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      Thorn Tattoo’s clock is ticking.

      Giovanni DeRose came back to Las Vegas to fulfil a childhood dream of working in a tattoo studio with his brothers. Instead, he’s found himself the leader of a sinking ship, with the threat of closure if he doesn’t turn a profit ASAP. He’s a tattoo artist who can do just about anything with his talented hands and bare skin, but this bad boy needs something different if he’s going to save Thorn....

      Riley Byrne is an Irish lass that’s as smooth as whiskey, if you don’t mind the burn that comes along with it. She’s Giovanni’s new co-manager and current pain in his ass. Riley is business savvy and a little bit bossy—something Giovanni finds frustrating in the studio and hot as hell when he’s got her pinned to their shared office desk.

      They’ll need to combine their talents as well as they merge their bodies, if Thorn Tattoo is going to survive.
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      “What do you mean it’s not your fucking fault!”

      Giovanni DeRose gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes in frustration. The tattoo bays at the back of Thorn Tattoo were partitioned off, walls tall enough to guarantee privacy for the client being inked, but offered no discretion with conversations. Antonio, Giovanni’s oldest brother, said it kept the staff honest. Giovanni thought he was full of shit. The staff talked whether management wanted them to or not. Dick measuring contests were a part of the industry, and if Antonio didn’t understand that, he knew shit about tattooing.

      “You think you should see what’s going on?” Mal asked. Lifting his foot off the pedal, he looked up from his human canvas. The tattoo machine in his hand fell silent. Giovanni had been supervising his work on a full back piece, watching for consistency in Mal’s line work and checking his confidence. Mal had only been with the shop for a few months, and while Giovanni was of the opinion he was a good artist, even talent snapped under pressure. Nothing was more nerve-wracking than management lurking around a project.

      “The dude sounds pissed, Mr. Suitman,” the canvas murmured. He lay flat on the table, arms crossed beneath his head.

      “Dude, don’t mock the suits. Not if you ever want another tattoo here,” Mal warned. “The man is legendary for his tailored suits, just like his old man was.”

      Giovanni ignored the comment. He’d started wearing suits when he was in high school and now they were as second nature to him as the ink he sported on his body.

      “Who’s working the front today? Ben?”

      Mal wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “Ben’s a pussy, Gio. He’s gonna have his ass owned if that fight gets physical. By the sounds of it, that’s a possibility.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, asswipe,” Ben shouted from the next booth. “I’m doing a walk-in septum piercing right now.”

      “Then who the hell is looking after the front desk?” Giovanni demanded again. Before anyone had time to answer, he was already on his way toward the swinging saloon doors that divided the partitioned tattoo bay from the others. Not only was a fight dangerous, but in a tattoo shop, there were hundreds of ways it could turn disastrous. Used needles were a big deal. If someone wanted to fight, they were going to do it outside.

      “Some newbie?” Ben called back. “I don’t know. The front was a ghost town when I came back to do this piercing. Figured I’d only be a few minutes. Just bad timing, I guess.”

      Does no one in this place have any brains? Irritation throbbed in Giovanni’s temple as he clenched his fists and stormed out through the swinging doors, toward the front of the shop. Standing at the foot of the stairs leading to their basement location was a towering hulk of a man Giovanni vaguely recognized, and a drop-dead gorgeous woman he’d never seen before.

      The half sleeve between the man’s right shoulder and his elbow was still healing, and Giovanni could tell by looking which artist had done it. Jaime’s use of bold outline and vibrant, contrasting color was unmistakable. Giovanni remembered being in the room with him for the consultation.

      He also remembered that the client was an asshole, but Jaime’s silver tongue had straightened him out and set him on the right path. Thorn Tattoo was in the business of giving quality tattoos—the best on the Vegas strip as far as Giovanni was concerned—and sometimes that meant reining in client expectations. Some clients had ideas that wouldn’t translate no matter how much they wished otherwise. What separated a good artist from a mediocre one was the ability to spot those poor choices and reshape them into art.

      If that dipshit client was irritated because he had a change of heart about his art, Giovanni was going to throw him out on his ass. Jaime was one of their finest artists, and if the guy thought he could get away with swindling them out of twelve hours of work, he deserved to be thrown out.

      “Payment processing duplications happen at random and don’t only affect our business. No matter what businesses you shop at, you risk that error. We did not charge you twice. The error is with the processing company.”

