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  Undercover Star
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"You should see what these jeans are doing to his arse. He should have fangirls!"

Art Detective Josh Ingram and rock star Matisse Vervein have different careers, different lives, and personalities that are poles apart. They're opposites in every way. Right?

Josh's boss and Matisse's manager don't think so. They throw the two together in a hunt for an art thief, hoping that opposites will attract rather than repel and two lonely, frustrated men will find their HEA.

Sparks fly when Josh and Matisse meet.

Insults fly as they try to work together.

Can they stop judging each other by their job descriptions and find love on the playlist?



      [image: image-placeholder]Undercover Star is a contemporary MM romance with a touch of mystery. If you like quirky romantic pairings, attraction with attitude, and an epic declaration, then this one's for you.








  
  Chapter One
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“Are you insane?” Matisse Vervein stared at the man on the other side of the desk, convinced he couldn’t have heard what he thought he had. 
His day had begun normally enough until a cop had pulled him over right outside New Scotland Yard and told him he’d been speeding. Matisse had no idea whether that was true or not. He’d been too engrossed listening to the track coming from the Land Rover’s sound system to watch the numbers on the dashboard. Never having had a speeding ticket before, Matisse had expected to get away with a slap on the wrist. Instead, the officer had asked him to step out of his car and follow.
He’d been led deep into the famous building, until he ended up in a small, tidy office, where a middle-aged man in a suit introduced himself as Detective Superintendent Timothy Montgomery and offered him a seat.
Montgomery had a friendly smile, and the twinkle in his deep blue eyes could pass for reassuring. He’d confirmed Matisse’s identity, but made no mention of speeding fines. Instead, he’d opened his mouth and—
“Did you just ask me to go undercover?” Matisse’s voice rose to something close to a screech, but he didn’t care. He was a singer, a pop star with a fanbase of millions. He had minders, assistants, stylists, and personal shoppers. He didn’t… didn’t….
“I did ask you that, yes.” Montgomery didn’t bat an eyelash at his outrage. “Though I didn’t quite mean it the way you heard it. We’re hunting an art thief who snatches jewellery, often during promotional events or fundraisers. You’re a star. You’re at home in the environment our thief operates in and you’re known to support the arts. Nobody will question your presence at a charity gala. And we could use your help.”
“You are insane.” Matisse didn’t care that he was insulting a senior police officer. The very idea was ludicrous. “I know nothing about police work. I know nothing about how thieves work. I—“
“We wouldn’t send you to do this alone,” Montgomery placated. “That’s not how we work. Why don’t you let me introduce you to your… partner?”
Right on cue, the door opened and a man stepped through. Matisse took in brown curls, chocolate-dark eyes, a perfect cupid-bow of a mouth… and his hands started to sweat. His breath caught at the sight of wide shoulders in a rumpled Henley and well-worn denim moulded to strong legs. When the man turned to close the door, one look at the tightest arse this side of Covent Garden sealed the deal.
Matisse was officially, royally, fucked.
Not that the detective super took any notice. He waved the newcomer closer and grinned like the cat that’d gotten the canary. “Come in and meet the rock star, Josh.” He turned to Matisse. “This is Detective Inspector Josh Ingram. He’s leading this case.”
Matisse rubbed his palms over his thighs, glad he’d dressed himself this morning and wasn’t wearing leather. Sweaty palms were embarrassing enough. Damp streaks down his thighs would be— He stood and held out his hand. “Matisse Vervein. And I don’t do rock.”
“That’s a shame.”
Josh Ingram’s throaty rumble was as sexy as his arse. He was half a head taller than Matisse and a good bit wider. Older, too, and he loomed in an enticing way. Matisse wanted to be—
Matisse cut that thought short.
He wasn’t out. He couldn’t be out, doing what he did. And he had no idea whether the walking beefcake in front of him shared his inclination. Given the way he looked at Matisse, as if Matisse were dirt on his scuffed Doc Martens, chances weren’t good.
“You like rock? I like rock. I can do rock—I sometimes do—but it’s not what most of my fans want to hear.” The intense gaze didn’t move from his face, and Matisse wanted to hide. Great. Now he was babbling.
“Relax. I don’t bite.”
That’s a shame. Matisse opened his mouth. And closed it again without emitting any sound. Josh Ingram’s grip circled his bicep and returned him to his chair. Matisse kept his eyes down. He’d almost outed himself. A replica of Josh’s comment had been on the tip of his tongue, ready to spill forth in response. That couldn’t happen. He couldn’t let it happen.
Desperate to control a situation careening off the rails, Matisse reached for his star persona. His hands were in his lap, his back didn’t touch the chair, and neither his voice nor his face gave anything away. “Asking me to help the police is ludicrous. But still... go ahead and talk. I can listen.”

