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	A struggle between business and pleasure is further challenged by secret identities and a malicious enemy.

 

 

SHE HAS A MISSION

 

Katana James’s dreams come true when she gets to audition for the new lead guitarist for her favorite band, Bleeding Vengeance. Kat knows the odds are against her with her gender, her anxiety disorder, and her crush on the lead singer. But as soon as she overcomes two of those challenges, two more come up: First, her infatuation with the singer fades away only for the brilliant, kind, and mysterious Klement Burke, the bassist, to set her heart aflame. Then she becomes the target of a malicious stalker.

 

 

HE HAS A SECRET

 

Klement Burke, the brains behind Bleeding Vengeance, has a huge secret. He didn’t offer Katana James an audition to repay a favor owed. The real reason he recruited Kat is because he already knew of her talent, since he’s been providing tech support for Kat’s website for years. He’s confident that he can suppress his attraction to her—until he meets her in person. When Kat’s car is sabotaged, causing him to invite her to stay in his mansion with the rest of the band, so is Klement’s willpower to keep things professional between them. Now he has to figure out how to keep her in his band and in his life, protect her from a crazed stalker, and reveal his true identity.


Praise for Kissing Vicious

THE FIRST BOOK IN THE HEARTS OF METAL SERIES

 

“I really enjoyed this book. It’s one of those that hit all my happy buttons and allowed me to live out a fantasy through the words of the author.” —Smexy Books 

 

“KISSING VICIOUS is a sensual, rockin’ romance with a hero to die for.” —Fresh Fiction 

 

“This is not your usual rocker romance. I thank the author for creating strong characters and taking a different course from usual. We really need more strong characters like Kinley and Quinn in the romance genre.” —The Romance Reviews 

 

“Romance is deftly blended with humour, fantasy is tinged with tragedy, and the whole thing rolls along, nicely underpinned by a solid soundtrack of metal. It’s sexy, it’s absorbing and whole-heartedly refreshing, and while at the heart of it ‘Kissing Viciöus’ might be a romance novel, there is much more to it than that. Consider me impressed and very pleasantly surprised.” —Jim Goforth, Author of Undead Flesh Crave

 

“This book is amazing. Well-written with great character development. If you love heavy metal or stories about heavy metal bands, you are gonna love this one. Well worth reading and one I highly recommend to all.” —All Things Book Reviews
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Author’s Note

 

As this is the second edition of this work, and some years have passed since the incidents that inspired this novel, I’m more comfortable talking about them.

 

For ten years, I was trapped in an abusive relationship. My mom had a few of those too. Anyway, I had the big wakeup call when a tall and lanky bass player-IT Guy entered my life and treated me like I was a person. Although I had a huge and secret crush on him, I didn’t leave my ex for him. We didn’t even move in together until 2019. I left because of the realization that I wasn’t being treated like a human being. Some of the events in With Vengeance happened to me, with the stalking ex, a heroic protector, and a courtship of constant kindnesses. So much, that his influence changed my writing and the messages that I wish to convey.

 

However, I cannot play a single guitar chord, to the disappointment of teen wannabe rockstar me, and given that we live in Idaho, my bass player-IT Guy does NOT have Klement’s third job.

But I DID get the guy, and he is so much of a real-life romance hero that I had to tone down some of Klement’s hobbies and characteristics so that he’d be more believable.

 

Anyway, what I’m trying to say here is that if you’re trapped with an abusive partner, you do not deserve that. And this book is for you, and with it, my wishes that everyone finds someone who is kind.

 

Because kindness is sexy.

 

Oh, and if you’re in a pothead’s house, don’t eat their baked goods before asking if they added a special ingredient.

 


Chapter One 

 

The door of the Denver recording studio resembled a hungry mouth. Katana James set down her guitar case and wiped her sweating palms on her jeans. Waves of anxiety engulfed her, invoking a fine tremor in her hands. Her breath came in short, quick pants as her lungs threatened to quit taking in air. Casting quick glances around the parking lot and walkway, she grabbed her Xanax out of her purse. Unscrewing the bottle, she shook out a tiny oval orange pill. A half one or a whole?

