to kick his ass…and, well, I was going to step in, but she handled it herself.”

“I didn’t tell her to kick his ass,” Curt interjected. “I said if she can kick his ass—”

“The son of a bitch had that ass-kicking coming,” a new voice intruded. Tony McVries, the drummer, shook his head. “Harry was up to his old shit. Couldn’t keep his hands to himself. This lady gave him fair warning and then laid his ass out before any of us could do anything.”

Damn, Tony was there too? Too bad he hadn’t intervened. The drummer was built like a brick house. Kinley’s mouth went dry as a question sprang up: How long had the rest of the band been watching?

Quinn’s gaze darted back and forth from his band members to Harry’s pudgy form on the floor—and then to Kinley.

Every time he looked at her, her pulse sped up, his presence stealing the breath from her body.

He’s really there. I am standing here before Quinn Mayne! The girlish voice squealed in the back of her mind. She loathed that voice. That voice made her want to slap herself, now more than ever. She wasn’t going to turn into a stupid simpering idiot just because she was attracted to the guy. This was business.

She took a deep breath and faced Quinn head-on. “I tried to get him to leave me alone, but he wouldn’t quit. Then he grabbed my breast and…and…” She looked down at the bruised and beaten man on the floor, who groaned with pain, thankfully regaining consciousness. Why hadn’t that asshole just listened? “I just lost it.”

“I’m pretty sure he was drunk again,” Curtis supplied, finally being of some help.

A bearlike, older man came up behind Quinn. “Then that means he’s fired.”

Quinn nodded and turned to Kinley, staring at her with unnerving intensity. The impact of his stormy eyes made her suck in another breath. Heat unfurled within her stomach.

“I’m so sorry about this.” He reached forward to shake her hand but lowered his arm at the last minute, grimacing at the blood coating her fingers.

Kinley’s face burned in humiliation at the rejection, understandable though it was. She’d anticipated shaking Quinn’s hand since the minute his publicist had approved the interview. Now he was clearly repulsed at the idea of touching her.

“What the hell were you all doing when this was going down?” He turned his thunderous gaze on his bandmates.

“I…uh…” Curtis shrugged.

Brand flushed. “We really were going to help, but she handled herself just fine. Besides, what do you care about it anyway? Don’t you have interviews and autographs and other shit to do?”

Tony held up his hands. “Hey, man, I told you I wanted to do something, but…”

The singer ran an exasperated hand through his thick dark hair. “Are you telling me you just stood here and let Harry harass a chick to the point where she was forced to defend herself?” A sound of protest came from the floor. “Shut up, Harry.”

One of the groupies stepped forward, wrapping her fingers possessively around Curt’s bicep as she pouted up at Quinn. “They had a bet.”

His frown deepened. “What do you mean?”

Kinley sighed and explained. “Your guitarist said that if I could kick your roadie’s ass, I could have his job.”

“What?” Quinn roared, rounding on Curtis. “Why the hell would you do that? Not only is a deal like that completely fucked up, but since when do you call the shots?”

The big man behind him nodded. “That’s my job, Curt.”

Oh shit! Dread filled her stomach. That guy must be the road manager.

Quinn frowned at the bloody mess of Harry on the floor. “Look. I don’t have time for this clusterfuck. I have an interview in ten minutes.”

The thudding of her heart increased. Kinley opened her mouth to inform him that the interview was with her. All that came out was a pathetic squeak. Thankfully, no one heard. She gritted her teeth. Toughen up, Kinley.

The manager glared at Tony, Brand, and Curtis. “Go see if there’s a medic still around and if there isn’t, call a cab and get Harry to the nearest hospital to get patched up. Then you three are paying for his bus ticket home.”

“Aw, man!” Brand protested.

Quinn silenced him with a glare. “His medical expenses are on your dime too. You should have stopped this.” He eyed Kinley and sighed. “And she can—”

“We can reschedule our interview, maybe do it online or over the phone,” Kinley finally managed.

Quinn’s expression was one of sublime confusion.

“Our interview. I can reschedule. I…um…” She looked down at her gore-encrusted hands, resisting the urge to wipe them on her jeans. “I need to clean up anyway.”

If he even wanted to talk to her after this. She glanced at the bleeding mess of the roadie being helped to his feet by Brand and Tony. She’d hurt him worse than she’d intended.

The manager burst out laughing. “You’re Kinley Black? The host of Metalness? This is too rich.”

Quinn’s gaze returned to Kinley, gleaming with momentary interest before darkening again. “Wait, you’re the one who’s interviewing me?” He shook his head and turned back to his band. “So not only did you assholes let Harry harass a woman, then stood there with your thumbs up your asses while she took care of him, but that woman is a fucking journalist too? What the hell is wrong with all of you?”

Kinley’s spirits sank further. Great, he was seriously pissed off now.

“I didn’t want to get hurt,” Brand replied, eyes twinkling with merriment. “That chick packs a serious punch.”

“Yeah,” Tony added, jerking Harry’s arm when he opened his mouth to protest. “She handled herself just fine.”

“Yeah!” Kinley’s foolish mouth chimed in. “I didn’t need their help. And I’ll handle working for you fine as well.”

Quinn spun to face her; his eyes widened, then narrowed. His long dark hair hung in his face, making him look dangerous. “That’s all well and good, but what makes you think you can be a roadie?”

His scornful tone sent a prickle of anger up her spine. Kinley squared her shoulders, rising to her full height of five feet eight inches, and returned his glare. “I happen to have over two years’ experience loading and unloading gear, setting up instruments, working with sound, basic lights, and all the rest.”

“Who did you work for?” Quinn asked.

“Just a small-town band.” Kinley looked down at her boots. She didn’t want to reveal that her experience came from being part of a local tribute band, playing in bars across the inland northwest. She and her bandmates had been their own roadies by necessity. If Quinn Mayne mocked her for that, she’d die from embarrassment.

Defensively she added, “I’ve also worked for five years as a construction laborer, so I’m good with grunt work.”

The manager’s eyes gleamed with interest as he scratched his silver beard. “I see…”

Quinn frowned. “Still, I don’t think—”

“Quinn, may I speak to you in your dressing room for a moment?” the man interrupted with subtle authority before he addressed the other band members. “And could one of you help Ms. Black clean up and show her to the other dressing room? It won’t take all three of you to deal with Harry.”

“I’ll take her.” Tony released Harry—who thankfully didn’t topple over—then beckoned for Kindle to follow him.

Normally, Kinley would have been ecstatic to spend time with her favorite drummer. Now, the burning intensity in Quinn Mayne’s eyes continued to haunt her as she followed Tony with a sinking heart. I finally met the man of my most secret fantasies and I blew it.

 


Chapter Two

 

Quinn cracked open a beer with so much force he broke the tab. “I don’t like this, Gaffer. I don’t like this at all.”

The road manager fixed him with an implacable stare as he opened his own beer. “I know the situation looks bad, but it could get a lot worse. We don’t want a sex discrimination lawsuit on our hands. I’ve seen enough of those. And I gotta warn you, they get ugly, and the ladies usually win. Though almost always justified. And if Kinley Black is denied the job, she could get pissy and sue for sexual harassment as well, thanks to Harry being a pig. Multiple witnesses saw him grab her breast. Not to mention the fact that one of your crew ended up in a fight with a fan—a prominent music journalist, no less.” His voice lowered, enunciating slowly to emphasize the severity of what he was saying. “That’s bad publicity, Quinn. I don’t need to tell you what that can do. I mean, what if she writes about what happened tonight?”

Quinn closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. He couldn’t fault Kinley for being angry about what happened tonight. If Quinn had seen Harry grope her or any chick, he’d have beaten his ass before firing him. “Yeah, but bringing a woman on the road with us? How will that help us avoid a lawsuit? That’ll be like dangling a bone over a pack of feral dogs.”

“Come on, Quinn. The guys aren’t animals…though sometimes they smell like ’em. And Kinley may be pretty, but she’s no centerfold.”

“But you know how some guys get when they’ve been on the road awhile and without company. I mean, look what happened with Harry.”

When there was no answer, Quinn opened his eyes and frowned at Gaffer, who was glued to his phone.

Gaffer looked up. “Sorry. I was checking out Ms. Black’s site. It’s quite good, actually, and high profile—which is why we need to tread carefully. Now, I could write up a waiver for her to sign so she can’t sue for sexual harassment as long as she’s under our employ. Such a document wouldn’t fly in court for a second, but she likely won’t know that. That could very well change her mind about wanting to work for us.”

Quinn nodded, optimism rising. “Yeah, and you could make the job so hard for her that she gives up right away.”

With a big laugh, Gaffer shook his head. “This job is hard enough as it is. I don’t need to make it any worse on her—and I won’t. I’ll be fair to her just like I am with all the newbies. Either she’ll sink or swim. Hell, my initial interview might be enough to scare her away, though I doubt it.”

“Why not?” Quinn couldn’t conceal the frustration in his voice.

“For starters, she worked Harry over real good.” Gaffer’s gray eyes twinkled with obvious merriment at the memory. “Also, her website proves she’s familiar with the music scene. And if she was telling the truth about her previous work experience, she might be capable of handling the job. After all, she’s in great shape—and wearing good work boots. I think they were Georgia boots.”

To his annoyance, Quinn found himself pondering her shape a little too intently. Lithe and muscular, Kinley Black looked like Lara Croft from the old Tomb Raider games, complete with a long braid of dark, silken hair. He frowned. Her shape was a big part of the problem. A man would have trouble keeping his hands off her.

“What about her website? What if this MetalKat writes about what happens on the road?” The more he thought about the site, the more her motives made sense: She was hunting for a scoop to get her website in the spotlight. Why else would a beautiful woman sign up for months of nonstop drudgery?

The road manager interrupted his thoughts. “We’ll make confidentiality another condition for the job. Look, Quinn, if we don’t placate her, things could get ugly.” He continued in a gratingly patient tone. “That poor girl got roughed up pretty bad by Harry, and her hands are a mess. Given those injuries, it’s unlikely she’ll make it through the night. But if she does, she probably won’t last much longer, considering the tight quarters on the bus and grueling tour schedule. When she caves, I’ll pay for her ticket home.”

Quinn’s sense of decency railed against the prospect of putting a vulnerable and injured woman to work. Let her rest tonight and start tomorrow, his conscience prodded him. Instead, he bit his tongue and took a deep breath. Discouraging her was the right thing to do.

