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Anna Claire is a prominent restaurateur, the toast of New York. She doesn’t let down her guard easily but finds herself breaking her own rules when she encounters the irresistible charm of her new prep chef Grayson James.


But Grayson is no chef – he’s an FBI agent investigating a drug ring he suspects is using Anna’s restaurant. Shattered to learn she was just part of his cover, Gray’s betrayal pushes Anna into the arms of wealthy and sophisticated casino mogul Joaquin Delacruz. Joaquin’s empire may be built on crime, yet he’s honest and passionate with Anna. He’s also Gray’s greatest enemy.


Anna finds herself fighting for her life when she becomes the target of someone who hates Gray and Joaquin even more than they hate one another. They will need to set aside their enmity if they are to save Anna’s life – and allow her to choose which one holds the key to her heart.


RISKY BUSINESS was previously published as RAW, RISKY and REWARDED in the Torn Between Two Lovers series.


For more thrilling, suspenseful adventure, don’t miss Jo Davis’s exciting Firefighters of Station Five, Sugarland Blue and the Shado Agency novels. And check out her paranormal romance alter-ego J. D. Tyler, and her dark, sexy Alpha Pack series.
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1


Anna Claire sipped her dirty martini and observed the restaurant from her soothing, darkened corner. From back here, nobody could see her slip off her Pradas under the table, stretching her aching feet.


But even if they did get a glimpse, no one would breathe a word. Floor Fifty-Five was her fourth restaurant and the culmination of her dreams. At the first two restaurants she’d utilized her business degree, managing them for other owners, and had done well. The third, a small upscale café in Brooklyn, was her first success as an owner herself, and she’d enjoyed it for several years before selling and going for broke.


This place was her domain, her baby. Every stick of furniture, every glass, every fork, knife, and spoon, belonged to her. The staff moved as efficiently as a well-oiled machine under her ownership and also the direction of her brilliant head chef, Ethan Collingsworth. They respected her and were quite terrified of Ethan’s wrath, an arrangement that suited her just fine.


She didn’t need to be bosom buddies with her employees to be a success. Quite the opposite had proven true in her previous business experience. She merely needed intelligence, persistence, and lots of money.


Anna had plenty of all three.


Which didn’t explain why she was sitting alone in a corner booth of her own high-end New York establishment, feeling sort of down when by all rights she should be basking in the glow of two years of hard work come to fruition, from conception to success.


Soft laughter and a tinkling of glasses drew her attention toward a table on the far side of the main dining room. A group of four was having some sort of celebratory gathering, and they looked happy as they toasted with champagne. At ease and on top of the world. A promotion perhaps, or the landing of a big account. An engagement or a pregnancy. Whatever the occasion, Anna couldn’t help but feel proud they’d chosen her restaurant for their celebration. On the way to her own table, Anna had welcomed them and told them so.


But as she watched, a sense of melancholy stole over her. Nobody had ever really celebrated Anna’s accomplishments. Even her mother, whom she loved and knew loved her in return. It hurt that her own mother didn’t get her, didn’t understand what drove Anna to succeed, especially in the restaurant business. Margaret Claire was set in her ways and her thinking and never minced words. Like many parents, she had the power to make her daughter bleed from hundreds of tiny invisible cuts, even if she didn’t realize it.


“You’re not wearing that out to dinner with Mark, are you?”


Anna frowned at her mother. “What’s wrong with nice jeans and a blouse?”


“Well, jeans don’t do anything for your figure, you know that.”


She’d won that round. But had she, in the long run?


Her mother stared at her incredulously. “Let me get this straight—you worked hard to make that little café of yours a success, and now you’re going to just throw it away? Spend a ton of money to open a fancy restaurant in New York City?” The older woman sighed. “Honey, you were doing well as a manager, and then you went out on a limb with the café and did all right. But this? I don’t understand why you need to take a risk this big.”


Anna’s heart froze. Was she kidding? “This restaurant has been my goal for as long as I can remember! You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said!”


So unbending, her mother. Such a product of her own upbringing as the daughter of a steelworker and a teacher. Anna’s grandparents were good, salt-of-the-earth people who worked hard and loved harder. But the fact remained that they were also narrow-minded in their views of what equaled success—and that typically involved punching a clock nine-to-five and earning a retirement after forty years or so of working for someone else.


