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			“What do you want?”

			“Giana.” Her name sounded like a caress against her skin. “We both know why I’m here.”

			“Do we?” she countered.

			“Are you really going to hide behind bravado rather than acknowledge what’s happening?” His dark brown gaze bore into hers. “Alright, I’ll play along.”

			“Nothing is happening here. I assumed you came after me to take me to task for showing up at your precious charity event?”

			He chuckled. “Oh, no doubt. I was angry.”

			Was, meaning past tense? So, he wasn’t upset anymore? Why did Giana suspect that didn’t bode well for her? She didn’t like the heated look in his eyes as if he was imagining her without any clothes on. But hadn’t she done the same to him? She needed to get out of here before...

			Clonk.

			The elevator skidded to an abrupt halt, plunging them into darkness.

			* * *

			Holiday Playbook by Yahrah St. John is part 
of the Locketts of Tuxedo Park series.

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			The latest installment in the Locketts of Tuxedo Park series features Giana Lockett. As the baby girl in a family of men, Giana has to be hard-nosed to ensure she’s not overlooked. She is determined to win the endorsement of a sports drink company her father covets.

			The owner of LEAN, Wynn Starks refuses an introduction until Giana ambushes him at a charity event. Sparks fly and Giana finds mixing business with pleasure is more than she bargained for. I love her evolution because love and family, once on her backburner, come front and center. The stakes are high when Giana’s ambition and Wynn’s fear of love come to a dramatic head. What’s more important? Her father’s approval or the love of a lifetime? Find out now.
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			One

			“Anything new to report, Giana?” Roman Lockett asked during the Atlanta Cougars’ managers’ meeting the Monday after the long Thanksgiving weekend.

			As the chief marketing and branding officer, Giana Lockett oversaw the football team’s marketing efforts and business operations and strategies surrounding the team’s brand. She hated when her brother called her out like he was the teacher and she was the student, especially since she was the only woman sitting at a table full of men.

			“I’ve begun working with the Lockett Foundation to help spearhead the league’s efforts in youth football and community outreach, as well as finalizing a college basketball tournament here at the arena.”

			“That’s great, Giana,” her father, Josiah Lockett, chimed in. “And what about endorsements for Curtis?”

			Curtis Jackson was a star wide receiver and the Atlanta Cougars’ newest recruit.

			“We’ve got Curtis teed up for sneaker, fast food, cell phone and luxury vehicle endorsements.”

			“And what about sports drinks?” her father pressed.

			Giana knew exactly what he was asking about. Her father wanted to work with LEAN, a sports drink brand owned by Wynn Starks’s company. But the elusive billionaire had kept Giana at arm’s length for much of the year. Usually, it was the other way around with companies coming to athletes, but LEAN seemed determined not to join forces with the Atlanta Cougars, which was why the deal was especially appealing to her father. He hated being told no.

			Giana had gone through the usual channels of making a pitch to Starks’s marketing team about what a great partnership they could have. And she’d spoken with his personal assistant in the hopes she’d make headway, but for months Wynn Starks had doggedly given her the slip. Her perseverance had won out and she’d garnered a meeting for today.

			“I’m exploring different options,” Giana finally replied, keeping her response cagey.

			“Excellent. Sounds like you have it under control.” Roman gave her a wink. “Let’s move on to the injured list as we head into the playoffs.”

			The meeting finished up shortly after. Her father rushed off for an appointment, leaving Giana blessedly free from another tirade about why she hadn’t managed to get the Starks Inc. deal.

			“Thanks for the assist, Rome,” Giana said after the remaining staff cleared the room.

			“I’ve got your back.”

			Giana glanced up at her big brother. “Thank you.” At six foot two, her brother was several inches taller than her. Today he was in a gray designer suit with a navy tie and looked every bit the general manager he’d become several months ago when their father stepped back from the role. Roman was easy on the eyes, with milk chocolate skin the same as hers and a sculpted beard.

			“I knew Dad was about to fire into you on LEAN, and I didn’t think you wanted the heat.”

			“I didn’t, but don’t worry. I have a meeting scheduled with Wynn Starks today and hope to land the deal.”

			Roman’s bushy eyebrows rose. “Sure you’re not overconfident, Gigi? He has been hard to pin down.”

			“I play to win, Rome,” Giana responded. “Same as you.”

			“Go get ’em, tiger.” He laughed when she sashayed out of the room.

			Minutes later when she returned to her office, however, her boss lady ego was deflated. “What do you mean, he canceled?” Giana folded her arms across the blazer of her navy blue suit and regarded her assistant, Mara Hall. “I thought this was a done deal.”

			“It was until his PA called me a few minutes ago and said Mr. Starks is fully booked and didn’t have a minute to spare.”

			Giana rolled her eyes. It was a bald-faced lie. Wynn Starks must have learned she was on his calendar and told his PA to call off their meeting. A meeting she’d booked weeks ago. She couldn’t understand why he managed to foil her every time, but she refused to play by the rules any longer. “Mara, can you get me the report Nico Shapiro did on Mr. Starks?”

			Nico was the investigator the Atlanta Cougars kept on retainer to handle delicate situations. He was damn good at his job.

			“Of course.” Mara left her office, and Giana leaned back in her executive chair and fumed.

			If Mr. Starks wanted to play hardball, that’s exactly what Giana would do. She hadn’t grown up around three brothers without learning how to play dirty.

			Mara returned several minutes later holding a manila folder. She handed it to her. “Thank you,” Giana responded. “Can you close the door, please?”

			Once Mara had gone, Giana reviewed the report again. It stated Wynn frequented a local gym and liked to box. So she came up with a strategy. She would show up where he was until he had no choice but to talk to her.

			

			Wynn Starks was in a foul mood. He’d thought it was going to be a good day. He’d run five miles. The workout had cleared his mind and gotten him into the right head space to run the sports drink company he’d founded a decade ago.

			Riding his limited-edition MTT Turbine Streetfighter to the office, he’d felt the wind against his face and felt alive. But that had been the last of the good vibes this morning. The first miss had been when he arrived and his personal assistant, Sam Clark, had informed him he had a meeting scheduled with Giana Lockett.

			Sam was an unassuming young fellow with pale skin, floppy brown hair and a warm smile, who preferred Dockers and a polo shirt to a suit and tie.

			Wynn’s face scrunched into a frown as he finished off the protein shake Sam had waiting for him. “I thought I eighty-sixed that meeting?” He guzzled the shake, and before he could hand it to Sam, his assistant was already taking the container from him.

			“Yes, you did, but she rescheduled.”

			“I’m not interested in meeting a spoiled rich princess who wouldn’t know the value of hard work if it hit her in the face.”

			After Giana Lockett reached out to him the first time, Wynn had done his research. She hailed from the Locketts, who owned the Cougars, Atlanta’s football franchise. They were connected and well-known in town and were exactly the kind of people Wynn steered clear of. They reminded him too much of his ex-wife Christine’s family. They were all about money, power and privilege which wasn’t everything in Wynn’s mind. He’d always tried to make sure his money, power and privilege were used to help others and not just make his pockets fatter.

			Wynn wasn’t a fan of football players. When he’d been in high school, he’d been mercilessly bullied by jocks on the football team. He’d always been lean and trim, but back then he’d been much smaller and they’d taken advantage of him, taking his lunch money or stuffing him in his locker. Because of the experience he’d steered clear of football teams and instead focused his attention on other athletes.

			“She’s been very persistent,” Sam stated, following him into his office.

			“Give her the brush-off. I don’t care how you do it. Just get rid of her.”

			Sam left, and Wynn thought the day would improve, but then he’d heard from focus groups that the new drink Starks Inc. planned on debuting wasn’t up to par and its release would have to be pushed back. Wynn gritted his teeth. He hated failure.

			Starks Inc. specialized in sports drinks, fresh-made juices and smoothies. His initial effort, LEAN, had brand-name recognition and had put Starks Inc. on the map. The investors who’d made him a billionaire several times over at the age of thirty were expecting the next big thing, and Wynn had to deliver.

			He was still feeling out of sorts when he showed up to his favorite gym in Buckhead to meet his best friend, Silas Tucker, later that afternoon for one of their regular sparring sessions. Silas was a famous restaurateur in Atlanta and owned several restaurants. He’d made it big after winning a chefs’ competition on television.

			“Hey, man, it’s good to see you,” Silas said, giving Wynn a one-armed hug.

			Silas and Wynn were about the same height and were both athletic and lean, which was why they matched perfectly in the boxing ring. Their biggest difference? Silas’s dark looks always served him well with the ladies who liked chocolate brothers over Wynn’s tawny light brown complexion and perpetual five o’clock shadow.

			“Give me a minute and I’ll be right out.” Wynn headed toward the locker room and changed into a tank and shorts. After placing his duffel bag in the locker, he walked back to the gym. He loved the energy here and needed to blow off some steam.

			“What’s with the frown?” Silas asked when Wynn came toward him. “Bad day at the office?”

			When he didn’t reply, Silas didn’t pry. His friend knew when Wynn was ready to talk, he would. Instead, Silas joined him in a quick warmup of some squats with a kettle ball, shoulder stretches and jump rope. Wynn did his usual one-two bounce on his feet and then left hook, right jab combination.

			Once his muscles were sufficiently warmed up, Wynn began wrapping his hands to prevent sprains. He strapped one gloved wrist in place before finishing the other. When he was ready to go, he joined Silas in the ring and put his mouth guard in place and his helmet over his head.

			“What’s new?” Silas asked as they began sparring.

			“The usual work, work and work.”

			“Life isn’t all about work, my friend. You’ve been going ninety miles an hour for a few years, since before Starks Inc. went public. In case you didn’t know it, you’ve arrived.”

			Silas paused, which gave Wynn the opportunity to give him a one-two punch. “Hey, no fair. I wasn’t ready.” Silas rubbed his jaw with his gloved hand.

			“Perhaps you should stop talking, then,” Wynn replied, stepping back into a boxing stance. “I have some aggression to get rid of.” If he couldn’t punish himself in the ring, he would go for another run or work out in his home gym.

			“The best way to get rid of this tension is with a little female attention, if you get my drift,” Silas responded with a quick right-cross hook.

			Wynn bobbed to the outside and missed the incoming attack. “When I’m in need of female company, I know how to find it.”

			“You could have fooled me. When was your last date?”

			Wynn couldn’t recall, but it didn’t much matter because he wasn’t interested in women. He hadn’t been since his ex-wife, Christine Davis, had stomped all over his heart and damn near taken his business. Lucky for him, his ironclad prenup had survived the battle. He was congratulating himself when a hush fell across the gym.

			“What the hell?” Wynn went to turn around and Silas returned with a quick hook, which brought Wynn to his knees just in time to see the most fabulous set of toned brown legs come into his line of sight. No wonder every man in the gym had gone silent. This intruder had legs for days, and Wynn could only imagine what they might feel like wrapped around him.

			Wynn’s eyes traveled up the woman’s body until he found himself looking into the stormy dark brown eyes of none other than Giana Lockett.

			Her expression said it all.

			She was angry—livid, in fact. Even without her saying a word, Wynn could feel his body respond to her. It was a twist in the gut, knowing a beautiful woman could have this effect on him when he’d sworn off women for an indefinite period. He swore as he rose to his feet, because he suspected Giana had come to give him a piece of her mind—and despite himself, Wynn was excited at the prospect.