      Giovanni stopped in his tracks. The bombshell of a woman standing with the asshole client was talking back to him and defending the shop. Who the hell was she? Giovanni squinted, taking in her every detail. She was hot enough to be a shop babe, but she didn’t have the right aesthetic. The dark gray blazer she wore wasn’t cut up, patched, or otherwise modified. She kept it pinned at the front, and it hugged the generous curves of her hips and the tapering of her waist. Beneath she wore a simple black shirt with a scooped neckline and black pants. Giovanni didn’t spot a trace of ink across the creamy skin of her chest, nor any that dipped down onto the backs of her hands.

      What the hell was going on?

      The woman swept a lock of her brown hair behind her ear before she continued. Not a strand of it was out of place, and Giovanni marveled at how its gentle waves framed her face. Whatever she did to keep it so big and beautiful was worth the effort. It drew his eye straight to her full lips, pursed momentarily in aggravation. When she spoke, he watched them move, mesmerized. “All you need to do is call the number on the back of your card and speak with a representative. They will deal with the refund and issue the money back to your account.”

      “This isn’t some ‘payment processing duplication,’ little girl,” the man sneered. “I called you fuckwads yesterday about the double charge, and whatever asshole answered the phone told me he was reversing the charge as we spoke. So imagine my surprise when I woke up today to find my card got hit again by your shit show of a shop. You think I’m going to stand by while you scam artists drain me for every penny I’m worth? Then you have the audacity to send out a little girl to try to talk me down? For fuck’s sake, at least send out one with her tits hanging out! You think I’m going to get distracted by your business attire?”

      White-hot anger seared Giovanni from the inside out. The world around him melted away, leaving only the man in his field of vision. Giovanni had no idea who the woman was, or why she was rattling off policies, but he wasn’t going to stand by and let some asswipe lay into her. He was the one in charge of Thorn Tattoo, and he was going to be the one who put an end to the fight.

      “What the hell’s the problem here?” Giovanni asked through gritted teeth. Muscles corded, focus narrowed, angry like he’d never been before, he was going to put a stop to things immediately.

      “Who are you?” the man asked. He jutted his jaw forward, expression ugly and confrontational. “I’m not dealing with another one of you unqualified nitwits. I need to speak with a manager.”

      “Then it’s a good fucking thing you’re looking at him.” Giovanni shoved his way in front of the woman, standing between her and the client. He held his chin high and kept his eyes narrowed. “So what the hell is the problem? You come screaming into my shop, disrupting my clients, because of what? Because of some issue with your payment processor? How is that her fault?”

      “It’s her fault because she’s part of the scam.” Spittle flew from the man’s lips. Giovanni didn’t back down. “She’s just as responsible for this as any of you are. All of you, scheming. How many other clients have you ripped off like this? Tripling their charges? Even the fucking tip was tripled. I can’t fucking believe it.”

      There was no talking the guy down. Giovanni took a step forward, but the man did not back up. Behind him, he heard the faint click of a high heel. The young woman was following him. He wanted to turn around and growl at her to stay put, but he knew that if he took his attention away from the hulk of a man on the steps that he’d open himself up for attack. Giovanni had been in enough fights to know when he was facing down a threat, and the man spelled trouble.

      Nothing got assholes riled up like money.

      “You need to get the hell out of my shop and call your credit card company. Get them to reverse the charges. Whomever you spoke to on the phone is an idiot, and I’ll be confronting them about their choices personally. File the dispute and the company will refund you and take it up with us. Then your money is back in your pocket and our heads are on the line.”

      The man glowered. He took a single step back, then doubled down and opened his mouth to fire back. There was no way in hell Giovanni was going to let him. This was his shop for as long as he was working management, and he wasn’t going to have his clients disrupted by a dispute that wasn’t even the shop’s problem.

      “Or if you want, you can call them from the phone at the front desk. Someone who comes in here crying about money like you probably can’t afford a cellphone anyway, right? No big deal. We’ll give you all the free phone calls to the credit card company you want. Why don’t you step on down, champ. Or if you want some privacy, I can give you some quarters for a pay phone. You won’t even have to pay me back.”

      Giovanni dug into his pocket and held out a handful of change. His mind sizzled with rage, and he knew that the guy he was facing down wasn’t any cooler.

      The insults worked. The man spat at him, but the lob was poorly aimed, landing on the shop floor.

      The man seethed, “So fucking full of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Least I can aim,” Giovanni shot back. “Now, get the fuck out and don’t come back. I swear, if you come in here and cause any trouble again, I’ll drag your ass out.”