She tried again. “Mom, did it ever occur to you that employees have to work for somebody? Someone intelligent who knows their business? And that the boss might as well be me?”


Margaret Claire had just stared at her daughter as though she’d spoken in tongues and sacrificed a chicken in the front yard.


To this day, not much had changed. But maybe, with her mother’s upcoming visit and the five-star New York treatment Anna had planned, the woman’s eyes would finally, at long last, be opened. She’d see her daughter as a successful woman in her own right and be proud.


“Miss Claire?”


Anna snapped to the present and blinked at the man standing in front of her table. She’d expected to see one of her waiters, but instead was greeted by a tall man dressed in kitchen whites. In the dim lighting it took her a moment to focus on his features.


He was a big man, fit and broad-shouldered, and she could only guess at the muscles hiding under the drab required uniform. His short golden-brown hair was mussed in that sexy just-rolled-out-of-bed look that turned her on when a man knew how to pull it off—and this one did. Full lips quirked upward, and she found herself wondering, not for the first time, how he would taste. Brows that were a bit darker than his hair arched over expressive blue eyes that conveyed a very male interest he couldn’t quite hide, or hadn’t bothered to, from day one.


The last idea intrigued her in spite of herself—what kind of man would hit on his boss? One who was either very stupid or very confident.


Anna had always found confident men to be extremely sexy.


“Mr. James? What can I do for you?” She made it a point to know the name of every single employee, so his came effortlessly—and the question emerged more flirtatiously than she’d intended.


Grayson James, the new prep chef, was one rung on the ladder above the janitor of this building. At age thirty-three, he was a bit long in the tooth if he hoped to make head chef one day, but he’d come highly recommended from Le Cordon Bleu, one of the most prestigious cooking schools around. That and his letters of recommendation from the senior partners at his former law firm had been enough for Anna. She’d hired him on the spot, despite a few reservations Ethan had voiced.


Who was she to hold back someone determined to follow his dream?


“Chef sent me to see if you wanted anything special for your dinner,” he said in a smooth, deep voice.


A radio voice, her mother would say if she were here. Anna toyed with her martini glass, trying to ignore the warmth that pooled in her middle at the sound and traveled south. The man was an employee, and she had no business drooling over him, much less playing this flirtatious cat and mouse game with him for the past few weeks. But she supposed what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt anyone.


She cocked her head, lips curving upward. “I highly doubt Ethan did any such thing.”


He made a face. “Busted. But how else was I supposed to get away to talk to the most beautiful woman in the whole place?”


Pleasure curled through her insides. “You’ve got a big, steely pair, Mr. James. I like that.”


Something hungry, predatory, flared in his eyes, and he leaned over slightly. His voice was husky as he parried her thrust. “Do you? That’s good, because I happen to like a woman who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to grab it.”


“I’m afraid of very little,” she said, eyeing him with appreciation and not bothering to hide it.


“And yet I sense you’re holding back with me.”


“I’m careful in every aspect of my life. A little common sense is a good thing.”


“Not when it interferes with the fun of living, I think. I guess I’ll have to make it my mission to loosen you up, boss lady.” Her brows shot up, but he didn’t wait for a response. “Would you like to order something?”


You. Naked. On a platter with an apple in your mouth. “What’s Ethan’s special tonight?”


“The duck over a bed of sautéed greens with a mushroom wine sauce drizzled on top.”


“Sounds fantastic. I’ll have that.”


“Wise choice.” The man actually winked at her and grinned. “Ethan does get testy when the patrons don’t follow his recommendations.”


Damn the man for having the most alluring dimple on the left side of his mouth.


“Everything he creates is beyond compare. Our diners can’t go wrong no matter what they order.”


“True. I’ll let him know your choice.” He waved a hand at her glass. “Another?”


She debated, then nodded. “I think I will.”


He laughed. “So long as you’re able to walk at the end of the evening, that’s fine.”


She barely managed to keep her mouth from falling open at his forwardness. If any other employee had made that remark, she would’ve reprimanded him. When it came to Gray, however, she couldn’t be upset when his playfulness was edged with genuine concern. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I won’t be behind the wheel, and I only live five blocks away.”