			

			Giana folded her arms across the sports bra top she was wearing along with her high-waisted leggings. She knew her outfit was revealing, but she’d wanted to grab Wynn Starks’s attention, maybe even push him a little to finally take notice of her. She hadn’t thought about how her outfit might be viewed by the other men working out in the gym. All she’d known was she had to shake things up, even if it meant coming to his home turf.

			She walked toward the ring where Wynn was sparring with another man and got a good look at all six feet three inches of him.

			Giana couldn’t resist licking her suddenly dry lips. Online and in the pictures in Nico’s folder, Wynn Starks had looked sleek and groomed, but right now he looked dangerous. His tank and gym shorts showed off his athletic physique, trim hips and muscled arms. He had closely cropped dark hair, thick eyebrows and deep brown eyes. Shadowy stubble outlined his strong jaw. Her body warmed, but Giana fought off the sentiment. She was here for business, and she wouldn’t let Wynn’s good looks deter her.

			“Mr. Starks. You’re a hard man to get in touch with,” Giana said when he gave no indication he intended to speak.

			She watched him whisper something into his friend’s ear and couldn’t help but notice the other man’s smirk as he exited the ring stage left. Then Wynn was taking off his boxing gloves and lifting the ropes to jump down until he was standing a few feet away from her.

			“Did you ever think perhaps I didn’t want to be found?”

			“We had an appointment.”

			“Which I canceled, but clearly you didn’t take the hint. Tell me, Giana Lockett, do you always make it a habit of stalking people and going places you’re not wanted?”

			“You know who I am?” Giana responded.

			“Of course I do.” Wynn’s fierce eyes met hers. “You’re a Lockett. Everyone in this towns knows you.”

			“Then you know I’m a businesswoman, Mr. Starks, and maybe, just maybe if you’d given me some professional courtesy and kept our previous appointments, I wouldn’t have taken the drastic measure of accosting you at the gym.” She caught the way Wynn’s eyes roamed from her face down to the sports bra she was wearing and lower to her snug-fitting leggings.

			“I appreciate what you’re wearing, Ms. Lockett, as I’m sure every other man here in the gym does.” He quickly surveyed the room. “But that was your intent, right? You wanted to be noticed.” He walked past her to some shelving, which held rolled-up towels. He grabbed one and wiped the sweat off his face.

			“I want you to stop canceling our appointments and hear me out,” she responded hotly.

			“I’m afraid your actions have been for naught, Ms. Lockett, because I’m not buying whatever it is you’re selling.” Wynn had never shared his history of bullying with anyone in interviews, so Giana had no idea he was not a fan of football jocks. He went to walk past her, but Giana reached out and grabbed his arm.

			“Wait!” She glared up at him, and his gaze lingered on her. For a few brief seconds, Giana saw a shift in Wynn, because he’d felt it, too—a jolt of electricity zinged up her arm and Giana felt a rush of sexual awareness. Immediately, she pulled back her hand and cradled it close to her body, as if she’d been burned.

			She didn’t want to jeopardize their business with any pesky feelings. And Wynn’s expression quickly changed back to hostility, as if she’d imagined the moment of connection.

			“Won’t you at least give me a chance?” She had to get him to see she was more than a pretty face. “The Atlanta Cougars and our players can be a great resource to help build Starks Inc.’s recognition in the marketplace.”

			“I don’t need you or anyone else coming in here telling me how to run my company. I’ve done quite well on my own thus far,” Wynn stated. “Go home, Ms. Lockett.”

			Wynn left her standing in the middle of the gym.

			Scorned.

			Of all the pigheaded men Giana had ever dealt with, Wynn Starks was the worst. For some reason, he held a very low opinion of her, and she couldn’t fathom why. She’d never met him, but Wynn Starks certainly had a block where she was concerned, and for the life of her, Giana couldn’t figure out how to break through it.

		
	
		
			Two

			“You ready for that drink?” Silas asked once Wynn came out of the shower room with a towel wrapped around his waist. Silas was already dressed in blue jeans, a button-down shirt and sneakers.

			“Hell yeah!” Wynn said. “Give me a few minutes.”

			“No problem. I’ll wait for you outside. Then you can tell me why you gave Giana Lockett the brush-off.”

			Once Silas had gone, Wynn dried off. He couldn’t explain why he’d been rude to Giana—only thing he knew was as soon as he’d seen her jet-black hair in a sleek ponytail and her skimpy outfit clinging to those perfect round breasts and curved hips, he’d lost his mind.

			Giana had been wearing sexy clothes to tease him. To get a rise out of him. And she had. In more ways than one. When she’d touched his arm, a current of electricity had shot straight to the lower half of his body, reminding Wynn it had been a long time since he’d been with a woman.

			Was that why he’d felt the frisson of electricity spark between them?

			Wynn didn’t care what it was, because he didn’t want to do business with the Locketts. Josiah Lockett had a reputation for being a hard-ass, although he had taken a back seat recently to allow his son Roman to take over as general manager. Nonetheless, Wynn wasn’t a big fan of football after his bullying experience in high school and preferred working with other athletes to represent his brands.

			After he changed back into his jeans and T-shirt, he met Silas outside where he was leaning against his Ferrari 812. “Ready to head to the bar? We can get that drink. I can bring you back for your bike.”

			Wynn slid inside, and once they were on the road, Silas got right to the point. “So, what’s up with you and Giana Lockett?”

			Wynn frowned. “There’s nothing between us. I hardly know her.”

			Silas chuckled and glanced at Wynn. “You could have fooled me. The vibes you two were giving off were definitely of the sexual variety.”

			Wynn rolled his eyes and stared out the window as Silas took them to one of their favorite bars a few miles away. “Well, you got it wrong.”

			“If you say so, but I think you’re protesting a little too much.”

			“Why are you so quick to talk about my love life anyway? Up until a couple of months ago, you and Janelle were on opposite sides of the world.” Silas and his supermodel wife, Janelle, had been estranged and living apart for years. They’d only recently reunited.

			“Which is why I know bachelorhood is not for me,” Silas returned. “I missed my wife, and I can tell you we are making up for lost time.”

			Wynn laughed heartily. “Good for you, but marriage isn’t for everyone.”

			“C’mon, you were happy at some point with Christine, right?”

			“Initially, things did go well, and I enjoyed the sense of belonging to another person, but then Christine showed her true colors. I’m telling you, marriage and relationships are off the table for me.”

			“I thought time was supposed to heal wounds?”

			“I’m living proof it’s a damn lie,” Wynn responded with a snort.

			Silas pulled his Ferrari into a parking space outside. The place was busy with the happy hour crowd, but he and Silas managed to squeeze in at the bar. Wynn ordered a bourbon while Silas ordered a whiskey.

			“So why is Giana sweating you anyway? What does she want?”

			Wynn sipped his bourbon before answering. “My guess is she wants an endorsement deal for one of her players.”

			“And would that be such a bad thing?” Silas inquired. “The Atlanta Cougars are having an amazing season now that they have Curtis Jackson. There’s even talk they could go to the championship.”

			“Yeah, but have you forgotten what happened to me in high school? The terrible bullying I received at the hands of those football jocks? Because I haven’t.”

			“Of course not, but you can’t blame every football player for the actions of some bad apples. Don’t limit yourself. Having a player as popular as Curtis Jackson with his clean-cut image would be great for LEAN.”

			Wynn frowned. LEAN was his baby. He wouldn’t turn that over to just anyone. “I hear you.”

			“Do you? And what about Giana Lockett? If you ask me, you should be trying to get to know the lady better. She’s a beautiful woman, and if you don’t want her, someone else will.”

			“From what I’ve learned, Giana is currently single.”

			“You interested in her?”

			“No, I’m not.” But even as Wynn said the words, he knew they were a lie. The air between them had been charged with sexual tension. He’d had a visceral reaction to Giana the moment he’d seen her from the boxing ring.

			But he would have to forget her beautiful bone structure, smooth mocha complexion, almond-shaped eyes and sensual mouth that promised sin. Wynn couldn’t afford a dalliance with another rich girl and reminded himself Giana Lockett was off-limits.

			

			Giana wasn’t happy with how the afternoon had gone. She’d thought going to one of Wynn’s favorite places and talking to him in person would produce a different result. It hadn’t. Instead, he seemed more determined than ever to thwart her at every turn.

			Dejected, Giana walked to the main house of her parents’ estate in Tuxedo Park to raid the freezer for her favorite moose tracks ice cream.

			When Roman had married and bought a house in Buckhead with his new wife, Shantel, Giana had used the opportunity to move into the guesthouse and finally get out from under her mother’s discerning eye. She could have moved out sooner, but her mother liked having her children near and as the only girl in the family, Giana had acquiesced.

			But Giana was terrible at shopping for herself. There wasn’t much in her fridge other than a bottle of champagne and a leftover charcuterie plate from one of her charity events. And she desperately needed a sugar fix to drown her disappointment. She knew she’d find what she was looking for at her parents’ house.

			Giana was grateful when she opened the stainless steel freezer and found their butler, Gerard, had stocked it with her favorite ice cream. Gerard had been with the family for as long as she remembered and always spoiled her.

			Since she was little, she’d always been given anything she ever asked for, be it a pony when she was eight, a brand-new Porsche when she turned sixteen or an expensive debutante dress, because she had been a daddy’s girl. However, when it came time for her to step out of the shadows and be her own person, her father had been surprised to learn she had a mind of her own. Giana didn’t want to be the conventional rich man’s wife. She wanted a career, and she’d fought tooth and nail for her success. Wynn Starks would not stop her. Her father wanted the account and pleasing him had always been of utmost importance to her. She supposed it had to do with proving she was as good at business as Roman.

			She sank her spoon into the sweet, creamy mixture and sighed in bliss as the sweetness hit her taste buds.

			“That good, huh?” her brother Xavier said from behind her. She swiveled around on the bar stool. Xavier stood well over six feet and had a deep brown complexion, eyes the color of cognac and short, curly hair cropped close to his head. With his beard, broad nose and full lips, the ladies had gone wild over him during his quarterback days.

			She grinned. “Yeah, it is.” She ate another spoonful. “What are you doing here?”

			“I was hoping you might be interested in catching dinner, but I see you’re having dessert instead.”

			“My afternoon was an epic failure, so I figured why not death by chocolate.”

			“Surely it can’t be that bad,” Xavier said, walking to the cabinets across from her and pulling another spoon from the drawer. He joined her at the oversize quartz island and dipped his spoon in the container for a heaping portion. After tasting it, he too let out a sigh.

			“See—” Giana pointed her finger at him “—it’s good. And the reason I’m annoyed is because I’ve failed yet again to get Wynn Starks on board with letting the Atlanta Cougars represent his brands.”

			She didn’t like failure of any kind, and neither did her father. He was a hard taskmaster, and he would accept nothing less than success. She wanted to show her father there wasn’t anything she couldn’t do and she was just as good as Roman when it came to business.

			Xavier shrugged. “Then move on. There are tons of other endorsements out there for someone as popular as Curtis. I remember when I was a quarterback...” He stopped midsentence and didn’t finish.

