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      To the strong, powerful, independent women who know the power of playing dumb. May the world continue to underestimate you.
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      Hello, Mavens!

      I’m so excited you agreed to take this mission with me—I mean, read this super fun book with me.

      The Mavens were created as a silly text to my group chat where I said Charlie’s Angels but she fucks Charlie. While no one hooks up with the Maven’s mysterious owner, Gabriel, in this book, it did start an idea in my mind I couldn’t ignore. When I finished writing Tourist Trap and decided I wouldn’t be going back to Seaside Point until next summer, I knew this was the Mavens’ time to shine. And damn did they shine.

      I love this story and Josie and the Mavens SO MUCH. I knew I would have fun writing this book, but I didn’t expect to have this much fun, which is why it’s my longest book to date. Between trying to make sure the mystery plot made sense and kept you on your toes, and making sure Rowan and Josie got plenty of time to banter, and for the enemies to turn to lovers, I needed lots of words.

      I hope you love this wild ride as much as I loved writing it! A few housekeeping things before we move on, though. I am not a super hot spy, much to my own disappointment. I don’t have any stealthy skills, nor do I hold much knowledge of how actual spies or PIs work. While I did some liberal Googling, please remember this is a work a fiction and I took some artistic liberties when it came to how things actually work. If you’re a PI or a super cool undercover spy, first off, amazing, cool, so jealous, and second off, maybe skip this book in case any of my inaccuracies annoy you.

      Next, this book contains adult language and situations, sabotages that involve bodily harm (nothing gruesome, or on page!) and the mention of infidelity or just general assholery (not the main characters, but she’s a super hot spy who flirts with men to get them to tell her their secrets). Reading is supposed to be our happy place, and if at any time that feeling fades, feel free to stop reading. Mental health always comes first!

      Love you to the moon and to Saturn!

      Morgan
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      Sometimes, I feel bad about ruining the lives of men. 

      Sometimes, I catch glimpses of a different version and see past the carefully crafted one meant to pull unsuspecting people into his web. Those days, despite the research we’ve done to ensure our client is in the right and that the man I’m currently trying to pull evidence from is, in fact, a piece of shit, I feel the tiniest niggling of guilt about deceiving them to get their deepest, darkest secrets with a simple smile and a bat of my eyelashes.

      Not this time. 

      “I have a bitch of an ex-wife. Well, not quite an ex-wife yet, but we’re in proceedings.” 

      I smile and nod, remembering that the file says he had filed for divorce while his wife was away, taking care of his sick mother, claiming she hadn’t been meeting his needs. 

      And now he’s trying to claim he doesn’t have the money to pay her a good amount of alimony. We already gathered evidence that he’s cheating on her, but we’re pretty sure he’s hiding money to conceal it for the divorce proceedings. 

      “That must be really hard,” I say with an apologetic frown. This is probably the worst part about my job: having to win over the grossest specimens of men and stroke their egos just enough so they slip up. He takes another too-large bite that makes me want to gag before I smile and nod. 

      “And now she’s trying to sue me outta house and home for alimony. The bitch has never worked a day in her life!” My mind flashes to the file I left at my apartment, which declared she was climbing the corporate ladder before he told her he didn’t want her to work—insisted on it, even. 

      I let my eyes go wide, and my lips drop into a shape of disbelief. I know I sold my faux shock to him when his eyes shift to the full, pink lips I lined in the car on the way here, when he nods and continues. 

      “But don’t you worry,” he says, a small, proud smile on his lips, now greasy with his dinner. “I’ve got that handled. Won’t let that bitch bleed me dry.” 

      God bless her for leaving, because I don’t know if he knows how to call a woman anything but a bitch. I don’t plan to stick around long enough to find out, not when he’s already so pliant in the palm of my hand.

      “Oh?” I ask, an elbow going to the table, my head tipping as I rest it on my hand, dark hair spilling as my tits come together, making my cleavage nearly ludicrous.

      “My accountant’s been protecting me for years, making sure something like this wouldn’t happen. You know…diversifying.” There’s a knowing twinkle in his eyes, like I’m just supposed to know what that means, and, as is my specialty, I play dumb. 

      Evidence is only good if it’s direct and straight from his own mouth. We could go after the accountant, probably get a warrant and find the money he’s hiding, but something tells me this asshole would claim ignorance, say he had no idea all along, and still find a way to duck out of paying his ex-wife.

      “Diversifying?” I ask, brows together, lips pouting. “So, like, all of your money is tied up in stocks or real estate or whatever?” 

      His eyes are locked on my tits, and in that moment, I know I won. Even more so when he leans in a bit, his tie falling into his plate of red sauce. I fight the grimace that wants to win. 

      “No, no, putting money in overseas accounts. Untrackable, untraceable, unable to be used against me.”

      “Oh, wow,” I say. “That’s so smart!” I twirl a lock of my silky, dark hair around a finger and smile at him.

      “Well, that’s what I am, you know. Smart, rich, and good-looking.” He’s already batting zero for two, and when I look over his shoulder to see Rory nodding, indicating she got the recording, I know he’s about to be zero for three. 

      That admission was exactly what I needed, my assignment for the night complete. 

      As an investigator at Mavens Investigations, it’s my job to get whatever evidence our client needs. This time the plan was simple: I was to bump into our target, Jackson Wilson, on the street, and flirt my way into a date where I could talk to him more. Then on that date, I was to bat my eyelashes and flip my hair and flirt with this scumbag all evening, plying him with liquor and a great shot of my cleavage until he confessed he was hiding money from his soon-to-be ex-wife. 

      After barely five minutes with the man, I quickly became aware of why he was an ex. He’s a terrible human. 

      Eager to get out of his presence, I glance over his shoulder, spotting Rory in the server’s uniform that we got, her long blonde hair pulled into a tight bun, and give her the signal: a flip of my hair and then a roll of the stud earring in my right ear. She nods before she puts on a fake smile, grabs a tray filled with water, and makes her way to us as Jackson continues to babble on and on about his accounts in various countries, the homes he owns, et cetera, making a further attempt to impress me.