“But you could stagger in front of a tour bus,” he said innocently. “Then who would sign my paychecks?”


Opening her mouth to retort that he wouldn’t have to worry about that if he were no longer working here, she was shocked when he turned his back and simply walked away. The arrogant bastard just left her sitting there, his carriage and attitude screaming that he wasn’t the least bit intimidated by her position as owner. Any of the others, save Ethan, would bow, scrape, and stammer in her presence. But not this man.


That damned confidence she couldn’t resist. Somehow, in the space of a couple of weeks, the prep chef had homed in on her weakness and fileted it like a sea bass in Ethan’s kitchen.


The second drink and her duck were delivered with a flourish, but with no further sign of Mr. James. It surprised her to realize she was disappointed. That small exchange had left her feeling more charged than she had in a while. Almost like she’d been awakened from a deep sleep.


Her meal had never tasted better, and she wondered whether a certain sexy prep chef had anything to do with that. Thoughts of him replayed in her head as she ate, and by the time she was ready to leave she found her eyes straying toward the doors to the kitchen. Was she really so eager to get another glimpse of the man? You’re the boss. Just go in there and check on things. You don’t need an excuse.


When she was finished, she did just that. But only because she needed to close her office and retrieve her purse, she told herself. Mr. James was hard at work chopping vegetables when she walked through, and he barely acknowledged her with a nod. There was no cocky grin this time, no heat in his gaze. No familiarity. But then she caught Ethan observing him and not bothering to hide it, so that made sense. The chef was his boss as well, and was much more stern and scary than Anna. No way would anyone in his right mind invite a tongue-lashing from him.


Grayson James, on the other hand, could give me a tongue-lashing of a different sort. A very welcome one.


Good God! Annoyed with herself, she went through some paperwork, studied some orders for fresh meat and vegetables. Then she left twenty minutes later, locking her office and passing through the kitchen without letting her attention stray to the object of her fantasies, and took the elevator down to the lobby.


“Good night, Joel,” she called to the guard on duty. The heavyset, middle-aged man waved and spared a smile for her as always.


Fatigue dragged at her as she pushed through the revolving door, and she suddenly wished she’d called a cab. But that was ridiculous for a mere five-block walk, even this late at night. At least the city never really slept, and there were cops on almost every corner this close to Times Square. These days, there probably wasn’t a safer city in the United States for a pedestrian.


That’s what she told herself, anyway, as the bright lights of her restaurant’s block gave way to the lengthening shadows of a residential area with fewer people about. Though she was tired, her senses were on alert for any movement. Any person who didn’t belong.


So she was jolted with terror when a hand grabbed her arm and yanked her into an alley between two apartment buildings. “Hey!” she yelled. “Stop!”


Another shriek was abruptly cut off by a palm clapped over her mouth as she was pulled backward, farther into the darkness. The hand was covered by a ragged glove with the fingers cut out, and they were digging into her cheek.


Every horror story she’d ever heard about women being abducted and assaulted flashed through her mind, and she exploded in movement, fighting him like a wildcat. Twisting and bucking, she managed to make him lose his grip for a moment—just long enough to sink her teeth into the side of his hand as hard as she could through the glove’s material.


“Ahhh! Fuck!” Jerking his hand away, he shoved her back into the side of the nearest building, then spun her around and pushed her face-first into the brick before she could glimpse his features or clothing. “Scream or bite me again and I’ll snap your pretty neck! Got it?”


She nodded, heart slamming against her rib cage. “Wh-what do you want? Money? It’s in my purse.”


“And where’s your purse?”


She jerked her head as much as she could in the direction they’d come. “Over there. I dropped it.”


“Hmm. Maybe I’ll go back for that,” he said in a low voice. “But I’m thinking the real prize is right here in my hands. Begging for a piece of this.” As emphasis, he ground his groin into her ass.


“Y-you don’t want to do this,” she said, breathless with fear. “Someone will come and you’ll be caught. Just take the money and go.”


“Nobody’s coming. Why can’t I have both?”


“People live here. You don’t want to risk jail.”


“As if guys like me care about getting sent to Club Fed. Three squares a day, exercise, reading, and TV. Hell, I could even study for a trade, which is more than I get on the street.”