Her mouth twisted in an indecisive frown. She was definitely anxious enough to merit a whole pill, but she didn’t want to slow down and fuck up a riff.

“Please, God, don’t let me blow this,” she whispered.

She had been given the once-in-a-lifetime chance to fulfill one of her deepest fantasies: to be the lead guitarist in her favorite band, Bleeding Vengeance. Although the chance of them choosing a nobody, much less a girl, was slim, she was beyond thrilled at the opportunity, and had come all the way from Coeur d’Alene to try her best.

Even now, Kat couldn’t believe she was here. Every mile of the fifteen-hour drive, she’d had to fight back the giddy flutter in her heart to concentrate on listening to the sample tracks they’d sent her to learn her parts, all the while praying her trusty old Subaru wouldn’t die on her. For the longest time, it seemed that her best friend Kinley had all the luck, somehow snagging a job as a roadie for her favorite band, Viciӧus, and miraculously joining them as stand-in guitarist when their own went to rehab. But if Kat managed to impress Bleeding Vengeance, she’d be more than a stand-in.

Because Lefty Swanson was dead.

He’d been a legend and her biggest inspiration. Now she might be called on to take his place.

Forcing herself to take deep breaths, Kat snapped the Xanax in half with her thumbnail and swallowed it with a swig of water. She grimaced at the acrid taste as she put the other half back in the bottle. Lifting her chin, she picked up her guitar case. It didn’t matter. She’d show everyone that she could shred with the best of ’em.

When she entered the studio, the guy looked up from the counter and sneered. “Girlfriends aren’t allowed in here.”

“I’m not anyone’s girlfriend.” Kat lifted her guitar case. “I have an appointment with Bleeding Vengeance.”

The guy blinked. “You’re the studio musician they’re trying out?”

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Kat nodded. “And possibly their next guitarist.”

The son of a bitch scoffed. “A chick in Bleeding Vengeance? No way. It’ll never happen.

You couldn’t fill Lefty Swanson’s shoes.”

“We’ll decide that ourselves, Frank,” a soft voice countered before Kat could retort. An extremely tall man stepped out of a nearby room and into a shaft of sunlight from the window. “Katana James?” he inquired.

She started forward and froze with a gasp. It was none other than Klement Burke, the bassist of Bleeding Vengeance. But he was more than just the bassist. He was the brains behind the

whole band and composed almost half of their songs. Which meant that he’d be the one to decide her fate. He was the one who’d first called her for an interview.

When she’d answered the phone, Kat had almost embarrassed herself, mistaking him for the IT guy who worked on Metalness, the fan website she and Kinley ran on the side while pursuing their music careers. Klement’s voice was eerily similar to IT Guy’s. Thankfully, he hadn’t seemed to notice Kat’s confusion as he questioned her intently about her musical background and abilities. He then sent her the MP3s of the songs she needed to learn and set an appointment for her to come down to the studio in Denver for a session. Now, here she stood, staring up at him like an idiot.

He had to be near six and a half feet tall, way taller than he appeared in their album pictures or on stage, and his shoulders filled the doorway. Long, sandy blond hair caressed his angular face, curling slightly at the ends. His blue-green eyes danced with mischief and intelligence. Some strange, intense feeling tightened Kat’s stomach and chest, making it hard to breathe.

She stared for what felt like an eternity, her heart pounding before she recovered herself and nodded. “Yes, I’m Katana.”

Klement gave her an unreadable smile and gestured for her to follow him to where the rest of the band waited, including Cliff Tracey, the lead singer and her biggest crush. Kat didn’t know what would be worse: Klement rejecting her or humiliating herself in front of Cliff. Sucking in a deep breath, she squeezed the handle of her guitar case in a death grip and followed.

The bassist’s long strides led to a small break room where three men lounged, men she’d only seen from a distance on stage at concerts and up close on posters on her wall. Roderick Powell eyed her up and down with a friendly smile.

“’Ello, luv. So you’re the one who’s going to help us make this album?”

His British accent made her want to melt into a puddle. She nodded and shook his hand, hoping she didn’t look too star-struck. “I’m Katana James.”