“Fine. Give her a shot,” he grumbled with feigned indifference. For her sake he prayed she couldn’t handle it.

[image: Image]

Fist clenched in a death grip on the cold washcloth, Kinley dabbed at her bleeding knuckles and did her best not to fidget on the worn sofa. This night was a disaster. How the fuck had she made such an ass of herself in front of Quinn-fucking-Mayne. Oh yeah, and the rest of the band—and their tour manager.

At least Tony had been kind. He gave her a new Viciöus tour shirt to replace the bloodstained one, and then he escorted her to a restroom and guarded the door while she washed her face and hands. When they arrived in the dressing room, he grabbed two beers from the ice bucket and handed her one.

“Let me be the first to thank you for kicking Harry’s ass. Most of us had been dying to for a long time, but Gaffer wanted to give the douchebag one more chance since he’s been working with us for so long.” The drummer held up his bottle of Michelob.

“Thanks,” she murmured awkwardly. The cold beer was bliss on her swollen hands.

Tony clinked his bottle against hers. “I also want to say that I love your site, and I think you’re a riot on Twitter. You’re MetalKin, right?”

Kinley nodded, torn between awe and dread that the drummer of Viciöus was aware of her online presence. Had he read her giddy status updates before the concert? She probably sounded like a dork when she raved that she had an exclusive interview with Quinn Mayne. Her chest tightened as an even more disturbing thought emerged.

“Oh, shit,” she groaned. “What am I going to tell my readers? After what I did, Quinn’s never going to give me that interview.”

And what was she going to tell Kat? Her best friend and co-host of the website had been heartbroken that they were only given one backstage pass. Kat wanted to meet the opening band, Bleeding Vengeance. She was going to stick around and see if Kinley could get her in, too, but then her asshole boyfriend had called and guilt-tripped her into going home early.

Now Kinley didn’t have any good news to cheer Kat up.

She took a big swig of beer to hide her grimace. Hell, Quinn’s probably going to file a restraining order on me.

To her humiliation, Tony nodded in agreement. “Yeah, the interview is probably a no-go tonight. He’s pretty pissed— at us, not you. But you know how it is. Anyway, I know I’m a poor substitute, but you can interview me right now. And if you get the job, Quinn will probably be willing to do it later when he’s in a better mood. He’s not a bad guy, for a tyrannical bastard, anyway.”

She managed a wan smile, wishing she could share his optimism. “Thanks. And you’re not a poor substitute at all. You’re one of my favorite drummers.”

As she removed her tablet from its case, Kinley fought off another wave of dejection and embarrassment. She should be more grateful that Tony was willing to help.

To add to her torment, her original fantasy meeting with Quinn Mayne whispered through her mind.

His eyes flared in admiration as they met hers, his hand warm and strong in her grasp as she introduced herself. Their conversation flowed so naturally, he asked her out to dinner. His gaze devoured her over the candlelit meal. Unable to part from her company so soon, he invited her to his hotel room. The second the door closed, Quinn pulled her into his arms. Kinley’s hands plunged into his thick hair as his lips came down on hers—

“So, what’s your first question?” Tony yanked her from the blissful daydream back into harsh reality.

Kinley forced her focus to the interview template. It was a stupid fantasy anyway.

“Which venue has been your favorite on this tour so far?”

Though she had to change and reword a few of the questions, Tony was an amiable subject and even managed to get her to laugh a few times. He also talked a lot about Quinn. Maybe he did so to make up for Quinn’s absence, or maybe highlighting the frontman was standard marketing policy. But she was grateful to learn more about her favorite singer.

“Quinn was always the backbone of the band. Without him keeping us on task, we could never finish an album.” Tony grinned. “Sometimes the guy can be a tyrant.” He stiffened and his eyes widened, obviously realizing it was a bad idea to speak ill of his cohort. “Please, don’t put that in the interview.”

“Put what in the interview?” Quinn’s voice rumbled like thunder as the door opened.

The beer bottle slipped from Kinley’s hands. She caught it before it could spill, grimacing as the pungent liquid splattered her knuckles.

“I already forgot.” She smiled at Tony.

Unable to stop herself, Kinley turned to look at the singer as he entered the dressing room flanked by what appeared to be the entire road crew.

Oh shit, they’re going to escort me out of the building now.

Quinn’s eyes were inscrutable. “We decided to give you a shot, but not at security. The whole reason for tonight’s disaster was no one believed you were capable of kicking Harry’s ass.” A hint of a smile curved his lips. “We’d prefer to keep the bloodshed to a minimum, so Mike got a promotion and we’ll put you with the sound crew. You’ll be hauling our gear and making sure our patch cords are hooked up right and stay that way during the shows. It’s backbreaking work.”

Kinley fought to keep her legs from trembling in reaction to that smile as she stood.

“I can handle it. Thank you,” she managed with calm dignity, barely resisting jumping with joy and throwing her arms around him.

Still looking disgruntled, Quinn nodded and ran a hand through that gorgeous midnight hair. “Well, I gotta go sign autographs. Gaffer here will take over and get you started. C’mon, Tony.”

Tony high-fived her gently, mindful of her bandages. “Welcome aboard.” He gave her an encouraging smile before following Quinn out the door.

Kinley’s gaze traced the gorgeous singer’s departing form, and she fought the urge to pinch herself. I’m going to be working for him.

Gaffer stepped out from the throng of roadies and sent them away with a wave. A few gave her disapproving looks on their way out, but she didn’t give a shit. I’ll show them.

“Before we get started, I want to ask you a few questions,” the road manager began.

She nodded cautiously, keeping a tight grip on her euphoria. “Okay.”

“First, do you have anyone at home? A husband or boyfriend? Kids?” His tone was as solemn as if he were asking for her criminal background.

Kinley gave him a respectful nod at the practical question. Families held one back from pursuing this life. Proof of that lay with the breakup of her own band.

“No, there’s no one.” For some reason, she felt a pang of sadness at the words. She hardly spoke to her father anymore and her brothers were busy with their own lives. Straightening her spine, she hardened her heart. I’m happy to be alone. It’s the only way to be true to myself, not be subservient to anyone. She did not want to end up like her mom. …or Kat.

The tour manager nodded, oblivious to her internal struggle. “What about your job?”

She lifted her chin with growing confidence. He was taking her seriously. It was about time someone ignored her lack of a penis and treated her like a capable human being. “I just have the website, and I can manage that anywhere as long as I have an Internet connection.”

Gaffer’s eyes widened. “You bring in that much from the site?”

“My partner and I get a pretty decent amount from advertising and stuff, but not a livable wage. Yet.” She looked down. “I also received an inheritance from my mom.”

“My condolences.”

Kinley shrugged. “She passed away when I was young, but the money remained in a trust until I came of age.” Though Mom had been gone for nearly thirteen years, an aching hole remained in Kinley’s heart. A hole filled with simmering anger at being burdened with the impossible task of taking her mother’s place.

To her relief, Gaffer changed the subject. “Why do you want to be a roadie?”

“I’ve loved music all my life, and I want more than anything to be a part of it.” She cringed inwardly. God, that sounds so corny. Recovering herself, she smiled and added, “That, and Viciöus is my favorite band.”

The road manager chuckled. “Well, you might not think they’re so great after being on the road with ’em. They can be a pain in the ass, and they stink just as bad as anyone else in close quarters.” His gray eyes suddenly turned speculative. “Tell me, Kinley, do you play any music?”

She blinked, startled by the question. “Just a little guitar, but I can only imitate songs I hear. I don’t have the creativity to write my own stuff.” Kat was the real musical genius. “It’s really not worth mentioning on the job application if there is one.”

“Hmm. I’d like to hear you play sometime.”

An unreasonable fantasy of jamming with the band flitted across her mind. She tamped it down, retaining her grip on reality. “Um, okay.”

He nodded and went on to ask her some questions about her health, then described the less-than-glamorous wages roadies received, as if in an attempt to deter her. But from his tone, Kinley could tell she was in.

Sure enough, Gaffer reached into his pocket and pulled out a crew pass to stick on her shirt. “Let’s get you started.”

Holding the pass like a priceless treasure, Kinley forced a dignified nod. She could give in to the giddy squeals later when she told Kat the news if her friend could get away from her jerk boyfriend for even five minutes.

As she joined the crew, the other roadies gave her looks ranging from leers to curiosity.

“Did you really beat up Harry?” one guy asked when helped her carry a speaker cabinet.

She nodded, biting back a hiss of pain as her bandaged hands adjusted their grip on the cabinet.

“Impressive. Harry’s a big dude. Most of us didn’t like that asshole. Except for Phil, who seemed to think the sun shone out of Harry’s ass.” The guy shook his head as they loaded the cabinet into the cargo truck. “And now you joined the crew. That’s gotta be the craziest way to get a job I’ve ever heard.”

Kinley grinned. “I didn’t do it on purpose.”

Maybe she’d start fitting in sooner than she expected. That hope was dashed when Gaffer called her over to help the guitar tech wind up patch cords.

“Who the fuck are you?” the wiry, pockmarked guy snarled as she approached.

He must not have been with the others when Quinn announced she got the job. “Kinley Black, the new roadie.” She pointed at her crew pass. “Gaffer told me to help you.”

“Where’s Mike?”

Recognizing the name, she searched her memory. “Uh, Quinn said he got promoted to security to replace Harry.”

He froze at her words. “You mean it’s true? Harry actually got beat up by a girl?” He did a double-take at her bruised face. “And they hired you? Un-fucking-believable.”

“Yeah, it was a surprise to me too, but I’m here, so I’ll get that other cord if you’re just going to sit there.” She smiled to take the bite out of her words, but his attitude still irked her.

He ignored her and jerked a cable out of an amp. “Gaffer must be going senile. Harry was worth ten times what you could be.”

“You must be Phil,” she surmised. Her hands throbbed as she wrapped the electrical cables, giving a silent prayer of thanks that she remembered the correct method.

“And you must be a bitch.”

Kinley ignored him with gritted teeth and scrambled to obey Gaffer’s barked orders. There were assholes on every job site. It didn’t surprise her that this one and piggy Harry were close.