“Please,” she begged as his hand began to creep under the hem of her blouse. “Don’t—”


Just then, the man’s weight vanished from her back. Before she could register why, she heard a vicious curse and the sounds of flesh hitting flesh. Spinning around, she spotted two men bouncing off the wall and into some garbage cans, sending the receptacles flying and causing a loud clatter. In the dim light, she could barely make out a large man punching a slightly smaller man. The more slightly built one was dressed in a hoodie, the bigger one in jeans and a T-shirt.


She had to do something. Get help before her rescuer got hurt.


Just as she was about to turn and run, the attacker shoved the bigger man away from him and fled. He was fast, booking it down the alley and skidding around the corner. Gone, just like that. The bigger man stood under a sliver of moonlight, chest heaving, his tense stance suggesting he was tempted to give chase. Instead, he faced her and took a couple of tentative steps.


“Ma’am? Are you all right?”


His voice was so familiar, but she was badly shaken. She could hardly think straight as she replied, “I feel sick.”


“Here, let me help you.” Taking her gently by the hand, he led her out of the alley. Then he stooped to grab her purse on the way and handed it to her.


“Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.”


Tears pricked her eyes, a testament to how frightened she’d been. She hadn’t cried in years, since she’d finally learned to swallow being a disappointment to her mother.


Her rescuer urged her back onto the sidewalk, under a street lamp. Then he turned to speak and stopped, his mouth hanging open. “Anna! I mean, Miss Claire,” he corrected himself. “My God, I can’t believe it’s you. Are you sure you’re okay?”


“I—Mr. James,” she stammered in surprise. “Yes, I think so.”


As if to reassure himself, he stepped close and took her hands in his, rubbing them as though to ward off a chill. Then he turned her a bit and inspected her from every angle.


She gave a watery laugh. “Really, I’m fine.” Except for the nausea, which threatened to upset her dinner.


“You don’t look fine,” he replied, eyeing her with a concerned frown. “Just to be sure, I’m going to walk you the rest of the way home.”


“Oh, that’s not necessary.”


He shook his head. “I insist. Which way?”


“No, I mean it’s really not necessary because I live there.” She pointed to the building on the corner.


“You’re kidding! That’s where I live, too.” He smiled. “Then it’s definitely no trouble at all to see you safely to your door.”


“I don’t—”


“Please? For my peace of mind?”


He looked so handsome, so worried, she had to smile back. “Fine. That would be nice, thanks.”


“First, though, we should file a report. I should’ve thought right away of calling the police.”


She considered that, then blew out a breath. “I think that’ll be a waste of time. I’m not hurt, and he didn’t take anything. I didn’t even get a look at him, so my input isn’t going to help much.”


“Are you sure? They can at least have it on record.”


“No. Really, I just want to get home.”


He hesitated, then relented. “I can understand that. Come on.”


Tucking her hand in his arm, he escorted her the rest of the way to their building and inside. As they crossed the spacious lobby, she briefly wondered how a lowly prep chef could afford to live in a neighborhood like this, where the apartments were so expensive. Then she remembered that he’d been a hotshot attorney of some kind, so that made sense. He’d probably socked away plenty before changing careers.


As they stepped into the elevator, his finger hovered over the number panel. “Which floor?”


“Six.”


He smiled again, a blinding slash of white that made her knees a little weak. “What do you know.”


“You, too?” She blinked at him.


“Yep. I’m curious, though. How is it that the boss lady missed the fact that I live in her building, on the same floor?”


She shrugged. “I make it a point to memorize names and faces, because I like my employees to feel as if they matter to me—and they do. But my manager, Jeff Wilson, does all of the hiring paperwork and tax forms, and he collects the employee information sheets we keep on file. If I need to know specific information about one of you, I can look it up.”


“I met Mr. Wilson, but I don’t see him around much,” he mused. “He doesn’t take a very active role on the floor.”


“Because that’s not what I hired him to do. He does most of the paperwork, ads, and marketing.”


“So you can be among the people, which is what you enjoy most.”


“Yes.”


“And yet …” The elevator arrived at their floor, and they got off.


She stopped and faced him. “What?”


“I don’t know if I should say.” His gaze settled on hers, assessing.


“You can speak freely. You did just save my life.” She grinned in encouragement.


