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	Bassist Brand and filmmaker Lexi have both suffered traumatic pasts, but together, they can heal and have a happy future.

 

 

THE GRUMPY BASSIST

 

 

Brand Kife, bassist for heavy metal band, Viciöus, is known in the metal world as “the man who never smiles.” He has even less reason to smile when he learns that his band’s tour is going to be disrupted by beautiful filmmaker, Lexi Adams, who’s making a documentary about Viciöus. Brand has secrets that Lexi can’t learn.

 

 

AND THE BEAUTY QUEEN

 

 

Former child beauty pageant winner, Lexi Adams resists her mother’s pressuring her to become a model and is instead determined to be a successful filmmaker. She’s thrilled to film a documentary on one of her favorite metal bands, but Brand Kife is making her work difficult. First by being uncooperative in interviews, then by distracting her with his sinful good looks and aura of mystery. When they give in to temptation, Lexi wants to learn about Brand’s traumatic past, but first, she will have to trust him with her own.

 


Praise for the Hearts of Metal Series

“Hot chemistry, romance, drama, and perceived betrayal make up this gripping rockstar romance.” —Anna’s Bookshelf

 

“I loved the way each character was not only depicted as skilled at what they did but also as imperfect, vulnerable, normal human beings. I also appreciate how they went through some ordinary, real life situations because that made them even more real.” —JoyRead

 

“I loved this rock romance giving me a glimpse into life on the road, overcoming your pasts, and a whole lot of steam.”—Doris-Netgalley Reviewer

 

“Heart Throb is a captivating storyline, and I thoroughly enjoyed reading it.  Like all of Brooklyn Ann’s books, the characters are well developed, and I had a hard time putting it down! It was full of drama, angst, and some really steamy scenes!” —Behind Closed Doors Book Reviews

 

“…all sorts of twists and turns…high drama, much angst and the start of an attraction and romance. The characterizations are all well done, to the point that the reader feels like they are right there in the same room with the characters. The author details with vivid imagery and sets stages to pull on a reader's heartstrings. The chemistry between the main male and female characters, along with excellent bantering back and forth…” —Joyce Black

 

“I'm a fan of the Hearts of Metal series and this book is a good addition. Lovely characters, good friends, steamy sex, plenty of laugh out loud moments, and a forever kind of love, all set to a strong beat. Who could ask for more!” —Blunderings: Books, Boys, Baggage

 

“HEART THROB is a fiery romance between an independent heroine and a gothic rock star hero. Rather than be a tale about rock star decadence, Brooklyn Ann once again focuses on the very real problems some people face and the way they are able to overcome them.”—Fresh Fiction

 

“The author is smart enough to keep the reader hooked - the characters are terrific, and even the secondary characters are well drawn. So read this book and slip into your Cinderella slippers - and fall in love with a young, handsome rock star who is more than he appears to be!” —Jennifer Macaire, Author of A Remedy in Time
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Chapter One

 

 

Brand glared at Viciöus’s lead singer in furious disbelief. Quinn had done it again. The arrogant, autocratic son of a bitch had made a decision without consulting the rest of the band. Like so many others, this pre-tour band meeting was nothing but an empty formality where Quinn told them, rather than asking them, what would be going down. And this particular detail was a big fucking deal.

“No.” Brand leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

One of Quinn’s black eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me?”

Brand fixed the singer with a glare. “You can’t drop a huge disruption like this and expect us to be fine with it.”

“Disruption?” Quinn laughed and shook his head at Brand like he was a child. “I thought you’d all be happy to learn that an established filmmaker is going to do a documentary about Viciöus.”

Tony, the drummer, nodded with his usual cheerful grin. “I’m happy about it. That means more money and more exposure. What’s your deal this time, Brand?”

Brand’s frown deepened at the patronizing undertone in the drummer’s voice. “My deal is that first off, we weren’t consulted, and second off, having some jackoffs follow us around with cameras, asking stupid questions, is going to be disruptive as hell.”

Quinn held up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, you’re right. I should have told you and Tony about it. And yes, having the director and camera guys along will cause some distraction and crowding. But Brand, can you think about the long-term? Our reputation took a hit with our rift with Bleeding Vengeance—”

“Your rift,” Brand reminded him. Quinn’s wife and lead guitarist, Kinley, nodded in agreement and nudged Quinn with a stern frown.

Quinn had the decency to look ashamed. “You’re right. My rift.”