      “Is there anything—oh my goodness!” Rory gasps, stepping back as all of the glasses—and the large pitcher of water, because Rory never does anything half-assed—come tumbling down onto the table—and me. The rush of freezing cold water chills me to the bone because, apparently, she had to be more realistic by making it ice water. Pushing my chair back with a loud screech, I stand, brushing the ice cubes out of my lap. The very corner of Rory’s lips tips up, and I have to fight the all-consuming urge to roll my eyes. 

      “What the hell!” my date yells, a dark glare moving to Rory before staring and reaching for the ice cube that fell in my cleavage. I step back, swiping it out before he can put his grimy hands on me. 

      “Oh, I am so sorry,” Rory gushes, reaching into her apron for some napkins and handing them to me. The flimsy cocktail napkins don’t do anything, and she sets the tray onto our table over our meals. This is over, anyway. 

      “I want to talk to your manager,” Jackson says.

      “It’s so okay; I—” I start.

      “It absolutely is not,” he roars. 

      “Of course, I’ll get you my manager right away,” Rory says, her blue eyes turning to me. 

      I give her a smile and then a tight one to my date before announcing, “I’m going to the bathroom to try and dry off.”

      “I can come help—” Jackson attempts.

      Ew.

      “No, I think I can manage,” I say, grabbing my bag and my cell before moving toward the back of the restaurant. Once I’m in the dark hall, I go left to the kitchen instead of going right toward the bathrooms. 

      “Hey, Josie!” the chef says, then takes in my drenched clothes. “Looks like Rory got you good.”

      “It was iced,” I grumble, moving toward the staff rooms as their laughs echo behind me. We use this location, owned by a friend of our boss, Gabriel, often, so the staff know what to expect when we’re here. Once in the break room, I grab the outfit Rory left for me and change, pinning my thankfully dry hair up with a clip before shrugging my bag over my shoulder. 

      Then I’m out the back door. 

      With my phone to my ear and keys in hand, I beep the lock to my car as I make my call. When he picks up, I don’t wait for a response before speaking. “Mission accomplished. We’ll have a debrief and audio proof to you in...” I check my watch. “…four hours? Rory has the recordings, and her shift still has two more hours.” I smile at that, because at least I get to leave. She has to make her shift as a waitress seem realistic. 

      “Good job, Maven. Go dry off. You’ll have your next assignment tomorrow.”
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      Rather than go home, I go to Opal, a high-end bar and nightclub in downtown Hudson City, to brush up on my skills. Going to an expensive bar to sit there, flirt, and see what kind of free drinks I can get from stupid men is far more entertaining than sitting at home.

      An hour later when I’m two glasses into the most expensive champagne the bar carries, courtesy of the older man sitting next to me, I know my skills are working. He’s in the middle of explaining some golf game he had with some politician that’s supposed to impress me when his phone buzzes. He looks at it quickly before setting it back face down with an apologetic grimace.

      “I’ll be right back,” he sighs, tipping his chin to the phone whose screen he has diligently hid from view since I sat down. “Work.”

      “Hurry back,” I say, a sexy purr in my words. “I need to hear how the rest of the story goes.” He gives me a wide grin in response before walking off, though with the way he took his jacket with him, I can almost guarantee he won’t be returning. I shift my body to fully face the bar once more.

      “Wife or girlfriend?” Carrie, the bartender, asks once he’s out of earshot. She’s seen me play this game more times than I can count, seeing as how this bar is closest to my condo.

      “Wife for sure.”

      Carrie rolls her eyes and scoffs, wiping down the already pristine bar. “Gross.”

      I shrug. “At least my drinks are on his tab.”

      “Amen to that, my girl,” she says with a smile.

      “You really don’t have to do that, you know,” a familiar deep voice says. It’s a good voice, the kind that rolls through you—a little dangerous like thunder in the distance, but bringing with it a warning of what’s to come.

      When I turn, the lights behind him cast him in shadow, but I still know what—or rather, who—I’m dealing with. The man who keeps bumping into me at bars and restaurants across Hudson City while I’m on jobs and who has started to make a game out of riling me up. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was stalking me or something, but fortunately, I’m a Maven, and I do know better. If I had a stalker, Gabriel would be on it in a flash.

      Rowan.

      I’ve bumped into him a dozen times while on missions over the last year or so. Once, he was having dinner at Coastal with a group of men while I was determining if a stockbroker was being truthful on his resume, and another time, he was sitting at the bar when I was investigating fraud at a high-end pub. A good half dozen of those times, he’s come to the table for a while and made small talk with whoever I’m investigating, making me think he knows everyone in the upper crust of Hudson City. With his perfectly tailored suits and expensive watches, I think it’s safe to assume he is part of the upper crust himself.

      I’ve never wanted to know much more than his name, though, not with the way he always looks down his nose at me, with the way he always gives the tiniest barbs that stick a little too deep. And with how my body responds to him in a way completely opposite to how my mind does, he could easily blow my cover on assignments.

      “I’m sorry?” I ask, exasperation in my tone, though part of me is excited for the banter I know is impending.

      He approaches, putting his hands on the back of the chair my company just vacated, before explaining. “Flirting with men to get your drinks paid for. You don’t have to do that.”

      I give him an easy smile.

      “I know,” I say with a tip of my head. “I can afford to buy my own drinks. It’s just more fun this way.”

      The flicker in his eye—a mix of intrigue, heat, and irritation—is reminiscent of the time I had the unfortunate experience of almost having an entire dinner with him three months ago. He happened upon me on a prearranged date with a man we were pretty sure was embezzling from his company. My date invited him to stay for the meal, an offer Rowan accepted. He spent the entire night glaring at me, only taking the time to speak directly to me when we were alone.

      “He’s married, you know,” he had said, when Stephen, my date and target, stepped away to use the bathroom.

      I was aware of that, a fact I had been documenting in my spare time and creating a file to send to his wife when we handed over the proof of embezzlement to our client.

      A little pro bono work, if you will. Girls supporting girls and all that.