He relaxed some. “It’s just that you seem very reserved most of the time. Aloof. It’s interesting to hear you say that you enjoy being around your staff and guests when you don’t really show it.”


She stared at him in surprise. “I don’t? But … I speak to people all day. I ask them how they’re doing, if their meals are excellent, what they’re celebrating. Things like that.”


“What about the staff?”


“What about them?” She started to feel defensive. “I ask them if they need anything, what I can do to help them. I inquire about any incidents that may have occurred, how the kitchen has been running, check on the special reservations to make sure the staff is prepared.”


“Yes, you do. You’re a good boss,” he allowed.


“Why thank you,” she said dryly, giving him a droll look. “I’m so glad you approve.”


He ignored her sarcasm. “But when was the last time you actually talked to any of them?”


“What the hell do you mean? I just told you I talk all day!”


“When’s the last time you asked one of them anything personal?”


“Personal?” She was at a complete loss. “Like what?”


“Jesus.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, then dropped his hand and regarded her in part amusement, part exasperation. “You know Brandon, the waiter?”


“Brandon Gates. Of course I do.”


“Right. But did you know his pet iguana died yesterday?”


Obviously one of them had been dropped on his head. And it wasn’t her.


“So? As long as Ethan didn’t serve it in the soup, what does that have to do with me?”


The bastard actually laughed. An honest-to-God laugh that made his eyes crinkle and her toes curl. Made her insides warm in the most pleasant way.


“Christ, you’re so uptight, you squeak when you walk.”


“What?” She gaped at him. “Listen, Mr. James—”


“I saved your life, as you pointed out,” he murmured, moving closer. Reaching out, he gently touched her face with the rough pads of his fingers. “I believe we’ve moved on to first names, Anna.”


Her breath caught in her chest, nerves dancing at his touch. The hunger in his eyes, his nearness, torched all of her arguments to dust. At five-eight she wasn’t a short woman, but the top of her head barely reached his chin. That was a secret thrill of hers—a big, tall man surrounding her. Pressing her down, covering her lips with his.


He was so close, their mouths almost meeting. Then he stepped back, and it took her a moment to adjust. To realize he wasn’t going to kiss her after all. Flushing, she attempted to cover her embarrassment by fishing in her purse for the keys to her apartment. Finding them, she gave him a smile she didn’t feel.


“Well, Gray, I should get home.”


She turned and started down the hallway, and he kept pace beside her, apparently not ready to relinquish his role as her protector. Suddenly her ordered world had been unbalanced, not just by the attack but by Gray’s nearness, and she wondered if that’s what he had intended.


At her door, she unlocked it and faced him. “Thank you for saving me. I can’t imagine what might’ve happened if you hadn’t been walking home right behind me.”


The idea made her feel sick again.


“I’m glad I was there.” A shadow passed over his face and was gone. “Let me come in? You’ve had a shock, and I want to see you settled before I leave.”


Settled. That would be the very last thing she would feel if she allowed him inside, of that there was no doubt. Some force that obliterated reason and good sense had her opening the door anyway, stepping aside to welcome him to her home.


“Nice place,” he commented.


“I imagine it’s the same as yours.”


“Just the floor plan.” Looking around, he appeared impressed. “I definitely don’t have your sense of style.”


“I can’t claim much credit, except for the colors. I picked those and then hired a decorator.”


“I like the browns with the deep red accents. It fits you.”


Curious, she studied him as she set her purse on the bar. “How so?”


“The browns are subtle, understated, and strong. Alone, they might be boring to the eye, and then bam—the red is exciting. Just like those flashes of your true personality when you let them out, as you did in the hallway a few minutes ago.”


“Seriously?” A laugh escaped before she could help it. “You are so full of shit.”


“And like now,” he said, looking smug. “Miss Claire would never have said that, but Anna sure did. I obviously know what I’m talking about.”


“I don’t know whether to be flattered or frightened by the armchair psychoanalysis.”


“Flattered—what else?” Gesturing toward the couch, he ordered, “Sit down. What do you want to drink? Wine? Something stronger?”


Amused, she did as he said—for the moment. “Isn’t that my line? This is my apartment.”


“You can offer one to me some other time.” He disappeared into the kitchen and began to rummage around as his voice drifted to her. “You know, sometime when you haven’t been attacked by a mugger.”