When Cliff Tracey, lead singer of Bleeding Vengeance, had begun dating Quinn’s little sister, Quinn went nuclear and declared Bleeding Vengeance, a band that had been their best friends in the industry, to be enemies for life. Quinn eventually pulled his head out of his ass and now treated Cliff like a long-lost brother, but the damage was already done. The media had a field day amplifying the hostilities, and some fans turned against Viciöus because of Quinn’s behavior. Even worse, a planned collaboration album and joint tour were put on hold, costing both bands God knew how much money.

Quinn ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Look, I fucked up, I know that. But this documentary will go a long way in humanizing us, making us look friendlier to our fans.” At Brand’s scowl, Quinn smirked. “Okay, maybe not all of us, but hey, your ‘man who never smiles’ thing can be a good gimmick too.”

“Gimmick?” Brand growled. “Fuck you, Quinn.”

“I don’t think Kinley would approve,” Quinn retorted. “Anyway, your grump ass doesn’t change the fact that this documentary will be awesome good for us. Thing Productions won Best Documentary at the Emerald City Film Festival for Headbangers Abound, and the Audience Choice Award at the Seattle International Film Festival for their film on the history of the metal scene. That one’s on some streaming services, and they told me the film they want to do on us is practically guaranteed to get the same. That means some good subsidiary income on top of a cut of the royalties from physical copies, which we can also sell with the rest of our merch.”

Okay. Quinn had a point. Brand’s shoulders slumped. Quinn usually did. That was why he was in charge of the band, for the most part. But the rest of them still should have a say in matters. Brand narrowed his eyes at Kinley. Why wasn’t she speaking up?

Kinley’s gaze flicked to meet Brand’s then darted away evasively. Uncharacteristic of the direct woman he knew her to be.

Oblivious to the odd exchange, Quinn resumed his spiel on why having a film crew on the road with them was such a wonderful idea.

Brand only half listened. Justified as his irritation with the situation was, the documentary would be good for them. Fans bought those videos like hotcakes, and a streaming deal could bring them new fans. Hell, Quinn even had a point about the documentary possibly redeeming them to those who viewed them sourly after the thing with Bleeding Vengeance. Maybe the director would stick around long enough to catch them when they started writing songs with the other band, show the world on screen that they were friends again.

Even if they didn’t, the collaboration album was back on. The contract had been signed, and they would be getting together as soon as Viciöus’s tour wrapped up. They’d even have a preliminary meet-up during the tour, when Viciöus would play at Bleeding Vengeance’s Denver gig.

Brand suddenly found himself looking forward to writing songs with Bleeding Vengeance more than touring. Even though he’d never been the best at making friends, he had to admit that he liked Bleeding Vengeance. The Quinn thing had bothered Brand more than he had expected. And then, when the rift healed, he even found himself befriending Cliff when the guy had moved to Seattle to be closer to Christine, Quinn’s sister. The guy was a chatterbox but not nearly as vapid as Brand had thought him to be. Reluctantly, Brand admired the guy for having the balls to pursue the forbidden princess. When Cliff and Christine moved to Denver with the rest of Bleeding Vengeance, Brand was surprised that he missed him.

That said, if it weren’t for this upcoming disruptive documentary, Brand would choose touring over songwriting any other day.

Quinn could list all the financial benefits of the project that he wanted. That still didn’t make Brand comfortable with having a camera breathing down his neck day and night for the next several months. He was a bass player. Not a fuckin’ movie star.

Also, something felt off about this whole thing. Brand glanced back at Kinley. It wasn’t like her to let Quinn do all the talking. He knew that now, but in the beginning of Kinley’s days with Viciöus, Brand had assumed that she would go along with whatever her husband said. She’d long since proven that she had her own opinions and often sided with Brand or Tony on decisions about what happened on the road and in the studio.

Brand’s eyes narrowed further. “Who did Thing Productions approach?”

Kinley finally spoke. “Me. The director and I have been friends online for a couple years.”

“Ah.” A mirthless laugh escaped his lips. Although Quinn was a bossy bastard, he’d submit to Kinley’s wishes almost every time. In fact, he’d eventually listened to her and made things right with Bleeding Vengeance, although it took Brand’s and Tony’s efforts, combined with Kinley’s, to talk sense into Quinn on that issue.

Brand turned back to Quinn, “So since the two of you were on board, you figured it was a done deal. This is why it’s bad to have a couple in a group. Totally destroys the democracy dynamic.”

