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Baby steps...
Mads Daniels may have landed at House Of Payne, but she sure as hell doesn’t want to be there. Her tattooist father started out with Payne, and his tales of the boss stealing artists’ work freaks her out in a big way. If Payne ever attempts to steal her art, she’ll have no choice but to unveil him as a fraud. And that could bring down House of Payne itself.
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Step by step...
Sage McCormick never had a stable home until he joined House of Payne. It’s such a sweet gig he’s even willing to get involved in events like its annual charity auction. Everything is just about perfect, except for the newest recruit, Mads. She refuses to fit in, and he’s determined to find out why. Getting her sexy ass involved in the auction is only the first step in getting close to her... in more ways than one.
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Leap of faith
The cocky charm Sage exudes like a pheromone bowls Mads over straight into his bed. But as Sage tries to coax her into thinking of the House as her new home, she realizes she has a decision to make—listen to the poison her father spews, or put her faith in the man she loves.

––––––––
[image: image]


88,000 words
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***This standalone contemporary romance contains lots of cursing from both the hero and heroine, multiple sex scenes, and a protective Alpha male who will use any trick in the book to get his chosen woman out of her shell. No cheating, no love triangles, no cliffhangers. HEA guaranteed, along with a satisfying epilogue. Due to adult language and sexual content, this book is not intended for people under the age of eighteen***
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“Shit.” With every breath creating a foggy cloud in the frigid midnight air, Mads Daniels closed her eyes long enough to offer up a silent prayer. Then, as her teeth began to chatter, she turned the key in her Corolla’s ignition once more.

Vrrrrrrrrmm.

Vrr. Rrr.

Silence.

“Shit.” Furiously she hit the steering wheel with her mittened hand. When that didn’t help, she loosed another fog-creating breath and tried to think. Obviously she should have gotten this taken care of earlier, when she’d had trouble starting her car before heading into work. But at the time all she’d wanted to do was to get to House Of Payne so she wouldn’t let any of her clientele down. Now that her shift was over, and the employee parking lot was almost empty—and the temperature was now in that oh, so fun range where the term negative was a necessity—she could lament her shortsightedness at her leisure.

Damn, it was cold.

A sharp knock on her window had her nearly jumping out of her seat.

“Hey.” Breath fogging in the night lit by security lights, a scowling man bent to peer through the driver’s window. “You need some help?” 

“Uh.” For a full second, Mads stared at the shadowy figure. Hulking shoulders, dark stubble that bordered on being a beard, seriously strong dark brows that Zachary Quinto would have killed for, and a black newsboy flat cap covering thick, dark brown hair. She’d only been working at House Of Payne for about four months, but this was one face she knew better than her own.

Sage “the rage machine” McCormick.

“Sage.” She said his name out loud for the first time ever, then wondered if she was crazy for thinking how good it felt tripping off her tongue. “Geez, you scared me.”

“What’s that? Roll down your window, I can’t hear you.”

One push on the window’s button told her what she already knew. Her car had died, and it was now nothing more than a big-ass paperweight.

Because of course.

“Fuck.” Grinding her teeth, she opened the car door and stepped out into the bitterly cold night. Dirty ice crunched under her booted feet, and she ducked her chin into her scarf in a feeble attempt to hide from the icy wind. “I said, you scared me. And, uh, my car won’t start.”

“And your windows won’t roll down, obviously.” He flicked a gloved hand toward the door she’d just closed. “Pop the hood. Let’s see what we’ve got.”

“Pop the...? Okay.” Trying not to sound too dubious, Mads crawled back behind the wheel, then took a second to figure out where the hell the Corolla’s hood latch was. Aha. “Not to look a gift horse in the mouth or anything, but since when does a tattooist know his way around a car?”

“Since the tattooist in question spent his teenage years in a family-owned garage a few blocks off the Vegas Strip,” came the absent reply as he felt for the safety latch and hauled the hood up. “I was helping with tune-ups and oil changes at Woodbridge Automotive before I could drive. Your terminals are all corroded, by the way. How old is this battery?”

She climbed back out of her car to stare at him, her mittened fingers curling around the car’s doorframe. “Before I answer, I have a serious question. Do people usually know the age of their car’s batteries? Because I find that weird.”

“Translation—it’s old. Probably too old to safely give it a jump, considering all the corrosion build-up.” He stared into the mysterious depths of her car a moment longer before nodding once and dropping the hood back down into place. “Okay. Get your shit. I’ll drive you home.”

Whoa. “Wait, what? You mean it’s not fixable?”

“Don’t get excited, Daniels, it’s totally fixable. Just not at fucking midnight.”

Daniels? “Yeah, but...”

“But what? Hurry up, I’m freezing my balls off here.”

She stared at him, wishing she didn’t find his angular, scowling face so damn fascinating. “Look, don’t worry about it. I’ll just call a tow truck—”

“Yeah, good luck with that.”