			Giana understood. Xavier didn’t like talking about the period when he’d been the Atlanta Cougars’ star quarterback. After winning a Heisman trophy in college, he’d gone pro and had been the best in the business. His future had been bright until the terrible game when he’d injured his knee. It had ended his playing career and caused him to walk with a slight limp to this day. Ever since he was a little boy, Xavier had always had a football in his hand. It had been his life’s blood. It had been hard losing that, but he’d finally moved on and was doing well as a commentator for a sports network.

			“I know I should find an alternate company,” Giana responded, “but Daddy seems focused on Starks Inc. I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s because Wynn refuses to give us an audience. I mean, today, I went to a lot of trouble to get his attention, and still nada.”

			Xavier frowned and set aside his spoon. “What did you do?”

			“I showed up at the gym where he works out to confront him.”

			“You did what?” His voice grew loud.

			Giana rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t give me that no-she-didn’t look. I’m not someone who takes no for an answer.”

			“And I take it you were turned away and came home with your tail between your legs?” Xavier said with a laugh. He grabbed his spoon to continue eating.

			“Maybe.”

			Wynn might have dismissed her, but he didn’t dislike her. He liked her moxie even though he tried to hide it. There’d been a flicker of interest lurking in those dark brown depths, and truth be told, she’d felt the sizzle, too, but she wasn’t going to exploit it. This wasn’t personal. She would try one more time to get him to listen and see what a great partnership Starks Inc. and the Cougars could have. If he didn’t, she would go with another company.

			“So, what next?”

			“I’m not giving up, if that’s what you mean.”

			“Of course not. It’s not in your DNA.” Xavier laughed. “I doubt the poor bastard knows what he’s got into for refusing you.”

			Giana smiled. She was used to fighting to get what she wanted. Her father had been dead set against her going to college and being away from the family. He’d seen Giana in a traditional role of wife and mother and going to a finishing school like her mother had, but Giana had had other ideas. She deserved the same Ivy League education as her older brothers Roman and Julian, and she’d persevered.

			Wynn Starks would be no different.

			He had a weakness, and she would find it.

		
	
		
			Three

			A solution came the following day when Giana and Mara were sifting through her invitations. There were a lot to choose from; her social calendar was usually filled with work engagements or charity commitments on behalf of the Lockett Foundation.

			Her mother had started the organization a decade ago in the hopes the Atlanta Cougars’ platform could bring support and financial assistance to local community groups. As the charity grew, so had its commitments to the Salvation Army, as well as to nonprofits helping with multiple sclerosis, breast cancer, Alzheimer’s and autism. Giana was proud of her work, but it left little time for a social life.

			She finally found what she was looking for: an invitation to a gala for Wynn Starks’s favorite charity, the Boys & Girls Clubs of America, coming up this weekend. In one of his rare interviews, he’d mentioned how he’d used their services in his youth. If they could connect on something close to his heart, it could be a real game changer.

			Which was why on Saturday night she found herself seated in the back of a limousine wearing a new gown that had cost a fortune in the hopes of garnering a few minutes of his time. It was a long shot, but she had to try.

			In her opinion she looked like a sparkly disco ball, but her stylist had insisted the silver metallic gown with a high halter neckline and major thigh-high slit was a showstopper. The back of the floor-length dress plunged into a deep V right above her waistline. The stylist had paired it with large silver and diamond earrings and metallic silver strappy Jimmy Choo sandals.

			It was certainly dramatic and might even raise a few eyebrows, but the rest of her look couldn’t be touched. Her hair had been styled into textured waves tucked behind one ear with a deep side part, and her makeup was perfection, with a sculpted brow, smoky eye and rosy nude lip.

			A small group of paparazzi was on hand when she exited the vehicle. Giana waved and stopped for photos before making her way inside the downtown hotel. Since it was shortly after Thanksgiving, the hotel had already put an enormous Christmas tree in the lobby covered with white and gold ornaments, poinsettias and garland.

			Giana took the elevator to the mezzanine level and upon her arrival was greeted by many acquaintances she knew from her charity events. But she was only interested in one person, and she quickly scanned the room.

			She found Wynn talking to the mayor and his wife. He was very animated and smiling, which was something he hadn’t done when he’d been around her. He had a great smile, and nothing could distract from his sex appeal. He was imposingly masculine, with powerful shoulders and a broad, strong chest in a custom black tuxedo with hand-stitched shoes.

			It took all Giana’s willpower to look away from such physical perfection. Her cheeks burned because she’d been riveted to the spot by him. She focused on the conversation she was having with one of the Boys & Girls Clubs directors. When the time was right, she would approach him and let the chips fall where they may.

			

			Damn minx!

			Wynn couldn’t believe Giana Lockett had shown up to his charity event. Although he couldn’t say it was his, entirely; it was open to all the elite movers and shakers in town. He shouldn’t be surprised to see her, because her family was well-known in Atlanta for their charitable efforts, but he still was.

			He’d noticed her almost immediately when she’d sashayed that cute little bottom of hers into the room. How could he not? Her metallic dress shined like a diamond.

			He wasn’t supposed to be having feelings like this. He’d already had a go-round with a rich prima donna. He refused to do it again, but his libido had other ideas. He wanted to confront Giana, but as MC for the evening, his services were required.

			Wynn went onstage and performed his duties to the best of his ability. He spotlighted the great work the Boys & Girls Clubs had done and encouraged the guests to donate to the worthy cause. He expressed how much the organization had helped him during his youth. Because of the club, Wynn had a big brother to turn to who had helped him out during a difficult time. Unfortunately, Les Moore had died from prostate cancer a few years ago, but he’d had a profound impact on Wynn’s life.

			After his speech, Wynn settled in at his table, but he could feel Giana’s eyes boring a hole in the back of his head from where she was seated, directly behind him. Soon he would have to squash any hopes she had once and for all.

			

			Giana was having a lovely conversation with Mavis Bradley, an elderly widow who’d inherited the lion’s share of her husband’s estate after he passed. Mavis was a wealthy benefactor of several charities, and Giana was telling her about the Lockett Foundation’s next event when she felt an ominous presence behind her.

			She turned and found Wynn glaring at her.

			She swallowed and forced herself to breathe. Remembering her manners, she turned to Mavis. “Mavis, I’d like you to meet Wynn Starks. He runs Starks Inc., a health and sports drink company.”

			“Mr. Starks, you gave a great speech earlier,” Mrs. Bradley said. “I was moved.”

			“Thank you, ma’am.” He inclined his head. “Would you mind terribly if I stole Giana away? I’ve been waiting all night for a chance to dance with her.”

			“Oh, of course not. You young folks go right ahead.” She waved them off.

			Giana did the best she could to maintain her composure as he guided her toward the dance floor. She could feel his hot palm on her bare back as if he were branding her. Once there, he pulled her toward him, taking her hand in his and sliding his arm around her waist. Then she made the mistake of glancing up at Wynn.

			Everything about him was strong. The determined set of his clean-shaven jaw—though she’d preferred the five o’clock shadow from yesterday. The eyes as dark as midnight fringed by thick, ink-black lashes. The muscular, fit body, which showed he wasn’t afraid of a little sweat. She’d read his bio and knew once he set a goal, he did everything in his power to achieve it. To be a self-made billionaire at thirty was quite impressive.

			She hazarded him another glance, but shouldn’t have, because once she did, she was tethered to his gaze. She couldn’t look away even if she tried. He was mesmerizing. Enthralling. Magnetic. She dragged her eyes downward and instead found herself staring at his incredible sumptuous mouth and wondering what it would be like to have that mouth on hers.

			Oh God, she was in trouble.

			“What’s wrong, Giana?” Wynn asked, peering down at her. “Get more than you bargained for?”

			She didn’t cower easily; instead, she smiled sweetly up at him. “Of course not. I know exactly what I’m doing—trying to get an audience with an elusive billionaire who’s playing hard to get.”

			“Is that right?” he whispered so only she could hear him. His lips were centimeters from her ear. “I wonder if we should test that theory, hmm...?”

			“Test away.” The moment she uttered the taunt, Giana wished she could take it back, because Wynn pulled her even closer. And when his hips brushed hers, Giana felt the unmistakable imprint of his arousal. The room disappeared, and it felt as if they were the only two people in the whole world. She followed his lead and smiled wide as Wynn easily spun her around the dance floor.

			When the familiar song ended, Giana looked up and met Wynn’s gaze. Their eyes locked on each other, and Wynn thrust his fingers into her hair. Giana knew if he kissed her, he would possess her tonight. And so, with as much dignity as she could muster, she spun out of his grasp and rushed out of the room.

			

			Wynn watched Giana flee like her dress was on fire. He understood, because he hadn’t expected to want to kiss her after that incendiary dance. However, once he’d seen her from across the room looking divine in a dress that had been made for her body, he’d been entranced, even if he didn’t want to admit it to himself. She’d given true meaning to the word radiant.

			Despite the fact that he’d shunned her on multiple occasions, he liked that Giana held her head high and shoulders straight and showed grit and determination. She was a force to be reckoned with. And as far as the gown and tantalizing heels, all he could think about was taking it all off her.

			When they danced, he’d been unable to hide how aware of her he was. When he’d finally touched her, the buttery-soft smoothness of her milk chocolate skin had blood and heat rushing through his body. If she hadn’t run away, he most certainly would have kissed her. As a matter of fact, he still wanted to.

			And why should he deny himself?

			It was time to end his self-imposed celibacy and get back to the land of the living—and there was a chocolate siren calling to him. Rich and spoiled, she was exactly the kind of woman he steered clear of, but she revved him up like no other woman ever had. He liked her fire and her fighting spirit.

			Before he knew it, Wynn was chasing after Giana. He caught sight of her at the end of the hall as she waited for the elevator. With long strides he nearly caught up. He saw her deer-in-the-headlights reaction when she realized she’d poked the tiger. Then she was stepping into the elevator. He had seconds to catch her or the spell would be broken.

			Wynn reached out and blocked the elevator doors from closing. It beeped loudly as he stood in the entrance regarding her. She recoiled back against the wall, because she knew she’d been caught and there was nowhere to hide.

			He stepped in and the elevator doors closed, sealing them inside.

		
	
		
			Four

			Giana straightened her spine. She, Giana Lockett, who’d never run away from a fight, had fled once she’d come into full contact with Wynn Starks. “What do you want?” Her voice cracked, and she hoped he didn’t catch the breathiness.

			“Giana.” The way he said it felt like a caress against her skin. “We both know why I’m here.”

			“Do we?” she countered.

			“Are you really going to hide behind bravado rather than acknowledge what’s happening?” His dark brown gaze bored into hers. “All right, I’ll play along.”

			“Nothing is happening here. I assumed you came after me to take me to task for showing up at your precious charity event.”

			He chuckled. “Oh, no doubt. I was angry.”

			Was, meaning past tense? So, he wasn’t upset anymore? Why did Giana suspect that didn’t bode well for her? She didn’t like the heated look in his eyes, as if he was imagining her without any clothes on. But hadn’t she imagined him in the same way? She needed to get out of here before...

			Clonk.

			The elevator skidded to an abrupt halt, and the lights went out, plunging them into darkness. Rather than panic, Giana reached inside her purse and produced her iPhone and turned on the flashlight. She shined it on Wynn. “What the hell is going on?”