The pain was soon forgotten as she hefted cases and amps with the same ease as the rest of the crew. While the work took on a steady rhythm, Kinley earned respectful glances from a few of her new coworkers and indifference from the rest. She cast a longing look at the guitars—Quinn played a Fender Stratocaster and Curt, a B.C. Rich, and they used an incredible array of pickups that she’d never seen before. Looking away before she could torture herself further, she heaved a sigh of envy as Phil finally got up off his ass and handled those delectable pieces of equipment.
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Quinn’s breath caught in his throat as Kinley crouched down, presenting him with a view of her denim-clad backside. The muscles in her thighs tightened beneath the material as she lifted the Marshall amp with more care than any roadie had taken before.

She was doing an impressive job—no way to deny it. He’d never seen a woman excel so much at manual labor and look so damned beautiful doing it. He still hadn’t ruled out the possibility that she was trying to pull some undercover stunt with her website, though if she was, she had supernatural dedication.

“Jesus,” Curt breathed, leaning back against the side of the tour bus. “That woman is like Mighty Mouse! Do you think she’s a lesbo? I mean, look at those biceps!”

“Yeah,” Quinn muttered, lighting a cigarette. “Her biceps.” He couldn’t stop looking at other things.

If he didn’t turn away soon, his pants were going to get uncomfortable. Damn, he hadn’t reacted so strongly to a woman in forever. Too long. Despite his better judgment, he continued to watch her. After all, someone had to make sure she wasn’t going to cause any more trouble.

Thankfully, the crew was done loading up soon after, ending his torment. Gaffer headed over to deliver his report.

“What time did she get?” Quinn tried to sound nonchalant.

Gaffer held up his stopwatch. “I clocked her at twenty minutes.”

“That’s not as good as Mike did.” Quinn crushed out his cigarette, avoiding the tour manager’s gaze. He knew it was a stupid argument.

Gaffer snorted. “Shit, she was only five minutes behind him. And did you see her fuckin’ hands? They’re swollen up to kingdom come and still bleeding—yet she still hauled and loaded the gear in decent time.” His eyes narrowed. “Face it, Mayne. Kinley did a damn good job, she’s qualified, and we need her. Either way, it’s my call, but things will go a whole lot smoother if I have your okay.”

The bastard was right. Quinn closed his eyes, trying to block off mental images of inevitable disaster. How would she handle sleeping in the back of the bus with the crew? What if one of them tries to— He broke off the thought.

“Fine,” he said through clenched teeth. “Kinley will tour with us. But I want you to tell Joe to keep an eye on her and let us know if any of the guys get out of line.” Since their sound tech was gay, Quinn knew Kinley wouldn’t be in danger from him, at least.

Gaffer grinned. “Good. I’ll have her fill out a job application, then go with her to take her car back to her house in Coeur d’Alene and pack her things. We’ll catch a ride to the hotel afterward.”

“No.” The word came out more severely than Quinn intended.

The road manager raised a brow. “What do you mean?”

“You’re not going anywhere alone with her. I’m coming too.” Quinn fixed him with a firm stare. There was no way he was letting Kinley out of his sight any more than he had to.

Gaffer sighed. “Look, Quinn. Kinley’s gonna be fine. She’s not your baby sister and I’m not one of those assholes who—”

Quinn winced as he cut the old road manager off. “Just humor me here, okay?” He took a deep breath to fight off memories of his sister and the tragedy he’d been responsible for. “Besides, I still gotta talk to her about the waiver and the situation with her website.”

Shoving his hands in his pockets, Quinn approached his new roadie. Reluctantly he admitted that Gaffer was right again. The woman was nothing like his delicate, ethereal sister. Kinley had the attitude of a hardened badass and the proof to back it up. But this was still a dangerous place for a woman, any woman. And hell if one was going to be endangered again on his watch.

Best if he was the one to tell her that a condition of working for them would be to sign away her right to sue if someone tried to grope her. Best if she thought he was an asshole.

Kinley glanced up at him as if feeling his gaze on her. She gave him a tentative smile and straightened her shoulders, clearly eager to please.

Why did that make him feel like he really was an asshole?

 




Chapter Three

 

Kinley wiped a layer of sweat from her brow. The last of the gear was loaded into the truck. As she caught her breath, she noticed a guitar pick on the ground. She picked it up and saw it was one of those Quinn kept in his microphone stand to throw to fans. Should she keep it as a good luck charm or return it to Gaffer when they went to pack her stuff?

“Keep it,” Quinn said as if reading her mind.

She sucked in a breath as he strode toward her. His dark green eyes glittered with resignation and some other emotion she couldn’t identify.

“Congratulations. You got the job.” Though he still didn’t look happy with the situation, he held out his palm.

She took his hand and shook it, trying not to wince at the pain from her cuts and bruises. This was not how she’d imagined it would go down. Still, his hand felt warm even through the bandages, making her belly flutter.

“Thanks. I’ll work hard for you guys, I promise.” Reluctantly, she withdrew her hand.

At last, he smiled. “I’m sure you will.” He sighed and shifted awkwardly on his feet. “Gaffer will give you an application to fill out after you get your stuff, but there is one more thing.”

“What?”

He scratched the back of his neck. “Well, being on the road with a bunch of men who go for long periods without seeing any women… They can be less than gentlemen. You’re not going to have an easy time of it.”

Kinley laughed lightly at the attempt to discourage her. “I know. I’ve been the only chick on plenty of construction sites. As long as they keep their hands to themselves, I can take anything they can dish out.”

He shrugged, looking somehow guilty. “If you take this job, I need you to sign a promise not to take legal action if your coworkers do something inappropriate.”

“You want me to waive my right to sue for harassment?” She fought to keep her voice level. He was probably just trying to scare her off. Still, she didn’t want to sign away her right to be treated like a human being, much less make herself available as fresh meat to the entire road crew.

He avoided her gaze. “Yes.”

Her jaw clenched, sending throbbing pain up the side of her bruised face. She should be pissed. She should walk away.

But he was trying to get her to back down.

She refused to let him.

Kinley closed her eyes a moment, weighing the pros and cons of signing the contract, and considering how to negotiate enough to cover her ass. Finally, she nodded. “I will, but under two conditions.”

Quinn’s brow rose. “You’re not in a position to bargain for conditions, but I’ll hear you out.”

“First, I want to reserve the right to defend myself if the harassment is physical.” Her fists balled up in emphasis, shooting bolts of pain through her hands. “Second, I want you to include a clause that excludes rape.”

A strange, almost pained look crossed his features before he nodded. “That is more than fair. I’ll have Gaffer add that to the waiver he’ll be writing up tonight, and you can sign it tomorrow.”

Her shoulders relaxed slightly at his ready agreement. “Gaffer’s writing it up?” Somehow Gaffer didn’t seem the type to draft contracts.

“He used to be a lawyer.” He smiled at her skeptical frown. “But life on the road suited him better.”

She smiled back, still unable to picture the burly man in a suit carrying a briefcase. “I completely understand. I could never be chained to a desk.”

“Yeah, some of us are free spirits.” Quinn gave her a long, considering look, then shook his head as if deciding not to say more. “Let’s go take your car back to Coeur d’Alene and pack your stuff.”

She blinked in surprise. “You’re coming with us?” She’d thought only Gaffer would be accompanying her. And why would Quinn want to come anyway? He clearly didn’t want anything to do with her.

“Gaffer has a shitty sense of direction. He’d never be able to get back to the hotel.” Something in his tone made her sure he wasn’t telling the truth.

Maybe he just wanted to keep an eye on her, make sure she wasn’t crazy or something. Kinley shrugged. “Okay, let’s go.”

Despite her feigned nonchalance, her heart pounded in rhythm with her steps. Her imagination flying with excitement at the prospect of having Quinn Mayne riding in her car and having him in her house. Even if only for a little while.
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“But your hands,” Quinn argued for the second time as he followed Kinley’s long strides across the parking lot.

The neat white bandages wrapped around her knuckles didn’t hide the fact that they’d been a bloody mess an hour ago. Driving with them like that would have to be painful. Anger gnawed at his gut. Kinley gotten hurt just because she wanted to interview him.

“I said nobody drives my car but me,” she growled.

The damn woman was stubborn. Still, he couldn’t help but admire that. After years of mindless adoration from females, Kinley’s take-no-shit demeanor was refreshing, dangerously so.

Gaffer cut off his thoughts with a low whistle. “A ’71 Plymouth Duster? That’s a rare beauty. I hope she’ll be in safe hands during this trip.”

“She’s a ’70,” Kinley corrected him and smiled with warmth and pride. “And she’s my baby. Kat’s gonna keep an eye on her. She’ll be by every day to feed my cat, check on the house. She’s the co-owner of the website.”

Gaffer ran an appreciative hand along the fender. “Did you restore her yourself?”

She shook her head. “No, but Kat and I got her running—barely. She was a clunker until I was finally able to take her to a restoration shop to finish the job.”

Quinn willed his eyes to stay in his skull. She’s into metal and muscle cars? This chick was a dream come true. He shook his head. Must stay professional. She’s an employee—and a journalist.

“Speaking of your site,” Quinn fixed her with a stern gaze as he slid into the passenger seat after Gaffer climbed in the back. It was time to get back to business. “I need you to sign an agreement that you’ll refrain from writing about your job with us.”

Kinley met his gaze directly, her brown eyes large and solemn. “Of course. What happens on the road stays on the road. You have my solemn word on that.” She buckled her seatbelt, and the engine came to life with the roar of a classic V8.

Her voice rang with honesty—and honor.

Quinn hadn’t met an honorable person in a long time. The realization struck a chord within, compelling him to indulge her. “However, we will meet up with lots of great acts on the road. I’m certain we can hook you up with some interviews.”

“Thanks.” For a moment, their eyes met, and he was disarmed by her brilliant smile.

He felt like a total shit-heel for assuming she’d want to use them to increase her audience. Still, he’d been burned before. No matter what he felt, he’d keep an eye on her blog and make sure she was telling him the truth.

Then the dome light went out, leaving them in a darkness that was too intimate, even with Gaffer in the back.

He made an effort to fill the awkward silence as the car sped east on I-90. “So, what do you have for music?”

“There’s a CD case under your feet.”

Quinn lifted the leather monstrosity and opened it with an appreciative smile. CDs might be outdated, but he still liked seeing music in a physical form. Her collection was impressive, with many of his favorites, plenty of Viciöus albums, and the classics no metalhead worth their salt could live without.