Tony shook his head and laughed. “Oh, come on, Brand. We were never a democracy, and you know it. In fact, we were more of a dictatorship before Kinley. She softened Quinn up.” He smiled at the singer. “Sorry, Quinn, but it’s true.”

Softened. Brand suppressed a sneer. Tony would know. Brand had to listen to the guy getting all sappy with his wife over the phone every night they were touring. Although Quinn hadn’t turned into a pile of mush with Kinley—that woman was too tough for that stuff—he had definitely changed since falling in love. And while the melting of Quinn’s brisk exterior was probably good in the long run, something about the change unnerved Brand in an unvoiced, yet primal way.

Turning his mind back to the situation at hand, he attempted another feeble protest to the documentary. “Is there even room for a film crew on the bus?”

Quinn sighed. “They’re bringing only four people. The director, who is also the producer, the co-producer, and two camera guys. The director and co-producer will be on the bus with us. The camera guys will be in the equipment truck with our merch crew. It’ll be a tight squeeze, but it’ll work.”

Finally, Tony had a complaint. “I knew we should have gotten around to getting a bigger bus.”

“With the money this documentary will bring us, we’ll be able to finally upgrade.” Quinn nuzzled Kinley’s neck. “We’ll get one with bigger bunks.”

Brand rolled his eyes at the happy couple. He hoped he never fell in love. He couldn’t go soft. Soft meant vulnerable.

And he’d long ago vowed never to be vulnerable again.
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Lexi clutched her camera on her lap as Ramon, her head camera operator at Thing Productions and her co-producer, wove through the back streets of Seattle. Unlike her, he’d grown up here and knew how to avoid traffic better than Susan, the name Lexi had given the voice on her phone’s map.

The closer they got to the recording studio, the more her excitement grew. Viciöus had agreed to meet with her. And although Kinley Black-Mayne, the lead guitarist, had acted like it was a done deal, Lexi still needed to get past this initial meeting with the whole band and make a good enough impression for them to agree to sign the contract.

“Tony should be cool,” Kinley had told her over the phone, “but Brand can be a grump-ass sometimes.”

Not only that, but after talking with Quinn Mayne, the lead singer, Lexi got the impression that if the contract wasn’t worded exactly to his liking, the deal would be off. Thankfully, she’d had a solid contract attorney draft it.

If everything went well at the studio, Lexi would be embarking on her first dream: creating a documentary on her favorite heavy metal band. And Kinley and Quinn both assured her that she would be able to start right away. First, they would give her a tour of the studio where they had recorded four of their five albums while Ramon filmed.

Then she’d spend the next week observing them hanging out, coaxing them into forgetting the camera and being themselves. That would need several takes. It was against human nature to ignore a camera, but Lexi had a talent for direction. That’s what her first teacher in film school said, anyway.

And Viciöus wouldn’t be the first band she’d filmed. Though they were the first major one. But at the end of the day, they were people who were living life and doing a job like all the others she’d filmed. Lexi needed to keep that in mind so she didn’t get star-struck. It helped when she remembered that the lead guitarist, Kinley Black-Mayne, had gushed over her Thing Production’s documentary, Headbangers Abound like Lexi was the big celebrity.

She allowed a brief sunburst of pride to swell in her chest. That had been the project that got her established. Her sixth film had won both local and national awards. The sight of the Emerald City and Seattle International Film Festival Audience Choice trophies still brought a lump to her throat every time she looked at them, even though the engraved pieces of glass had sat on her desk for six months. Even her mother, who’d done everything she could to discourage Lexi from pursuing filmmaking, had been bursting with praise.

Triumph poisoned with bitterness surged through Lexi’s being at the memory. After subjecting her to torture by forcing her to compete in child beauty pageants, and then engaged in teen torment with constant pressure to chase a modeling career, Marcia Adams had finally surrendered, allowing Lexi to pursue her dreams without further discouragement.

In cynical moments Lexi wondered if it really was the awards that made her mom stop telling her she’d chosen the wrong career, or if it was the fact that Lexi was pushing thirty.

Probably both.

And now Mom had latched on to a new mission to disrupt Lexi’s life. It had started subtly two years ago, with her throwing a dinner party every time Lexi came to visit. Dinner parties that happened to have disproportionately male guest lists. Then last year, Mom blatantly tried to set Lexi up on dates with the intention of her finding one to marry. Now she couldn’t have a single conversation with Mom without being asked when she’d be ready to settle down and give her some grandchildren.