She shot him a wary glance. “Care to explain that?”

“On a night like this, with subzero temps and the wind making it even worse, there’ve got to be hundreds of stranded drivers across the city, calling for help because of dead batteries. You’re going to be waiting here at least a couple hours for a truck, in the dark and in the cold. That is, if they can get to you at all. In good conscience, I can’t leave you here when I can just drop you wherever you need to go.”

Mads searched his scruff-shadowed face, secretly grateful for this rare opportunity to drink him in without anyone thinking she was weird for staring. Maybe it was the set of those brooding, strong brows, or the contrasting soft blue of his eyes, but there was just something about his angular, unsmiling face that riveted her attention in ways she couldn’t begin to explain. Especially since she had no intention of getting close to anyone at House Of Payne.

After all, it wasn't like she had any idea if she was going to stay there on a permanent basis.

A short huff escaped him, leaving a vapor trail in the night. “So, what’s the verdict, Daniels? You coming or not? I'm not standing out here in this fucking frozen hell all night waiting for you to make up your damn mind.”

He just had to be the one who found her, she thought with an inward sigh. The guy who was her own personal kryptonite. No one else at the House tempted her to come out of her shell the way Sage McCormick did, so naturally fate just had to throw the charmingly grumpy-looking portrait specialist at her in her moment of need, just to trip her up.

Too bad she was untrippable.

“I appreciate it, but I’m good.” Reminding herself that keeping her distance from her coworkers hadn’t let her down yet, she took a half-step back. “Thanks any—”

The metal back door to House Of Payne opened at that moment, and the person she did everything she could to avoid—Sebastian Payne, the founder and lead tattooist of House Of Payne—stepped out into the frozen night.

Eeeeeeeek.

“Oh, hey.” Glancing at them in surprise, Payne took a moment to lock the door before crunching his way across the dirty snow and ice toward them. “I'm usually the last one here when it's time to close up. Everything okay?”

The moment she heard Payne’s voice, her already-formidable defenses slammed up stronger than ever. “Yeah, of course. Everything’s fine.”

“Everything is not fine.” Sage shot her look that clearly questioned her sanity before he returned his attention to Payne. “Daniels has a dead battery, so her car’s going to have to stay in the lot overnight. I'll change the battery out before my shift starts tomorrow, so no worries on that score.”

“Cool.” Payne nodded once before shooting her a questioning look. “You need a lift, Mads?”

“Sage is giving me a ride home.” No way was she prepared to be in an enclosed space with the man who had shaped so much of her world. 

Not that he knew about that, but whatever.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Sage’s quick glance, even as Payne nodded and tugged on a beanie with the House Of Payne logo on it. “All right, good to know you're covered. Call in tomorrow if you have a problem getting to work, and Scout will help you out with your schedule. Have a nice night, you two.”

“I can pick you up tomorrow if you want,” Sage said after Payne had gone. “Where do you live, anyway? I guess I should know that since I'm suddenly back to giving you a lift home.” 

“Ukrainian Village. Sorry about that,” she added, again ducking her chin into her scarf. “I just, uh... I didn't want to bother Payne.” 

“But you don't mind bothering me?”

That made her stiffen, and she turned away. “Yeah, good point. I'll just figure out what train I need to get—”

“I'm kidding.” He was in her path before she saw him move, and his gloved hands snapped out to clamp around her upper arms to hold her in place. “Geez, it was just a joke, Daniels. Relax.”

Mads’s skin prickled in humiliation as his words hit home. Shit. How many fucking times had she been told she was too sensitive? Her whole life seemed to be nothing more than one long string of moments where she was told that she couldn't take a joke. 

Apparently she couldn't.

Especially when she was the punchline.

“Look, my ride’s right over here.” He gestured toward a fire-engine red Jeep Cherokee before digging for his keys. “Ukrainian Village, right?”

“Right.” Unsure if she should apologize for taking him—and the rest of the world—so damn seriously, she followed him to the Jeep. “Red, huh? I would have pegged you for a black or gray kind of guy, maybe even silver. But not red.”

“Why not red?” He clicked the locks and surprised her by opening the door for her like some courtly gentleman. “Red’s my favorite color, so why not red?”

She paused in climbing into the Jeep. “If I say a bright, happy color like red and a perpetually grumpy temperament don't go together, will you still give me a ride home?”

Those mesmerizing blue eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure.”

“Then I’d better not say it.”

“Uh-huh.” He shut the door securely behind her, rounded to the driver’s side, and in a few seconds was settled in behind the Jeep’s wheel. “You think I’m grumpy?”

She pulled her coat more tightly around herself as he turned on the Jeep’s heater. “I think I’m smart enough not to answer that, at least until I’m on my doorstep.”

He made a sound that could have meant anything before putting the Jeep in gear. “I'd probably be offended by that if you actually knew me. But since you've been at the House since the end of summer and you haven't even bothered to say boo to me, I'm not going to take it personally.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“I guess you decided Payne’s grumpy too?”