      “I’m well aware,” I had said. He hadn’t been good at hiding it, so it was easy for a highly skilled private investigator like myself to pick up on the signs.

      “I guess that fits my understanding of you,” Rowan had said.

      I fought every instinct not to let my jaw go tight, not to snap at him, instead keeping my pristine mask on and giving him a soft, angelic smile.

      “Oh?”

      He took a slow sip of his drink, a satisfied smile spreading on his lips as he sat back in his chair.

      “It’s just that every time I see you, you’re on a date with some new rich or powerful man.” He looked to the side to where Stephen had disappeared before returning his look to me, now tinged in pity I didn’t need or want. “It’s been that way since college.”

      College, because the first time I met Rowan was in my junior year, when I was running an underground business of testing girls’ boyfriends to see if they were cheaters and would fall for my flirting.

      Spoiler: so, so many did. At that point, I was targeting different frat boys and trust-fund babies almost every week, using my unique skills to help out my friends and friends of friends.

      He judged me back then, too, though I’ll admit, it probably did look strange that I was always out with some other guy.

      “And?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You’re a gold digger. Always trying to lure some poor schmuck into falling into your trap.”

      I sat on that assumption for a moment, deciding that it was an okay one, one that would be far safer than the truth, and shrugged.

      “Sure,” I said, unwilling to give in to whatever trap he was so obviously setting for me. He raised an eyebrow.

      “Sure?”

      “You can think whatever you want about me,” I said, leaning back with my wine glass in hand, gently swirling the liquid like I had not a care in the world. His jaw was tight as he looked over me, and I did my own personal thorough onceover to ensure every muscle in my body remained loose and unaffected.

      “So, you’re a gold digger?” he pressed.

      I shrugged one shoulder before taking a small sip of the expensive wine. I was on a job, which meant this glass had to last me all night, though with the man sitting across from me I could use the whole fucking bottle.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation for what I am or am not doing.”

      “You’re not going to deny it?”

      “Again, I owe you nothing. Not an explanation, not a denial. Nothing. You’re clearly very intrigued by me and my happenings, since this is what? The third time you’ve found a reason to talk to someone I was having dinner with?” His jaw tightened, proving I had hit a nerve. “And, really, I can’t blame you—I have a mirror, after all. But just because you so desperately wish you were the one wining and dining me doesn’t mean you have to be a dick to me.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, probably to lie and tell me he wasn’t into me, but then Stephen returned, and his mouth shut. He only stayed a few minutes after our talk, but it didn’t deter him from stopping by anytime he happened to be at the same place as me, chatting with my date and, if not taunting and prodding at me subtly, then completely ignoring me.

      This, though, has never happened.

      He’s never bumped into me and started a conversation when I was off the clock.

      I’m startled when he pulls the chair next to me out and sits down, though I don’t bother to argue and tell him that it’s taken. If I’m being honest, I’m…intrigued by him.

      “Seems a little insincere, doesn’t it? A pretty woman flirting with a man she has no interest in just to get a free drink and have some fun at his expense?”

      I shake my head.

      “If you’re trying to make me feel bad about conning him out of two hundred bucks, you’ve got the wrong woman, babe. I don’t feel bad for a man who is clearly married and hitting on women at a bar. And I definitely don’t let random assholes like you make me feel bad about any decisions I make in my life.”

      I can feel rather than see his gaze burning into me, and then I hear his laugh. It’s even better than his voice, warming me like a shot on an empty stomach. At the sound, I can’t help but turn fully to look at him. The light shifts as he also moves to look at me, and I’m reminded once again that despite his horrific attitude, the man is hot.

      He has a sharp jaw that I imagine is typically well groomed but now sports a thin layer of a five o’clock shadow, and thick, dark eyebrows that show off hazel eyes with thick lashes. His dark brown hair is longer on top and neatly combed back like always, and like always, I feel the undeniable urge to muss it up. He’s in what I assume is his daily work uniform of slacks and a button-up, the sleeves of which are rolled up to his elbows to reveal tanned, toned arms, a thin dusting of dark hair, and the very edge of a tattoo.

      “You know, I think in an alternate universe, we could be friends. You with all that sass, absolutely no filter, and⁠—”

      I cut him off before he can continue. “And you with your dry personality and clear obsession with me?”

      He smiles again, and this time it’s more genuine, with all his straight white teeth and full lips.

      “Yeah, something like that.” He looks me over, top to toe—or at least what he can see from where I’m sitting—and that smile goes lazy in a way I feel through my whole body. I could convince myself it’s the two glasses of champagne, but I know in my gut it’s just him. “How about a truce?” he asks, and I raise an eyebrow.

      “A truce?”

      “Yeah. We play nice for the length of a drink. But next time I see you out with some man twice your age, I’ll still stop by and attempt to irritate you.”

      “I thought you were stopping by to say hello to colleagues and the like?” He turns to me a bit, just enough so the lights of the dimly lit bar hit his smile, and I jolt when heat runs through me.

      Oh, god, this man is dangerous. Not because he clearly is an ass or is making assumptions about me, but because that smile could be absolutely catastrophic if used correctly.

      “Watching you get pissed while I’m there is a nice perk.”

      “I don’t get pissed,” I say quickly.

      “Then nervous, maybe?” he asks, assessing, and I don’t like it.

      Still, I deflect, my lips tipping a bit with a cocky smile that is more facade than anything, and give him a slight shake of my head.

      “I definitely don’t get nervous.”

      He holds my gaze for what feels like a long stretch of time, though I know it’s just seconds before he decides to let that one go.

      “Clean slate,” he responds, putting out a hand to me. “Hi. Nice to meet you. I’m Rowan.”
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      I assess his outstretched hand closely. It feels like a test, a challenge, and I’m not the kind of girl to back down from one. I put my hand into his, holding firm as we shake, our eyes locked like we’re in some kind of battle as we shake. 