“Roderick Powell.” He continued to scrutinize her. “You look too little to be behind those blistering samples we heard.”

Behind her, Klement laughed. “Yeah, she is pretty short.”

“Five feet.” Kat managed a nervous smile before her gaze strayed to the frontman of the band. Cliff Tracey stood only five feet away. Her breath halted as she took in the sight of his rich chestnut curls, chocolate eyes, and sculpted jaw. The man was too beautiful for words.

His gaze swept her from head to toe as he shook her hand, making heat rise to her cheeks.

“So you’re ‘Metal-Kat’ from Metalness. You’re even better-looking than your partner. But you look too cute for this work.”

A line from the Rudolph Christmas special rang in her head. He thinks I’m cute!

She choked back a giggle. She could do that later when she called Kinley and told her how it went.

“That’s right.” Roderick leaned forward. “I love that site. You give us good promo, and your memorial post for Lefty did him justice.”

“Thanks,” she murmured. “Kinley wrote most of it, since…uh, she was there with you guys when it happened. I just filled in the background.” Kat looked down at her feet, feeling depressed and awkward at bringing up that tragic day when Lefty had been found dead from a cocaine overdose in his hotel room during the band’s tour with Viciӧus. Kin had called her both right after it happened and then at the memorial service, knowing Kat wished she was there herself to honor the memory of her idol.

The fact that she was here to replace their fallen comrade and her idol struck Kat again full-force. She didn’t want to usurp Lefty. She wanted to honor his legacy. She prayed his bandmates would see that.

Cliff stepped closer to her. “The part you wrote was the most beautiful.”

Kat shivered at his proximity and husky voice. “Thank you.”

Klement made an impatient sound behind her. “Let’s get rolling.”

She snapped to attention, ashamed of her giddy distraction. She was here to work, not flirt with a potential colleague.

Cliff grinned. “Open up that case, sweetie. Let’s see what you got.”

Kat smiled back, hoping she wasn’t blushing and opened her case to reveal her vintage Gibson Flying V.

Cliff nodded in approval. “Good choice.”

“Lefty played a Gibson V.”

Klement’s soft voice washed over Kat, tremulous with sorrow. The grief in his eyes gave her an unreasonable urge to hug him.

“I know,” she whispered. “He was my hero.”

They exchanged a long look, and Kat was struck by the sincere respect in the bassist’s eyes.

In all her twenty-four years, no one had ever taken her so seriously before. Even Kinley often rolled her eyes at her, accusing her of being too girly. Kat wanted more than anything to be worthy of this respect.

She was led into a recording room with soundproof walls.

“So, where do I plug in?”

He handed her a giant set of headphones and gestured to the center of the room, where speaker cabinets were arranged along with a set of whammy pedals. “Right here.”

Kat hooked up her guitar, and Klement showed her where to plug the headphones so she could hear the music and instructions from the console station behind the glass. “We’ll be back there keeping an eye on things, but try to pretend you’re alone.”

Easy for you to say, she thought.

Roderick and Cliff were already in there. They waved at her from the window. Klement nodded and strode off, leaving her alone in the chamber feeling like a zoo exhibit. Kat swallowed, her mouth dry as the desert she’d driven through to get here.

The bassist’s voice echoed in her headphones, alarmingly intimate in her ears and somehow familiar. “We’re going to start with ‘Sorrow’s Harvest.’ Are you ready?”

She nodded with confidence she didn’t feel.

“Remember, just like you’re at home practicing….”

Klement’s voice faded out. Something about the echo made Kat think of her IT guy again.

But he couldn’t be—

The thought broke as music began to play through her headphones.

The song sounded almost the same as it had on the MP3 sent her to practice with, only the scratch guitar section was gone, and Cliff’s voice sounded purer. Closing her eyes, Kat struck the first chord just in time. The faces of her audience faded from her awareness as fierce concentration overtook her being, focusing on touching each string at the right time, adding the correct pressure, and making her instrument sing. Like an auditory engineer, she focused on one note and then the next until the song finished and triumph straightened her spine. She hadn’t messed up. In fact, she’d sounded pretty good.