Her defenses inched back up as he headed out into traffic. “What do you mean by that?”

“You practically jumped out of your skin when he offered you a ride. There has to be a reason for it.”

Lovely. Could she be more obvious? “That's a good theory.” 

“Actually it isn't. See, you chose to ride with me, someone you think is grumpy, rather than ride with Payne because you think he's ...what? What's worse than grumpy?”

“Who said being grumpy is a bad thing?” she demanded, all the while hoping he wouldn't notice she’d ducked the question. “If there’s such a thing as a grumpy spectrum, I’m on it myself. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m all about baby steps when it comes to socializing. I’m not exactly a people-person.”

“No shit.” He kept his speed down as he drove through Chicago's night-shrouded streets, his attention clearly focused on searching for patches of black ice. “Usually when newbies come in, they’re like eager puppies, wanting to make friends with everyone they meet, but not you. As far as I know, you haven’t made a single friend at work. You don’t talk shop with your fellow employees during those rare downtimes. You don't even eat in the breakroom with the rest of us. What's up with that?” 

Was it weird that she was oddly excited over the possibility that he’d been watching her all this time? “Maybe I like the diner across the street.” 

“No one likes the diner across the street.”

“I do. I mean,” she added grudgingly, “it’s not completely awful. At least I haven’t died of food poisoning.”

“Yet.”

Fair point. “What can I say, I like to live dangerously. Take a left at the next light, and then head straight for three blocks. My place will be on the right.” 

He got into the correct lane and slowed for the turn. “You should try Noodleheads a couple doors down from that shit diner. They have the best ramen in Chicago.” 

Immediately her mouth began to water. “Do they have booths where you can pull a curtain for privacy?”

He shot her a baffled look. “Why the fuck would you want that?”

“Because I don’t want anyone to see the catastrophe that would be me, trying to use chopsticks. I’d probably put my eye out.”

His low huff of laughter, coming from such a grumpy-looking guy, was too charming to be legal. “It’s not that hard. I could teach you how to use them in no time.”

“Really?” For some reason, the thought of Sage taking her out to eat ramen and teaching her how to use chopsticks made her heart pause in her chest. His hand on hers, as he slowly guided food to her open, waiting mouth... “Um...”

“What? Do you not like ramen? Because everybody likes ramen.”

“Are you saying that we should...” Go on a date? “That we should eat together?”

“It’d be kinda hard to teach you how to use chopsticks if we're sitting at different tables. Don't complicate things by overthinking, Daniels,” he added dryly when she couldn't figure out how to answer that. “I just can't stand the thought of anyone eating that toxic diner slop when there's perfectly good food no more than a few feet away. The lack of chopstick knowledge shouldn't keep you from food that won't kill you.”

“When you put it that way, how can I resist?” Telling herself not to get too excited over the prospect of sharing a meal with the one man whose face she couldn't get out of her head, she reached for the radio. “Mind if I turn on the radio?” 

“I'm fine with anything except any of that Christmas crap.”

That made her pause. “Do you not celebrate? Sorry, but I don't know what denomination you are.” 

“Long-ago lapsed Catholic, and no, I don’t celebrate. You?”

“Before my parents got divorced when I was twelve or so, we were all in on the Christmas scene. My sister Serena and I did the lawn art and house lights thing the day after Thanksgiving. I’ve always been the baker of the family, so I started a tradition of introducing a new cookie recipe every year, along with everyone’s usual favorites. And one year I specifically remember driving my parents out of the house by singing the complete Twelve Days of Christmas. It was awesome.”

“I’m with your parents when it comes to Christmas carols—especially that one—but I could get behind the cookie tradition. The only reason I hit the gym on a regular basis is because I’ve got a helluva sweet tooth.”

So that was why he had shoulders like King Kong and thighs that could undoubtedly crack coconuts. Too bad she was a sucker for a man’s strong-looking thigh... “I never would’ve guessed you liked sweets. I do, too. That’s why I became the baker of the family when my mom left. Had to get that sugar high from somewhere.”

“Resourceful, a baker, and a tattooist.” He glanced at her, and she almost gasped out loud when she felt it all the way through her body. “You just keep getting more impressive by the minute, don’t you?”

“I guess these are the things you learn about your coworkers when they get stranded by a dead battery,” she tried to say casually, then mentally kicked herself for being so open with him. Being friendly with him, or anyone at House Of Payne, was seriously not on her To-Do list. “My place is coming up. Gated townhouse complex right there on the corner. Will you need my car key to change out the battery?”

“Yeah. You can leave it here,” he added, indicating the empty cupholders by the gearshift even as they approached her townhouse. “You’ve got an easy commute.”

“I’m glad I wasn’t too much out of your way,” she said, dropping the key into the cupholder. “Do you live far from the House?”