      There were no more words exchanged between them. The man spun on his heels and stomped up the stairs. The front door opened, and the bell above it jingled. Then it slammed shut making the glass panes shudder and the door creak in complaint. Giovanni put the change back in his pocket, dusting his hands on the sides of his pants, and then turned to face the woman standing behind him.

      She scowled at him.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “What do you mean, really?” Giovanni crossed his arms over his chest and lifted his chin. Anger still corkscrewed beneath his skin making it difficult to pull himself together. Something about seeing her, redirected his rage and funneled it into something wilder and far more primal.

      She looked really fucking hot when she was angry.

      “That,” the woman waved at the stairs, “is what you consider management?”

      “I got him to shut up and leave, didn’t I?” Giovanni hitched an eyebrow and leaned toward her, looking to intimidate. She had curves in all the right places, but she wasn’t a physically imposing woman. Her tiny frame was matched by her height, and she wore gorgeous strapped heels to compensate. If he wanted to, he figured he could lift her with one arm. “What did you think you were going to do to him? Flash him a cute smile, bat your eyelashes and ask him to kindly reconsider smashing in all of our glass display cases?”

      “No.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I would have talked him out of his anger like any proficient manager and then worked through his issue alongside him. If you yell your problems away, Thorn Tattoo is going to sink. You need to get your act together, or this business isn’t going to be a business for much longer. Reputation and talent are a shop’s most important draws, and if word gets around that you’re doing this to clients….”

      “Then what?” Giovanni drew back. It looked like she wasn’t going to be intimidated, and he had to respect her for that. She didn’t look like a shop babe, and she definitely didn’t sound like one, but there was a steely quality to her personality that let her stand on her own. She was resilient. “Then we get a reputation as a shop that doesn’t take shit.”

      “You get a reputation as a shop that’s hostile toward customers,” she replied. “If customers hear that, then they’ll go elsewhere. Thorn Tattoo isn’t the only tattoo parlor on the strip, you know. There are tons of fantastic artists in the area with more arriving all the time. If our reputation is tarnished, we’ve lost that edge and our business is going to go elsewhere.”

      We? Our? The more she talked, the more it sounded like she was part of the team. Giovanni had no clue who she was, and as the manager, he was the one who hired. He knew for a fact he’d remember a stunning face like hers; especially with a mouth like she had.

      “And who are you to boss me around like that?” he asked. “I didn’t hire you.”

      “I would hope not.” She lifted her chin, her full lips set. They were shaded a dark pink that flattered her features and made that wild thing inside of him even wilder. They were the kind of lips Giovanni wanted to kiss until his jaw was sore. “My name is Riley Byrne. Antonio DeRose hired me to work as co-manager of the shop alongside someone named Giovanni. Am I to take it that man is you?”

      No, he fucking didn’t. Giovanni’s head shot toward the back office as if Antonio would magically appear there, smirking at him. His brother was the stiff, no-nonsense businessman whose head was focused on numbers. What the hell was he doing bringing in a chick who looked like an ink virgin, who had no visible piercings apart from her lobes, and who likely couldn’t tell a tattoo machine from a power supply?

      “Antonio told me I’d be starting today,” she said. “He said you’d be made aware. I take it you haven’t checked your emails?”

      Giovanni wasn’t going to take treatment like this. He’d been begging Antonio for the funds to hire new artists for months now. They’d stretched the budget to bring on Mal, cutting corners with the funds already available so they could have an extra set of hands on deck, and now Antonio was hiring management who had no business in the tattoo bays.

      It boiled his blood.

      He stormed past Riley toward the back office. The click of Riley’s heels followed him at a short distance.

      Giovanni didn’t take orders from anyone, and he wasn’t about to let some fresh face tell him how to run the shop. Antonio was going to answer for this. There was no way Riley was going to last if Giovanni had something to say about it. Whatever salary she was being paid could fund another artist to bring in more revenue.

      “You need to stop,” Riley said coldly. She grabbed his arm as he walked, and the urge to snap her in half flashed through Giovanni and almost overwhelmed him. It stopped when her hand tightened and she yanked him around so they were face to face.

      He was surprised. Riley was tiny and feminine, but she was strong.