			“We must be stuck,” he said with a shrug. “It happens.” He reached for the box on the elevator panel containing the emergency phone and dialed out. Giana heard his side of the conversation as he spoke to the person on the other end. “Yes, there’s myself and another occupant. All right. We’ll be here.”

			Once he’d hung up and closed the box, Giana asked, “What did they say? How long are we going to be stuck in here?”

			“Not long. The elevator company has been called and they’ll be here soon. Are you claustrophobic?”

			Giana shook her head. She didn’t relish the idea of being locked up for an indefinite length of time with a man she was inappropriately attracted to. She should be focused on business, not those thick lips of his and what they could do to her.

			Good Lord, get a hold of yourself, Giana! She smoothed her hair back, and when she glanced up, she found Wynn was staring at her again.

			“Shall we pick up where we left off in the conversation?”

			“Must we? We could be here for a while given that it’s—” Giana glanced down at her Cartier watch “—after ten on a Saturday night. I doubt elevator technicians are going to be rushing to our rescue.”

			“Is there something else you’d rather be doing, Giana?” He smiled at her from the other side of the cab. “Because I can think of a few things off the top of my head.”

			Giana knew where he was heading, but an idea sparked in her mind. “Since you’re a captive audience, I can tell you why the Atlanta Cougars are the right team to handle endorsements of your sports drink.”

			“And that’s how you would like to spend your time alone with me?” He quirked a brow. “Hmm... I beg to differ.”

			“What else would there be?”

			“Perhaps I should show rather than tell you.” Within the span of seconds, Wynn went from leaning against the wall to moving toward her. All Giana could do was step backward, so that she was up against the elevator wall. Wynn cupped either side of her face, tilting her face upward. Her phone slid out of her hands to the floor with a thud. “Tell me you want this as much as I do.”

			Giana nodded. “Yes.”

			Wynn stared at her lips for what seemed like an eternity before he leaned in to brush his mouth across hers. The kiss was featherlight considering the rampant tension between them, so Giana leaned closer for more. Their lips met again, and this time the kiss turned incendiary, causing adrenaline to surge through her veins.

			Giana’s lips parted in an unspoken invitation, allowing Wynn inside. His tongue slid between her lips, tangling with hers, and Giana moaned. The kiss obliterated rational thought, and Giana forgot time and space. Instead, she exulted in his drugging kisses and craved the satisfaction his mouth could give. Wynn understood, because instinctively, he deepened the kiss. Giana clasped her hands around the back of his head for a better fit.

			What was it that made Wynn’s kiss different from other men’s? It wasn’t just a matter of technique, although Wynn knew exactly how to use his mouth, tongue and teeth. It was the passion, the all-consuming hunger, and Giana couldn’t do anything but grip his bulging biceps and hang on for the ride.

			Wynn stirred her to a fever pitch, making Giana ache. When his knee nudged her legs apart so he could settle himself between them, her sluggish brain allowed it. That’s when she felt the press of his arousal against her, and her belly clenched in response. He moved his hands upward to cup the weight of her breasts in his palms. He gently squeezed the flesh, making her nipples tighten and causing a tumult of sensations to rush through her.

			Giana was panting by the time Wynn wrenched his mouth away. His eyes blazed down at her as he brushed some wayward strands of her hair from her forehead. “I want you, Giana.” His voice had a sexy rasp that made her heart flutter.

			“I want you too.”

			That’s when his hands left her breasts and began moving downward while his lips trailed kisses down her ear to her neck. That’s where he stayed, causing Giana to clasp his lapels. Then she felt cool air against her legs. Wynn was lifting her dress and caressing her legs, steadily moving his fingers upward toward the soft flesh of her thighs.

			“Part your legs for me, Giana,” Wynn whispered in her ear.

			Giana closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe she was making out with Wynn in the elevator, but she did as he asked and shuddered when his hands slipped between her legs. “I—we—shouldn’t...”

			“Oh, this tells me we should,” he murmured as he parted her folds and found her drenched. His mouth returned to hers while his hand continued with the most devastating intimate exploration Giana ever endured. She tried to fight the feelings, but it was a futile effort. Wynn’s touch was skillful, and her whole body stiffened as a powerful climax overtook her.

			“Wynn!” she cried out as she came and convulsed against his hand.

			When the shudders finally subsided, he murmured, “You’re incredible, Giana. I have a room upstairs because I didn’t want to drink and drive. When we get there, I can make love to you properly.”

			Giana felt as if he’d poured a bucket of ice water over her head as she came down from her high and realized the mistake she’d made.

			She was thankful the elevator lurched downward then, and the lights flickered on, because it allowed her a few precious seconds to smooth down her dress and hair before the elevator doors pinged open. A technician was there, but Giana didn’t even look at him as she rushed out of the car, through the lobby and out into the night air.

			She jumped in the first taxi she saw. “Go. Go. Go!” she yelled. She had to get away from the scene of the crime as soon as possible.

			

			Wynn swished the two fingers of bourbon in his glass back and forth and took a long gulp as he stared out of the hotel window. He’d commandeered the top-floor suite, which came with an impressive view. He was trying to understand what had gotten into him tonight. Was he frustrated? Had he gone too long without a woman? The latter could be true. All he knew was he’d been unable to walk away from Giana tonight.

			On the dance floor, the look that passed between them had been pure lust, and it had overwhelmed him more than anything he’d ever experienced. His arousal had been almost unbearable. He’d been caught in the grip of something elemental, and he’d felt powerless to stop it. That was why he’d gone after her into the elevator, paving the way for their first kiss.

			And the kiss had been epic!

			He could still remember the way she tasted. The way she felt in his arms. The sounds she made when she came. He doubted he could forget her sweet moans when his fingers had been buried deep inside her. He’d nearly come from feeling her flesh spasming around his fingers. He had little control left, and Wynn knew if the elevator hadn’t started working again, he would have taken her right there up against the wall.

			Wynn downed the remainder of his drink and headed for the shower. Once inside, he turned the taps as cold as he could take them. After Christine, his mantra was that all women were shallow and conniving and untrustworthy. So why, after the cold shower, was he still having trouble forgetting Giana Lockett?

			Why? Because he’d gotten a taste of her, and now that he had, he wouldn’t be satisfied until he had the entire meal.

		
	
		
			Five

			“Giana, I’m surprised to see you,” her brother Julian said when she stopped by his new home the following afternoon. Julian had just married Elyse Robinson, the daughter of their father’s former business partner. They’d returned from their honeymoon last week.

			“Can’t a sister drop by?” she asked, glancing at him and noticing his shirt was unbuttoned.

			“Of course you can,” Julian said, fussing with his shirt as she walked into the foyer. “But you usually call first.”

			Giana glanced around the living room and saw it was set up for a romantic indoor picnic, complete with candles and flowers. Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God, Julian. I’m sorry. How dense can I be? You are newlyweds, and I interrupted a private moment. I’m going.” She started toward the door.

			Julian grasped her arm. “It’s okay. You’re here now. C’mon in.” He motioned her to the leather sofa and sat down next to her.

			“No, it’s not. I have to remember you’re not my single brother anymore. I can’t just drop by when the mood strikes,” Giana replied, turning to face him. “In the future, I will be sure to phone ahead. Please give Elyse my apologies.”

			“You can give them to her yourself,” Julian said when Elyse came down the stairs dressed in a silk loungewear set that suited her slender figure. It was hard to believe she was in her second trimester.

			“Elyse, I’m so sorry,” Giana began, but her sister-in-law interrupted her.

			“Like Julian said, you are family, and you can always stop by.” Elyse leaned over the couch and gave Giana a quick kiss on the cheek. The new Mrs. Lockett looked radiant; her light fawn-colored skin positively glowed with health. Marriage and pregnancy agreed with her.

			“Thank you. I need to talk to Julian.” Giana was at a loss for words. “Would you mind giving us a minute?”

			“Not at all,” Elyse said. “Make yourself at home. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

			Once she’d gone upstairs, Giana finally shifted toward Julian. “I’m truly sorry for stopping by unannounced, but I’ve made a horrible mistake, and I know you’ve been in my shoes.”

			Julian threw back his head and laughed. “You mean because I’m the screwup?”

			His laughter was infectious, and Giana couldn’t resist laughing, too. “Well, sort of.”

			“Don’t sugarcoat it, sis. I’ve always been the troublemaker in the family, but you and Roman, you could do no wrong. What’s going on?”

			“I made out with Wynn Starks in an elevator,” Giana blurted.

			“Oh, really? I’m intrigued. Tell me more,” Julian said, leaning back on the couch.

			“We got stuck in an elevator and, well, one thing led to another.”

			“You slept with him?”

			She heard the shock in her brother’s voice and understood because it was completely out of character for her. Julian was the one who’d been a ladies’ man before marrying Elyse.

			Giana shook her head. Although she might have wanted to, and Lord knew her body craved it last night. “No. Once the elevator started working again, I made my escape.” She must have looked a sight when the doors opened, with her hair in disarray and her lips devoid of lipstick. Wynn was probably wearing it, but she hadn’t stayed to find out.

			“What’s the problem?” Julian said. “You had a little fun in the dark. And when the lights came on, the party was over.”

			“Julian!” Giana slapped his arm. “C’mon, be serious here. I’m supposed to be trying to convince Wynn to bring his business to the Cougars.”

			“You can still do that, but the waters are a bit muddied.”

			“What do you suggest I do?”

			“Talk to him. And you’ll either come to a decision on the business deal or you’ll end up in bed together.”

			“I’m only interested in one of those options,” Giana replied.

			Julian cocked his head to look at her. “C’mon, Gigi. It’s me you’re talking to. You can be honest, which is why you came here.”

			Giana exhaled. He was right. She knew Julian wouldn’t judge her and she could speak her mind. “I’m attracted to him. Could I see myself jumping his bones? Absolutely, but I also want to show Daddy what I can do.”

			“Gigi, you have to stop trying to please the old man and do what’s right for you, even if means you’re a little selfish and spend some alone time with Wynn.” Julian winked, and Giana rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen you work hard for years, and does our father really see you? I know he didn’t see me because I wasn’t the heir apparent or the star quarterback like Roman and Xavier.”

			“Our relationship is different.”

			Julian grinned. “You’re his favorite, no doubt.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“It is, and I don’t begrudge you,” Julian replied. “But you also have to do what’s right for you. So what if you don’t get Wynn’s business? It is not the end of the world. Starks Inc. isn’t the only fish in the sea. You’ve brought Curtis and all the Cougar players great deals. You do remarkable work. You can’t lose sight of what’s important.”

			Giana smiled. “Thank you, Julian. It’s exactly what I needed to hear.”

			Julian bowed. “Glad to be of service. Now—” he glanced toward the stairs “—if you don’t mind...”

			Giana could take a hint. The newlyweds wanted to be alone. “Thank you for listening. You’re a good big brother.” She leaned toward him for a hug.

			“I’m the best one, right?” Julian asked.

			“Don’t push your luck,” she said with a laugh and quickly exited. Once inside her Mercedes-Benz Maybach, Giana considered Julian’s advice. She wasn’t sure she could let go of her desire to please their father. It was part of who she was, and she doubted it would change anytime soon. But she also couldn’t deny spending time with Wynn held a certain appeal.

			Perhaps she should take a different approach. She’d been doing the chasing, constantly trying to get Wynn to consider a partnership with the Atlanta Cougars. It was time she let Wynn come to her.