      “Josie,” I manage to say, without sounding incredibly breathy. Heat rolls through me at the sensation of his firm grip in mine, and when it’s over, I miss it. Afterward, he sits back, putting an arm on the back of my chair, and takes me in. With the move, the white button-down he’s wearing stretches over his shoulders in a way that would be concerning to the integrity of the stitches if it wasn’t clearly a high-end, expensive piece.

      “So, Josie, is this your idea of a fun Wednesday night? Sitting and flirting with men to get free drinks just to see if you can? Seems a bit too easy for you, like shooting fish in a barrel with your…skills.” 

      I put on my most catlike smile. To others, this would be a violation of our truce, but I take it as a compliment. 

      “If you’re trying to make me feel bad for playing that guy, you’re out of luck. He flirted first, and he was married.” 

      “How do you know he was married?” 

      I roll my eyes but explain all the same, ticking off the reasons on my fingers. 

      “He couldn’t bother to take care of himself, but his suit was expensive, perfectly fitted, and the tie matched the entire ensemble perfectly. A woman picked out that outfit. He sat with his phone face down the entire time, and even when it rang, he looked at it and then placed it back face down. I’d guess his background screen is kids or his wedding picture, and I can guarantee that was his wife calling before he left. Plus, he paid in cash.” 

      Rowan laughs then, shaking his head, and the sound of it warms me. 

      “Paying in cash doesn’t mean anything. Maybe he wanted to impress you.” 

      I shake my head. “Or maybe he didn’t want the charge to show up on his credit card, the statement of which goes to his house.” 

      “Or—” 

      He continues to try and argue, but I proceed to drop my most convincing pieces of evidence. 

      “His cuff links were engraved J+K, and while his name was Joseph, I doubt the ‘K’ was for his last name. And to top it off, he had both an indent on his ring finger and a tan line. The man is married. Trust me, I know these things.” 

      There’s a beat of silence before he speaks again.

      “You got all that in that short amount of time?” If I’m not mistaken, there’s a hint of awe in his words. He’s impressed, and I can’t help but preen.

      “You can get a lot of information from someone if you take a moment to read them.” 

      Carrie comes over to where we’re sitting after filling a large order. 

      “Hey, Rowan, what can I get you?” she asks. There’s friendliness in her tone, meaning he’s passed the pretty strict test she gives all customers at the bar.

      “A whiskey neat. Macallan.”

      Typical, I think. I know the type, of course. They’re often my target. Uptight, expensive drinks, judges everyone and anyone around him.

      Sounds about right.

      “What about me?” he asks.

      “You?”

      “What do you get from me?” I stare at him, trying to see if he’s playing a game, but I think he’s being serious.

      So I do what I do best: assess. 

      Okay, so maybe it’s what I do second best, because flirting is truly my specialty. 

      “No ring, no tan line, no indent, not married. You’re here at.” I check my watch and smile. “Seven thirty on a Wednesday, so you’re either here for travel or are single. You give major only child energy, though that one is harder to confirm or deny. There’s a tattoo peeking from the sleeve of your shirt, so a rebel, but not enough to fuck with your chances of working in…” I tip my chin toward where the sleeves of his button-down are rolled to his elbows and continue to take him in… “Corporate, for sure. Business, I’d guess. High-end.” Some things are just instinct, and this is mine working in real time. 

      “Pretty good,” he admits with a smile.  

      “Unfortunately, you have shit taste in liquor,” I say, tipping my chin toward where the bartender is reaching for the bottle of his far-too-expensive top-shelf whiskey.

      “Not a Macallan fan?”

      “Not a whiskey fan.” I smile then, genuine and wide, before shifting once more to face him. “So how close was I?” A beat passes before he smiles, and fuck, his smile is good, especially now that I can see the full force of it, how it crinkles at the corners of his eyes, how it stretches across his cheeks. 

      “You’ve been on dates with colleagues and business partners of mine, so how do I know you didn’t get info from them?” I tip my head to the side and give him a pitying pout.  

      “Aww. It’s so cute that you think I’m asking about you while on a date with another man. I guess I can add a big ego to my list, huh?” His jaw tightens, but there’s a spark in his eyes, the slightest tip of his lips that tells me he’s enjoying this back-and-forth just as much as I am. “So does that mean I was right?”

      “Pretty dead on,” he says, a bit of a laugh in the words. He’s entertained by me. It fuels me, wanting to push it further. 

      Carrie slides the whiskey to him, and he thanks her, sliding a black card across the bar back to her. 

      “Put her other drinks on here. Keep the previous payment as a tip. And a fresh glass, if she wants,” Rowan says. 

      Something about it is undeniably hot in a way that doesn’t usually do it for me. The smoothness of the card slide, not only insisting on paying for my next drink, with the assumption I’ll be enjoying it with him, but my previous ones as well. Not ordering me another glass, but instead offering it. I smile at him, genuinely, then at Carrie. 

      “Why not?” I say. “I’ll have another.” Carrie nods, then she shifts her back to Rowan and gives me a thumbs-up that makes me smile. She’s saying he’s a green flag, good luck, girl! in a way only women can silently communicate. 

      When I have a new glass, I turn back to my bar mate. “What do you do for fun?”

      “What?” he asks, clearly thrown by the question.

      “Fun. Personal enjoyment? Things that make you happy? Hobbies?” 

      His brow furrows in clear confusion, and it’s almost cute. 

      “Why are you asking?” I let out a loud laugh that I know draws attention to me, but the only attention I’m interested in right now is his. It’s so heated and exact, so targeted, I feel like the only woman in the room. 

      “God, have you ever just made small talk with a woman before?” 

      He hesitates before a lazy, hot grin slides along his face, and I feel it in my belly. 

      “I don’t typically need small talk.” 

      I force myself to talk instead of melting under the mere presence of this man. He surely doesn’t need the ego boost. 

      “Because you’re so boring, you need to rely on only your looks to get women, got it.” I nod, taking him in exaggeratedly. “That tracks.” We stare at each other, waiting to see who will break first. I win this battle when he lets out a sigh before answering my question, finally. 