      [image: image-placeholder]At some time in the past, his boss had earned a PhD in stupid ideas. Josh knew it. Most days, he was okay with it. But this... this was the stupidest idea in the history of stupid ideas.
Josh needed a beer.
He slammed through the door of the place he considered his local, three minutes down the road from New Scotland Yard. He didn’t live in Westminster, of course, but he spent more time in this joint than in any other. The place felt like a home away from home: calming and soothing. Somewhere to relax.
Right now he was desperate for all of that, never mind it was only lunchtime. A few tourists scattered before him as he stalked to the bar. He tried for an apologetic smile, not sure the lame attempt did much to reassure them.
“And who pissed in your cornflakes this morning?” Chris, the pub’s landlord, opened the door to the small, secluded snug the moment he saw Josh, and set a pint of Old Peculier in front of him before Josh had parked his arse on a barstool. The two of them went way back, and Josh could count on Chris not to mince his words. Or to flinch when Josh replied in the same vein.
“Tim fucking Montgomery.” Josh drained half the pint in one long swallow. He set the glass back on the bar and dropped his head into his hands. They were alone in the snug and Chris was a good listener. He also knew Josh’s boss, another plus when Josh was hanging on to his temper by his fingernails. “It’s this case I’m working. We need to move in posh circles, and said posh circles aren’t cooperating. So, in his infinite wisdom, Tim’s landed me with a fucking baby rock star.”
“For real? Who?”
“How the—“ Josh dialled it back. It wasn’t Chris’s fault that Tim had lost the plot. “I dunno,” he grumbled. “Some blond kid, barely out of nappies. Matisse something?”
“Matisse Vervein?”
“That sounds about it.”
“You’re goin’ to work with Matisse Vervein? And you have no idea who he is?”
“Should I?”
“Yes, you damn well should.” Chris’s outrage was almost comical. “He’s famous. Why didn’t you bring him with you?”
“What?”
Chris pulled him a second pint. “Listen. Matisse writes awesome music. He has a voice that makes your knees go weak and he moves like honey down your arsecrack. People pay money to shake his hand and you’re grousin’ over the chance to work with him? What’re you gonna do, anyhow? Start a dance studio?”
“Don’t even fucking joke about that where Montgomery can hear you. That idea is too appalling to contemplate.” The second pint went the way of the first and finally—finally—the edges of Josh’s anger and agitation blurred a little. The tight coil of tension in his shoulders and neck unwound a notch and he blew out a deep sigh. “Fuck, I hate this.”
“Could you be overreactin’ a little?”
Josh was mellow enough now to allow the question some room. “Yeah, you’re right.” This case had taken his best friend’s life. It had dragged him halfway across Europe. And now he needed the help of a rock star to get a handle on it? “It’s... I don’t see why... and he’s so damned young and—“
“Don’t judge him yet. He looks younger than he is,” Chris soothed. “Listen to his music sometime. Especially the stuff he writes for others. There’s a lot more to him than he lets on.” He clapped a hand on Josh’s shoulder and turned him around. “Now, get out of my snug, find yourself a table, and let me bring you some food. You need grease to soak up all that beer.”
There was no arguing with Chris. Josh had learned that a long time ago. He hid in the farthest corner of the bar, and he found a grateful smile when a plate of steak and chips materialised in front of him, along with a third pint.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Did he buy it? Matisse. Did he buy it?”
“Yes.” The screech coming from the other end of the phone was of the ear-splitting variety. Tim Montgomery held the receiver a foot away so the noise wouldn’t deafen him. It was a good thing he knew his sister-in-law and had prepared for the assault on his hearing. How Marissa could be one of the most sought-after managers in the entertainment industry while impersonating a card-carrying fangirl for large parts of the day escaped him, but she did it in style and six-inch heels.
“What did he say? Tell me all,” she requested, almost breathless with excitement.
Tim obliged. Matisse Vervein had surprised him. He’d never met any of the artists Marissa had represented over the years. Not even Matisse who, given his ticketing power, record sales, and the crowds of fans he could mobilise, moved in serious star territory. Tim had no yardstick to measure star behaviour, but except for his incredulity, Matisse had been quiet, serious, and attentive.
He’d also been rather taken with Josh Ingram. Tim hadn’t missed Matisse’s widened eyes, or the way he’d dried his clammy palms on his thighs before he’d returned Josh’s handshake.
“Josh made an impression.” He concluded his recital and smiled at the relieved sigh coming over the line.
“Oh, thank God. What about Josh?”
“He’s appalled I’ve landed him with a partner, of course. I’m not sure it has quite sunk in yet who that partner is. Or what this will mean for his investigation.”
“You’re still sure it will help him, too?”
If he’d not already had a soft spot for Marissa, the uncertainty in her voice would have endeared her to him in any case. When she donned her armour of six-inch stilettos and power suits, Marissa turned into the queen bitch from hell. Outside of her job, she had the kindest heart of anyone Tim Montgomery had ever met. She’d never gotten over seeing Josh fall apart when he’d learned of his best friend’s death.
It wasn’t a day Tim would ever forget, either. They’d been gathered in the back garden of his Sutton home: his family and everyone from his department not on holiday or on duty. Barbecue and beer, music and laughter, and then a phone call and Josh, linen pale from one heartbeat to the next, his movements frantic, and his eyes empty.
There’d never been any romantic feelings between Josh and Paul Galbraith. The two had been friends since their school days, were partners at work, and they’d never come across a man they couldn’t cheer or a case they couldn’t solve.
Until Paul had died while on holiday with his wife, looking at a medieval locket in a Roman market.
Josh might as well have died with his partner, because his infectious smile had disappeared that day. They’d all had to get used to a stern-faced, driven Josh Ingram, who turned all his skill and dedication to tracking down the piece of jewellery stolen from the Vatican, and the thief, both in the hope of eventually finding the collector who’d ordered the theft and had wielded the knife that had killed Paul. He’d come close on two occasions, only for the thief to slip through his fingers. Now it seemed that Josh’s persistence had bought them another chance.
Tim Montgomery hoped with all his heart that, this time, he’d be lucky. And if it needed the help of a pop idol, then he’d barter with the devil for it.