The image caused her to shiver, and she unwillingly began to relive the encounter. “I’ll just have some water. Get whatever you want for yourself.”


In moments he was back, the sofa dipping as he sat beside her and twisted the tops off two bottles, handing her one. “I don’t often drink this late at night. Gives me insomnia.”


“Hmm.” There was something odd about that man in the alley.


“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked in concern.


“He talked too much.”


“What?”


“The mugger.” Anna lifted her gaze to see Gray studying her, brows furrowed. “He was all talk. He never did much except push me around and scare me. Isn’t that weird?”


Gray leaned forward. “What else?”


“He smelled nice, like he had on his best cologne. And …”


“And?”


She gasped. “The man wasn’t armed! He didn’t have anything in his hands.”


“Are you sure? Could be it happened so fast, you missed a small knife or something in his grasp.”


“No, I’m positive. The mugger wasn’t armed, he spoke articulately, and he smelled nice. Something is off about the whole thing.”


“That is strange,” he said thoughtfully. “You should be more careful from now on. In fact, I’ll be walking you home for a while. Just in case.”


In case the man returns. Fear overrode the inner whispering that it was smart to keep a distance from this sexy man, no matter how much she wanted him. “All right.”


Their eyes met, and a strange flutter of butterfly wings took off in her stomach. Gray was looking at her as though she were the answer to every question he had, and it was wonderful. Confusing. Arousing.


“You’re so beautiful,” he said with reverence, touching her face with the pads of his fingers.


“I don’t remember the last time anyone told me that.”


“You deserve to hear that every single day, because it’s true.”


“Thank you.” Drawn to him, she reached up and traced his lips with one finger. “You’re a very handsome man yourself.”


“I wasn’t fishing.”


“I didn’t think you were.” She paused. “Why me?”


His face registered surprise. “Why am I interested in you?”


“Yes.”


“Besides your beauty, you’re smart, successful. Kind. I think you need to unwind a lot, and I want to help you do that.”


God, he smelled good. Woodsy and manly, and it made her body ache to be touched. Completed. “Then help me, Gray.”


For a few moments he didn’t speak. His hand covered hers and waited, giving her time to voice an objection. When it didn’t come, he leaned over and closed the distance between them. Brought their lips together, parted hers with his tongue.


His kiss was liquid fire. Slowly, he licked her mouth, his sensual exploration sparking an electrical storm throughout her body. All thoughts of why it was a bad idea to see an employee blew to dust. Pushing into him, she sought more. Needed more from this man. It had been far too long since she’d come alive this way.


All too soon, the kiss was over and Gray moved back. Confused, she tried to pull herself together.


“Will you be okay tonight?”


Only if you stay. But of course she wouldn’t say the words.


“Yes, I’ll be fine.” She forced a smile. “Go on, get some rest. You’re on the late shift again tomorrow.”


Rising, he looked down at her. He didn’t seem eager to go—more like resigned that it was for the best. And it was.


“Give me your cell phone.”


“Why?”


“So I can program my number in for you.”


“Oh. Okay.” Fishing around in her purse, she found the device and handed it over. He punched a long series of buttons, then he handed it back.


“Here you go. Call me if you need anything at all, Anna.”


Her name on his lips, the intensity of his gaze, made her feel like a wounded antelope in the sights of a lion. The thing was, she didn’t want to escape.


“I will.”


With that promise extracted, he gave her a wicked half smile and walked out the door, shutting it softly behind him. Following him, she looked up and then stood gazing at the colors in her living room, trying to see them—and herself—through his eyes.


Brown for steadiness and strength, red for excitement. Being alive.


Somehow, it seemed he’d taken all of the red with him when he left.
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Grayson closed the door behind him and stood in the middle of his sparsely furnished apartment, frustration and guilt riding him hard.


As he’d started getting to know Anna Claire over the past few weeks, he’d slowly come to realize she was nothing like he’d first assumed. He’d thought she was too straitlaced and wondered that she hadn’t snapped like a brittle twig. Maybe a little stuck-up, too. But she wasn’t.


She was driven, determined, smart, and sexy. Kind to her employees and patrons, yet aloof to the former, perhaps because she was their boss. The woman was complicated, and yet he felt he was coming to understand what made her tick. She needed to have some fun, enjoy life a little.