“Not too far. Maybe ten minutes or so away from where we are now.” In less than a minute, he had the Jeep pulled up to the gate’s keypad. “Number?”

“Oh, um...” For one ridiculous moment she gave serious consideration to hopping out of the vehicle like an idiot and running around to the keypad to input the number herself, just to keep it a secret. But even she could see that was taking her determined distancing from him and all things House Of Payne way too far. “It’s twelve, twenty-four.”

“Twelve, twenty-four.” He paused and slid her a look. “Your birthday?”

She crossed her arms defensively. “If you’re going to lecture me about having a crappy passcode, don’t. It’s the only four-digit number I can remember without having to write it down.”

“So you’re a Christmas Eve baby.”

Damn it, was there nothing she could keep from him? If he asked for her panties, she’d probably drop them before she knew what she was doing. “My first baby picture was me in a Christmas stocking. I look like something Krampus left behind.”

He snorted and punched the numbers in. “You’re going to be a birthday girl in just a few weeks. Fair warning—the House usually likes to celebrate shit like that with cake and hats and basically making you miserable and embarrassed the whole fucking day. I suggest calling in sick.”

“Thanks for the tip.” Though the Jeep’s heater was going full blast, Mads’s skin iced over at the thought of all those nice people celebrating her birthday. Celebrating her would be the last thing they’d want to do if they knew she had her eyes peeled for any artistic dirty dealings that would sink Sebastian Payne. “That’s my townhome there on the right. Thank you for the ride.”

“No problem.” To her surprise, he parked in her usual slot and pocketed the keys. “Now that I think about it, the House is doing their usual charity auction the night of your birthday—you know, the Give and Grab Fine Art Auction? They’ll be so busy your birthday might actually skate under their radar.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

“What time am I picking you up tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” Still flummoxed that he’d turned off the engine just to say their farewells, she watched him carefully. “You’re sweet to offer, but I can take a taxi. As you can see, I don’t live that far away.”

“Yeah, exactly, so it’s not a problem swinging this way to pick you up. What time?”

Oy. “You don’t have to pick me up, Sage.”

“And you don’t have to act like your head’s going to explode if you allow someone to help you out when you’re in a jam,” came the measured response. “I’m not proposing fucking marriage here, so you don’t have to be so damn skittish.”

“I’m not skittish.” Skittish? No. Guilt-ridden? Yes.

But she wasn’t about to tell him that.

The look he slanted her spoke volumes. “Skittish, Daniels. That’s you, top to bottom and everything in between. But it’s time you got over it.”

For crying out loud. “Here’s a repeat for the cheap seats—I’m not skittish. I just move in baby steps.”

“You’ve been ready to jump out of your skin from the moment Payne recruited you at InkCon this past summer,” he said, shaking his head while those seductive eyes of his peeled her defenses away until she was nothing more than an exposed nerve. “What you need to do is stop fighting reality and accept where you’ve landed.”

“What I need to do is ignore people who tell me what I need to do.”

“You need to relax,” he said, clearly blessed with the ability to go deaf when he chose to. “Settle into your new life at the House and believe that you really belong there. Because you do. You know that, right?”

She sighed. “Listen—”

“House Of Payne prides itself in gathering the best of the best in the world of ink. The entire industry watched when Payne went to crazy-ass lengths to recruit you this past summer. So you have to know that means one thing—you’re fucking brilliant, Mads Daniels. Do yourself a favor and stop pushing people away and accept that you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

“Yeah?” Warmth spread across her face at the unexpected compliment, and though she tried to fight it, the artist in her soaked it up like a sponge. “I don’t know about that. All I know is that one minute I was working for a nice little tattoo joint and living my best life while showing off my techniques at a tattooing convention called InkCon. And the next, I’ve got a House Of Payne contract shoved in front of me, stacks of cash waiting to be banked, and my employer from the nice little tattoo joint telling me to pack my shit because he fired me. He then he drives off in a brand-new Maserati—a Maserati that Payne gave him in exchange for firing me. It was like I’d been fucking sold off.”

“You didn’t have to sign the contract.”

“Do I look stupid? Or independently wealthy?”

Something dark and delicious moved through his expression, and the way his gaze slid over her made the chilly air turn boiling hot. “Oh, I know exactly how you look, but go on. Make your point.”

“My point is that if I couldn’t have the loyalty of my old employer, at least I could have the money and prestige of working at House Of Payne. It just... I never imagined working at House Of Payne, much less planned on being chosen by Payne. Even now it doesn’t seem real.”

“It’s real. Time you accepted it and started making yourself at home.” With that, he opened his door. “Speaking of home, let’s get you inside. No point in sitting out here turning into a pair of icicles.”

“Oh, you don’t have to walk me—”

“I know exactly what I have to do. Get a move on, Skittish, before I freeze my ass off waiting for you.”