Clapping echoed in the headphones, jolting her back to reality.

“Bloody well done, luv!” Roderick said.

Cliff stared at her through the window with increased interest. “Where’d you learn to play like that?”

“I…uh…” Kat shrugged. “I just keep trying until I get it right.”

Klement shook his head. “It’s not where she learned it, it’s why.” He looked at her long and intently. “Why do you play?”

She gave him a direct stare through the glass. “I fucking love music.”

He smiled with such understanding and satisfaction that her body warmed. “That’s right.

Now let’s see how well you learned the new songs.”

Those penetrating blue eyes left hers and turned to the others. “Let’s do ‘Forsaken.’ It’s the one that’ll probably get the most airplay.”

Kat sucked in a breath. The song began with a complicated lead guitar riff.

I can do this, she told herself as she positioned her fingers. Klement gestured for her to start.

Kat breathed out slowly and executed the riff. Was it right? It sounded right.

As the bass, drums, and rhythm guitar played in her headphones, her pulse settled, and she was able to continue. Her usual joyous abandon was diminished in the face of her concentration upon playing the song perfectly. However, there was another sort of bliss in tapping her feet and focusing on the beat as her fingers moved with precision across the fretboard, and the right sounds were birthed.

When the song finished, Klement and the others gave her quick, satisfied nods before moving on to another.

So far, so good.

They had her do two more songs. On the last, just as she was beginning to relax, she fucked up and hit a G instead of a C. Her hands lifted from the guitar as if it had suddenly turned molten hot. After she halted, the music stopped with a sharp click in her ears, and everyone turned to stare at her. The silence rang like a death knell.

“Sorry,” she whispered, face flaming. “I fucked up.”

“So?” Klement snapped at her, eyes suddenly gray and stormy with annoyance. IT Guy never sounded that sharp. “That doesn’t mean you should stop. We can mix it out if we need to. Now start over.”

The music began again before she could reply. Kat breathed a silent prayer and played her part. When she came to the solo, she gritted her teeth until it had been executed—flawlessly.

Klement’s voice echoed in her ears. “Okay, that’s enough for today.”

Her headphones went silent as she watched the band file out of the room. But what did it mean, “That’s enough?” Had she blown her audition, or would she be invited back tomorrow to work on another song?

The band came out and unplugged the gear and rolled up the speaker cords while Kat packed her guitar.

She rubbed her shoulder. “Sorry I fucked up that riff.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Klement said. “Just don’t stop next time.”

She dared to raise her head to meet his gaze. “You mean there will be a next time?”

“Maybe. Unless…” He paused and approached her. His great height made her tilt her head up. “Hold out your arms.”

Blinking with incomprehension, Kat complied, extending her arms, palms upward as if in supplication. She braced herself for an impending knot of anxiety at a man being close to her, then released a breath when it didn’t come. For some reason, Klement’s nearness felt okay. But as the bassist scrutinized the pale flesh of her inner elbows, realization struck.

He was looking for track marks.

Outrage and disgust roiled her stomach. How could anyone think that she shot up?

“I already told you during the first interview that I don’t touch that shit,” she growled.

Klement crossed his arms over his broad chest, resembling a merciless Viking. “Sorry, it’s a precaution that we all decided to adopt. We don’t want to hire another guitarist only to lose them to that shit again. If you’re offended, you can go, and we’ll call the next guy on our list.”

“No,” Kat answered, chastened. Of course they’d make double sure that their next guitarist was clean. She must look like a petulant bitch. “I’m not offended, and I completely understand why you want to be careful. You just caught me off guard.”

The tips of Klement’s fingers, long and callused from his trade, lightly touched the palms of her outstretched hands. An unidentifiable tremor coursed through her body at the feather-light contact.

“You can put your arms down now.”

His words broke off in a chuckle. Reeling from embarrassment, Kat dropped her arms and picked up her guitar case. Why couldn’t she be more like Kinley? Kin was tough. She never had stage fright, and she always remained cool and professional in front of her band, even though she’d had as big a crush on Quinn Mayne, lead singer of Viciӧus, as Kat had on Cliff.