      “I don’t have hobbies. I work.” I give him a raised eyebrow, not buying it, but he shrugs. “You were right: I work in high-end corporate. I enjoy my job, so I do it a lot. Climbing the ladder doesn’t leave a lot of free time for other things.” 

      “What a way to live,” I scoff, and he shrugs. “Okay, if you weren’t working, what would you be doing?” I say, sitting back and taking a small sip of the bubbly, crisp champagne. 

      “Not flirting with men in order to get a free drink, that’s for sure.”

      “You know, the whole grumpy asshole thing is kind of hot, but I bet you’d get laid more if you dropped it.” It’s a bit of a lie because, unfortunately for me, assholes have always been my type. 

      And worst of all, I think Rowan could also be my type. Because, fuck, just look at how his arms look in that button-down. The fabric is literally straining. I have to actively fight against the urge to fan myself. Add in the fact that his bared forearms are thick with veins and sinew and muscle that make my mouth water, along with the edges of a tattoo I desperately, in my tipsy state, want to see in its totality, and I’m lost to common sense. 

      With my words, his gaze goes molten. 

      He drops the indifference that I now realize was an act and turns his body to me fully, taking me in over the rim of his whiskey glass. His eyes roam my face, pausing at my lips, then move down, burning over the cleavage I have on display, then the curves of the skin-tight olive-green knee-length dress I’m wearing. When his eyes shift back to mine, his tongue peeks out, wiping possibly non-existent droplets of liquor from them, and I think I almost come right then and there. 

      “A real man doesn’t need to play some dashing gentleman to get laid.”

      “What does he need then?” 

      He smiles. It’s devilish and shoots lust through me. It’s probably a mix of adrenaline from a completed assignment earlier, drinks on a nearly empty stomach, and banter with this man who drives me mad that is creating an undeniable cocktail of desire to shift through me, but for once, I don’t care. For once, the tight rein I normally hold on my restraint and common sense is loosening. 

      “Skill,” he states simply.

      “I’m assuming you think you have the skill?” I ask with a laugh that’s breathier than I intend.

      “Oh, I definitely have the skill.” 

      It’s an arrogant remark, the kind I should hate. It’s the kind of remark men who rarely have the skill to back up that kind of promise love to say, but for some insane reason, I believe him. 

      And for some reason, some psychotic reason I can’t quite fathom, I smile. “I’ve found that actions speak louder than words,” I say. It sounds huskier even to my own ears, and for once, it wasn’t intentional, not part of some intricate scheme to win someone over, to convince them to tell me what I want to hear. 

      This is so far out of character for me. Usually, I’m all talk, no action. All flirting with no payoff. God, I can’t remember the last time I went on a real date that wasn’t set up for work, much less the last time I kissed a man. 

      But right now, I want this man to prove to me he has the skill. 

      His gaze burns on me for a long moment before finally breaking, reaching for his phone. He taps on it a few times, then waits until it dings once before tapping the screen and sliding it into the pocket of his pants. That’s when he stands up, pushing his chair in. His chin tips toward Carrie. “Mind watching my seat for me? I gotta go into Dante’s office for a bit.”

      “Not at all,” she says with a smile. Disappointment fills me, since by the time he gets back, I know I’ll have made the big girl decision of heading out and going home because tomorrow will be a busy day. 

      “It was nice to—” I start, but then his hand is on my wrist, thick, long fingers wrapping around it. I gasp as he tugs, pulling me up and out of my chair. His breath coasts along my lips as I stand, our bodies mere inches apart from one another before he speaks. 

      “Come with?”

      I can’t think of a good response, not when barely two words and the feel of his skin on mine have my mind short-circuiting and heat spiraling through me. 

      “Okay,” I whisper, and then I’m following Rowan through the bar. 

      We move quickly as he pulls me past a small dance floor and tall tables in dark corners toward a part of the high-end bar and nightclub I’ve never ventured into. “Do you work here or something?” I ask with a laugh. It might just be the lingering rush of endorphins from a closed case or the liquor, but either way, I feel giddy.

      “Or something,” he says, looking over his shoulder at me. I lift an eyebrow. “The owner of this place is a friend of mine.” 

      Finally, we move through a door, and he closes it behind us before pushing me against the solid wood with his body. There’s a low light on the desk, but that’s it, leaving both of us cast in shadows. 

      “Is that supposed to impress me?” I ask, and his face is close to mine. He stares at me hungrily, his gaze moving between my eyes and my lips, a small smile tipping the edges of his own. 

      “I feel like you’re not an easy woman to impress, Josie.”

      “Seems like all of your obsessing over me has paid off a bit.”

      “I’m not obsessing over you,” he lies. 

      “Sure you aren’t, baby.” I don’t have much time to revel in the flash of pleasure and heat that lights his face at my words because then his lips are on mine, and the world slows. Every bit of my focus drops to where we meet, to where his tongue glides along my bottom lip, a polite request to open, which I oblige too quickly. 

      When his tongue touches mine, my arms lift, looping around his neck as I groan. It’s a full-body experience, the way he feels pressed against me, the way my mind quiets, the way he tastes, the throaty sound of approval that comes from his chest as he kisses me. His hand moves, gripping my hip and pushing his hips into mine. 

      He breaks the kiss, his lips move to the spot beneath my jaw, and he presses them there before nipping my ear. My head falls back with a light thud, my eyes drooping with pleasure. 

      “How’s that whiskey you hate so much taste now that it’s on my tongue?” 

      I groan, my hips shifting to try and get some kind of relief from the need quickly building in me, and a deep chuckle rumbles through him. 

      “It’s an acquired taste, I suppose,” I murmur. “I haven’t quite decided yet how I feel about it.” 

      “Give me a few minutes, I can guarantee you’ll love the taste when I’m done with you.” 

      I roll my eyes and force back another moan as his hips rock into mine. 

      “You’re so fucking obnoxious,” I say as his lips move down my neck. “And I don’t do arrogant.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes.” But still, I groan as his lips latch onto my neck, sucking at the sensitive skin over my pulse. My dress hikes up as my leg lifts to wrap around him, moving to press my hips tighter against his, to grind and get some kind of friction, and get closer when I feel it.