“I am not skittish. I do baby steps.” Irritated, she slammed the Jeep’s door with more force than necessary before leading the way up the well-maintained concrete path toward her front door. Just as she reached for her keys, the door to the townhouse on the other side of the pathway opened, and her neighbor stepped out, jacket in hand.

“Oh. Hey there, Mads.” Buff, bespectacled and good-looking in a blandly homogenized, central-casting sort of way, Zane Buford’s weirdly never-blinking gaze bounced from her to Sage, and back again, this time with a flicker of unmistakable interest. “Funny how we keep bumping into each other.” 

“We do live right across from each other, so that pretty much solves that mystery.” Barely giving him a glance, she unlocked her door. “Have a nice night.”

“Who’s your friend?” Zane stepped up to Sage, hand outstretched. “I’m Zane. I’m guessing you’re my replacement?”

“What the actual hell.” At that, Mads wheeled around to gape at her neighbor as if he’d just started speaking in tongues. Considering what had just come out of his damn mouth, that wasn’t far off. “Replacement? What the fuck are you talking about? I hardly know you.”

Zane’s freaky nonblinking gaze slid to her. “How can you say that? We’ve been neighbors for months. You’re always talking to me, and you gave me your number—”

“If I talk to you at all, it’s because you’re in the vicinity and I’m not good at being rude. And since you’re my nearest neighbor, I gave you and our landlord my contact information when I went out of town months ago, just in case some emergency came up—like a fire, or a break-in, or a meteor hitting our complex. Don’t tell me you still have it.” Because that would be creepy.

Zane gave her a cocky smile that any self-respecting woman would have ached to slap into the next county. “Come on, Mads, no need to be coy here. We’re all adults. I know why you gave me that number. What can I say?” he added in a bold aside to an unsmiling Sage. “I guess I’ve just got the kind of face women go for.”

Wow. “Okay. I’m going to go inside now, because...” Because she couldn’t figure out if she was more embarrassed for herself, or for him. “Whatever. Goodnight and goodbye.”

Clearly her neighbor didn’t know when to quit. “Look, Mads, I’m sorry I’ve been kind of slow in getting around to using that number you gave me. But you should know I’ve been thinking that you and I should hang out more—”

“Okay, I’ve heard enough.” To her jaw-dropping amazement, Sage stepped in between them, pushed her none too gently into her townhome before he turned to face Zane, leaving her in her foyer with nothing to see but one of the few paintings she’d ever done, and Sage’s broad back. “Y’know, I’ve known guys like you before. You think you’re so fucking hot that every woman you meet can’t wait to spread their legs for you, yeah? But you don’t want just any chick, because fuck it, you could have ‘em all. What you want is a woman that other guys want. If you can take a woman away from another man, you’ve proven to yourself how goddamn awesome you think you are. Just so you know, that narcissistic way of thinking is fucked up.”

“What?” Zane’s blandly handsome face screwed up into an ugly sneer that was part offended, part appalled. “What the hell are you talking about? Mads, who is this guy?”

“None of your business,” she returned, certain her face was as red as Sage’s Jeep. “You and I are strangers, so let’s just say goodnight, promise to never speak to each other again, and go our separate ways.”

“No, Mads. I want to know—”

“You don’t get to question her,” Sage broke in, and his tone was beyond grumpy. It was downright lethal, covered in razorblades and dipped in poison. If her weirdo neighbor dropped dead right there on the spot, she wouldn’t have been surprised in the least. “You think you have any right to this woman simply because she fucking talked to you? What kind of deluded asshole do you have to be to think she’s into you, when you clearly haven’t gotten around to showing her the attention she deserves in all the time she’s been living here?”

“Hey, man, I didn’t—”

“Exactly, asshole. You didn’t. That’s the fucking point. You didn’t make a move on her. You didn’t put your claim in like a real man, and you didn’t make it to first base with her, much less into her bed. But now that another man’s on her doorstep, you suddenly think you’ve got a right to bust in on her life like you fucking belong there?”

“I wasn’t—”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what you did. You totally thought you had that right. You know how I know that? Because you’re the dipshit who sprang out of nowhere, trying to embarrass Mads in front of her guest at fucking midnight. Newsflash, asshole—unlike me, you don’t belong here. You’re just the loser neighbor who’s too goddamn stupid to respect her privacy when she shows up with guests. Lucky for you, you’ve got a chance to rectify your dumbassery. You can continue to be an embarrassing pain in the ass—something I seriously don’t recommend—or you can bow out as gracefully right the hell now, and leave this woman alone from here on in. Make your choice.”

There was a beat of silence. Mads tried telling herself she was only imagining that it felt as dangerous as the moment before a volcano blew, but she knew better. This was serious shit, and even a blind person could see it was trembling on a knife’s edge. 

Then she heard a huff, a muttered, “Fuck this,” and the slam of Zane’s front door, before the set of Sage’s shoulders seemed to relax.