Lexi wasn’t ready to settle down and might never be ready. Every time she’d tried to date, the man would want to put his needs first. Her first boyfriend had even forced her to choose between him and film school. Her second had wanted her to support his film career. And now that Lexi’s own career was finally taking off, she didn’t have time to look for a third.

That was for the best. Falling in love was the worst thing she could do at this stage. After having her mother try to hold her back her whole life, she wasn’t about to let a man do the same.

Ramon interrupted her reverie as he parked his Jeep. “We’re here.”

Lexi took a deep breath through her nose and nodded. “Here’s hoping for the start of another successful film.”

As they headed toward the studio entrance, Ramon turned to her with a sideways smile. “Here’s hoping we don’t make asses of ourselves. The guys in Viciöus are hot as hell.”

“They’re all straight and married,” Lexi reminded him.

Ramon wiggled his brows. “The bassist isn’t married.”

That’s right. Brand Kife was single. And he was indeed hot as hell. However, he wasn’t known as “the man who never smiles” for nothing. Lexi shrugged and smoothed her hair. “Brand’s the incarnation of Oscar the Grouch. I’ll be fine.”

But the moment she and Ramon entered the studio to greet the four heavy metal icons, Lexi met Brand’s hazel eyes and felt a jolt of potent heat.

Suddenly, she didn’t think things would go as smoothly as she’d hoped.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

“Fuck,” Brand muttered under his breath as a gorgeous blonde extended her hand and introduced herself as Lexi Adams, director and executive producer of Thing Productions.

That was what Quinn and Kinley had been hiding. Always referring to Lexi as “the director” and “the filmmaker.” Sure enough, Kinley reddened under his glare.

It wasn’t that Brand hated women. Far from it. But as he’d watched his colleagues succumb to the disease known as love over the last two years, Brand had grown wary of women. And okay, there was a little unreasonable hostility thrown in.

Tony had been Brand’s first roommate and source of real stability. Then he’d fallen in love with Tanya, which put Brand out on his own. To distract himself from the loss of his mentor, Brand moved to Sacramento and took a side job playing horror film scores. That gig paid enough that, Brand was able to afford his own place. But the loneliness was jarring, so he moved back to Seattle and got a place with Curt, Viciöus’s former guitarist. The situation was short-lived, between Curt spending rent money on cocaine, and spending all his time with Lefty Swanson, who’d been Bleeding Vengeance’s lead guitarist. Quinn had filled Brand’s lonely void, hanging out with him between recording and touring.

Then Kinley had come along.

Brand liked Kinley, he really did. But that didn’t make things any easier when Quinn left Seattle and moved to Coeur d’Alene to be her. Tony was still in town, but the drummer was so entrenched in domestic bliss that they barely got to hang out.

And then there was the recent Quinn fuck-up with Bleeding Vengeance. Those guys had been tight with Viciöus. Sure, Klement was a neurotic weirdo, and Cliff was a foolish diva as only lead singers could be, but Rod was cool. Then Lefty had died, and Curt had gone to rehab. Kinley had been promoted from guitar tech to lead guitarist for Viciöus, and Bleeding Vengeance had hired Kinley’s best friend, Katana, as their lead guitarist.

And she’d ended up falling for Klement of all people. That had been way strange and had thrown off the whole guy bond worse than Kinley ever had. That bond had fractured further when Cliff had the audacity to get involved with Quinn’s sister.

Yup. Women were trouble. There was no question about it.

And now they’d be bringing another one on the road with them.

As he shook hands with the gorgeous director, he frowned as the warmth of her palm against his made an involuntary shiver run down his spine.

This one would be trouble too.

Brand muttered his name and released her hand before the heat of her touch scorched him. Yet when she turned away to answer a question from Kinley, he felt oddly bereft.

Much as he tried to avoid looking at her, Brand’s gaze was pulled to Lexi Adams like a fish on a hook. Her legs were almost as long as Kinley’s, not as muscular, but lithe like a dancer’s. Instead of some haute couture pantsuit that he’d expect a hotshot woman filmmaker to wear, Lexi was dressed in blue jeans that hugged her rounded hips, plain low-heeled black boots, and a black button-up shirt that would have been modest if not for the subtle way it enhanced her small, high breasts. Her pale blonde hair glistened against the dark fabric like sunbeams and framed a fine-boned face that could have belonged to a supermodel.

Only this one was definitely not photoshopped.

Goddammit, the woman was so beautiful that it wasn’t fair. How the hell were any of them supposed to keep a clear head around her and get any work done?