      He’s already hard.

      Fuck. 

      I want him. 

      “Fucking wet,” he groans, his hand sliding over my ass and under my dress before his fingers shift between my legs, sliding up and along the seam of my panties. 

      “Please,” I whisper, my eyes fluttering shut, shock rolling through my system at how turned on I am. It’s never like this. I’ve never been so turned on by a man that I lose all common sense, let him pull me into a room in a bar, and beg him to ease the ache inside of me. 

      I don’t have time to overthink it, though, because his hand is moving to my front before his fingers tuck behind the seam of my underwear and back down until he’s cupping me. My leg falls to the ground to steady myself, though he’s holding me in place, and I moan again, my hips pressing into his hand.

      “Is this what you want? You want my fingers inside of you? Or do you want my cock?” I bite back another please and smile up at him with hooded eyes. 

      “You have to prove yourself worthy before you fuck me, Mr.—” I pause, realizing I don’t actually know his last name.

      “Fisher,” he says, then slides a finger into my wet pussy. “But you can call out Rowan when you come.” Then the finger moves out, and I mewl at the loss. A low chuckle leaves his lips as he shifts his hand out of my panties. Before I can protest, I understand his purpose: his hand is shifting up to my hip, hooking under the band of them. Then he’s bending to tug down my thong, silently instructing me to lift one foot and then the other to step out of them before tossing them somewhere behind him. 

      Finally, he’s pressed up against me again, my dress up to my waist now as his hand shifts back to my wet center. I hold my breath, my eyes fluttering closed as he slides a single finger into me before tightening around it as he crooks it inside. He gifts me with a few exquisitely slow pumps before sliding out to rub my clit in slow, unrushed circles. 

      “Fuck, I’m so close,” I moan, hoping I keep the shock of that development from my words. “Make me come, Rowan.” His fingers tighten on my hip at the use of his name.

      “Is that what you need? Me to prove myself before I get the pleasure of fucking you?” I smile then, all drooping eyelids and satisfied lips, before nodding. 

      “Exactly. I’m not wasting my time with a man who doesn’t know how to make me come.”

      “Challenge accepted,” he says, lips moving to my neck to suck. He slides two fingers into me and starts fucking me, the wet sound of my pussy and our heavy breaths the only sounds in the room. It comes quick, the pleasure of it, heat starting in my belly, then blooming in my back as he works me as if he already knows everything about my body, every move that will pull me closer to the edge. When he adds his thumb to my clit, my back arches, my hands on his neck pulling him closer, needing purchase as I call out his name and come on his fingers. 

      It rolls through me, fast and hard, and his fingers continue to move inside of me as it does, pulling every last drop of pleasure from my body. 

      “Okay,” I say once they slow, panting and with a bit of a disbelieving laugh in the word. “Skills proven.” 

      And then some. My body is still singing with bliss, my heart still racing, and despite the orgasm, I already want more.

      He lets out a dark chuckle of his own, a shake of his head that has my entire pussy tensing once more. 

      “That was just the start, Josie.” His hand lifts, wet fingers moving to my lips as I stare at him with lust and need. “Clean these.”

      The idea of tasting myself on a man has never been something I thought was hot, but my fucking God, when he slides his fingers between my lips, when my tongue tastes the salty, musky flavor of myself on his thick, calloused fingers, remembering how they stretched me and made me come quicker than ever before just moments before, I moan. 

      His arrogant smile comes out again, and heat rips through me at the mere look. This doesn’t normally do it for me, this thinking he’s got me figured out, thinking he has me in the palm of his hand, but for some reason, with Rowan, it doesn’t feel like a show. Instead, it’s like a game.

      But two can play, and god, I love to win. With a cat-like smile, I shift down to my knees, keeping my eyes on his. 

      “What are you⁠—”

      “Your turn,” I say, eager for this almost more than I was for him to touch me. The groans he made while making me come were hot. I can only imagine the ones he’ll make when he’s halfway down my throat.

      My hand moves to the bulge in his slacks, palming the thick, hot length of him. He’s hard and huge, that much I can tell. I want to unzip and free him, but with the way he’s looking at me, I want to tease him even more. Moving my hand down, I cup his balls through his slacks before leaning forward and pressing a kiss to where the head of his cock is. 

      “Don’t tease me, Josie,” he murmurs, his hands moving to my hair, pushing it back behind my shoulders. “Be a good girl and take my cock out and then wrap those pretty lips around it.” 

      My pussy tightens again despite just having come, and I know my breaths are coming through parted, kiss-swollen lips. I want that. I want his cock in my mouth, his hands in my hair, his praise filling my ears. Eagerly, I move a hand to his zipper and start to move it down. 

      And then his phone rings.

      “Fuck,” he groans, his body stilling.

      “What?” I ask, my hand continuing to move the zipper down. The phone continues its shrill call from his pocket, and his head falls back to look at the ceiling with another pained groan. 

      “I have to get that.” My eyes snap up to him, and like a child who knows she’s about to not get her way, I put my hand over his dick, palming it once more. It twitches beneath my hand. 

      “What? No. No, you don’t. Ignore it.” 

      “Unfortunately, I can’t. It’s my emergency line.” His fingers slide out of my hair, and he steps back. Without thinking, I mewl in protest, shoulders dropping as I pout.

      Pouting. 

      Me, Josephine Montgomery. Pouting for a man. 

      What the fuck is happening to me? 

      “Trust me,” he says. “I hate this even more than you do.” The ringing stops as he steps away, and I give him a hopeful look. My body is humming with need, and I think the only person who will be able to sate it is standing right in front of me. Maybe the emergency is over, maybe⁠—

      But then the ringing starts again, and his hand is in front of me, offering to help me up. I don’t miss that it’s the one that was in me not long ago as I take it with a defeated sigh. 

      At least I got an orgasm out of it.
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      The first time I met Josie, I was enamored.

      The second time, I was annoyed.

      This is the twenty-second time I’ve bumped into her. Each time I left feeling slightly different, but this is the first time I’m leaving with blue balls. 