“There we go. Vermin problem solved.” Dusting his hands off like he’d just done some major manual labor, Sage turned to her with what could only be described as a wild grin. “So. What time did you want me to pick you up tomorrow?”

“That was amazing.” The words were out of her mouth before she even knew she was going to speak. “You’re really something once you get going, aren’t you?”

He lifted a shoulder in a way that made her think he wasn’t completely comfortable with the praise. “Guys like that—assclowns who’ve been given everything in life just because they’ve been made to think they’re pretty—piss me off no end. I’ve got no time for pricks like that.”

“I don’t think he’s pretty.” Again, with the talking before thinking. This time, though, she couldn’t help but smile at the truth of it. “Guys like that are way too bland for me. My taste in men is... not that.”

“Oh, really?” He leaned a shoulder against the doorframe and crossed his arms, suddenly looking like he was more than happy to chat the entire night away. “That begs the question, Skittish. What exactly is your taste when it comes to men?”

“I would’ve said grumpy, but then you called me skittish.”  She pursed her lips while exhilaration zipped through her. How crazy was it that she stood there flirting with someone whose life could be upended if and when she revealed their boss, the famous Sebastian Payne, was a talentless fraud? “Talk about blowing it.”

“I call ‘em as I see ‘em.” He leaned down until they were eye-level, their faces no more than a few inches apart. “Skittish.”

By God, he was something else, she marveled, even as her heart almost stopped and her lips throbbed to be covered by his. “I’m on late shift all week, four to midnight.” There was no way to stop her attention from dropping to his mouth. Framed by that dark scruff and so very close to hers, all she needed to do was lean in, just a little... “Do you have time in your schedule to pick me up?”

“Be ready half an hour before your shift starts.” A slow, knowing smile curled that kissable mouth, like he knew exactly what she was thinking, before he straightened and stepped out onto her doorstep. “Lock this up,” he added, nodding to her door before he headed out into the frozen night.   

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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“Baking your special Christmas cookies for the enemy doesn’t seem like a strategic move.” Measuring out flour at the kitchen counter, Mads’s sister, Serena shook her head, her sable brown hair—much longer than Mads’s—brushing her shoulders. “Is there some kind of super-secret logic behind this?”

“One, a coworker who helped me out isn’t my enemy, Rena.” Carefully rolling cookie dough balls in cinnamon and sugar, Mads listened to Johnny Mathis croon out “Merry Christmas” through the tablet she had propped up on the counter. In the open-plan living room beyond, her Christmas tree was up, but not yet decorated, and a cheery, pine-scented garland with white lights was draped across the fireplace mantel. “And two, I’m starting my holiday baking early because I’m in the mood for it. The least I can do to thank this coworker for helping me out is to give him some fudge brownie cookies and snickerdoodles.”

“And peanut butter cookies.” Rena picked up a cookie crisscrossed with the classic fork-tine pattern and studied it thoughtfully. “Unless you made all these for yourself?”

“And three,” Mads went on determinedly, ignoring her sister. “I don’t think in terms of enemy.”

“You don’t?”

“No.” She said it vehemently so Serena wouldn’t guess she totally felt surrounded by enemies whenever she walked into House Of Payne. “I’m not waging a war against anyone, and I sure as hell didn’t ask to be in the position I’m in. I’m simply keeping my eyes open for any proof that could expose Sebastian Payne for the thief he is. That’s all.”

“I get that, but don’t you feel a little like a spy behind enemy lines? I mean, that’s kinda how I see you.” Rena bit into the cookie and made a sound of gastronomical delight. “You’re like the tattoo world’s version of Mata Hari.”

“Except I’m not sleeping with the enemy. And before you say it,” she added even as Rena opened her mouth, “let me repeat myself—I don’t have actual enemies. Payne is Dad’s enemy, not mine.”

“But that’s my point. Payne did everything he could to land you under his roof, so now you’re there, working for the dude who stole Dad’s art, and then made himself an international superstar. No one knows that he’s built a multimillion-dollar empire on the backs of others except for us, because we grew up hearing about it.”

“Boy, did we ever.”

“So it’s got to be weird, at the very least.”

Mads snorted as she slid on shark-themed oven mitts. “Weird enough that even after four months of working there, I can barely make myself speak to any of my fellow employees.”

Her sister’s brows shot up. “I thought you just said no one is officially your enemy. Why don’t you want to talk to anyone?”

“Think, Rena.” Grimacing, Mads pulled a tray of freshly baked snickerdoodles out of the oven, replaced it with another batch, then carefully began sliding hot cookies onto wire racks to cool. “What’s going to happen to all those House employees if I do catch Payne stealing art and calling it his own? Would news like that sink House Of Payne entirely? What if they lose their jobs because of me?”

Rena’s eyes went wide as she munched her cookie. “Oh. Yikes.”

“Exactly. Sure, they’re all artists, so that means they’d hate anyone who jacks original designs. But would they ever be able to forgive me if I exposed the legendary Sebastian Payne as nothing but a talentless fraud?”