He intended to help her along in that area.


A knock at the door interrupted his musings. He had a sneaking suspicion who would be on the other side, and he was right.


“You took a hell of a risk,” he growled. “Don’t you ever use your brain?”


Simon King strolled inside, halting in the center of the room, and faced him wearing a grin. “I changed clothes, and nobody saw me come here. It’s not like she got a good look at me anyhow.”


Gray rolled his eyes. “She knows something is off, you idiot. Once she calmed down and had time to pull herself together, she said you were too articulate and you smelled good. And it didn’t escape her notice that you weren’t armed.”


The cocky grin slid off his face. Good.


“Shit. I didn’t expect her to be so aware of those kinds of details. Most women wouldn’t be when they’re scared.”


“Anna’s not most women, Simon.” He sighed.


“Yeah? Well, at least we accomplished our goal,” his partner pointed out. “You got invited into the lioness’s den. The question is, did you get a free pass to go back?”


“Most likely. She’s a tough one, but I think this was the edge I needed.”


Simon considered that. Thankfully, he didn’t mention just how far Gray might still have to go to capture their prey. “Did you get the trace put on her cell phone?” he asked instead.


“Yeah. I’ll get the rest in place next time I go over there.”


“Which will be when?”


“Hopefully tomorrow.”


“It would be quicker if you just broke in and did the job.”


“And more risky, too, in a building like this with all the apartment doors facing one hallway and no access from the outside. No, being invited in is a much better scenario.”


“All right. It’s your call.” Simon paused. “Who do you like for this, partner? Honestly?”


Gray rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s the million-dollar question.”


“Make that multimillion. Literally.”


And that’s why he and his partner were on this case, and why Gray had infiltrated the staff of Floor Fifty-Five. Several of Anna’s employees were running drugs, using the restaurant as a cover and base of operations. His job was to learn the names of everyone involved, how and where they were hiding the drugs—and whether Anna was in on the scheme.


God, he really hoped not.


Lowering himself into an easy chair, he answered, “I’m the low man there, so working my way into confidences is proving harder than I expected.”


“Whoever’s behind this is mob-connected, my friend. They’re going to be suspicious of anyone new, and it will take too long to earn their trust, so forget making buddies. Just find the evidence and get out.”


“Can’t argue there. But I am working my way through the employee list. I’ve been able to eliminate some people and I have a few names for our list of suspects.”


Simon took out his iPhone and opened the notepad feature. “Ready when you are.”


Grayson recited what he knew as his partner typed notes into his phone. When they were done, Simon asked, “Anything else?”


“Not at the moment. I have to tell you, my gut says Anna’s not involved.”


“You sure that’s not your dick doing the talking?”


Despite the seriousness of the situation, he laughed. “Not at all.”


“That’s what I figured.” His partner shook his head. “Be careful, okay?”


“I wouldn’t be anything less.”


But after Simon left, he couldn’t help but think careful wasn’t going to be a word that applied at all where Anna was concerned.


***


Damn the man, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.


At the restaurant, she was worthless. She was walking around in such a fog that she barely spoke to the diners or her staff that afternoon. Sensing her distraction, some of the employees cut her curious glances, but mostly stayed out of her way. A few even looked at her with trepidation, as though she might be angry about something. But no one asked her if something was wrong. Not one of them reached out. As Gray had pointed out, she didn’t talk to her staff about personal matters—so they didn’t talk to her, either.


Guilt assailed her, and she decided to take action. Test the waters, show them she was human. What could it hurt?


Walking toward the bar, she spotted Brandon waiting for a drink order. As she headed toward him, she racked her brain to recall what sort of pet Gray said he’d lost. It was something unusual. A snake? A gerbil? No, a lizard of some kind.


Stopping in front of Brandon, she said, “Can I have a word with you?”


Blinking at her, he nodded and swallowed hard, eyes widening. “Sure. I mean, yes, ma’am! I … Did I do something wrong? Is this about the Jacksons’ order? I swear I told Chef medium rare, and the steak looked fine to me, but—”


“It’s not about the steak. You handled that situation just fine.” Giving him a sympathetic look, she said, “I just wanted to express my condolences for the loss of your gecko.”
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