			

			Come Monday morning, Wynn knew what he had to do. Over the weekend, he’d been unable to stop thinking about Giana and how good she’d felt in his arms. Although he’d tried his best to ignore the attraction, his mind and body were not in agreement.

			He’d already run his usual five miles and spent time in the sauna, but his mind wasn’t clear. After a couple of hours, Wynn called Sam into his office.

			“Yes, Mr. Starks?”

			“Get me Giana Lockett on the line.”

			“Pardon?” Sam’s expression showed he was confused, since Wynn’s directive was to give the lovely marketer the cold shoulder.

			“You heard me. I’d like to speak with her.”

			“Of course, I’ll get right on it,” Sam said and exited his office.

			Wynn turned to stare out at the Atlanta skyline. It had taken a lot to get to this fortieth-floor corner office. Starks Inc. was now among the top one hundred companies in Atlanta, but his life hadn’t always been this good.

			His mind wandered back to a time when he’d had a happy family, a mother and a father. A wonderful life, a big home, but it had all been a lie. His mother had cheated and left his father, Jeffrey Starks, and Wynn for another man. She’d never looked back. It broke his father, and he’d struggled to recover not only emotionally, but financially as well.

			During the divorce, his mother hadn’t wanted custody of Wynn. Instead, she’d sued for half of everything, arguing she was entitled to it after twelve years of marriage. And she’d won. The end result left Wynn and his father moving into a small one-bedroom apartment. Wynn would never forget those times or the look of abject misery he’d sometimes witness on his father’s face, though Jeffrey did his best to cover it up.

			He’d never forgiven his mother for destroying their family, leaving them with nothing. That anger fueled Wynn to start Starks Inc. Many people, including his main competitor, Blaine Smith, thought he was crazy to attempt a start-up company on his own. He and Blaine had worked at Coca-Cola together right after college. When Wynn had discussed starting his own business one day focusing on sports drinks, Blaine had called it a pipe dream. But Wynn had goals and a vision.

			“Ms. Lockett is on line one,” Sam’s voice rang out, interrupting Wynn’s thoughts.

			“Thank you, Sam.”

			Inhaling deeply, Wynn picked up the receiver. “Giana.”

			“Mr. Starks.”

			Wynn’s jaw tightened. “After everything we shared in the elevator, Giana, are we really using surnames?”

			“Don’t you think it’s best?”

			“No, I don’t. I think we should explore what’s between us, which is why I called. I’d like to take you to dinner.” He wanted to fully discover every part of the chocolate beauty’s body and refused to be dissuaded from his purpose. This was about scratching an itch, and once he did, he would move on.

			“Like a date?”

			Wynn laughed. “That’s usually what two people do who are attracted to each other.”

			The other end of the line was silent. He didn’t know what he’d expected. That she would jump because he said he wanted to go out with her? If she wasn’t going to come to him willingly, he would have to dangle some bait. “Perhaps we could talk about the Atlanta Cougars and Starks Inc. working together.”

			He heard her audible intake of breath. “You don’t play fair, Wynn. You’re no more interested in doing business with me than you were a few days ago. This is all about your ego taking a hit. The answer is no.”

			“Giana, I know you felt it. How perfectly we fit together. And you know how I know? Because you came apart in my arms in the elevator.”

			“Stop it, Wynn.”

			“You don’t strike me as a coward. If anything, you’re like a fearless Amazon, as good as any man in battle.”

			“I am,” she stated emphatically. “Because I’ve had to be.”

			“Then we have something in common,” Wynn said. “Dine with me tonight at my place.” When she began to speak, he interrupted. “Don’t say no. Think about it. Think about how good you felt in the elevator. I promise you, Giana, it will be ten times better tonight.” Wynn hung up before she could turn him down again. His heart was beating wildly in his chest.

			He wanted her to say yes. To answer the call they’d both felt in those stolen moments in the dark. Was she woman enough to accept the gauntlet he’d thrown down?

			He thought so, but only time would tell.

			

			Giana placed the phone back in the cradle. She wanted to go to dinner with Wynn, the man, but it wouldn’t get her anywhere with Wynn, the business owner. She couldn’t fathom why he refused to work with her.

			Nico had given her a full dossier on Wynn, but Giana had only been interested in the parts related to Starks Inc. Perhaps she was going about this the wrong way. Perhaps she needed to delve deeper to understand what lay at the root of his continued avoidance of her and the Atlanta Cougars as a business partner.

			She unlocked the drawer at her desk and withdrew Nico’s file on Wynn. This time she read it through and was surprised by what she found. She had already known about his parents’ divorce and his father losing everything, because Wynn had spoken about it during a rare interview. It’s what caused Wynn to pull himself up by his bootstraps and become a success.

			It was also of interest that Wynn had been married before to Christine Davis, a wealthy socialite. Giana knew of her because they traveled in the same circles, but they hadn’t formally met. According to the report, she and Wynn had an acrimonious divorce. She’d sued him for half of Starks Inc., even though he’d started the company prior to their marriage and they had a prenup. The judge had ruled in Wynn’s favor due to the ironclad prenup. But the whole thing had been particularly traumatic because Wynn had been in the process of taking his company public when Christine sued him.

			Was Wynn’s aversion to Giana because of Christine? Because they both came from wealthy backgrounds, while his family had lost everything? The clues certainly pointed in that direction. At least, now she knew and could be armed going into battle. All she had to do was figure out a plan to show Wynn she wasn’t like Christine.

			Did that mean she was going to the dinner tonight?

			Absolutely.

			She was ready to play.

			

			Wynn walked down the hall to the kitchen and was pleased with the inviting ambience. The lighting was low, and soft music echoed through the surround speakers. It was the mood he wanted for the evening. Wynn wanted Giana’s guard down so they could get to know each other.

			He’d donned a small apron and was even cooking for her himself. He’d given Sam a very specific grocery list and now found all the ingredients laid out on the large granite kitchen island. He planned on feeding Giana a sumptuous grilled marinated steak with his famous lyonnaise potatoes and asparagus. He would pair it with a cabernet and also serve a spring salad with a blood orange vinaigrette.

			Once, he’d enjoyed cooking for Christine. It had been nothing for him to whip something up for dinner, but that had been a long time ago. Now he rarely occupied the kitchen except to make a quick smoothie, eat the takeout he’d brought home or heat up a plate left by a private chef he sometimes used. He’d thought about using him tonight but decided against it.

			He was looking forward to showing off his culinary skills, and he had all the best at his fingertips with a stainless steel Sub-Zero refrigerator and gas range.

			He poured himself a bourbon and set about getting everything prepared. He was done with prep when the doorbell rang.

			Giana.

			After washing his hands, he rushed to the front door and opened it. Giana was on the opposite side, looking gorgeous in a flowing black-and-fuchsia-print dress with puffed sleeves and a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. She looked elegant and sexy, but Wynn was thinking of all the ways he planned to get her out of the outfit.

			He must have been staring, because she asked, “Can I come in? It’s cold out.”

			“Of course.” He motioned her inside and closed the door. Did she know she was entering the lion’s den? Because before the night was over, he intended to devour every delectable inch of her.

		
	
		
			Six

			“I love your home,” Giana said as she entered. It had been a relatively short drive since Wynn lived only a few miles from her parents in Tuxedo Park. She’d expected a grandiose old-school mansion. But when she’d pulled her Mercedes-Maybach into the driveway and punched in the code he’d given her, the wrought-iron gates swung open to reveal a modern masterpiece.

			“Thank you.” Wynn was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. The casual look suited him, even though he filled out a tuxedo quite nicely.

			“I brought you this.” She held out a bottle of expensive wine her butler had assured her would pair well with any meal.

			“That wasn’t necessary, but thank you. Come. I’ll give you the five-second tour.”

			Giana looked around the grand foyer with its vast ceiling and followed Wynn into the great room.

			The home had a flowing floor plan with the great room leading to the family room and a massive kitchen. Everything was light and bright, exactly what Giana would like. She loved the floor-to-ceiling cabinets, waterfall countertops and dark, rich custom wood cabinetry. Wynn had shown attention to detail, because the home had elegant moldings, a stone fireplace and large glass panel doors that were open to reveal an outdoor living area and lagoon-style pool and spa.

			“Quite impressive,” Giana said when they returned to the kitchen from the terrace.

			“I liked the open concept,” Wynn said and headed to the grill on the stove.

			“What are you cooking tonight?” she asked, crossing to peek over his shoulder. When she did, she got a tantalizing whiff of soap and a hint of spice. He turned around so quickly that Giana lost her footing, but Wynn caught her. Their eyes connected, and Giana was captivated.

			“Uh, thanks.” She didn’t step away. Instead she allowed Wynn to hold her tighter. When he wrapped his hands around her waist to hold her close, she reciprocated.

			She lifted her face to his and they both leaned in at the exact same moment for a kiss. His mouth grazed hers, weaving magic. Her lips opened under his, and he accepted the invitation, his tongue quickly seeking entry and fusing them closer together. Giana’s breathing became shallow, her breaths mingling with his, but just as quickly as it began, it was over and Wynn was releasing her.

			“You shouldn’t have done that.” Her voice was shaky as she retreated to a safe distance on the other side of the island.

			“I would have liked to do a whole lot more, but I promised you dinner and to hear your pitch. And I’m nothing if not a man of my word.” He reached for the bottle of wine she’d brought. “Would you like a glass?”

			Giana nodded. She needed something to help relax her, because she was as tight as a bow. Kissing Wynn was a mistake. She’d told herself she would keep dinner tonight professional, but after only a few minutes in his company they were lip-locked. It didn’t bode well for her plan to pitch him a deal with the Cougars. Would he even be willing to listen? Or was this just an elaborate ploy to get her into his bed?

			Wynn opened the bottle with ease and then reached for two glasses on the island and poured wine into each one. “For the lady.” He offered her the wine and raised his glass. “Salut!”

			“Salut!” She greedily accepted and took a long luxurious sip. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself, as she’d done on the drive over, she wouldn’t let him seduce her. “You never answered my question. What are you making?” She hadn’t seen what was on the stove because she’d been too caught up in his scent. “Or did you have a chef whip something up?”

			Wynn smiled when he looked at her. “Although I have a private chef at my disposal, I wanted to make you dinner myself tonight. We’re having a grilled steak with my special blend of seasonings accompanied by lyonnaise potatoes and asparagus with hollandaise.”

			“The potatoes and asparagus sound great, but I’m going to have to pass on the steak.”

			Wynn frowned. “What do you mean?”

			“I’m a pescatarian.”

			“Pescatarian?” On Wynn’s lips, the word sounded like a filthy curse.

			“I won’t apologize for not eating meat,” Giana stated with a frown. “Perhaps you should have done your homework and found out what I like. Or how about this? Asked me.”

			His dark eyes glittered from across the room, but Giana wasn’t backing down. “Let me see what’s in the fridge,” he said. “I can probably whip up some scallops for you.”

			Giana offered a smile. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

			An hour later, Giana was stuffed. They’d sat in the dining room, where Wynn served dish after dish. First was a delicious salad with a vinaigrette dressing, followed by seared scallops, potatoes and asparagus with hollandaise for her. Wynn wolfed down an enormous steak along with the potatoes and a heaping mound of asparagus. She wondered where he put it all.