      Never in my life have I regretted my job or the way I’ve pushed every personal want and desire aside to continue to climb the ladder, but there is a first time for everything. Because right now, my phone is sounding off with the ringtone for the line my assistant is only to use if and when there is an emergency. Sutton is probably pacing her apartment right now, sending every curse she can think of my way for not answering immediately, but I can’t find it in me to care. 

      An extra minute in this woman’s presence isn’t going to impact whatever the issue is. So instead of answering, I reach over to the desk and grab Josie’s panties that I threw there earlier. I have to send Dante a bottle of something really nice for letting me use his office as I kneel before her, stretching them for her to step back into. 

      I’ve never been on my knees for a woman, but my fucking god, the way she looks down at me like she knows she could own me if she asked nicely makes my already hard cock throb. She lifts a leg, placing it into the underwear before repeating the move with her second, and slowly, gently, reverently, I slide the fabric up her legs, making sure to graze my thumb along her pussy as I do. 

      Yeah. Still wet. 

      Fuck this job. 

      I make sure the black lace thong is situated perfectly on her hips before tugging the hem of her dress back down, all the while ignoring my phone and standing. Then I pull her into my arms, taking in her sweet, floral perfume. I’ve smelled it a dozen times when I’ve interrupted one of her many dates with colleagues and acquaintances, the scent of it haunting me each time. 

      Just like the woman now in my arms.

      “Your number,” I murmur, pressing my lips to her neck, her pulse thrumming against my skin. I haven’t ever felt such a pull to a woman like this, this undeniable need to touch her, to taste her. Considering that no woman has interested me enough to make me put my work aside for even a moment, this feels monumental.

      Despite myself, I want more of her. It feels like an idiotic move to let this go. I like the way she pushes my buttons and the way I can push hers back without her getting offended. I like the way that she’s clearly attracted to me yet doesn’t throw herself at me like some women I encounter do.

      The truth is, I could get any woman I wanted, but I never jump at the offers. That would be far too simple. Instead, I want the one who incites a violently possessive need in me each time I see her sitting across from some other man I know is an ass. 

      “Give me your number. We’ll finish this another time. We’ll have a real dinner and drinks.” 

      And then I’ll take you home to a real bed and fuck you until you’re out of my system. 

      “No,” she whispers, a bit of a tease in the word before she steps back. The room is dim, but I can see a smile playing on her lips as my phone continues to ring shrilly. Each one is a reminder that normally, I’d push whoever I’m with aside to answer it, but for the first time since I started working at Daydream Resorts, someone else holds the priority. 

      “No?” I ask, confused. Her smile widens as she takes another step back, her hands moving to her clothes to straighten the skin-tight dress I would do just about anything to be able to tear off of her. 

      There’s something so magnetic about her, something that pulls me so when I saw her sitting across from Stephen Jones months ago, I knew I needed to talk to her. Josie is nothing like the women who fawn and faint around me, batting their lashes and pouting their lips. Instead, she challenges everything I say and practically begs me to argue with her, instantly knowing how to press my buttons in ways I shouldn’t like, but I do all the same. 

      “If you want me bad enough…a big, powerful man like you…you’ll find me.” 

      The words, like everything about her, are so unexpected, they stop me in my tracks. “Find you?” 

      She’s fluffing her hair as she reaches for the bag I didn’t realize had slid to the floor when we entered, a playful smile on her lips. That’s when it hits me: she’s really going to leave without giving me her number.

      She shrugs before responding. “Yeah. If you want me, find me.”

      “I don’t chase women,” I say, my mind muddled with the incessant fucking ringing and the way she’s staring at me and the throbbing of my cock that should be deflating, but my god, she’s still in the room. I can still feel the ghost of her on my fingers, still hear her breathy moans in my ears. 

      “Well, then, thank you for the orgasm, Rowan.” That smile has gone wide as she reaches for the doorknob. 

      Despite my better thinking, I stand quickly, reaching her and pinning her to the wall beside the door before she can leave. That smile is still playing on her pink lips, and it takes everything in me not to kiss her again. 

      “You’re really not going to give me your number?”

      “You’re really not going to put in the effort to find me?” she counters in a whisper. 

      “I’m a busy man, Josie. I don’t have time for games.” 

      Something flashes in her eyes, and then she moves, dipping under my arm, smiling, and pulling open the door for good this time. 

      “Then it sounds like you’re too busy for a woman like me. Thanks again.”

      And then she’s gone. 

      I stand there in shock for long moments before coming to my senses. I’m already annoyed when I answer my phone and sit down in Dante’s chair. But when I finally take a moment to look at the screen of my phone, I realize it’s not Sutton calling. Instead, it’s the emergency line for the resorts. My stomach drops as I tap the screen to answer and bring it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mr. Fisher, I’m so sorry to bother you,” the voice on the other end of the line says, clearly a bit panicked. “But there’s been an accident at the resort, and they’re starting to worry the employees.” My heart drops. 
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      “A fire?” I ask when Annette picks up thirty minutes later. It’s long past her bedtime, I’m sure, but I used my own emergency line to call her, and considering it sounds like she’s been keeping things from me, I’m not in the mood for niceties. “And an allergic reaction?” I expect some stuttering or lies or, at the very least, an apology for keeping this vital information from me, but I don’t get that at all. 

      Instead, the CEO of Daydream Resorts and my mentor, Annette Rhodes, sighs. “Let me guess: Chris called you.” 

      Chris, the manager of the East Coast locations, did, in fact, call me. 

      “Well, you sure as fuck weren’t going to,” I say, driving far too fast to my place. I closed my tab quickly upon leaving the office, knowing I needed to get home and pack.

      “I’ve got it covered, Rowan.” 

      There’s exhaustion in her voice, confirming that she was in fact asleep or close to it when I called, but I really don’t care. I held off on calling her until I got the full picture, texting or calling everyone at the impacted location I had contacts for, only to find the situation is way worse than I thought. 

      “Do you? Because from what I’m hearing, there have been no less than four incidents in the last three weeks, and the most recent was an allergic reaction at the spa that required hospitalization two days ago.” 