He threw in some Iron Maiden, and within moments all of them were singing along. Kinley had a pleasant voice, velvety and melodic. It was especially appealing compared to Gaffer’s guttural attempts in the backseat.

Even though her hands had to be killing her, the drive went smoothly. In less than an hour, Kinley pulled her Duster into a new garage, next to a quaint, old Victorian house shadowed beneath massive pines and maples.

Aside from a nervous swallow, her voice remained level. “Wanna come in for a beer while I pack?”

“Sounds great,” Gaffer said as they piled out of the car.

Quinn followed them up the creaking steps, trying to tamp down his irrepressible curiosity about this woman.

Kinley’s house looked more like a bachelor pad than the home of a single woman. The living room was somewhat clean, aside from an entertainment center overflowing with movies and CDs. A brief glance at the kitchen revealed a stack of dirty dishes next to the sink. Past that was a laundry room covered in a rainbow of heaped clothing.

“I’m gonna call Kat and let her know what’s up while I pack,” Kinley said. A light blush tinted her cheeks. Was she embarrassed at the state of her house? “I’ll only be a second. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall, and there’s beer in the fridge.”

Gaffer needed no further urging and dashed to the bathroom as Kinley headed into a room to pack. Quinn grabbed a bottle of Kokanee from the vintage refrigerator, noting that the thing was stocked with more condiments than food before he wandered out to explore the house. When Gaffer emerged from the bathroom and called for the cab, Quinn took his turn. That space was a little more feminine than the living room and kitchen, with makeup, nail polish, and hairclips scattered all over the small Formica counter. The scent of the soap and shampoo she used wafted from the bathtub concealed by a showercurtain with skulls printed on it. Quinn chuckled at the framed picture of Bolo Yeung from the movie Bloodsport hanging above the toilet with the hilarious caption: “Chong-Li is watching you pee.” He put the toilet seat back down and washed his hands before wandering to explore the rest of the house.

Sadly, Kinley’s cat, a shorthair uniquely marked with gray, orange, and white spots, wasn’t interested in meeting him. The cat cast him a grumpy look with its green eyes, then sped out of sight. At least the hall held something interesting, its walls were adorned with rows of black and white portraits of rock stars. As Quinn stepped closer, he realized they were hand-drawn. He recognized Cliff Tracey from Bleeding Vengeance, Dante Deity from Deity, all four members of Rage of Angels, Dave Mustaine from Megadeth, Ash from Niteblade…and himself. Did she draw these?

“Now, don’t freak out,” Kinley interrupted his perusal.

He turned to ask her about the portraits but realized she wasn’t talking to him. She was still on the phone with her friend.

Kinley emerged from another room, juggling a backpack, a duffel bag, and a laptop case. She continued talking. “Just get over here, get my keys, say hello if you get a chance, but don’t freak out.” A light, delicious laugh escaped her lips as she locked the door and stepped back into the hallway.

Quinn missed the rest of the conversation. But he heard enough to realize two things, the first being that Kinley had warned her friend not to “freak out” when she arrived to collect the house keys and saw a famous rock star. That was professional and considerate, but he didn’t dwell on it long. What concerned him more was the second thing, that she had locked that door to keep him out. Why? Was it because that room was such a mess, or was she one of those crazed stalker types with a shrine to her favorite band?

Maybe complete with plaster casts?

His teeth ground in dread. There was no way he’d take a nut job on the road. He made a note to check out her website the second they got back to the hotel.

The moment Kinley hung up, he approached her, forcing a casual tone. “Did you draw these?”

That enticing laugh escaped her lush pink lips once more. “No, a friend of mine did ’em. She gives me one every year for Christmas. I can’t draw a straight line.”

Quinn hid a sigh of relief as he studied the drawings. “She does excellent work.”

They’d just barely finished their beers when footsteps sounded on the porch steps. The front door opened.

“Now, what am I supposed to not freak out about?” A petite woman with wavy black hair entered. Her brown eyes widened, gaping at Quinn. “Oh,” she finished with a squeak.

Gaffer chuckled behind him. “I take it this is ‘MetalKat’?”

Kinley nodded. “Yeah, this is Katana James, co-owner of Metalness. Kat, this is Quinn Mayne, and this is his tour manager, Gaffer…”

“O’Malley,” Gaffer finished and shook Kat’s hand. “Kat and Kin—I like it.”

As Quinn shook Kat’s hand, he noticed with surprise that her fingertips were callused. Did she play guitar? For that matter, did Kinley? Because of her bandaged hands, he couldn’t tell.

“It’s an honor to meet one of my biggest inspirations, Mr. Mayne.” Kat’s voice was breathless, but at least she didn’t squeal and gush.

Kinley gave her friend another warning look before she explained, “I’m their new roadie, so I need you to watch my house for the next few months.”

“Oh my God!” Kat gaped. “You’re going on the road with Viciöus? That’s gonna bring hella traffic to our site!”

“That’s not going to be public information, and if you say anything about it, they’ll fire me,” Kinley admonished. “I have to sign an agreement stating as much.”

Her mournful tone made Quinn feel less than charitable.

“Oh.” Kat’s voice sank with disappointment.

Kinley leaned forward and gave her an encouraging smile. “But Quinn says he’ll try to line up some interviews with other bands when we’re on the road. This will still be great for us.”

Headlights shone through the front windows, granting them a reprieve from further explanations. Kat visibly quivered with unanswered questions, but Kinley tossed her the keys before she could open her mouth.

“The cab’s here. We’d better get going. I’ll call you later.”

“But why are you going to be a roadie?” Kat asked in a strange tone. “Does he know you can—?”

Kinley cut her off with a growl. “I said, I’ll call you later.”

Quinn frowned, his suspicions returning. What was she being so secretive about? As they headed out for the cab, he gave her a warning look. Whatever it was, it better not screw up this tour.
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The cab ride back to Spokane was starkly silent and thick with tension. Kinley already missed her car. No longer did she have the distraction of driving and singing along to Iron Maiden’s “Powerslave” to mute the tangible awareness of Quinn’s presence.

As if to taunt her, he let Gaffer ride in front and chose to sit with her in the back. His leg was only inches from hers. Her hands balled into fists at her sides, resisting the urge to reach out and touch him. To feel the hard, muscled warmth beneath his jeans.

After what seemed an eternity of tension and yet too short a timespan, the cab arrived at the hotel. The tour bus crouched in the parking lot, its deep blue paint almost black in the darkness. Quinn slid out of the cab and got her bags out of the trunk before she could.

“See you tomorrow when we’re back on the road,” he said as he handed over her laptop case and backpack.

“Yeah,” she managed weakly.

He gave her a quick nod before striding off to the hotel like he couldn’t wait to get away from her. Kinley stared at the monstrous tour bus. It was bigger than a Greyhound.

“C’mon.” Gaffer brought her attention back to the forefront. “I’ll show you your bunk.” He scratched his beard, suddenly looking awkward. “Look, if there are any problems with the guys, let me know, okay?”

She bristled at his solicitous tone. “I can handle it.”

He laughed, undaunted at her ire. “I’m sure you can, but try to leave them in good enough shape to do their jobs. Deal?”

She couldn’t help but return his smile. She held out her hand and shook his. “Deal.”

Every inch of Kinley’s skin itched from the scrutiny of the other roadies as she entered the back of the tour bus. The rank odor of BO permeated her nostrils, making her eyes water. Gaffer had been right about it being smelly.

Her new coworkers continued to stare, tracking her every move.

“You got Harry’s old bunk,” one said while the rest chuckled.

Once she threw back the blanket, she understood the reason for their laughter. The bunk was littered with crusty socks, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what they’d been used for. A sour stench, worse than the BO, emanated from the area.

Kinley refused to quail before them. “It’s a good thing I recently got my tetanus shot,” she quipped for their amusement.

One of the guys laughed. “Think you can handle sleeping there?”

“What doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger.” Cursing under her breath, she grabbed two plastic grocery bags from the wastebasket. Using one as a glove, she retrieved the bunk socks and tossed them in the other bag. With that repulsive chore completed, she threw the blanket back over the bunk. There was no way she was getting near those sheets.

Pulling out her phone, she searched for the nearest Laundromat. She would get this bedding cleaned first thing in the morning. Hell, maybe she’d just buy new.

“You can sleep in my bunk,” one of them offered.

“I don’t mix business and pleasure.” Kinley frowned at the screen. The closest Laundromats were closed and didn’t open until six in the morning. “What time are we headed out?”

“I think around ten. Depends on how late the groupies keep ’em up.”

A sudden image of one of the many gorgeous women she’d seen backstage now frolicking in Quinn’s lap struck her with the force of a baseball bat. Bile filled her gut. She sucked in a breath and cursed herself. Why the hell should I care? That’s what rock stars do, for Christ’s sake. But thank God they’re in a hotel and not here.

One of the roadies raked his gaze across her body and licked his lips. “You can keep me up.”

“No thanks.” Kinley set the alarm on her phone and curled up on the bunk, using her coat as a blanket. She kept her pocket knife clenched in her fist in case the guys got any ideas.

“Damn, you’re a cold bitch, aren’t you?”

“Careful man,” another said to the pervy one. “Did you hear what she did to Harry?”

Kinley pretended to sleep, though, with the stench of the bus, the pain in her hands, and her raging emotions, such a thing would be impossible.

Despite his cold, autocratic attitude, even just the thought of Quinn Mayne made her fill with heat. It was gonna be hard to be one of the guys when he made her feel like such a girl. But she would die before he ever found out she was attracted to him. And she vowed to work circles around the rest of his crew.






Chapter Four

 

Quinn struggled to concentrate on jamming with Curt as they neared The Gorge in George, Washington.

As the bus pulled up beside another nearly identical bus, Gaffer cursed. “Damn, I was hoping we’d beat them.”

Quinn smiled and opened a notebook, making a checkmark next to the list of gigs. “Bleeding Vengeance and crew score another point, but we’re still in the lead.”

“We need to be, and not to win the silly game you and your crew have going on with theirs,” Gaffer said sternly. “You’re the headliner. You need to be done with the load-in before they can start.” He got up from his seat and went to the back of the bus to gather the crew.

Tony sighed before stretching and rising from his seat. “Whatever. Let’s get this show started.”