At the thought of Cliff, Kat whirled around to face him, praying he wasn’t looking at her like she was an idiot. He wasn’t looking at her at all. He was cleaning under his nails with a guitar pick.

As if sensing her attention, he glanced up and winked.

What did that mean? Was it a good-job wink or a flirtatious wink? Kat tentatively smiled back.

Klement’s voice yanked her back to business. “How about you meet us around five at my place, and we’ll let you know how we’ve decided to proceed?” He grabbed a pen and wrote down his address and directions.

“Okay.” Her stomach churned with anxiety. Was she hired? What if fucking up that note made them change their minds? What if Roderick or Klement—or worse, Cliff—decided he didn’t like her?

No, she admonished herself. Aside from one mistake, I nailed that audition. They all were impressed, I could tell. And Klement—

The thought broke off as Cliff smiled at her. “See ya later, babe.”

Her cheeks warmed, and she barely heard Roderick’s and Klement’s farewells as she made her way out of the studio.

He called me babe!

As she got into her Subaru GL Wagon, she allowed reality to sink in.

I might be the new guitarist for Bleeding Vengeance! She flipped on the air conditioner and let out a sigh as gradually cooling air blew across her sweaty brow. If I do make the cut, I have to be professional. I can’t be ogling Cliff, no matter how hot he is. I need to see him as a colleague and not a fantasy.

But what if he wanted to date her or something? A rush of dreamy hope came at the thought, only this time it ebbed quickly with cold practicality. She’d lose all credibility with the rest of the band if she did that and never gain any with the fans. Hell, some Viciӧus fans were calling Kinley “Yoko” ever since she’d started dating Quinn, and she was only a temporary band member.

No. No matter what, Kat couldn’t give in to temptation and do anything with Cliff.

She put the car in gear and headed off to her hotel room. Her IT guy was supposed to call in an hour. With all the new traffic the site she and Kinley owned was generating, the comments section had exploded with spam.

Despite the irritation of dealing with computer errors, she looked forward to talking to him.

IT Guy had a gentle lullaby voice that made her worries flee, even if the echo from the speakerphone was annoying. He never yelled at her like her father or her ex-boyfriend, even when she jumped ahead of his instructions and clicked the wrong key. During long nights when bad dreams and depression kept her from sleep, Kat was tempted to find out more about him: where he lived, what he did when he wasn’t helping people with their computers. If he was single.

But she never dared. Not only would it be unprofessional, he probably lived across the country. And he could be married or one of those antisocial overweight guys that lived with their moms and spent all of their income on video games. That’s what Kinley said when Kat brought up her speculations.

Would it even matter if he was chubby, though? After her last relationship, looks were starting to matter less to Kat. All she wanted for her next boyfriend was for him to be kind. IT Guy definitely fit that bill.

Either way, they had a good friendship. She took pleasure in that. He’d known she had a big audition and would be excited to hear how it went. Of course—Kat grinned—she hadn’t told him that the audition was with Bleeding Vengeance. He’d be so happy for her since he’d heard her talk about how much she loved that band at least a million times.

She wouldn’t tell him that he sounded like one of the band members, she decided. That would be weird.

 


Chapter Two

 

All three members of Bleeding Vengeance watched Katana’s swaying hips and deliciously curved ass as she walked out the door. Klement tried not to look—it wasn’t professional—but hell, he was a guy. And she was a lot more attractive than he’d expected, with her wavy black hair, ebony eyes, and exquisite figure.

Cliff whistled. “Damn, I could hit that all night long. What do you think, Klem? Should we keep her?”

Klement nodded. “Yes, but not so you can bang her. I want to get some actual work done. Katana has all of our songs down better than our other candidates. So, for fuck’s sake, keep your hands to yourselves, and maybe we can get this album recorded on time.”

Cliff’s eyes narrowed, and his chin jutted out like a rooster’s beak. “You may call the shots in the studio, but that doesn’t mean I can’t fuck her brains out when we’re off the job.”

“That’s correct,” Klement replied mildly, though the mental image made his fists clench. “I don’t give a shit what you do as long as you put out a decent album and keep your nose and veins clean. After Lefty, I just can’t.”