      “The two of us are going to be working together now,” she said, keeping her words low and even. “I’m here to help you, and just like you have boundaries, so do I. Before you go into that office to call Antonio to bitch about me, you need to know them. First, don’t ever think you can storm away from hard conversations. We’re adults and we need to respect each other and listen to what the other has to say, especially because the success of this shop is depending on us. Second—” her eyes flashed, and Giovanni’s cock pulsed in response. He wanted to pin her to the wall and kiss her senseless, make her his. “—and this is the most important thing… in the future, I am more than capable of taking care of myself. I’d appreciate it if you never got between me and a client again.”

      Stepping in front of him, she led the way to the office, her heels clicking angrily as her hips swayed in time to her steps. Giovanni swiped at his face as he watched her walk. Oh, he could definitely get used to that view.
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      Riley glanced at her watch to find it was a quarter past one. Thorn Tattoo kept late opening hours, catering to individuals whose lifestyles encouraged them to stay up late and sleep the morning away. Riley supposed she couldn’t argue against conventional wisdom—plenty of other shops opened their doors noon or later—but she couldn’t help but feel that in a place like Las Vegas, having rotating hours would be an asset. Twenty-four hour service was well outside their budget, but in the future, she hoped Antonio might consider it.

      Giovanni was late.

      With nothing else to do but sit at the office desk and wait for him to appear, Riley drummed her fingers and went over the things she wanted to talk about at the meeting. It had been a little over a week since she’d arrived at Thorn Tattoo, and she’d spent her time observing what went on in the shop. Between the artists’ workload and the amount of administrative tasks to be taken care of, there was a clear lack of manpower. Going over the figures and projections with Giovanni was essential to keep Thorn Tattoo’s doors open.

      If only he’d show up.

      Another fifteen minutes slipped by, during which Riley sank onto the desk and folded her arms to rest her chin. Beyond the office door, she heard the buzz of tattoo machines. Mal Mischief, Jaime Ritter, and The News were scheduled to open shop today. Ben Mendez was working the front desk.

      Giovanni was somewhere in the shop, and he’d even nodded to her from the coffee machine in the lobby as she walked down the stairs into Thorn Tattoo. There was no excuse for him not to be on time for their meeting. They were burning daylight, and Riley hated feeling useless. When Antonio had shared the shop’s current state of financial affairs and his worries about having to close down, Riley knew that her expertise and reputation for efficiency was exactly what the shop needed to get back on its feet. What she hadn’t anticipated was co-management going out of his way to undermine her. What she couldn’t figure out was if it was because she was a woman or an outsider.

      Tired of waiting, Riley left the office. She headed into the tattoo bay and let herself into Mal’s room. He was working on a neo-traditional thigh piece for a heavily tattooed client. Neither of them batted an eye as she entered.

      “Have you seen Giovanni?” Riley asked.

      “Gio? Mm, yeah, he’s been taking care of The News’ client. Check out his room,” Mal said. He wiped at the client’s thigh, smearing red ink. “There was some shit going down with that earlier today, before you got in. Guess no one told you.”

      Riley frowned. It didn’t surprise her that she hadn’t heard about shop news. Giovanni refused to respect her in the way she deserved to be respected, and so far, Antonio hadn’t replied to any of her emails asking if he would mediate. It was tough enough to enter a male dominated industry, but it was much worse when her fellow management was working against her. The artists had loyalty to Giovanni, and while they were polite to her, Riley knew they purposefully avoided contact.

      “Thanks, Mal.”

      “You’re welcome, dudette,” Mal replied with a smile. “Hope you find him.”

      Giovanni had no doubt heard the conversation, but he didn’t call out to make his presence known. Riley entered The News’ usual room to find Giovanni seated beside a client, working over some rough line work. Riley could tell the exact point he had taken over, and her frown grew. The outline was jacked. The News had been with the shop on a part-time basis for half a year, but his work was always lacking. This outline in particular was rough.

      “We were scheduled to meet at one this afternoon,” Riley said softly. She leaned against the wall and watched him work. The client was seated, his arms crossed over the back of his chair, and he ate her up with his eyes in silence. Riley ducked his gaze.

      “I know,” Giovanni said. “Something else came up. The News doesn’t work here anymore.”

      “What?” Riley blinked. “Who made that decision?”

      “I did.” Giovanni didn’t stop tattooing. The needle plunged into the man’s thigh as he worked. Riley thought his line work was solid and she found herself moderately impressed. “He was late again today, and when he finally made it in and started tattooing, he made a damn mess. I’m going to clean this shit up and make it phenomenal, but I’m not keeping any artists who can’t draw for shit. I’m freehanding the rest of this, and that’s the only reason why it’s going to turn out like the A-grade tattoos Thorn Tattoo is known for.”