			He’d created a romantic setting complete with candles, crystal flutes and a bouquet of red roses, but Wynn needn’t have bothered. Giana didn’t intend on going to bed with him.

			“My hat’s off to the chef. When did you learn to cook?”

			“After my mom walked out on my father and me,” Wynn stated matter-of-factly. “My father was a terrible cook, and I figured if I didn’t want to starve, I was going to have to learn to fend for myself.”

			“Sounds like you’re still upset with your mother,” Giana replied, watching him as the candlelight played over his features. “Do you talk to her?”

			“No.”

			His one-word answer told Giana that he wasn’t going to brook further discussion on the topic. “And your father? He must be very proud of everything you’ve accomplished.”

			“He is. Jeffrey Starks is one of the reasons I’ve worked so hard. I want to give him back half of what he gave me.”

			Giana smiled. “I feel the same way about my dad. I know everyone sees his tough exterior, but he’s not that way with me. He’s got a soft spot.”

			“Because you’re a daddy’s girl.”

			“Through and through.” She smiled unabashedly. “I don’t deny it. But it has made me have to work harder.”

			“How so?”

			“Daddy puts me on a pedestal. I think he wants me to be more like my mother, but I’m not. I’m more like him. It killed him when I told him I wasn’t interested in a finishing school but wanted to go to college for a business degree like my oldest brother, Roman.”

			“He wanted you to be a wife and mother?”

			Giana nodded. “I was an excellent student and with my scores easily got into Princeton, but my father wanted me to be a stay at home wife and mother. And when I got back from college, it was even harder. There aren’t a lot of women working for professional football teams like the Cougars.”

			“But you’ve persevered?”

			“Yes. I’ve had to prove myself to men who think I have no place at the table, but their skepticism only makes me work harder. Though I must say seeing my brothers get married this year has made think about a family someday. What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			“Don’t act dense, Wynn. Do you want a family?”

			

			“Maybe.” Wynn shrugged. “I was married once, and it ended badly. So, it’s kind of turned me sour on marriage. But I did want children.”

			“Past tense?”

			“If the right woman came along, I could want them again.”

			“Did you love her?” Giana asked. At Wynn’s frown, she added, “Your ex-wife?”

			“I thought I did, but I realized later it was lust, nothing more. I didn’t really know her, and we certainly didn’t share core values. And that’s important.”

			“I agree. Core values are what distinguish the Atlanta Cougars from a lot of other franchises.”

			Wynn leaned back in his chair and grinned at her. “I should have known you weren’t going to give up on work, Giana.” He rose from his chair and took their empty plates into the kitchen.

			“And you wouldn’t expect anything less,” Giana said, following him inside with both empty wineglasses. “So how about this.” She placed the glasses on the counter. “I saw a pool table in your bonus room down the hall, so I’ll offer you this challenge. If I win the best of three games, you’ll give me your business after you hear me out tonight.”

			“And if I win?”

			Giana shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you want?”

			“If I win, you acknowledge the chemistry between us, even if it means we become better acquainted.”

			Giana wondered if it wasn’t a fair trade, because in her opinion she won both ways. On the one hand, she would finally garner Wynn’s business, which had eluded her for the past year. And on the other, she would find out if Wynn made love as well as he kissed.

			“You’re on.” She shook his hand.

			

			Giana has no idea what she’s gotten herself into, Wynn thought as he racked the balls into a triangle in the middle of table. Once the table was set, he walked over to the pool cues, but Giana was already grabbing hers and chalking the top.

			“You play?” he inquired. He’d been looking forward to leaning over her round derriere and showing her how to put her hand on the table and make the cue pass through her index finger.

			“Of course, or I wouldn’t have suggested it,” she responded flippantly.

			He stopped chalking his cue stick to regard her. “Feisty much?”

			“You’ve no idea. Are we flipping a coin on who goes first?”

			“No need. You go.”

			“Okay, I’ll break.” Giana sashayed right in front of him and bent over the table, giving him a delectable view of her pert behind. With a quick tap, she distributed the balls across the billiard table. “Seven striped. Center pocket.”

			She took the first shot easily, knocking it into the first pocket. The second one soon followed. It was only on her fourth shot that she missed.

			“You’re good.”

			“Did you imagine otherwise? I grew up in a family surrounded by men. I had to learn. When my brothers were outside playing football, I went out there with them, because I didn’t want to be stuck in the kitchen with my mother. She hated it because her daughter kept coming back inside with scrapes and bruises.”

			Wynn took his turn. “But they only made you stronger. Tougher.”

			“That’s right. I know some people think I got my position because of nepotism, but you don’t know my father. He brought me to the table as head of marketing because he’d seen my success with branding the team.”

			“Red ball. Left pocket.” Wynn leaned over and executed a perfect move. He missed the third shot, leaving Giana to take another run for it.

			“So, you see, I’ve learned the business from the ground up and can tell you that the Atlanta Cougars’ core values are based on family, teamwork, commitment, dedication and service.” Giana hit a ball into the right pocket. “My family and the players stand behind those principles. You’ll find many give back to the community, as does my family. It’s why we created the Lockett Foundation.”

			“You sound like an infomercial.” Wynn’s comment made Giana lose focus, and she missed her shot.

			The hurt expression on her face made Wynn realize he’d offended her. She was placing her cue stick on the pool table like she was about to quit. “Giana, I—I’m sorry.”

			“I can see I was deluding myself. You’re never going to give my family a break, because you think all of us rich folks are alike, which is the pot calling the kettle black. I mean, look at this place.” She made a sweeping gesture with her arm, indicating the expensively furnished room. “I’m here to tell you, we are not all the same. We’re not. Some of us care about other people. It’s not all about the money.” Giana rushed from the room and was nearly to the great room, but Wynn caught her in the hallway and clasped his hand around her arm.

			“Giana, please wait.”

			“Why?” she asked, jerking her arm away. “So you can ridicule me and my family some more? No, thank you.”

			“So I can apologize. I was rude and completely insensitive. I’m sorry. Please don’t go.”

			She stared at him for several long beats. Wynn silently willed her to stay. He enjoyed her company and didn’t want the night to end. Not like this. Had he gone so long without dating that he didn’t know how to talk? “Let’s finish our game. You do want the chance to convince me to do an endorsement deal with Curtis, right?”

			That brought a smile to her face, and Wynn had never felt more relieved. He hadn’t fumbled the ball.

			

			They returned to the game room and Giana easily won the first game, but Wynn took the second round. He was revved up when they began the third and final game. As they played, Giana quickly explained how Curtis would be a great athlete for Wynn’s endorsement. She was getting ahead of herself since the pitch was supposed to come after the game was over, but she had Wynn’s attention and for the first time, he listened.

			“Most players have their own agents, who of course help them get their endorsement deals, but since the Cougars are one of the most popular and recognizable brands, we’ve started going after endorsements on behalf of our players.”

			“What makes my company any different?” Wynn took his shot, landing another ball in the center pocket.

			Giana’s heart sank. Her chance was slipping away.

			“Simply put, Tim Jackson. Curtis’s father is his agent and holds a lot of sway over his son. Mr. Jackson likes what he’s seen in you—a young man from a single father who has pushed himself to achieve great success, same as his son. He really identifies with you.”

			After missing his next shot, Wynn turned to her. “Why have you never said this before?”

			This was Giana’s chance. She took a tough shot but missed it. Damn! “Because you’ve never given me the opportunity, Wynn.”

			“I was wrong. Curtis might be the right man to represent LEAN. I’d like to meet him. I’m sorry for not realizing that sooner.” He put his cue stick down. “Seems as if all I’ve done is apologize to you tonight.”

			“I appreciate you finally hearing me out.” She glanced down at her watch. “And it’s late. I should really head home.”

			“Not so fast. I think there’s one ball left to play.” They both glanced at the table; indeed, one colored ball was on the table, and it was Wynn’s turn. He leaned over and with a smooth motion executed the shot, sending it sinking in the left pocket. “I do believe I’m the winner.”

			Giana frowned and folded her arms across her chest. “If you were a gentleman, you would have let me leave.”

			Wynn tossed the cue stick on the table and stalked toward her. “I’m no gentleman.”

			Suddenly Giana was in his arms and he was kissing her so hungrily, she gasped. “Yes, Wynn, yes.” One last stab of reason coursed through her, telling her to stop before it was too late, but she simply couldn’t ignore the passion between them anymore.

			She wanted him too badly.

			She coiled her arms greedily around his neck, and Wynn took that as an invitation, wrapping her legs around his waist and carrying her down the hall to his bedroom.

		
	
		
			Seven

			Wynn laid Giana down on his bed and kissed her the way he’d wanted to do all night. His teeth nipped at her bottom lip until she opened her mouth. She moaned when he slid his tongue against hers. He loved how open and responsive Giana was, because it fed his own desire. He couldn’t resist sweeping his hands down her body to her breasts, which swelled in his palms. He used the hard pads of his fingertips to brush the sensitive flesh back and forth until they pebbled beneath the dress—a dress he wanted off.

			He reached for her dress and quickly dispensed with it. Then he returned to her side, taking her in his arms again. He used his mouth to explore the curves of her throat, and then his tongue found the vulnerable area behind her ear and teased it until she trembled against him. And he would have continued, but it appeared that Giana no longer wanted to be on the receiving end, because she was pushing him down so she could slide on top of him and take off his shirt.

			“Do you think you’re the only one who can be in charge?” she asked as her hair fell around him like a curtain. Wynn lifted his shoulders so Giana could remove his T-shirt and toss it aside.

			“You can take off my clothes any day,” he teased, but talking stopped when her wet tongue brushed over one of his nipples. Wynn couldn’t help but release an involuntary groan. He wanted to touch her, too, but she pushed his hands aside and moved to the waistband of his jeans. He heard her unsteady intake of breath as she eased down the straining zipper. He shifted uncomfortably on the bed and watched as Giana peeled his jeans along with his boxers down his legs until they too joined the shirt on the floor.

			When he was completely naked, Giana boldly reached for him, taking his hot, hard length in her hand. She squeezed him firmly and then began working him up and down with her hand. She was a master, as evidenced by his choppy breathing. Wynn tried to grab her hand to stop her and take back control, but she had him in a death grip. So he just gave in, especially when she leaned over and began to stroke and tease him with her mouth. His thighs went rigid and his hands ran through her hair, mussing it up as she pressed her mouth to him. “Giana...”

			Wynn was powerless to stop the rising passion she stirred in him or the feverish movement of his hips. He was close. So close. Giana gripped him firmer and faster, signaling she wouldn’t stop until she’d tasted him, all of him. He tried to hold on, but a hoarse cry escaped him. His pelvis pistoned and his fingers knotted in her hair as he gave her everything.

			

			Giana licked her lips as she looked up at Wynn. She was gratified knowing she could give him such a powerful release. She was no stranger to sex. She knew it could be fun and had always enjoyed it, but sex with Wynn was like a whole other high.

			And she suspected she was going to have to pay a hefty price for working him into a lather, because Wynn had her flat on her back in seconds and was unclasping her bra and sliding her panties down her legs. Then his hands and mouth began roving the length of her, both worshipping and arousing.