Cliff’s competitive aggression fled as fresh grief settled onto his features like a funeral shroud. “I know, man. And I haven’t touched the dope since. I swear.”

Roderick cut in. “I miss Lefty too, but we still haven’t figured out who’s going to replace him.”

“If Katana works out…”

Cliff snorted. “Oh, c’mon, the studio is one thing, but on stage? I mean, we can’t have a chick guitarist. We’d be a laughingstock.”

Klement crossed his arms. “You’ve heard her shred. She has Lefty’s riffs nailed to the point where she sounds just like him. Are you telling me you’d rather have a substandard guitarist just to appease the more sexist faction of our fan base?”

The singer frowned. “I think more than just a faction would be pissed.”

“They’re going to be pissed no matter who we tour with because it won’t be Lefty. I want to at least replace him with someone good,” Klement countered. “Besides, I think most fans aren’t as shallow as you’re making them out to be. Rage of Angels has been outselling us since they debuted, and they’re three chicks and a gay guy.” Klement envied the latter, in fact. The kid was an incredible bass player.

Shaking his head, he ticked off his list. “There’s also Otep, Halestorm, Warlock, and many others. White Zombie had a female bassist until Rob Zombie went solo. And don’t forget that when Kat’s friend Kinley stepped in for Viciӧus, she upped their sales by twenty percent, despite all the shit-talking on Rock Talk’s site.”

“Okay, I get your point.” Cliff ran a hand through his hair. “So, you think she’ll do good for us?”

“Maybe. If she can handle herself on a big stage. She’s only played small shows in clubs, but you’ve all seen the videos of her performing.” God, she was so vibrant, so alive, so—

Roderick interrupted that dangerous line of thought. “Yes, she’s incredible, in more ways than one, but only on the vids. In here, she resembled a bloody wax statue.”

“That’s because those songs are new to her,” Klement argued. “Not to mention the fact that this is her first time in a studio. She was too busy concentrating on playing the songs right, not on having fun with ’em, which is what we need from her at the moment. Then we can see if she loosens up enough to give a good show.” He prayed that she could. He didn’t want to audition another guitarist. He wanted Kat.

The intensity of his desire gave him pause.

Because she’s talented, he reiterated to himself.

Cliff waggled his eyebrows. “Ten bucks says she gives me a good show tonight.”

Roderick offered his hand to shake. “I’ll take that bet.”

“C’mon, Rod.” Cliff laughed. “You know they always go for the singer. Quinn got a piece of her friend. Now it’s my turn.”

The drummer frowned. “Hey, now, some of the ladies pick me first. They love my accent. You can’t compete with that, Yank.”

Klement rolled his eyes at both of them. “I’ll see you guys at my place. When you get there, just come in. I got a tech support call.”

Cliff shook his head in bemusement. “I don’t know why you still bother with that shit. It’s not like you need the money. What are you worth now, twenty-six million?”

“I’ve been working with some of these clients for years,” Klement answered over his shoulder, already heading out the door. “It doesn’t feel right to ditch them. Besides, we probably won’t be famous forever. Eventually, we’ll go out of style—or, if we’re lucky, just get too old. I like having something to fall back on.” Okay, his client base had been pared down to his sisters and one other lonely website, so tech support wasn’t exactly making him money anymore, and he really didn’t need any more money, but whatever.

The door closed on Cliff’s response.

Klement crossed the parking lot to his ’58 Suburban, fighting off annoyance. He knew Cliff would probably win his bet and seduce Katana. He’d seen the way she’d looked at the singer, and he hated the sinking feeling he’d gotten when he saw it. He wasn’t supposed to care. The last thing he needed was to get involved with their new recording guitarist. Hell, at thirty-four, he was probably too old for her, too. And with all of his issues, he wasn’t suited for a relationship.

At least he didn’t have much to worry about in that respect. Cliff was right. They always went for the singer first. It had gotten to the point where it wasn’t even satisfying to hook up with the groupies, knowing they were just settling for him. He wasn’t usually too bothered. But for some reason, Kat’s crush on Cliff stuck in his craw. She’d even listed Cliff as #1 on her website list of Top Ten Hottest Rock Stars. He himself hadn’t made the list.