Brand forced his gaze away from the golden goddess only to see Quinn and Kinley exchanging a quick kiss. When he turned to Tony, he saw that the guy was already texting Tanya, doubtless to tell her about the movie deal that was going down. Okay, fine. So it was only Brand who was having trouble with the golden beauty in the room.

With feeble hope, Brand observed Lexi’s co-producer, Ramon Rodriguez, closer to see if there were signs that he and Lexi were a couple. No dice. The body language between the two was definitely that of friends and colleagues. Not only that, but the covert glances Ramon darted at Jason, the studio assistant who brought them coffee, indicated that Ramon batted for the other team.

Joe, their sound tech, might be pleased about that.

Brand rubbed the bridge of his nose. What the fuck was his brain doing? All these romantic entanglements must be screwing with his head if he was thinking about potential hookups for their sound tech.

Gaffer, their road manager, entered the room, slapping a thick stack of papers on one meaty thigh. “Ms. Adams?”

Lexi turned to him. “Yes?”

“I’m George O’Malley, but you can call me Gaffer. I looked over the contract, and we have a few small amendments to a couple clauses.” He extended his hand, but Lexi turned to Quinn and Kinley with a confused look.

Quinn nodded in encouragement. “Gaffer was a contract lawyer before he decided he preferred life on the road. What he says goes.”

“Oh.” Lexi’s cheeks colored like rare flowers blooming. Quickly she shook Gaffer’s hand and sat at the table the band had been gathered around before she’d arrived. Lexi peered at the stocky, grizzled man in astonishment. Brand bit back a smile. The guy looked more like a retired Hell’s Angel than a former lawyer.

Brand tried to pay attention to the legal details Gaffer outlined. It sounded like it was a good deal for Viciöus, but Brand couldn’t follow the legal mumbo-jumbo. He understood the concepts, but that damned language they used was so far from English, it wasn’t funny. Quinn’s and Gaffer’s satisfied smiles convinced him that the contract was written to the band’s benefit. Tony gave Brand an equally perplexed smile. At least he wasn’t alone in this awkward state of cluelessness.

Lexi outlined some more terms in legalese before handshakes were exchanged and she withdrew a pen from her pocket. She signed first, and Brand couldn’t help but notice that her handwriting was gorgeous, a looping flourish of calligraphy. His penmanship was an ugly, illegible scrawl. Gaffer signed next, followed by Quinn, who passed the pen to Kinley. When it was Tony’s turn, he winked at his bandmates. “I really hope you guys know what all this stuff means.”

“It means that we’re getting a better royalty cut than we do from our albums,” Quinn explained.

That sounded great, but a sense of foreboding still crawled up Brand’s spine. When Tony passed the pen to him, he dropped it like an idiot.

Lexi stepped close enough that he could smell her perfume, a light, floral aroma that reminded him of spring gardens that he was never allowed near. She held out her own pen, a pretty gold one that suited a film deal like this. Her full lips arched in a smile that made his breath tight. “It’s okay. I’m not asking for your soul or anything.”

He met her decadent, chocolate brown eyes and felt another chill. “How do I know that for sure?”

Not giving her a chance to reply, Brand snatched the pen from her fingers, jolting at another spark from their brief touch. He scratched his name on the contract, turned his back, and left the room.
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Lexi flinched as the door slammed behind Brand.

“Don’t worry about him,” Tony McVries, Viciöus’s drummer, said with a weary smile. “Brand’s that way with everyone.”

But Lexi wasn’t so sure. Something about his furious departure felt personal. His hot glare had seemed to sear her when she’d entered the room. And when she shook his hand, his jaw had clenched with reluctance. Despite such blatant hostility, she swore he’d also felt that magnetic spark when their hands had touched. He’d dropped her palm like it burned. To be truthful, it kinda did.

The last thing Lexi wanted to dwell on was that incident of unfortunate chemistry. She needed to focus on the professional implications of one of the members of Viciöus resenting her presence.

Lexi surveyed the remaining band members. “Does he have a problem with us filming you guys?”

Kinley shook her head, though a disclaimer reflected in her dark eyes. “He was a little pissed that Quinn and I agreed to the documentary without consulting him and Tony, but after a talk, he is on board.”

“Why didn’t you consult him?” Lexi tried to convince herself that she was asking for the purpose of figuring out the band’s dynamics, but her curiosity told her otherwise.