“I never really looked at it that way before. It must suck going to work every day, not sure if you should make any friends. You could wind up stabbing them all in the back. I mean,” her sister added hastily when Mads grimaced again, “not that you’d ever deliberately hurt anyone like that. You wouldn’t. You’re a fluffy little kitten who’d never hurt anyone. Well, except maybe Sebastian Payne.”

“You probably should’ve stopped at the fluffy kitten part.”

“You probably shouldn’t work at House Of Payne if it makes you so miserable,” came the smart reply. “I still don’t get why you agreed to work there in the first place. It’s been months, and Dad is still salty about it.”

That wasn’t exactly breaking news. “I literally lost my old job at Phoenix Tattoos at InkCon, then got offered major amounts of cash to sign with House Of Payne, all on the same day. I had bills to pay—bills Dad wasn’t about to put up money for, so I’m done apologizing for how things shook out. If I can make up for his hurt feelings by finding something on Payne, then cool. But otherwise, maybe it’s time for everyone to accept that being a House Of Payne employee is my new normal. Including me.”

“You’re baking cookies for a coworker,” Rena drawled, waving her partially eaten cookie Mads’s way. “I’m thinking you’ve accepted it. Is he cute?”

So this was what a deer in the headlights felt like. “Uh, who?”

Rena made a sound of amusement. “Your coworker, and the look on your face tells me way more that you ever would. What’s he like?”

“He’s got an amazing set of eyebrows, and I can’t stop looking at his thighs.”

“God, you’re weird,” Rena laughed, finishing her cookie. “Is he single?”

“I have no idea. Remember, I’ve been too wigged out to get close to any of my coworkers.”

“Mm, but you’re thinking about getting close to the one with amazing eyebrows and killer thighs, because you’re plying him with your best cookies. Don’t deny it.”

“I’m not plying or denying anything. Sage just happened to mention he had a sweet tooth and that he liked cookies. This is my way of saying thank you.” And maybe seducing him. “But really, that’s all this is.”

“Mm-hm. Let’s just see about that.” With a smirk, Rena fished out her phone and began typing. “Sage...at House... Of Payne.” 

“What are you doing?”

“House Of Payne is all about PR and putting the spotlight on its tattoos and tattooists, right? That means there’s going to be a splashy profile on this mysterious Sage dude, and I’m going to find it.”

Moments like these were why facepalms were born. “I told you, Rena, he’s just someone who helped me out of a jam last night.”

“Uh-huh, and that someone who helped you out of a jam is a freaking heart-stopper, isn’t he? In a surly, pre-cursed Beast sort of way.” Rena’s gray eyes widened as she stared at the screen. “Okay, here’s his bio. ‘Born in the heart of glittery Las Vegas, Sage McCormick’s unique style is as colorful as the neon lights of the Vegas Strip. Specializing in portraits and retro-style tattoos, Sage is also one of our premiere colorists. Recipient of the Best Portrait Design at Chicago Tattoo Convention two years running, Best Neo-Retro Design at Chicago Tattoo Convention, and two-time winner of Best in Show at Nevada State Tattoo Championship.’ Crap,” Rena muttered, her brows pulling together as she swiped for more info. “Doesn’t say if he’s got a wife and ten kids waiting for him at home. You’re just going to have to find that out on your own.”

Like she cared if Sage had a wife and kids, Mads thought later after her sister left. She pulled the last tray of snickerdoodles out of the oven and turned it off, all the while trying to push the thought of a gaggle of broody-looking Sage babies out of her mind. 

He was just a colleague, she told herself for the countless time. 

A colleague that radiated sullen sexiness like a panty-melting pheromone. 

A colleague with a broad set of shoulders that Hercules would have envied, and thighs Michelangelo would have tearfully begged to sculpt. 

A colleague that went into full-on protective mode when her freaky, nonblinking neighbor decided to make life embarrassing.

He was just a colleague.

Right.

And she was the Queen of England.

Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing to get to know a few House employees, she decided, grabbing up a tote bag from the closet to pack up cookie containers. Of course Sage would be the first colleague she’d try to be more friendly with since he’d helped her out last night. But it was high time she tried opening herself up to everyone. After all, it had been months since Payne had shanghaied her into working for him, and she hadn’t found a single instance of her boss stealing tattoo designs. Heaven knew he had plenty of opportunity. Not only had she come up with some of her best work since she’d been at the House, but she’d also seen some breathtaking artwork come out of her fellow House tattooists.

Yet not one piece of art had been stolen just so Payne could slap his own name on it and wallow in borrowed glory.

Maybe he’d reformed. Or maybe, now that he’d created a spotlight for himself and House Of Payne, he was too afraid of ruining his reputation. In any event, he clearly wasn’t the same thief who had taken her father’s designs way back when. 