			His hands found her breasts and toyed with her nipples, and then his lips were brushing across them. Giana loved the way Wynn suckled them deep into his mouth and she rocked up to him, but it wasn’t enough. She was frantic with desire, having nearly come from having had him inside her mouth. She appreciated he’d been willing to give up control, but now desire was swirling around her. There was an insistent pulse between her legs that needed to be answered. So, when Wynn’s hands and mouth leisurely traced a path to her quivering belly and the source of her need, Giana wanted to cry out with joy.

			His tongue parted her folds, and Giana held her breath in anticipation. She cried out when he focused on the center of her—sucking, licking and going deep to show proof of his attraction to her. Unbearable heat flooded through her, and her head fell backward and then she screamed. But Wynn wasn’t finished; she watched him move from the bed to produce a condom from his jeans, don protection and slither up the bed to cover her with his body.

			Even though she was coming off the high of her climax, Giana felt Wynn’s swollen length against her belly. He gently and slowly kissed her lips before making his way along her jawline, down to the slender column of her throat. She tilted her head back and groaned. Only then did he ease her thighs a little wider to accommodate him. Finding her warm and moist, Wynn easily slid inside her. Once he was settled deep, he withdrew and then plunged deep again. Giana shrieked with delight.

			“You like that, do you?” he murmured.

			“Yes, Wynn,” she moaned. “I want more.”

			With her fingers clutching his muscular back and her nipples pressed firmly against his rock-hard chest, Wynn began to move faster with firm, measured strokes. She followed his steady rhythm by locking her legs around his waist and writhed helplessly, grinding her hips against his.

			If she had her way, she would burrow closer, have him touch her everywhere, because his lovemaking both drugged her and ignited her desire with equal measure. She loved the way his tongue teased, the way he nipped at her ear and his sure strokes.

			Giana could feel herself on the brink.

			“Let go, Giana,” he urged.

			And she responded instinctively. She cried out as sensation after sensation overtook her body. She let the throaty sighs come through as she absorbed each of his thrusts and abandoned herself to pleasure.

			He did the same and buried his face in her neck. Wynn shuddered violently and she squeezed him hard with her inner muscles so she could make the intense moment last, but eventually her mind went blank and she descended into sleep completely satisfied.

			

			When Giana finally awoke sometime later with Wynn as her pillow, she caught the smug expression on his face. “Don’t give me that look,” she murmured. “This wasn’t a foregone conclusion.”

			His brows rose. “Wasn’t it? You were always going to end up in my bed tonight, Giana.”

			Was he right?

			Maybe.

			She had been consumed by lust and needy for the satisfaction Wynn could give, but she hadn’t been the only one. He’d wanted her just as much, and to prove it, she pushed him down and rolled on top, kneeling astride him. Then their mouths fastened onto each other, tongues searching. There was no doubt as to what they both wanted and would have. After he’d eased on another condom, Giana lifted her bottom and sank down onto him. Wynn accepted her and took her tight nipples into his hot mouth. Giana lost it and began rocking her hips back and forth.

			“Yes, that’s it,” he murmured. “Take what you want, Giana. The night is young.”

			They kissed and touched like they were starved for sensation only the other person could give. She felt Wynn reach between them, his fingers teasing, swirling and stroking the sensitive nub of her clitoris. He exploited it, drawing out her sobs as she rode him up and down. When she began to tire, his fingers dug into the flesh at her hips and he held her there while the lower half of his body pumped into her with sure deep movements. He curled strands of her hair around his finger and tugged her downward, kissing her long and deep. He pushed Giana to the limit, and she gave him what he’d been seeking—total surrender. He lasted until she climaxed, and then their bodies shuddered as one.

			Giana climbed off Wynn in a fog and collapsed back on to the bed, unable to move or speak. Then she heard the sound of Wynn’s even breathing. He was fast asleep.

			At first, Giana didn’t move, because she was afraid of disturbing him. But she was the one who was disturbed by what had transpired between them. She felt dazed and disoriented. The sex had been phenomenal. And she was no novice. She’d had other partners, some of whom left her satisfied, but any other man she’d ever been with paled in comparison to sex with Wynn. Giana felt free and liberated to be the sexual creature she’d known was underneath. Wynn matched her enthusiasm, and it was both thrilling and scary. She could get addicted to this feeling.

			She needed some space to gather herself and get herself back under control. The rational part of her brain told her to take tonight for what it was—two consenting adults enjoying each other. But she also couldn’t ignore the risk that bringing intimacy into their relationship could jeopardize Wynn’s doing business with the Cougars. Did he think she’d slept with him for the deal? She hadn’t. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. If her family found out about their relationship, she doubted they’d approve. And what if they had a falling out and he reneged on their deal? So she rose as quietly as she could, collected her dress, lingerie and shoes, and crept to the bathroom. She dressed and then looked in the mirror. She was quite a sight, with her lipstick clean gone, her mascara smudged and her hair going in every direction. She looked as if she’d been thoroughly tumbled in bed.

			And hadn’t she?

			Wynn had been the most exceptional lover she’d ever had.

			But she couldn’t face him in the morning light, and...what? Have an awkward conversation about what came next? No, thank you. Her flight instinct was best. She opened his bedroom door and stole a glance at the massive bed. Wynn was still sprawled out, completely satiated. And so, after one final look at his sleeping face, she retrieved her purse from the great room and left.

			

			It was after 2:00 a.m. when Giana made her way into her parents’ kitchen. After the aerobic adventures of the evening, she was starved and in the mood for a late-night snack. The stove’s overhead light was on. She would quietly make herself a snack and head back to the guesthouse. She was closing the fridge after gathering all her ingredients when the back door suddenly opened and a hooded figured crept inside.

			“Xavier!” she whispered, dropping her items on the counter. “You nearly scared me half to death!”

			He jumped as if he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Giana! What on earth are you doing up? And here at the main house, no less?”

			“I could ask you the same thing. I’m not the only one creeping at this ungodly hour,” Giana said, getting a plate from the cabinet and returning to her fixings.

			He grinned unabashedly. “That’s my business.”

			“Yet you want to know mine?” Giana asked. She cut a large bagel and topped it with cream cheese and smoked salmon. “What’s up with you, Xavier? You’ve been very secretive lately.”

			“I’m sorry, sis.” Xavier sat down at the island. “I’ve been going through some stuff.”

			“Care to elaborate?” Giana asked, cutting the bagel down the middle. She picked up half and took a large bite.

			“Only if you’ll share.” Xavier eyed the other half of her bagel.

			Giana rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She inclined her head and watched as Xavier greedily began devouring it. “I’m waiting.”

			“I can’t tell you much right now as I don’t want to compromise my lady, but I’ve sort of been seeing someone.”

			Giana’s eyes surveyed his. “You are?” She hadn’t heard a thing from anyone in the family.

			“Yeah, I’m keeping it on the down low for right now, because she’s kind of a celebrity,” Xavier said after he’d devoured the bagel in a few minutes. “And you know how the family gets.”

			“I sure do. I can imagine you’re not looking for a repeat of Roman’s and Julian’s experiences.”

			Their father had wanted Roman to get Shantel to sign a prenup. Roman had refused and nearly left the family and his job at the Cougars. In the end, Josiah had backed down and even stepped down as general manager so Roman could take over.

			Elyse hadn’t fared much better at first. When their father discovered she was his former business partner’s daughter and might be holding a grudge, he’d interfered. Julian and Elyse almost called it quits. Luckily, love won out.

			Xavier shook his head. “Affirmative.”

			“So that leaves you creeping in at all hours of the night?”

			“For now, I’m respecting her wishes to keep this quiet. And you?”

			Giana straightened. “What about me?” She was eager to change the subject.

			“You don’t get to call me out without revealing what you’ve been up to, not that I can’t tell. I’m not mad if you want to get your swerve on, big sis.”

			Giana felt herself flush. She couldn’t believe her baby brother was talking about her sex life. “Xavier!”

			“What?” He shrugged. “Don’t act like you don’t have needs, Gigi. I know you put up this front to everyone that you’ve got everything under control and you don’t need a man, but it’s okay if you want one.”

			Giana shook her head. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

			“Better me than having Mom or Dad come in here and find you creeping in the middle of the night.”

			“Point taken.”

			“Listen, I’m glad we had this talk,” Xavier said, rising to his six-foot-four height. “And I’ll be sure to keep this little tête-à-tête to ourselves. You have a good night now!” He waved as he headed out of the kitchen.

			Xavier was right. If their parents caught Xavier sneaking in, it would have been no big deal, just a man sowing his wild oats. But if they’d found Giana? It would have been the end of the world. Her mother would have talked to Giana about maintaining her reputation while her father would have given her the disapproving look usually reserved for Julian.

			Giana wasn’t ashamed of going to bed with Wynn, but she wouldn’t be made to feel as if she’d done something wrong, either. It was just sex, after all. And good sex. She would hold her head up high and act like men did. It was a one-night stand.

			Yet, her heart told her, the evening had meant so much more.

		
	
		
			Eight

			Wynn awoke to sunlight coming through the window and the realization he was in bed alone. The sheets beside him were cold, which meant he had been that way for some time. “Giana?”

			No answer.

			He jumped out of the bed and rushed to the bathroom. No Giana. Slowly, he walked back to the master suite and glanced around. Her clothes, which had been strewn across the floor, were gone.

			Why had Giana sneaked out like a thief in the night? The least she could have done was wake him up. Allowed him to walk her out. Or make her breakfast in bed. Of course, they probably would have ended up right back in bed, forget breakfast.

			Being with other women, Christine included, didn’t compare to being with Giana. She had bewitched him last night, because she’d been as eager as he was. Every touch, every taste, every look had led them here...to mind-blowing sex. It’s why he was now awake with a stiff erection.

			He went back into the bathroom and stepped into the shower, hoping the punishing cold spray would help rid him of his desire so he could go back to normal. He’d tasted Giana and scratched an itch; it would have to be enough. However, once he turned off the water and dried himself, Wynn realized it was a lie. He couldn’t forget the mocha beauty, and he would have to find some way of seeing her again. And he knew exactly how.

			

			“You wanted to see me, Roman?” Giana inquired, walking into his office and making herself comfortable on his sofa. After not getting much sleep the night before, it had been a long morning, and no amount of coffee had been able to keep her alert. She hadn’t been in a business mood, so she’d shrugged into a casual mango-colored wrap dress and swirled her hair into a twist along with some heeled sandals.

			“Giana. I would ask you to come in, but you’re already here.” As usual, Roman was annoyed because she hadn’t waited for his assistant to announce her. She never had and never would.

			“You’re my brother. Why stand on ceremony?”

			“Why indeed.” Roman walked over to her. Fortunately for her, he seemed to be in a relaxed mood, having removed his suit jacket, which was hanging over his chair. “As you know, I have a monthly call with Mr. Jackson on his son’s career, and he inquired about Curtis’s endorsement of LEAN. I wanted to check in with you to see if you’d made any progress.”

			“Yes, I did.” Giana barely managed to stifle a yawn.

			Roman’s brow rose. “Long night?”

			Giana smiled. “You have no idea.”

			“Really? What has my little sister been up to these days?”

			“Nothing I care to share with my big brother,” she responded. “And as for Starks Inc., inroads have been made. Wynn will be a lot more amenable to having Curtis sponsor his products.”

			Her brother cocked his head to the side. “Wynn? You’re on a first-name basis?”