Quinn lingered behind the others as they piled off the bus, watching Kinley make her way down the steps behind Phil. She had her head down and her hands in her pockets, trying to look tough, but from the fine tremble in her arms, he could tell she was nervous. The bruise on her face from her fight with Harry had darkened to an angry purple covering most of her chin and creeping up her left cheek. His fists clenched at the sight of it, and primal wave of protectiveness coursed through him.

How had her first night gone? Had any of the road crew harassed her? He eyed the other roadies and was somewhat reassured at their lack of black eyes and split lips.

Fighting the urge to hang back and reassure her, Quinn quickened his pace, ignoring Gaffer’s questioning look.

He’d looked at her website last night, but she hadn’t posted anything since the status update before she came to the concert. Giddy enthusiasm had emanated from her every word, making him feel a twinge of guilt for postponing their interview. Still, he wanted to see what she posted next.

Bleeding Vengeance waited backstage, eyeing Quinn’s band smugly. “We beat you again,” Cliff Tracey, the lead singer, said.

“We’re still ahead,” Quinn replied.

“Your roadies still better hustle.”

Oblivious to the singer’s posturing, Curt rushed forward to greet the guitarist, Lefty Swanson. Curt and Lefty were best friends and inseparable when not touring. As touching as their friendship looked, Quinn couldn’t help but think it was bad for Curt. Every time he and Lefty hung out, Curt did way more coke than usual. Sure enough, both took off to the dressing rooms, rubbing their noses in tandem.

Quinn, Brand, and Tony greeted the other three members of Bleeding Vengeance. Roderick Powell, the drummer, high-fived them all, and Klement Burke, the bassist, chattered amiably before asking if they wanted to smoke a bowl before their sets.

They fell silent when the roadies filed inside with the gear.

Cliff’s dark eyes widened as he stared at Kinley. “When did you get that one?” Licking his lips, he added, “I’d love for her to handle my equipment.”

Resisting the sudden urge to punch Cliff in the face, Quinn cleared his throat and answered, “We hired her after the Spokane show. Harry didn’t work out, so she stepped in.” He didn’t elaborate.

Klement eyed him speculatively, as if he knew that Quinn was leaving out a big chunk of the story. Unsurprising, since the guy was a certified genius—the undisputed brains behind his band.

Instead of pressing him for more information, the bassist glanced at Kinley and nodded. “She looks like a hard worker and smarter than your last one,” he said with no desire in his voice. “How’s Phil working out?”

Phil was Klement’s sister’s nephew by marriage, and he had high dreams of a rock ’n’ roll life. Bleeding Vengeance already had a guitar tech, but Quinn’s tech had quit after getting married, so he took Phil on as a favor to his friend and colleague.

Quinn scratched the back of his neck, weighing his words. “Honestly, I don’t think the kid’s going to make it. He’s too short-tempered and can’t get my guitar tuned the way I want it. I’m trying to give him a fair shot, but—”

“It’s all good. That’s all I promised my sister. Just let me know when you’ve found a replacement for him. I’ll pay for his ticket home. And I still owe you one.”

The bassist stalked off to talk with the house sound engineer, doubtless to nitpick on the mix settings. Quinn pitied the guy, though he had to admit, since touring with Bleeding Vengeance, Viciöus had never sounded better.

Quinn followed the rest of Bleeding Vengeance behind the stage area, wondering which one he should get for Kinley to interview. Cliff and Roderick were definitely out. He wouldn’t trust them alone with her for a second. He put off the decision. He should probably let her interview him before any of them. After all, he’d been scheduled with her first.

[image: Image]

Kinley’s heart raced as she scrambled to keep up with the rest of the road crew. Then she froze, breath caught in her throat at the sight of the Gorge Amphitheater. The main stage rested before the Columbia River Gorge, sunlight on the river shimmering on the metal stage and the canyon walls beyond. The Cascade Mountains reigned off in the distance like a magical land.

She’d been to a few shows here, but by the time she’d arrived, the area around the stage was always packed with fellow fans. Now, with only the tour buses and the trucks with the gear, the grassy, hilled region surrounding the stage was incredibly vast. And the canyon, holy shit. She stared, breathless, at the magnificent vista.

Gaffer’s voice barked into her consciousness. “Yeah, I know it’s pretty, but you can gawk later. It’s time to get to work. The audience will start showing up soon.”

Ashamed, Kinley straightened her spine like a soldier coming to attention. A sigh of relief escaped her when she realized Gaffer wasn’t scolding only her. The rest of the road crew had also remained frozen in awe at the sight of the gorgeous venue.

She’d never done an outdoor gig before. She felt a momentary pang of dread at the prospect of being rained on, but thankfully the sky was cloudless and pristine blue. There was a nip in the early May air, and she shivered, wishing she’d brought her hoodie. Following the others, she headed to the trailer to start unloading the gear.

The cargo truck had backed up near the entrance and parked beside one of several long shed-like structures on either side of the stage. Kinley hadn’t noticed them during her previous visits. Her attention had been focused entirely on whichever band was playing.

When she and the crew began unloading the truck and hauling the gear inside, she saw that the sheds were pretty much the same as the backstage areas at indoor venues. There were even walled-off sections to serve as dressing rooms.

And speaking of bands, Bleeding Vengeance stood in the center of the room, chatting with Viciöus like old pals. Since they’d departed before Kinley got started on the job back in Spokane, she hadn’t seen them in person yet, aside from on stage. She couldn’t help but stare, though she told herself she was only taking mental notes to share with Kat. Bleeding Vengeance was her friend’s favorite band.

Cliff Tracey, the singer, gave her a dazzling smile meant to make her melt. Kinley remained unaffected. Cliff was Kat’s crush. Seeing Cliff standing next to Quinn, Kinley decided Kat was crazy. Quinn was way sexier. Just looking at him made her heart flutter. She struggled to tamp down the sensation. Now that she was working for him, she had to get over her silly crush on the guy.

Cliff said something to Quinn, and the drummer tipped her a wink before turning back to his colleagues. The bassist glanced at her and then said something to the others. Kinley had the disturbing sensation they were talking about her.

Praying they weren’t mocking her, she lifted her chin and forced her concentration on her work. She refused to look in their direction until they departed for whatever served as the green room here.

Her focus only faltered once, Klement approached Joe, Viciöus’s sound tech, and another guy who must be Bleeding Vengeance’s guy to discuss the EQ channels and other settings on the mixing board.

In rapid-fire technical jargon, the bass player proceeded to direct the sound guys to make a dizzying array of adjustments and tweaks. He cut off all arguments with a stream of logic that had both men nodding sullenly and obeying. Once everything was to his satisfaction, the bassist nodded and strode off.

Kinley closed her gaping mouth and shook her head. The dude sounded just like the tech support guy for their website. She always made Kat talk to the man because she couldn’t understand half of what he said.

Joe sighed and scratched the stubble on his chin. “Goddamn, that guy is such a pain in the ass. I mean, I know he’s right, but Jesus!”

The other tech nodded. “At least you don’t have to deal with Klement for every show. I swear, if he was able to be in two places at once, he’d be running all the mixers and be on stage playing bass at the same time.” He paused, considering. “At least he always has good weed.”

Some of Bleeding Vengeance’s roadcrew stepped in to help with the load-in while the rest held back and watched. The two crews exchanged stories about what it was like working for the bands while bantering amiably about which band was better. Aside from a few curious glances, Kinley was pretty much ignored. So she stayed on Gaffer’s heels taking direction as to where she could be the most useful.

With an outdoor venue, wiring up the amplifiers, mixers, and PAs was a little different. But between Joe’s and Gaffer’s helpful instructions, she felt somewhat confident she pulled it off. They were ready for the soundcheck just as the security guys and the food and beer vendors arrived.

Kinley stood on the stage for a moment, gazing out at the vast hilly grassland that would soon be filled with thousands of fans. Closing her eyes, she imagined herself on stage holding her guitar, playing for a crowd this size.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Gaffer said beside her.

Dragging herself away from the daydream, she nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“It’s time for us to get out of the way so Bleeding Vengeance can do their load-in.”

As the crew for Bleeding Vengeance began hauling in their gear, Kinley offered to help. All scornfully refused—except for one who said he could use help with the equipment in his pants. Rolling her eyes, she cleared out of the way and occupied herself with watching the fans who’d stayed in the campsite on the venue grounds line up for the shuttle buses. The parking lot fill up with more vehicles.

Joe tapped her on the shoulder. “Hey, Kin, come help me up here.” He pointed at one of the raised pavilions behind the mosh pit.

“You got it!” she said eagerly and followed the sound engineer up the hill and under the roped-off area surrounding the lower one. She didn’t care what Joe wanted her to do. From there, she could see the whole stage unencumbered.

Bleeding Vengeance’s sound engineer was already behind the mixing boards, looking hassled as Klement stood over his shoulder making adjustments to the sliders.

“Don’t touch anything,” he told them sternly before his mood abruptly shifted, and he pulled out a pipe with a grin. “Wanna puff?”

Kinley shook her head, but the sound engineers eagerly nodded. Once they finished smoking a bowl, Klement departed to get ready for the show. Two men in security uniforms escorted the bassist back to the stage as fans began to fill the area below the pavilion.

“What do I need to do?” Kinley asked Joe.

“Gaffer wants you to get better acquainted with the mixing boards, so when Viciöus goes on, I’ll show you the system. For now, we can kick back and watch the show.”

One of Viciöus’s roadies brought her and the two sound techs some tacos from one of the vendors up the hill. They ate and watched the fans trickle in. 

When Bleeding Vengeance mounted the stage, Kinley fought the urge to cheer along with the crowd. Cliff greeted the audience with a roar as Klement ripped into an insane bass riff that was so fast his fingers were a blur. Lefty matched him riff by riff. There seemed to be something magical about The Gorge—this performance was even better than the Spokane show. She wished she could record a video on her phone and send it to Kat. That probably wasn’t allowed. But maybe she’d get a chance to interview one of them.

By the time Bleeding Vengeance finished their encore and took their bow, Kinley’s adrenaline was through the roof. Viciöus took the stage, and she bit back a gasp. Like a Greek god, Quinn overpowered her consciousness. It took every bit of her will to concentrate on what Joe was explaining to her about the mixing board. The thing was three times the size of the ones she’d used at bar gigs—and a million times more complex. She learned a few things, but most of it went over her head. Kat had always been better at this sort of thing.