“Because we didn’t want you to move on to another band for one thing,” Kinley confessed with a shy smile. “For another, Quinn’s in charge in the end anyway.”

Lexi had heard that. Like she called the shots at Thing Productions. Still, she felt that such a power structure in a musical group had greater chances of growing tenuous.

One thing was certain: the dynamic would be fascinating to explore in her film. Speaking of, now that the contract was signed, it was time to get to work. “Well, it’s a shame he decided to take off, but may we record while you give us a tour of where you work your magic?”

Quinn rose from the table and gestured for her to follow with an indulgent smile. “Of course.”

Lexi turned on her camera and checked to make sure the soft microphone was on while Ramon followed suit.

They were shown the control room, the isolation rooms, the main studio room where a drum kit sat in the corner, and the reception area. Lexi interviewed the receptionist about what it was like to have so many amazing musicians come through while Ramon filmed.

Lexi marveled at the band members’ kindness. Quinn let her film him singing in a recording room, fully pretending that he was working on a vocal take. Tony and Kinley did the same, doing quick mock drum and guitar sessions while one or the other demonstrated to Ramon how they used the mixing board in the other room.

Too bad Brand had left. It would have been good to record him too. At the same time as the thought crossed her mind, the surly bassist strode into the room.

“Left my bass,” he growled.

Lexi squared her shoulders and faced him. “Speaking of, would you mind letting me film you doing a mock session? I’ve got footage of everyone but you.” As his brows drew together, she softened her tone to a more cajoling timbre. “It would only be for five minutes tops, I promise.”

For a moment, it seemed like he’d refuse. Then he cast a sidelong look at Quinn before giving her a reluctant nod. “Fine.”

Without a backward glance, he strode into one of the smaller isolation rooms, where his bass leaned in the corner on a stand.

As Brand crouched to plug his bass into the amp, Lexi couldn’t stop herself from checking out his ass. Day-amn, that backside was perky and filled out those black jeans in all the right ways. For a moment, she imagined cupping that firmness, but then she imagined him killing her.

Shamed heat crept to her cheeks. Could she be any more unprofessional? Not only that, but as the recipient of countless unwanted gropes, how could she even think of touching what equated to a cast member like that?

Her self-recriminations fled as Brand slipped the strap of his bass over his shoulder and cradled one of the most beautiful instruments she’d ever seen. It was a Music Man bass, pearlescent in color and inlaid with gold. Not what she expected for a metalhead, but hey, Lemmy’s Rickenbacker was also a pretty piece.

Brand took a moment to tune his instrument, then the room throbbed with the rich, low sound of the bass. His fingers darted across the thick strings in a blur, roughly finessing them into sweet submission. Lexi’s breath caught as she watched him play an insanely complicated riff that, though metal as fuck, had a jazzy swing to it as well. The thrum of Brand’s bass vibrated in her blood, fueling the urge to rock her hips along to the primal rhythm.

And then he stopped.

The spell broke as he abruptly slipped off his bass strap and strode out the door, cradling his guitar with affection that belied the rest of his querulous demeanor. Quinn met her gaze and shrugged. “I think we’re done here for the day. What’s the next phase you have planned?”

Lexi realized that she was still gaping at the door Brand had stormed out of. Her mouth snapped shut as her mind scrambled to figure out what she was supposed to be doing. “Um… right. I was hoping to capture a few vignettes of you all on your off time. Maybe come by your homes, film you out on the town, shopping, that sort of thing.”

“Gotcha.” Quinn grabbed his guitar from its stand and packed it in a leather case. “Well, in that case, I guess you get to meet my mom since Kin and I are staying with her before we head off for the tour. I’ll call you after I give her a heads-up.”

Tony rocked on his heels with irrepressible cheer. “My wife is going to be so excited to be part of this. But I better warn her too. She’ll probably want to get her hair done and all that stuff.” He sighed and shook his head. “She doesn’t need to though. She’s beautiful as she is.”

Lexi’s heart turned over at the drummer’s blatant adoration for his wife. Why couldn’t Tony be the single one? God, what an idiotic question. She was witnessing exactly why the guy wasn’t single. He was a sweetheart.

Whereas a cold-hearted man like Brand probably sent women running for the hills.

Who was she kidding? With that toned body and the face of a fallen angel, women probably all dreamed of being the beauty to tame that beast.

Well, not her. That was for damn certain. But she needed to get him in line enough to cooperate with her filming.

“Do you have Brand’s address?” She didn’t direct the question to any band member in particular.