Since that seemed to be the case, holding herself back from everyone at House Of Payne was only making her miserable. As of today, she decided as she jammed the last container of cookies into the tote bag, she was going to turn over a new leaf and extend herself to her colleagues.

And she’d start with Sage.

“I picked up a battery for your car and got it installed already,” Sage said by way of greeting when she followed him to his Jeep an hour or so later. Like he had the night before, he opened the passenger door for her and handed over her car key. “I also switched out your sparkplugs and changed your oil and air filter. Newsflash, Skittish—those things have to be maintained more than once a year.”

“Wow, thanks.” Her fingers curled around her key as he ushered her into the passenger seat, too bowled over to call him on the less-than-adorable nickname. “How much do I owe you?”

“I’ve got the receipt for the battery. The rest is on me.” A handful of seconds later he was in behind the steering wheel and starting up the Jeep with a muted roar. “You didn’t get bothered by that moron who lives across the way from you, did you? I wouldn’t put it past an entitled dick like that to take his frustrations out on you.”

She shook her head. “After you handed him his ass to wear as a hat, I didn’t hear a peep out of him. Which is normal, actually,” she went on in all fairness as he guided the Jeep into mid-afternoon traffic. “We’ve pretty much ignored each other until last night. I guess it’s like you said—he’s the shallow kind of guy who only wants what other men have. Not that you have me,” she added hastily, mortified. Her face went red-hot, and she could only imagine the neon-like glow she was probably emitting. “You don’t have me. I mean, I don’t have you. Wait, that’s not better. Let me try again. I mean that we don’t have each other—”

“Stop before you hurt yourself.” To her amazement, the surly man beside her busted out laughing, and as the light-filled sound of it filled the small confines of the vehicle, all she could do was stare. “Goddamn, you’re hilarious when you want to be. Have you been holding back all that goofiness and refusing to share it with the world?”

That drew her brows together. “You know something? I don’t think I’ve ever been called goofy in my life.”

“There’s a first time for everything, but I’d be willing to bet you’re crazy goofy once you let yourself off the short leash you’ve got yourself on. What I can’t figure out is why you’ve got yourself on that leash in the first place,” he added, sending her a look that struck her as way too searching for comfort. “Why not just let yourself loose and be whoever it is you are? What is it that you’re so afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid.” Laden with crushing guilt, maybe, but not afraid. “I just didn’t think there was a point in making friends when I wasn’t sure I’d be hanging around House Of Payne all that long.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“I didn’t ask to be there.” Grimly she told herself it wasn’t lying if she told him another kind of truth. “Hell, when Payne headhunted me at his very own InkCon, I kept thinking it was some sort of weird joke he was pulling, and I was going to be the punchline. Even now I feel like I somehow landed in the best tattoo studio in the world by accident.”

“You landed there because you’re one of the best colorists in the world of ink. Believe that. Believe in yourself. Believe that House Of Payne is lucky to have you.”

“Yeah?” Her hands gripped the leather handles of the tote she carried, while something so sweet it bordered on painful unfurled inside her. “Do you... do you mean that, or are you joking?”

He threw her an irritated glance. “Why the fuck would I joke about something like that?”

“Sorry, it’s just...” She took a deep breath and tried to find the right words. “I sometimes have trouble telling when people are being straight with me, or when they’re making a joke. I can’t tell you how many times I’d get upset when someone—usually my dad—has said something about my art that would piss me off, only to find out that it was just a joke, and that I was being too sensitive. Not that you upset me, by the way,” she hastened to say when he shot her another scowling look. “In fact, you did the total opposite. Now I’m really glad I decided to bake you some cookies as a way to say thank you.”

“You did?” That seemed to perk him up. “What kind?”

“Let’s see.” She opened the tote to sift through the various containers. “I’ve been up since seven and couldn’t get back to sleep, so I kind of went on a baking binge. I packed up a dozen each of coconut macaroons, peanut butter cookies, snickerdoodles, fudge brownie drops and your basic chocolate chip cookies. Which one do you want?”

There was a beat of silence. “What are you going to do with the other four dozen?”

She lifted a shoulder. “I figured cookies might be a good way to break the ice with everyone at the House, so I was going to leave the rest in the breakroom.”

“They’ll all get sucked up before anyone even knows it was you who baked them. I’ll take them all.”

She actually felt her jaw drop. “Uh, what?”

“Forget paying me back for the battery. I’ll take my payment in cookies.”

“Sage, not to be a smartass, but I’m beginning to think you don’t know what the word dozen means. No one can eat sixty cookies all by themselves.”

“I’ll pace myself, and I’ll hit the gym twice as hard to make sure I don’t turn into a lard-ass. Feel free to bake more for the breakroom, though,” he added generously when she continued to gape at him. “It’s good you’re thinking in terms of reaching out and making some connections, so I’m giving you a gold star for the effort. But those cookies,” he added, nodding toward the tote bag, “are all mine.”

She stared at him for a few more moments before she
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