Too soon, the show was over.




Chapter Five

 

Yet again, Quinn found himself watching the roadies load up the gear. Well, one roadie in particular. Kinley moved across the stage with sleek grace as she disconnected the amp hookups. He watched her wrap up the speaker cords, a blissful smile curving her lush lips.

Despite the grueling work, she loved this—it was clear. She loved it as much as anyone who lasted in the business.

To his relief, she seemed to be keeping to her word. This morning, she’d posted her interview with Tony and made no mention that she was now working for his band.

Quinn ran a hand through his hair and sighed. Kinley was working out better than he’d expected. Hell, she was working out better than most of the roadies he’d known in his career. And she was infinitely more fascinating.

Their gazes met, and immediately a spark of desire shivered through his form. He knew he should look away, but like a magnet, Kinley held his attention.

He frowned. Why was he so interested in this gruff woman anyway? Chicks had been throwing themselves at him since the first time he stood on a stage with his guitar. Now that he was a millionaire, before taxes anyway, he could take his pick. A-list actresses had flirted with him, for Christ’s sake. Yet, he hadn’t taken them up on their offers lately. In fact, it had been a while since he’d taken anyone up.

Maybe it was just ennui. For the past twelve years, Quinn had placed all his focus on putting together a killer band. All of his energy went to writing songs to top the charts, marketing, being a mega rock star, and living the dream of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.

Now that he had all of that, where was there to go? The next album, of course, he answered himself while shunting away the other implications of the question.

Maybe Kinley reminded him of where he’d started. Seeing the determination evidenced in her hard work and the sheer hunger in her eyes made him remember his own. The question was: What did she hunger for? Probably not being a manual laborer.

“Shouldn’t you be chatting with your fans?” Gaffer’s amused voice pulled him from his ruminations.

“I will in a minute.” He winced at his defensive tone and lit a cigarette. “I just wanted to check in on our new crew member.”

The road manager grunted. “The girl’s a trooper. I mean, she was hopeless at operating the mixers when Joe tried her out with that, but she busts ass with the grunt work and is a damn quick learner.”

“Yeah, I noticed that.” Quinn continued to watch her. “Whoever she worked for before must have been real small-time.”

At his words, Kinley flinched as if slapped. He felt a momentary pang of guilt for talking about her as if she weren’t there. But the sense of remorse was quickly overshadowed by confusion at her extreme reaction. She admitted the band she worked for had been nobodies. Why had she taken it so personally then?

“I never asked her who she worked for before.” Quinn tried to sound nonchalant despite his sudden curiosity on the matter. “Well, I did, but she never gave me a clear answer. Did you ever talk to her about that?”

Gaffer shook his head and gave Quinn an odd smile. “No. Maybe you should.”

Unbidden, his gaze returned to Kinley.

She was packing up his guitar. That was supposed to be Phil’s job. But she handled his Fender with such care that he didn’t mind. She placed the Stratocaster in its case with the reverence it deserved. With long, delicate fingers, she stroked the instrument like a lover. Shivers ran down his spine as he imagined her touching him like that.

“Is she having problems with the rest of the crew?” He refrained from asking the real question on his mind: Had any tried to climb in her bunk yet?

“None of them were thrilled at first to be working with a chick, but most seemed to have adjusted. Especially with Kinley being so easy on the eyes.” Gaffer chuckled. “You playing guardian angel?”

Quinn shook his head, about to retort, when another roadie approached Kinley with a blatant leer. Grinding his teeth, Quinn moved forward to put a stop to it.

Gaffer seized his arm, holding him back with bear-like strength. “You have to let her handle herself.”

“But—” The protest died in his throat as he watched her do just that.

Kinley eyed him with a cold glare, but her voice remained calm and professional. “I told you I’m not interested.”

The roadie shrugged and moved on, but then Phil charged up to her with a sneer. “What are you, some kind of dyke or somethin’?”

She shook her head. “I wish. But sadly, I’m as straight as the pole your mom dances on.”

With that epic comeback, she returned to her work as the rest of the crew burst into laughter. Phil’s face turned an alarming shade of crimson. His mouth gaped and moved soundlessly like a dying fish.

“See,” Gaffer said merrily. “I told you she could handle them.”

But as Quinn saw the rabid fury in Phil’s eyes, he wasn’t so sure.
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The back of Kinley’s neck tingled as she wrapped the patch cords, winding them over and under so they’d remain flat when unrolled. On the pretext of moving her braid over her shoulder, she glanced up to see who was watching her. Quinn Mayne stood in the shadows of the industrial speaker cabinets, watching her with an intensity that made her shiver. That man was far too good-looking. And why was he staring at her anyway?

Was he still mad at her for insisting on taking this job? Or was she doing something wrong? She knew she wasn’t supposed to handle his guitar, but Phil was busy hanging out with Bleeding Vengeance. She’d heard he was related to the bassist somehow. Her neck ached with the effort to keep her eyes pointed straight ahead and not to turn and ogle him.

Gaffer approached with his clipboard, grinning as he kept track of the gear. He looked like he was amused by her efforts.

“What’s so funny?” She wiped her brow, unable to hide the irritation in her voice.

“The other boys are busting their asses trying to keep up with you.” Gaffer chuckled from behind her as she started rolling up more patch cords. “Damn, Kin, I’m so glad I hired you. The crew’s never worked so hard.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re happy.” She inclined her head toward Quinn, who was still standing there frowning at her. “He certainly isn’t.” She tried to hide her glum tone. What the hell was he doing here? Why wasn’t he on the bus with his groupies?

Gaffer followed her gaze and laughed again before bending down and lowering his voice in a conspiratorial tone. “Yeah, he really didn’t want a pretty gal like you on the road. I had to scare him with the possibility of a sexual harassment and discrimination lawsuit to get him on board.”

“You did what?” she practically wheezed as her throat locked up in humiliation. Christ, no wonder Quinn was pissed. Nobody should be coerced like that.

“Yup.” He nodded proudly. “He wasn’t happy. Either way, it doesn’t matter how he feels about it. Except for the drum and guitar techs, the band has no say in who I hire.”

“Um, I better get these loaded up.” Looping the coils of cords over her shoulder, she strode off to the equipment truck before she did something stupid. Like punching the road manager.

After tossing the cords in the corner of the compartment, Kinley went to the side of the truck where no one could see her. Burying her face in her hands, she muffled a growl. Gaffer was wrong. The band should have a say as to who handled their equipment and who they had to be stuck with on the bus. The fact that they’d been all but blackmailed into taking her on made her gut twist in humiliation. Here she was, thinking the band agreed to her being a roadie because she did a good job when Gaffer gave her a shot. Her arms dropped to her sides in resignation. She was such an idiot.

“You okay?” Quinn’s voice made her jump with a startled yip.

Irritated with the girly noise she’d made, she snapped, “No, I’m pissed. I thought I was hired after I proved myself on the job last night, not because you were scared of a fucking lawsuit.”

“Well, what else would you expect?” His tone was infuriatingly reasonable as if he were talking to a child throwing a tantrum.

She spread her hands wide in the universal “duh” gesture. “I don’t know, maybe having a job based on my own merits?” Her eyes suddenly prickled with unshed tears. It wasn’t fair. Would her sex always prevent her from being seen as a capable human being? Shoulders slumped in defeat, she bit off her tirade. “You don’t have to deal with my unwanted presence any longer. I’m packing my stuff, and I’ll be out of here as soon as I can get a ride to the nearest bus station.”

Blinking back tears, she turned away from him before she did something unforgivably girly, like crying in front of him.

Quinn seized her arm and pulled her closer. “No.”

“Excuse me?” Outrage at his aggressive behavior coupled with heat at his touch churned her belly with conflicting emotions.

He withdrew his hand like he’d been burned. “I’m sorry. I mean, please don’t leave because of that. You really are here now on your own merits. You did prove yourself. Gaffer says you’re doing a good job. He doesn’t want to lose you.”

“Yeah, but you do.” She didn’t know why she said that out loud. The last thing she wanted was a pity party. Despite that logic, her mouth continued to run away from her. “You’ve made it perfectly clear that you don’t want me here. And I don’t want to be inconveniencing someone I’ve looked up to for so many years.”

He raised a brow but didn’t bother denying the fact. “It didn’t seem to bother you before.”

“Well, maybe I’m tired of you standing around, glaring at me all the time.” She frowned up at him. And tempting me with the urge to walk up to you and kiss you.

Quinn crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not glaring, and I really do appreciate the work you do. I just have other concerns.” He looked like he would elaborate, but then he sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Look, it doesn’t matter how I, or the rest of the band, feel about it. We have no say about the hiring and firing of our road crew. That’s Gaffer’s call.”

“Yeah, he reminded me of that.”

He laughed at her words, a husky, velvety sound that made her tremble with renewed desire. “Yeah, he enjoys reminding everyone of that. So I don’t want to hear another word about you ditching us without Gaffer’s say-so.” Reaching out awkwardly, he smacked her lightly on the back like she really was one of the guys. “Now let’s head out to the campground. It’s time for the fun part of the job.”

“What’s the fun part?” she asked dizzily, knocked off balance by his sudden kindness and charm.

“Afterparty. Cold kegs are waiting for us in a reserved area of the campground.” He gave her another smile that turned her belly inside-out and headed off to finish the meet and greet with his fans.

Kinley watched the muscles in his broad back moving beneath his shirt as he walked away. Now that he was speaking to her with respect, talking to her like she was a person, it was even harder to view him in a solely professional manner.

She reached into her pocket to call Kat and laughed when her phone rang the second her hand closed over it. Obviously, her friend was dying to find out how things were going.

“Hi Kat,” she answered.

The voice that replied made her regret not checking the caller ID first. “What is this I hear about you taking off with some hotshot band?”

“Hi Dad,” she said weakly.

“Did you get tired of your silly Internet thing and decide to become a groupie for real?”

“Dad—”

“What would your mother think, squandering her inheritance—?”

“Dad!” she shouted, flinching at the mention of her mom. “I’m not a groupie. I got a job as a roadie.”

“A roadie?” His scorn permeated the airwaves. “Don’t tell me you’re going back to grunt work. Damn it, I don’t see why you can’t get a decent job as a secretary. I told you my company would give you a shot. Or better yet, find a husband and settle down. You’re not getting any younger.”