  
  Chapter Two
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At 4:00 a.m., London was just waking. The early morning colour wash, a few pedestrians clutching coffee in travel mugs, a couple of joggers, and the intermittent trickle of cars usually made an enjoyable backdrop to Matisse’s morning workout. 
Usually.
When he’d had at least a couple of hours sleep.
When his head wasn’t full of the weirdest request ever.
When he wasn’t mentally undressing one hunky detective inspector. Over and over, until his body was as confused as his mind.
The rowing machine gave his body a workout but left his mind free to wander. The Nordic skiing machine did, too, and a sweat-soaked hour later, Matisse called it quits on the exercise front. As distracted as he was, working out with free weights would be a recipe for injury. Matisse wasn’t stupid enough to try.
He hid in the shower, spending far longer than usual under the hot spray. When he came out, he wasn’t any calmer than he’d been when he went in. He also didn’t have a clue how to explain the whole mess to his manager.
The detective superintendent hadn’t mentioned a speeding fine when he’d asked for Matisse’s cooperation. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t pull one out of his arse if Matisse didn’t jump to.
Marissa was negotiating with the BBC for a contract Matisse wanted as he’d wanted few other things. Bad press would scare them right off, so he had little choice but to keep his head down, his mouth shut, and do as he was told.
And he had been told to meet up with Detective Inspector Ingram to... what? Drool?
Matisse’s mind replayed broad shoulders and a defined chest, decorated by a rumpled blue-grey Henley. And jeans so snug Matisse imagined peeling them off with his teeth. Josh Ingram had probably been commando, too. No way could he fit briefs under denim so tight.
“And that really shouldn’t be your fucking problem,” he admonished himself loudly. “You shouldn’t even be thinking about him. He isn’t for you. Got that? Right. Then stop the crap and get to work.”
He grabbed a coffee and headed into his studio, where the piano and his latest film score awaited his attention, only to spend the next two hours dreaming the time away while his fingers coaxed maudlin tunes from the keys.
It was all most annoying.