Klement’s stomach knotted. Quinn had been at the top of Kinley’s list. Now those two were together. Was it an omen?

The flatlands gave way to pine trees, cliffs, and hills as he left Denver. His Suburban rallied up the treacherous terrain. The winding roads seemed to match his vacillating thoughts.

None of us should be fucking her, anyway. That’ll cause us even more problems that we don’t need. I’m just glad she nailed her audition, so I didn’t have to break her heart by telling her she couldn’t be part of the band. Besides, at least I have a good friendship with her, even if she doesn’t know it.

He wondered what she’d do if she found out exactly who had been providing tech support for Metalness.com ever since the site first went live.

Shortly after passing a sign that read WELCOME TO DARK SCORE, POPULATION: 130, his Suburban climbed a steeply inclined driveway. Pressing the button to open the gates at the top, he pulled up in front of his five-car garage. There he couldn’t help but wonder if Katana had a vehicle able to make the same trek as she’d need to do to come over later.

He set his keys on the cluttered kitchen counter and made coffee before heading into his giant office with a view of the Rockies. Firing up his computer, he logged in as administrator to Metalness.com and assessed the problem. Yup, their comments section was under attack by spammers again.

Turning his phone to speaker, he dialed the website owner’s number. When she answered, Kat’s soft voice seemed to caress him.

“Hi, IT Guy.”

“I told you this would happen,” Klement said, immediately dropping into his tech-support voice, a gentle, helpful tone with just a hint of the West Virginia accent he’d ridden himself of when he moved west. “Chatzy is a crappy comments system. Their captchas are illegible for humans but easy for robots to learn.”

“I know.” Kat sounded undeniably abashed. “Kinley wanted to save money.”

Klement laughed. “And look how that worked out. Your comments section is exploding with offers for weight loss pills and places for lonely housewives to hook up.”

A sigh echoed through the phone. “So, how do we go about fixing this? Should we go back to the default?”

“No, your traffic is too high. I’ve written a comment-moderation program that features custom captchas. Legible ones.”

Kat’s voice perked up. “Oh? How much?”

“Nothing. Aside from being the guinea pig to test the prototype.” He’d given her free software more times than he could count, but he didn’t like to dwell on that. Maybe it was because he knew what it was like to work a second job while struggling to gain traction in the music business. Or maybe it was just because the promotion she and Kinley did for Bleeding Vengeance led to new fans. “I want to see how it works on a high-volume site. I’m sending you the file now.”

“Oh, my God, I love you!” Kat exclaimed.

Warmth trickled down his spine. He wondered what it would be like if she said that to him for real.

They worked together with their usual amiable efficiency. As always, Klement admired her competence and aptitude for this sort of thing. Most of his clients were morons when it came to computers. Hell, some shouldn’t be allowed even to operate them. Kat’s partner Kinley wasn’t as good, and she could be impatient and short-tempered and have trouble understanding what Klement considered to be the simplest instructions. Which was why, to Klement’s everlasting relief, Kat had taken over handling the tech issues.

He tried to tell himself he was only happier to deal with her because it was easier, but he also couldn’t deny the fact that he enjoyed talking with her. And even if it wasn’t professional, before Klement learned much about Kat, he’d been unable to stop wondering what she looked like and if she was single. Now he knew, and her intoxicating beauty played havoc with his mind. Not that her looks would have played into her chance at auditioning for his band. No, it was when he discovered that Kat was a guitar virtuoso that his interest in her spiked to a maddening level—even as it placed her out of his reach.

Once in a while, they’d talked about subject material for Metalness. At first, the conversations stayed relevant to work: which music equipment stores paid the best for affiliate advertising, which bands were due to tour or release an album soon—Klement was always careful to not sound too knowledgeable—and when was the best time to run software updates. But as their working relationship progressed, he’d noticed that she plucked out intricate and enticing melodies on her guitar as she waited for applications to install or scans to complete. Klement’s curiosity was piqued. He’d thought he was the only one to do that.
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