Kinley laughed. “Yeah, but he’s gonna hate the idea of you filming him in his bachelor cave.”

“He doesn’t live in a cave,” Tony assured her. “The place is surrounded by trees, and it’s almost always dark, even in the daylight. Totally Brand.”

Quinn nodded. “Normally, I’d advise you to call before dropping by, but knowing him, he’d probably refuse and hang up. I love the parts of band documentaries when you get to see the guys chilling at home, so I hope you’ll charm your way inside. He’s got a killer library and a movie collection to rival Klement Burke’s.”

Lexi recognized the name. “The bassist of Bleeding Vengeance.” It was on the tip of her tongue to ask if the rift between the two bands was truly healed like they claimed in their interviews, but that bit of gossip could wait.

Her first priority was to focus on the members of Viciöus and to show their audience the human side of a famous heavy metal band.

Unfortunately, one of them would need convincing to cooperate.

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Dreams of Lexi haunted Brand all night. Really inappropriate dreams. He’d tossed and turned, gotten up with a curse to smoke some weed to see if that would calm him enough to stay under, but no such luck. Like a wicked succubus, her image tormented his sleep, even more relentless than his waking hours.

Her low laugh echoed beneath him as he propped up on his elbows above her. She reached up and caressed his cheek with a tenderness that brought a lump to his throat. Alarmed at the emotional response, Brand started to pull away, but then Lexi’s long legs wrapped around his waist and pulled him down on top of her. The heat of her body made him forget all about withdrawing. Now he wanted to be closer to her. Deeper.

The dream dissolved as a clanging bell reverberated in his skull. Brand’s eyes snapped open, and he cursed at the ceiling. That had to be either Kinley or a Jehovah’s Witness. Quinn and Tony knew enough to knock. Brand hated that obnoxious doorbell. The thing sounded too cheery. Like it belonged in a cheesy sitcom.

Still growling, he rolled out of bed and wandered out of his room, down the hall, and to the front door. Only when his hand grasped the knob did he realize that he was only wearing boxers. Quickly, he snagged an old flannel from the hall tree and thrust his sleeves through the thing, making sure his back was covered.

The bell chimed again, the high tone hurting his teeth but waking him fully. Should he put on pants? Nah, fuck ’em, whoever it was. This was his turf. If whoever it was objected to the view, they could get the hell out of here. In fact, he’d prefer that.

Brand opened the door and froze as he saw Lexi on his stoop, a large camera bag over her shoulder.

“What do you want?” he growled, though he feared he knew the answer.

While most people would back down at his hostile tone, Lexi’s smile broadened, and she stepped closer. “I was hoping you’d let me film you at home. You know, give the viewers a tour, show off the knickknacks you’re interested in, that sort of thing.”

“No.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Excuse me?” Lexi’s smile never slipped, though at least there was a brief flicker of trepidation in those deep brown eyes.

His palm slapped the doorframe as he leaned forward and replied through clenched teeth, “I’m not letting you in my house.”

Unbelievably, she persisted. “It’s an important part of the story. I already filmed Tony with his wife, Quinn and Kinley together with Mrs. Mayne, and now I need—”

Brand slammed the door and turned to lean against it, half-fearing that she’d try to force her way in. Yet, instead of being annoyed with her persistence, he found himself half admiring her fearlessness.

When he heard her footsteps tromp down the steps and clatter on the walkway, Brand moved from the door and went to the window. Lifting the curtain slightly, he peered through the sliver of the exposed window to see her hips, encased in a knee-length pencil skirt, sashaying as she strode across the street to her car. That tight skirt rode up slightly as she got into her car, a silver Subaru Crosstrek.

Brand’s gaze traveled over her exposed thigh and that shapely calf. A murmur of disappointment escaped his lips as she tossed her camera bag on the passenger seat and that glorious leg tucked inside the vehicle before she shut the door. He shook his head to clear it.

It had been too long since he’d had female companionship. At least that would be rectified when he and the band got on the road. The relief at that guaranteed reprieve dissolved. Because Lexi Adams would still be around. Constantly. And he wouldn’t be able to shut a door on her on the crowded tour bus.

A moment later, he discovered that he couldn’t even shut his own door on her. Brand’s phone rang, and he scowled to see Quinn’s name on the caller ID.

“What?” Brand growled as he answered.

“I heard you turned Lexi away.”

“So? I have a right to privacy.”