      [image: image-placeholder]Detective Inspector Josh Ingram had hidden himself away in a corner booth of the old-fashioned coffee shop, leaving Matisse to traipse through the whole place checking nooks and crannies, while being seen by everyone present. It was obvious that the detective had no idea what could happen if Matisse was recognised.
“Morning,” he grunted, disturbing Josh’s perusal of the sports pages in The Independent.
“Oh, hey, Rock Star.”
Matisse breathed through his nose. “I told you yesterday, I don’t do rock.”
“You do sometimes.”
Yeah, why don’t you go and fucking rub it in? Matisse swallowed the comment. He was a star. He had fans to please. Whining because he couldn’t make the music he wanted was disrespectful to the people who bought his records and followed him so devotedly. It was also an utterly pointless exercise when he hadn’t yet made the decision to walk away from it all. He wasn’t far off calling it quits and starting over with a different style, but he wasn’t quite there yet.
He slid onto the bench opposite Josh and set his phone on the table in front of him. “Right. I’m here. What do you need?”
Josh raised an eyebrow. He looked from Matisse to the phone, and if he noticed the absence of a coffee mug, he didn’t mention it. “Are you always this abrupt or is it too early for your manners?”
“Listen. I have a radio interview in an hour and rehearsals after that. I’ve agreed to come out and talk to you, but I’m not gonna rearrange my day for some—“
“Rock star attitude. Great.”
Matisse stood. He wasn’t taking that kind of crap from anyone, not even a detective who was beyond hot. “I don’t. Do. Rock. Understood? I also have responsibilities and people who rely on me. If not ditching them just because you crook a finger counts as attitude, then go ahead and slap on the label.” He turned to leave, and flinched when Josh’s large hand closed around his wrist.
“That was out of line. I’m sorry. Can we start over?”
Matisse considered Josh’s earnest mien and honest gaze. He dropped his eyes to the fingers still circling his wrist. Stared at them until Josh let go. As if moving took effort, he returned to the table and slid back into the booth.
“Thank you. Can I get you a coffee?”
“I’ve had three already. I’m good, thanks.”
“Three coffees? When did you get up?”
“At three.” Matisse shrugged. “I’m at least a workout and two hours of work ahead of you, Inspector. And as I said earlier, I have a radio interview in an hour. So can we please get on with it?”
Josh folded the paper and pushed it to one side. “Tim. The detective super. What did he tell you?”
“You’re chasing an art thief who steals jewellery at big charity functions. I, apparently, spend my days at such events and can a) get you in there and b) protect you from too much scrutiny while you apprehend the thief.”
“Apparently? You don’t believe it.”
“No. You’re the police. You can get into any function you need to get into. So what do you really want?”
“It’s a misconception that we can go and do what we want. This isn’t a police state.”
The condescending tone sent another wave of annoyance rippling through Matisse. He yawned. Then he turned his wrist up and looked at his watch. “You done, Inspector?”
“Josh. Call me Josh. And tell me whether you know Kilbride House.”
“It’s in Holborn. Gorgeous rooms, but the acoustics are crap.”
“I need to get in there.”
“Ring the bell.”
“Can you be any more of an arse?”
“I’m sure I can manage if I work at it.”