      A small gasp comes from the other end of the line. “What?”

      “Oh, I guess you haven’t heard that one,” I say with a laugh lacking humor. “I called Jonas, and he told me all about it. I’m glad someone decided I should be in on this.” Jonas, the head of security, is the only person I personally vetted and hired. When I got in contact with him, he told me there have been multiple issues at the Keys location, not just this fire. “He also told me when he called to tell you he was worried something nefarious was happening that you told him not to worry you with it, and you’d handle it.” 

      That was the most infuriating part of the call—that whatever was happening had been a known issue, and Annette had intentionally excluded me from it. 

      She lets out a deep sigh before responding to my accusation.

      “You’re working on the opening for Malibu. This wasn’t vital. I’ve got it covered.” 

      I groan, knowing that’s not the case. I love Annette, but she constantly works with a best-case-scenario mindset, rather than a realistic one. 

      “How? How do you have this covered?”

      “I’ve hired an outside investigation party to do some digging. I have full confidence that in the next two weeks, we’ll find the source of this and resolve it.”

      She must be referring to Wilde Security, the company that established our security and safety procedures for each resort, ensuring that our elite and celebrity clientele receive the most confidential experience, if that’s what they desire. 

      Her solution does appease me. A bit. 

      “In the meantime, Daniel has been instructed to talk to each department about any oddities that may have been occurring so we can get a better idea of the span of this.” Daniel is the general manager of the Keys location, and although he isn’t my biggest fan, I can’t say he isn’t good at this job.

      “I’m still headed there,” I say, putting my car into park and swinging the door open before heading to the elevator that will take me to my penthouse overlooking Hudson City. 

      “It’s not necessary, Rowan.”

      “You’re the one who taught me there is no better way to keep track of things than by having boots on the ground. I’m going, even if it’s just to oversee things for a bit. I’ll work from the office there.” 

      “You’re supposed to be on vacation next week,” she says. I almost forgot that she had forced me to agree to taking the week off next week, stating that she was worried I would burn myself out if I didn’t slow down. That won’t be happening any longer. 

      “Vacations can wait.” 

      There’s a long pause and another sigh before she speaks, and before she even does, I know what she’s going to say. 

      “Rowan, we need to talk about your incessant working.” 

      I roll my eyes as I watch the numbers on the elevator rise, impatiently waiting for it to ding at the top floor. 

      “Yeah, maybe after we figure out who is sabotaging my resort.”

      “Rowan—”

      “How the fuck am I supposed to take a relaxing vacation knowing all of this is happening?” Silence fills the line, and I know I’ve won.

      “I worry,” she says. “You’re going to burn yourself out. You’re the future of this place, but not if you don’t pace yourself.” 

      I started working at Daydream Resorts as Annette’s intern twelve years ago, and she’s told me more than a few times that she sees me taking over as CEO when she retires one day. It’s part of the reason why I’ve worked myself to the bone, becoming the company’s youngest VP of Operations as of six months ago. 

      “I promise that after the next opening and after this shitstorm is settled, I’ll take a vacation. A full week,” I say in concession.

      “Three,” she says instantly, making me feel like she’s been waiting to pounce on this. 

      “You’re insane.” I laugh at the absurd idea. 

      “Two, and I remove you from all servers for that time so you can’t work even if you try.” 

      I contemplate that, knowing that I could still get my assistant to be my go-between to get things done. She doesn’t have to know I’m thinking that, so instead of arguing when I have much more important things to do, I nod, then verbally agree.

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      “Why do I feel like you already have some loophole planned?” Annette asks with a groan. 

      “Because you trained me well. I’ll call you when I get to Florida.” I hang up before she can argue. As I step off the elevator and into my home, I make my next call, knowing that my assistant is well paid to answer at nearly any time of day. 

      “Hey, asshole,” she says upon answering my call. I’ve threatened to fire Sutton Donovan more times than I can count, but we both know I couldn’t function without her, snarkiness aside. 

      Middle child syndrome, she told me once, when I asked her why she was such a brat to me and sweet as pie to others. I have an older brother and an older sister, both of whom are control freaks, and a younger sister who is utter chaos. I’m somewhere in the middle. 

      For a completely unhinged moment, I think about how she and Josie would get along before I shake the thought away, needing to focus. I can think about the gorgeous brunette once this mess is fixed.

      Normally, I’d reply with something just as rude because that’s what my assistant and I do, but instead, I get right to my point. “I need to get on the next flight to Florida.” 

      Sutton sobers up quickly, reading the seriousness in my words. “The Keys resort? What happened?” 

      A keyboard clacks in the background, and I know she’s already on it. 

      “Allergic reaction,” I say, throwing another pair of pants into my suitcase. 

      “Allergic reaction? I don’t know if that sounds like an urgent issue or even the resort’s fault. I mean⁠—”

      “Someone poured almond oil into the mud bath.” Silence fills the line. “And three hours ago, someone lit the rental shack on fire, burned it to the ground. They’ve got it out now, but the cameras conveniently went down five minutes before and after, so we’re shit out of luck on leads.”

      “Oh my god,” she whispers. “Is everyone okay?”

      “No injuries from the fire, and the allergic reaction was sent to the hospital, but they should be fine. However, there have been missed deliveries and lost stock over the last few weeks, as well as double bookings and cancellations for services at the spa that were attributed to miscommunications or oversights. Now I’m wondering if it was something else.”

      “So you think someone is doing this on purpose?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know that Gene Michaels is at the resort right now with his new girlfriend after that messy divorce and⁠—”

      “And if information about another one of his clients at a Daydream Resort is leaked without his permission, Leo is going to lose his mind,” Sutton fills in correctly. I sigh and nod, even though she can’t see it. 

      Sutton knows precisely how that could go, since a good chunk of our celebrity clientele are clients of Leo Sinclair. Sometimes he asks us to leak information intentionally, but the celebrity publicist usually trusts us with his top-tier celebrity’s privacy. And up until last year, we
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