      “Gio’s kind of the shit,” the client said. He winked at Riley and Riley crossed her arms over her chest trying not to let it get to her. She wasn’t a stranger to the tattooing world and she knew that she’d be hit on. She tried not to let it get to her. “I’m stoked to be working with him. Have you seen his portfolio?”

      “In bits and pieces.” Giovanni had portfolio pieces framed and hanging in the office and Riley had examined all of them on her first day. Colorful, well-saturated traditional tattoos were Giovanni’s specialty, but she was surprised by how well he did photo realism, both in black and white and in color. It took a certain kind of skill set to copy details so flawlessly. She was very familiar with the struggle.

      “I’ll get to the meeting whenever we have time. This isn’t the only client The News had booked for today, so I’m going to be busy filling in until his replacement arrives.”

      Riley’s jaw dropped. A replacement? “Excuse me?”

      “I hired someone after he left,” Giovanni said. The tattoo machine buzzed as he worked his lines. “There’s a stack of applications and portfolios in the filing cabinet a mile high, and I’ve got a few favorites I’ve held onto in case Antonio gets his act together and gives us the funds we need to hire more artists. Once I let The News go, I called a couple.”

      “Before I got here?” Riley asked, aghast. “Giovanni, there are procedures to follow.”

      “My shop, my rules.” Giovanni took his foot off the pedal and shot her a hard look. “Listen, I know that Antonio thinks you’re going to help me out somehow, but this is an industry where you need to be comfortable making split second decisions on your own. Humans are already flawed animals. Tattoo artists? Fuck. You’re better off trusting monkeys in most cases.”

      Mal and Jaime howled with laughter from their respective rooms. Riley felt like sinking through the floor. She couldn’t believe that Giovanni was speaking the way he was in front of clients.

      “It’s not your shop,” she insisted. “It belongs to Antonio, and—”

      “I can’t hear you.” Giovanni stepped on the pedal once more and went back to inking. “You’re doing that mumbling thing again, slipping off into that accent I can’t make out. Why don’t you go back to the office and cool off a little and we’ll talk once I’m finished with this client? We’ve got another three hours booked, right?”

      “You got it, man,” the client said. “Looking forward to every second of it.”

      Would she really have to wait another three hours before they could talk in earnest about Giovanni’s behavior? Riley squared her shoulders and bit her tongue. Giovanni was dragging her accent into this as an excuse. The soft-spoken Irish tilt to her words wasn’t difficult to make out.

      “Once we hit that three hour mark, I’ve got forty-five minutes until The News’ next client arrives and we start it all over again, taking us into the end of the day. And somewhere in there I’m eating lunch, so make sure you’re either ready to walk with me while I go out to scavenge something from one of the food shops around here, or get ready to cram whatever you have to say into fifteen minutes.”

      No. Riley bit down on her jaw and breathed out through her nose slowly to keep her composure. Giovanni was purposefully trying to push her buttons and she knew it. He’d done the same thing every day since she’d started. He was trying to see what made her tick so he could use it to his advantage.

      Riley wasn’t going to let him win. She was stronger than that.

      “Sounds great,” she said cheerfully. She flashed a bold smile to the client and then nodded at Giovanni. “I’ll make sure that we’ll discuss everything we need to this afternoon. See you in three hours.”

      Giovanni saluted her from where he sat, taking a break only to load ink into his needles. Dismissed, Riley pushed her way through the swinging doors and made her way to the front. Ben leaned against the counter, pouring over Inked magazine while a few young women giggled in front of a display of gauge earrings. Riley came to stand behind the counter with him, and Ben glanced up from the magazine long enough to acknowledge her presence.

      “Sup?” He flicked to the next page.

      “I need access to the appointment book, if you wouldn’t mind,” Riley said. She kept her words soft and her tone cordial, but inside she was steaming. Giovanni DeRose was physically stunning, but on the inside, he was rotten. It didn’t matter how his very presence made her heart leap into her throat without reason, or how the scent of his cologne stirred her deep inside and left her clenching her thighs in anticipation. He was no good. Not even his breathtaking jawline made even more gorgeous by a five o’clock shadow could change her opinion of him. Riley saw Giovanni for what he was.

      A bully. An instigator. A man too stubbornly set in his own ways to see reason.

      There was no way around taking over The
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