“I’m twenty-three.”

“Your mother was eighteen,” he protested as if this fact proved his point. “And I keep telling you, if you’re that desperate for money, you are welcome to come back home. God knows I need help around the house, especially when your brothers are home all day on breaks from school.”

Oh no, not this again. “Goodbye, Dad.” Kinley pressed the end-call button so hard her phone creaked in protest.

Her hands shook so much that she had to fumble to get her phone back in her pocket. She made a beeline for the campground, needing a drink like never before.

Nothing she did would be good enough for dear old dad. Because she was never going to compare to her mother—that perfect epitome of womanhood. To hear him talk, Sarah Black was a saint. What didn’t help was that memories of her mom made her inclined to agree.

Mom always had a serene smile, never a hair out of place, and she smelled like jasmine. She worked hard to keep the house immaculate and have dinner on the table at six. Yet Mom always found time to kiss wounds, help with homework, and sing lullabies to Kinley and her brothers.

Kinley was eleven when a car accident claimed her mother’s life. Though she was struck nearly comatose with grief, she grew to almost loathe her mom as her father demanded that Kinley take over her role. Suddenly there were diapers to change, meals to cook, beers to fetch, and endless chores.

She would have run away from home if she hadn’t met Kat in a school-mandated support group for kids who lost a parent. Kat’s stepdad had died from smoke inhalation after pulling his wife and daughter out of their burning house. First, the girls bonded through mutual grief. Then, when Kat invited her over after school, they bonded over music. The day Kinley first heard heavy metal was immortalized in her memory.

The two girls sprawled on Kat’s bed—which was simply a mattress on the floor—and sifted through her stepdad’s music collection, one of the few things to survive the fire.

“Listen to these guys.” Kat pulled out a CD featuring a skeleton in a tuxedo standing near a nuclear warhead. Megadeth was emblazoned on the cover. The moment Kat pushed play, Kinley was entranced at the symphonic guitars, the snarling vocals, the pounding drums, the throbbing bass, and the harmonious savagery of each song.

The euphoria settled so heavily within her soul that when she got home and her father screamed at her because dinner was late, she only nodded placidly and started a casserole, humming “Peace Sells” as she cooked.

From that day on, music became her escape. It saved her from impotent rage and soul-crushing despair countless times, like when she’d asked if her brothers could help with the chores and Dad had scoffed, insisting that taking care of the house was woman’s work. Or the time he refused to let her go see Pantera with Kat because that sort of concert wasn’t fit for a lady.

Lady and girl became bad words to Kinley. She spent hours locked in her room, blaring her favorite bands and playing air guitar until the futile rage ebbed away. Eventually, she and Kat got real guitars, fully intending to become the next big metal band.

Each night, she prayed to God to turn her into a boy, even more fervently when her body changed and the blood flowed.

That particular prayer ebbed away when, at the age of sixteen, Kat snuck Kinley away to her first concert—and she laid eyes on the frontman of the opening band. The moment she beheld Quinn’s godlike beauty and heard his rich and powerful voice, hot and cold shivers raced up her spine, and her belly swirled with the strangest warmth. Kinley had stared at him, enraptured until he left the stage. Even then, she had trouble focusing on the headlining band.

“What’s wrong with you?” Kat had asked after the show as Kinley walked in a daze to the merch stand after the show. “Ah,” she said as Kinley bought a wall poster of Quinn Mayne.

Hormones may have won out, she thought grimly later as she gazed at the poster on her wall and practiced her guitar chords, but at least they didn’t stop her from focusing on her dreams. If anything, Quinn functioned as an imaginary muse. Having a girlish crush on him at least was safe.

The latter sentiment pulled Kinley from her reminiscing. It wasn’t safe anymore.

Her gaze found Quinn in the crowd. Dressed in a ratty King Diamond T-shirt and ripped jeans, he still managed to look godlike. Her belly turned over like she was sixteen again. It wasn’t fair.

Before anyone caught her staring, Kinley grabbed another beer and pulled out her phone to call Kat. She needed to chew her partner out for spilling the beans to Dad. A smile tugged her lips. And she had to tell Kat all about the Gorge show.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

The party at the Gorge campground was a hedonistic affair. Booze flowed, beautiful women, barely clothed and eager to please, flocked to the bands and crews, and drugs were available for the asking.

For some reason, Quinn couldn’t seem to take his usual pleasure in the rock star debauchery. The sense of ennui that had been nagging at him became a living, haunting thing, along with a sense of something else, some need that refused to define itself in his mind.

Quinn disengaged himself from a pair of bombshells who could have been a guaranteed threesome as Kinley once more caught his eye.

She’d was still milling around the outskirts of the party for a while, looking out of place and somewhat lonely. For a brief time, she’d stand near a group of people, soaking in the conversation with inquisitive eyes, only to wander off when no one invited her to contribute.

He’d seen this dynamic before: if a woman was not an industry professional or the wife of a band member, she was seen as an object of pleasure for the band and crew.

For those who hadn’t noticed Kinley’s crew badge, she’d be perceived as a groupie with a surprising lack of makeup and too much clothing. For the ones who did see the pass, she remained an outsider. After all, they couldn’t discuss all the nice tits in the crowd with a straight woman, especially one who worked circles around half of them. Still, that didn’t stop a few from making advances, which she coolly rebuffed.

At least she hadn’t beaten anyone up yet. Quinn’s half-smile faded. Maybe Kinley wasn’t the rabble-rouser he’d taken her for. How far did Harry provoke her? How long did she have to put up with his shit before being forced to fight back?

His little sister hadn’t been able to fight back. Not against that many. No one could have, not even Kinley. That thought grew even more disturbing as he watched her retreat into the shadows.

Someone had to keep an eye on Kinley for her own good.

Quinn found her, beer in hand, talking on the phone in a quiet corner. The conversation simultaneously softened and animated her features. Gone was the diligent automaton with the stiff upper lip and defensive posture. In its place was a beautiful woman, rife with enthusiasm interspersed with glints of mischief.

Something the person on the phone said made Kinley smile. And then she laughed, an uninhibited joyous sound that sent chords of longing thrumming through his soul.

Who was she talking to? Who had elicited such liveliness from this serious creature? A friend, relative—or a boyfriend?

Thoughts of the latter gave him an odd twinge of discomfort. Oh hell, was he jealous? She was an employee, for fuck’s sake. Quinn ran a hand through his hair. No, he thought as he watched her put away her phone and go back to skirting the edges of the party. He just felt sorry for her.

It wouldn’t hurt to give her some company. He grabbed two more beers from the cooler before heading in her direction.

Kinley must have been lost in thought because she jumped when he approached.

“Quinn. What’s up?”

“Not much. How are you enjoying the party?”

“It’s amazing. I think being outdoors made this one rowdier than the usual.”

“How many afterparties have you been to?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

“Five. The last four were for interviews for Metalness, but the first was back when I was sixteen and won backstage passes to Megadeth.”

“That had to have been awesome! I love Megadeth! What was it like?”

The corner of her mouth lifted in bemusement. “What do you mean? You opened for them during Thrashfest. Surely you’ve met them.”

“Yeah, but not at sixteen when my goal in life was to learn Megadeth’s riffs.” And to keep his family from starving. “So what was their afterparty like?” he asked again.

“Not quite the bacchanalia this is, but still an eye opener. It was cool to meet the band and hang out.” Her gaze grew distant with nostalgia. “It was then that I realized I wasn’t content with just being a fan. I wanted to…to be part of that world.”

The longing in her voice found a familiar chord in his heart, reminding him how he’d felt the first time he picked up a guitar. He decided to give her the most helpful advice possible. “Without skills above grunt work, you might have a tough time getting another roadie job after the tour.” His next words came unbidden. “Want me to show you how to tune a guitar? If you pick that up, you’ll be a more valuable employee.”

“Right now?” Her eyes seemed to glow in the moonlight. “S-sure, that would be great.”

Quinn fetched his Fender and the electric tuner from the truck along with two camping chairs. Kinley set the chairs next to a nearby propane heater.

He showed her how to hook up the tuner and then plucked a string. “Okay, the E string is a little flat, just as I expected. See how the tuner needle is pointed a little to the right?”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded in agreement. Something in her gaze made it seem like she was humoring him.

Watching her long fingers, scraped up from hard work, wrap around the tuner, he couldn’t help wanting her to grip something else. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. What the hell was wrong with him? He should have let Kinley walk away from the job—dejected but safe. The tour would have been so much more peaceful if he had. But the heartbreaking longing in her eyes, coupled with the fact that she was one hell of a worker, made him ignore all practicality.

“Now just barely turn the E peg counterclockwise…just like that!” He couldn’t hide his surprise. Most people took several tries to get it right.

Phil approached them, his face scrunched up in a combination of suspicion and accusation. “Why are you showing her how to tune a guitar? She’s not replacing me, is she?”

I wish, Quinn thought. Phil was an obnoxious son of a bitch, and barely mediocre. Instead, Quinn winked at Kinley before replying with what had become the slogan of the night. “No, that’s Gaffer’s call.”

Kinley laughed. The deep, throaty sound made Quinn stir with desire.

Phil, not getting the joke, frowned even more. He seemed extra fidgety tonight, crossing and uncrossing his arms and picking at a zit on his chin.

Quinn sighed. “I’m just giving her another useful skill.”

“I don’t get why a grunt like her needs to learn how to tune a guitar or why she gets to have private lessons from you.” Phil’s voice switched from petulant to sleazy as his gaze raked down Kinley’s form. “Unless maybe—”

Gaffer charged up from behind and seized the guitar tech’s shoulder. “You’ve been acting twitchier than normal all night. What are you on and who gave it to you?”

“Nothing!” He pulled away, looking like a twelve-year-old caught skipping school.

The road manager was implacable. “Go back to the bus until you come down. We’ll talk later.”

“Meth?” Quinn asked, unable to hide his dismay.

Gaffer nodded. “Pretty sure. I saw him hanging out with the house light crew, and they looked spun like tops.”

“Find out if it was his first time. If it wasn’t…” Quinn didn’t need to finish the sentence. Tweakers weren’t allowed on his crew. Curt’s coke habit was enough to deal with.

“I’ll do my best, though it’s hard to tell with Phil.”

Quinn rolled his eyes. “Tell me about it. That guy is moodier than a—” He broke off, realizing Kinley wouldn’t appreciate a sexist analogy.