Josh’s glare ran off Matisse like water off an oilskin. He had resigned himself to help, but he wasn’t going to do it blindfold. He had fans, advertisers, and corporate sponsors to think of. Not to mention his manager, who would be having an apoplexy as soon as she found out. Matisse didn’t want Marissa to go nuclear on the detective superintendent. Tim Montgomery had been courteous and professional. He’d treated Matisse like a person, not a dress-up doll. Josh Ingram on the other hand....
“I’m still waiting to find out what you need from me, Inspector.”
“I told you. I need to get into Kilbride House.”
“And?” Matisse waved his hands in a get on with it gesture. “It’s not as if I own the place or have a key.”
“Oh.” Josh pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. His cheeks flushed a rather endearing shade, and Matisse swallowed on a wave of heat and a few inappropriate thoughts. “You’re clearly three coffees ahead of me.”
“And a workout,” Matisse reminded kindly.
“And a workout,” Josh agreed. “Kilbride House is open once a year for a charity gala. I managed to get inside during the preparations last year. I set a trap for the thief and I was hoping to arrest him during this year’s event, but the organisers have—“ Josh’s handsome face tightened in anger. “They’ve refused us access to the house.”
“They can do that?”
“They couldn’t if I had a warrant. But because I don’t, they can be arseholes and give the thief free rein. I’ve spent a year making sure he’ll be there and—“
“Have you ever been a bodyguard?” Matisse interrupted the brewing tirade as smoothly as he interrupted his stylist when she went off on one of her favourite rants. And rather than her standard response — an exaggerated eye-roll — he got a wide-eyed stare from the detective inspector.
“Have I what?”
“Ever been a bodyguard? I mean, it’s not as if I can go to the organisers and get you a ticket. Right? And no offense, but you’d make a crap manager. So bodyguard’s the obvious option.”
“You have bodyguards?”
“Yes.” It wasn’t anything that made him feel special, but when being mauled by overzealous fans was an often-present danger, he had little leeway. He liked the guys from his security team. They gave him space when he needed it and were close by the moment it got dicey.
Josh looked around the edge of the booth. “Where are they?”
“Waiting to escort me to my interview.” Matisse had catalogued Josh’s outfit as he came in, but he allowed himself another long look. Decorative was a good description. Josh Ingram wore a black T-shirt, tight enough to show off defined pecs, under a black leather jacket. His boots would be sturdy and, if Matisse was really lucky, he’d have poured himself into another pair of snug denim. Tall and brawny, he wouldn’t look out of place next to Oats and Rigger from his security team. The three would probably get on like a house on fire. “Do you have to be anywhere this morning?”
“No.”
“Good. Why don’t you come with me to the radio station? You can talk to my security guys. You can see why I need them and find out whether you can pretend to be one of them for a few hours. Just do me one favour. Don’t piss them off.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Matisse changed in the limo, and Josh, seated opposite, had to avert his gaze from the display of endless legs, toned muscle, and honey-coloured skin. Lying back on the seat, his head in his stylist’s lap, Matisse wriggled into tight black leather trousers, then arched into a bridge to pull up the zip. He stripped out of his baggy top next, showing off a pierced belly button and a very defined chest.
Josh didn’t know where to look. Every new reveal made his jeans
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