“Not completely,” Quinn said slowly. “According to the contract you signed, you agreed to let her film you in everyday life situations, including a quick tour of your house. I told her to head back over, but to give you an hour to get dressed and straighten up. So, clean up those moldy pizza boxes, stash your porn—”

“I don’t have porn lying around.”

“Just fucking with you, man.” Quinn chuckled as if it would take the bite out of his order. “Anyway, give her a warmer welcome this time, okay? The last thing I want is to be stuck with an angry woman on the road for the next five months.”

“It would serve you right.” Brand picked up the only pizza box in his house. And it wasn’t moldy since it was from last night. “Fine. But if she gets too invasive, she’s out on her ass.”

“Brand.” Quinn’s voice darkened with a warning. “She’s an award-winning filmmaker who’s going to raise our profile and make us more money. Don’t fuck this up for us.”

“Like you fucked things up last year?” Brand taunted back.

A heavy sigh echoed through the phone. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Nope.” Brand smirked as he got a pot of coffee going. “I’ll shower, put on pants, and let the pretty director into my humble abode, but I’m not going to be fake for her benefit. She wants authenticity? She’ll get it.”
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Lexi’s fingers trembled as she braced herself to ring Brand’s doorbell for the second time that day. Had she done the right thing in telling Quinn that the bassist had turned her away?

Quinn hadn’t seemed to think so. He’d taken on an older brother-esque air as he assured her that he’d talk to Brand and make certain the guy was more hospitable when she came back. The singer’s confidence had gotten Lexi back to this nice neighborhood in the Queen Anne district, but now that she was here, her confidence faltered as she remembered the sheer rage in Brand’s hazel eyes. They’d looked almost green, like the leaves of the dogwood trees that practically engulfed his old stone house.

Her trepidation grew when Ramon told her he couldn’t come along. He was getting his passport sorted so that there wouldn’t be any trouble during the part of the tour where they ventured into Canada.

She’d have to beard the dragon in his den alone. Lexi shook her head. The place looked more like a Hobbit hole in the Shire. She needed to convince herself that Brand Kife was another Bilbo Baggins, reluctant to embark on an adventure.

Unfortunately, Hobbits were the last thing on her mind as she remembered the sight of the grumpy bass player when he’d opened the door earlier. His auburn hair had been tousled from sleep, begging her to run her fingers through those flaming locks. The unbuttoned shirt he’d worn had framed his bare chest, granting her such a tantalizing view that it took her a moment to realize that the shirt was incongruous with the boxers he wore.

And that brought her to the realization that he’d answered the door in his underwear. Though Lexi had seen plenty of half-naked and fully naked men in her years, and would most definitely see more on the tour bus, for some reason, the sight of Brand’s toned thighs and the outline of what looked to be an impressively thick cock made her mouth dry. She was thankful Brand’s growling refusal to let her in kept Lexi from blushing and stammering like a teenager. She had been ready to offer him time to get dressed and tell him she’d come back later, but he’d been such an asshole that she felt like he was challenging her.

Challenge accepted.

The mahogany front door opened suddenly, making Lexi jump. A pathetic squeak tore from her throat.

Brand leaned against the frame in the same insolent way he had before. One russet brow arched with amusement. “You gonna stand on the stoop all day?”

Still startled, she managed a weak response. “You gonna let me in this time?”

“Yeah. Sorry I was less than hospitable earlier.” He didn’t sound sorry at all. “I’m not a morning person.”

It had been noon when she’d first come by. Not wanting him to change his mind, she inclined her head in gracious acceptance of his apology. “Thank you.”

Brand shrugged and went into the house, leaving the door open for her to follow. At least he was dressed this time. When she closed the door behind her, she immediately regretted it. The place was dim as a cave.

“Would you mind opening the curtains?” She crouched and unzipped her camera bag. “I need more light to film.”

He turned on some lamps instead. “I don’t like my neighbors peeking in,” he offered in reluctant explanation.

“Okay. That makes sense.” Lexi pulled out her camera and turned it on, adjusting the focus. “Do you have issues with people spying on you?”

“I’d rather not answer with that thing on.” Brand pointed at the camera.

“I’m not recording yet,” Lexi assured him. “I’m setting the focus and checking the lighting.”

“Good.” Brand turned on another lamp and paced beside the closed dark curtains. “Most of the reason for keeping the curtains closed is nosy neighbors, though there have been occasions when overzealous fans lurked around. For the most part, no one pays attention to the bass player. I prefer to keep it that way.”
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