“Than a what?” she asked with a raised brow.

“Than a hedge fund manager going through a midlife crisis,” he improvised quickly.

Gaffer chuckled. “That’s a good one! I like that.”

Quinn looked up sharply. “You’re still here?”

The road manager gave Quinn a strange look before nodding at Kinley, looking abnormally satisfied. “I wanted to see how my new employee is working out. Besides, I think Phil needs some quiet time before I tear his ass.”

Perfectly logical, but for some reason, Quinn resented the old man’s presence. Maybe it was because he wasn’t used to teaching in front of an audience.

He shrugged and returned his attention to Kinley’s lesson. “Anyway, work your way down the strings and do the same thing. Clockwise if the tuner registers the note too sharp and counterclockwise if it’s flat.”

Nodding, she returned her attention to the guitar and tuner. Her mouth twisted in intense concentration as she finished tuning the guitar with deft skill. Gaffer nodded in admiration as he watched. Quinn felt an unexpected surge of pride at his pupil’s performance.

“How’s that?” she asked as she plucked each string and the tuner registered each note dead-on.

“Damn perfect,” Quinn was impressed. “You’re a helluva quick learner.” Did she play guitar?

She beamed. “Thanks! Do I do it the same way for every guitar?”

Or maybe not. Even beginners knew the answer to that. Besides, if she knew how to play, she would have said so, wouldn’t she?

“No, there’s a different way for every type.” He took back his guitar, cradling the Fender Stratocaster with reverence. It had been his dream guitar since he was thirteen, and even after owning it for nearly a decade, he still feared he’d wake up broke and empty-handed.

Shaking his head to clear it, he pointed at the headstock. “See how the pegs are all on the same side? Well, with guitars that have them on both sides, you adjust the bottom strings the opposite way.”

“That makes sense.” She nodded, more enthusiastic than normal. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

“Yes, a ton of things. But now I need a cigarette.” He rose and handed her the guitar. “I'll be back in a few.”

He hid a smile as disappointment flashed across her features before she composed herself. Holding the guitar with as much care as he did, she packed it carefully in his case and carried it back to the truck.

“Damn, she’s a quick learner,” he said as Gaffer headed off to follow her.

Gaffer glanced at him over his shoulder, smirked, and kept walking.

Quinn shook his head as he took his smokes and lighter out of his pocket. What was up with Gaffer? He acted like he knew something Quinn didn’t. Quinn’s brows drew together. He didn’t like secrets.

 


Chapter Seven

 

As the Portland arena’s seats filled with Viciöus fans, Kinley stepped behind the large stack of speaker cabinets on stage left and rubbed her aching shoulders. Making sure no one was watching, she leaned until her back popped with a satisfying crack. She’d worked her ass off all week, but she’d die before letting anyone know she was tired. Not when she’d made it this far.

One of the other roadies came around the corner just as she finished stretching. “Show’s about to start, Kin.”

The lights dimmed, and all thoughts fled as the band mounted the stage.

Kinley watched, rapt with awe, as Viciöus played barely ten feet from her. Despite this being the third show she’d helped set up, the thrill of being this close to her favorite band hadn’t worn off. The roar of the crowd and the pumping energy of the music made her pulse race, or maybe it was Quinn’s presence.

Though she’d been on the road with him for a week, she’d hardly spoken to him since the party after the Gorge gig, so the giddy effect of seeing him had yet to wear off. Neither had the not-unpleasant tingle in her spine whenever she sensed his gaze upon her.

God, being so close to Quinn Mayne gave her wicked dreams. One would think that hanging out with him at the party would humanize him in her mind, fade her hero-worship a bit. But seeing him as a person had the opposite effect. His laughter and smile melted her into a puddle. Then there was the low, melodious cadence of his voice, the earnest look in his eyes as he spoke to her, smelling the subtle spice of his cologne, the feel of his warm hand—

Gaffer tapped her on the shoulder, jolting her out of her reverie. “I know it’s awesome to watch, but your job ain’t out here.”

She wiped the dopey smile off her face and hurried backstage. As she took her place next to the rest of the road crew, most of them gave her welcoming smiles with no sign of scorn. Satisfaction swelled through her being and banished her sore muscles. She had proven herself.

Well, not with Phil. There’d been a misogynistic prick or two on every job site she’d worked on. Concrete workers and framers were the worst. Phil had nothing on those asshats. But every time she was working near him, Phil would give her a smug look and play blistering but off-key solos on Quinn’s and Curt’s guitars—as if to taunt her with the fact that she wasn’t allowed to touch them. Petty as it was, that got to her. She wished she could yank those glorious instruments out of his incompetent hands and show him how they were meant to be played.

So naturally, she was torn between laughter and pity when he broke a string on Curt’s B.C. Rich just before soundcheck earlier and was chewed out by the guitarist so bad the poor kid’s ears turned red. Biting her cheeks to hold back a chuckle, Kinley had darted away before Phil found out she’d witnessed his humiliation.

Aside from that incident, the show had gone off without a hitch. But it was still too soon to thank the metal gods. In less than twenty minutes, Razor Productions would interview Viciöus for their upcoming documentary on thrash metal. The road crew had to ensure there were no fuck-ups.

“So, what are we loading first?” Kinley asked after they had hauled everything off the stage.

“Just the light equipment and most of the amps for now.” Phil’s voice was imperious. Obviously, he was still grumpy about his tongue-lashing from Curt. Hell, maybe he was even still mad Quinn had singled her out for a tuning lesson. “The gear has to go into the green room. It’s gotta get hooked up again, in case they want footage of the band jamming.” He gave her an evil smile. “Why don’t you take care of that part?”

Gaffer snorted. “Don’t be an ass, Phil. That’s at least a four-man job. You take the amps, and Todd and I will take care of the bass and drums.” He gave Kinley an unreadable look. “You grab the guitars, and I’ll put you in charge of guarding the room.”

“Guard duty.” Phil snickered.

Gaffer chuckled along with him before giving Kinley another odd look.

At first, she thought the road manager was testing her again. It was a lot of weight to carry and a long way to the room. But Phil seemed to be the only one annoyed that Kinley wasn’t panting with exhaustion. His scowl deepened when she had both guitars hooked up and tuned before he had the last amp placed.

“Here, I’ll hook that one up.” She gave him a smirk. It was childish, but he’d been a prick since she started.

He snapped a retort, but Kinley didn’t hear. She had Quinn’s Stratocaster cradled in her arms. It was almost a shame he played rhythm; this thing could wail if given a chance. She and Kat had always alternated between rhythm and lead.

“We’ll leave you alone in here.” Gaffer interrupted her musical fantasies. “Remember: No one but us or the band gets through the door until you’re relieved. Clear?”

Kinley nodded as her fingers lightly stroked the fine varnish on the Fender’s neck.

Gaffer’s expression softened. “I’m locking the doors, and only Quinn and I have keys. So unless there’s a break-in, your knuckles should be safe.”

Phil snorted. “Have fun being locked in, sweet cakes.”

She smiled angelically and spoke into the microphone for emphasis. “Have fun getting rained on while loading equipment, pumpkin tits.”

Gaffer laughed as he shoved a scowling Phil off. He gave her another unreadable smile before the door closed and the lock clicked into place, leaving her alone.

What was Gaffer getting at with those strange looks and knowing smiles? Was he giving her a chance to prove herself at guard duty? The brief glow was killed by cold practicality. Or was he just trying to keep her out of the way so she didn’t embarrass the band during filming?

She frowned. Likely it was the latter. Her chin lifted. Well, if this was a punishment, it wasn’t a bad one. She had at least an hour alone with the gear of her favorite band. She once again held Quinn’s Stratocaster in her arms. Its polished weight filled her with nostalgic longing.

It had been torture to feign ignorance during her lesson with Quinn.

She struck a C chord and closed her eyes in bliss at the soaring note. What would a Megadeth song sound like on this? Biting her lip, she darted a guilty glance at the door before striking another chord. There was only one way to find out.

[image: Image]

Quinn bid the interviewer and film crew goodbye, then met Gaffer, Phil, and Joe at the door as the rest of the band took off for the bus and the beer cooler.

He yawned. “I’m glad that’s over. Thank Christ they didn’t want to do one of those fake jam sessions.”

Gaffer nodded as they started down the hall. “Yeah, but I had everything set up just in case.” He jingled a set of keys. “And I placed the room under guard.”

Before Quinn could reply, an intricate set of riffs teased his ears. He frowned. “Someone is playing my guitar…and doing a damn good job with it.” He quickened his pace, following the music. The others trailed behind.

Irritation boiled through him that someone had dared touch his Fender without permission. The first suspect would have been Phil. But Phil was walking behind him, and whoever was playing was far more talented. Was Lefty messing around with it? The riffs didn’t match the style of Bleeding Vengeance’s lead guitarist. In fact, it sounded like…

He blinked in disbelief. “It sounds like he’s playing Megadeth.”

“You don’t like Megadeth?” Gaffer asked with a note of concern.

Quinn shook his head. “What? No, they’re great. It just sounds strange coming from my Fender. Who did you say was watching the room?”

A chuckle sounded behind him as he reached the door. “You’ll see.”

Gaffer tossed him the keys, and as he turned the lock, the guitar hit an impossible crescendo of shredding riffs—and a powerful, feminine voice rang out.

Quinn’s eyes widened as he opened the door to the sight of his roadie wielding his guitar like a seasoned veteran. Kinley’s eyes were closed in apparent bliss as she sang the breakdown of “Back in the Day” in a rich, velvety voice. Her fingers danced across the Stratocaster’s frets with a perfect blend of fluid grace and controlled fury.

“Holy shit,” Phil breathed behind him, his hostility momentarily forgotten.

“Shhh,” Quinn admonished, not wanting to miss a second of Kinley’s performance.

Goosebumps prickled up his arms. She was a professional, he realized with awe. It wasn’t just her mind-blowing skill in playing the guitar or her practiced singing voice. Hell, her voice wasn’t even that special. She had presence. A presence that only came from experience performing in front of an audience. That much could be read in every line of her body.

This was the source of her hunger: the music itself, not merely dwelling on the fringes of the business. She was part of it. It poured from her in a fount of untethered passion. He felt like he was seeing her first the first time. Her soul was bared to him.
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