			Giana smoothed imaginary wrinkles in her dress and avoided the question. “Our objective was to get Curtis on an account his father approves of. LEAN is a perfect fit, and let’s just say I’m confident it’s going to happen.”

			“I’m impressed. I know how much you wanted this deal. You fought for it. And won.”

			“Thank you. I hope Daddy will agree.”

			“Agree about what?” Their father’s voice boomed from the doorway.

			“Does anyone knock around here?” Roman asked in an exasperated tone.

			“I own the building,” Josiah replied and then turned his dark gaze on Giana. “So what do you hope I agree about?”

			“Giana has convinced me LEAN would be in good hands with Curtis Jackson representing us,” Wynn said from the doorway.

			“For Christ’s sake.” Roman threw up his hands in defeat over yet another unannounced guest.

			Giana felt a whoosh, as if she’d been knocked down on her butt. Wynn looked like a dream, his handmade suit and silk tie perfectly complementing his tawny coloring and searing brown eyes. Her mouth felt suddenly dry as his eyes held hers from across the room.

			“Is that right?” Her father looked at Wynn and then at Giana.

			Giana swallowed and then rose to her feet. “Yes, it is. It was so good of you to stop by, Mr. Starks.” She walked toward him and Wynn managed to keep his expression neutral, though Giana could feel his eyes devouring her with each step she took. When she made it within a few inches of him, she stopped. “I was telling my family Starks Inc. is entertaining the idea of having Curtis as a celebrity endorsement.”

			“Fantastic news, Gigi,” her father said. “I’m glad you’re seeing the partnership Starks Inc. and the Atlanta Cougars can have together, Mr. Starks.”

			Wynn looked at Giana. “Oh, I see lots of potential. But a big sticking point for me is exclusivity—so that Curtis and the Atlanta Cougars won’t deal with any sports drink company other than Starks Inc.”

			“I’m sure that can be arranged,” Giana said. “Can’t it, Roman?” She looked at her brother.

			“Not so fast, Starks,” Roman replied. “You’re welcome to speak with Curtis about an exclusive contract with him, but we can’t limit our players’ options for other endorsements.”

			“That wasn’t what I was hoping for.” Giana felt the heat fizz inside her veins when Wynn stared in her direction. “Can we talk about this in further detail at lunch, Giana?”

			“Of course.” Her father ushered her toward Wynn. “She would love to, wouldn’t you, Gigi?”

			To her annoyance, Wynn placed his hand on the small of her back. “I’ll take good care of her, Mr. Lockett. Roman.” He nodded at her brother, and soon he was ushering Giana down the hall and toward the elevator bank.

			“Exactly what do you think you’re doing?” Giana whispered. She smiled at several colleagues as they walked past. As soon as they arrived at the elevators, the doors to one swished open and Wynn eased her inside.

			“Finishing what we started,” he answered. When they were in between floors, he pushed the stop button. He stepped forward and, in a single fluid movement, slid his fingers through her hair. “Just one kiss.”

			As annoyed as she was by his high-handedness, Wynn didn’t need to coax her mouth open. Giana met him halfway and closed her eyes just as his lips moved over hers.

			

			She tasted like honey, warm and sweet, and Wynn hungered for her. When he’d seen her sitting in her brother’s office with her legs crossed, all he could think about was having those very same brown legs wrapped around him as she rode him hard.

			Giana gave a tiny sigh deep in her throat and then parted her lips so he could taste her. His tongue glided into her mouth, deepening the kiss, and her lips clung to his as if she was as frantic and as desperate as he was to quench the fire deep within. Her hands took on a life of their own and slid around his neck, and then she was leaning into him. Wynn hauled her closer until she was splayed across his body.

			Finally, he broke the kiss to stare into her desire-filled eyes. “What are you doing to me, woman?”

			“Nothing,” Giana said, easing herself away from him and trying to repair her hair, which had come free of the knot. “This is just the usual guy-girl chemistry.”

			He took a step forward, back into her personal space. He placed a finger under her chin and tipped it upward to stare into her eyes. “You should know chemistry can lead to some explosive reactions.”

			“Don’t...”

			Wynn brushed a thumb across her lips. “Don’t what? Acknowledge what’s between us? If that kiss showed you anything, it’s that we can’t ignore it.”

			“And what are you suggesting, we give in to it?” Giana asked, reaching past him to push the button and jolt the elevator back into action.

			“Why not?”

			“Because we’ll be in business together. I don’t want to feel like this is a quid pro quo.”

			“It’s not like that,” Wynn said. “I agreed with you before we went to bed together, and vice versa. Or are you saying you had sex with me as incentive for me changing my mind?”

			Giana eyes flew to his. “Of course not!”

			“Then it’s settled. Business is business. And personal is personal.”

			The elevator chimed, and the doors opened. Once again, Wynn placed his hand on Giana’s back to lead her through the lobby to his limousine waiting outside the arena.

			“Where are we going?” Giana asked when he helped her into the limo.

			“Lunch.” He climbed in beside her.

			“Is that all it is? Lunch?”

			Wynn grinned. “Yes, unless you would like to go back to my place, and we can pick up where we unceremoniously left off this morning when I woke up to find my bed empty.”

			He was still smarting over her rebuff, and now was as good a time as any to speak his mind.

			

			As the car pulled away from the arena, Giana shifted away from Wynn. His thigh was nudged a little too close to hers, and she needed to create some physical distance between them. The close quarters weren’t good for her heart rate. “Was your visit today about Starks Inc. or your enormous ego?”

			“My ego is fine,” Wynn responded. “I was merely stating you ran away like a scared schoolgirl.”

			Giana turned to face the window. “I wasn’t scared. I merely had a lot on my plate today.” All of which got pushed aside when Wynn walked into the room. She would need to call Mara and rearrange her afternoon. She turned to face him. “Everything isn’t all about you.”

			“True, but can’t you admit last night shook you, too?”

			Too? She’d certainly thought about him all morning and had been beating herself up over whether she should have slept with him, but at the end of the day, she didn’t regret it. She was confident in her sexuality and understood the laws of attraction, but that didn’t stop her from wanting more from this man. “What do you mean?”

			“I was as floored as you were by the intensity of our night together, Giana, but unlike you, I didn’t run away. When I woke up this morning, I was ready to pull you into my arms, have a repeat performance and leisurely make breakfast for you.”

			“Oh yeah, and what would you have made?”

			“I’d have made you a mean spinach and mushroom omelet, poured you a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice and a cup of coffee, and brought it all on a tray to serve you in bed.”

			Giana smiled. Perhaps she had been too eager to leave. She’d have thought like most men, he wanted her to go without the pesky emotions or recriminations over the night before. “Do you treat all your ladies like this or am I special?”

			“There are no ‘all my ladies,’” Wynn responded, and Giana could have sworn she saw something flicker in his eyes. Was it hurt? “When I date a woman, I date one at a time.”

			“Of course, I didn’t mean to insinuate otherwise.”

			“Good. Then you won’t mind us picking up where we left off this evening.”

			Giana glared at him. “Your arrogance knows no bounds. Do you really think I’m going to fall into bed with you again?” At his smirk, she held a palm up. “Wait, don’t answer that.”

			

			He frowned. “Why are you playing so hard to get, Giana?”

			He sucked in a deep breath while he waited for her answer. Her hesitancy gave him a chance to look his fill. She was stunning in a mango-colored wrap dress. Giana was proportionally built, with round hips and small yet perfectly formed breasts. Breasts he’d held in his hands while his mouth played havoc with her nipples.

			When he glanced up, he found her watching him. “You want to bring your eyes back here.” She motioned upward to her face.

			He grinned sheepishly at being caught openly ogling, but he was a man after all. And he was with a beautiful woman with her hair done up in some clever arrangement. His hands fisted at his sides as he remembered what it felt like to drag his fingers through the soft, curly masses. “I want you to agree to go out with me.”

			Giana shook her head. “That isn’t what you said. You said you want to pick up where we left off—which was the bedroom.”

			“Semantics. So, let me be clear, Giana. I want to spend time with you, in and out of bed. Exclusively.”

			“Exclusively?”

			“I don’t like to share. Will you agree to my terms?”

			“Why don’t you try persuading me over lunch?” Giana replied, surprising him with her response.

			They arrived at Chops Lobster Bar in Buckhead a short while later. With its dark wood paneling and white tablecloths, it was the perfect meeting spot. Wynn put his hand on her back and steered her toward the maître d’, who led them to a table situated in the corner away from the crowd.

			“I hope this is acceptable, Mr. Starks?”

			“Yes, thank you,” Wynn said, helping Giana into her seat then taking his own. He accepted the menu from the maître d’ and placed it on the table. He wasn’t interested in the food.

			Giana was peering at her menu as if it held the secrets of the universe.

			“Are you seeing someone, Giana?”

			Her eyes popped up from the menu to peer at him. “You sure know how to get down to business.”

			“I see no reason not to be direct. I thought you would appreciate it.”

			“I do. And no, I’m not seeing anyone. Quite frankly, I haven’t had the time. My career takes up much of my time.”

			“Really? A beautiful and accomplished woman such as yourself is single? I would have thought you would have a gaggle of men lining up around the block to date you.”

			“Afraid not.” She shook her head.

			“What about serious relationships?”

			“One. Martin and I were both in business school and getting serious. I was thinking of introducing him to my family, but then Martin started hinting about marriage and babies.”

			“And you lost interest?”

			“He assumed I would give up my dreams and fall in line like a Girl Scout. Needless to say, the relationship didn’t last. And since then, well, I’ve found success is a deterrent to having a relationship.”

			The waiter returned to take their order. Giana opted for salmon with curry lobster sauce and a sesame sushi rice cake, while Wynn went for the lobster BLT with a side salad. Once the waiter had gone, Giana moved from the topic of her love life straight to business to find out what campaigns Wynn might have in mind for Curtis. They also discussed Wynn’s need for exclusivity.

			“I have to look out for Starks Inc.’s interest,” Wynn explained. “My main competitor, Blaine Smith, is always sniffing around, trying to take a bite out of our market share. I’m just ensuring the snake is kept at bay.”

			“I’ve met Blaine,” Giana said. “I’m not a fan, but it sounds like you have some history.”

			“We do,” Wynn responded. “Blaine and I worked together back in the day. I was fine-tuning LEAN after work and mentioned starting my own sports drink business, but with his family’s money, Blaine got there first. LEAN is very popular with the sports fanatics and constantly outranks Smith International’s concoction. I feel like Blaine is always looking for a leg up on me and although I don’t mind healthy competition, this is personal, ya know? I feel like he stole my idea. I’m hoping the Atlanta Cougars won’t get in bed with him.”

			Giana held out a hand to shake. “Now I really don’t like him. I can’t speak for Roman, but as chief marketing and branding officer, I can promise you I won’t actively seek out Blaine to do business. How’s that?”

			“I guess it will have to be enough.”

			They talked shop for the remainder of the lunch, and Wynn was surprised to find an hour had passed. He appreciated Giana’s sharp mind. They would make a great team.

			“When can I meet the illustrious Curtis Jackson?” Wynn asked. “You know LEAN is my baby, and I’m very protective.”

			“I will discuss it with Curtis and have my assistant get back to yours with some times.” She rose to her feet.

			Wynn took it to mean their lunch date was over and pushed back his chair. He didn’t like being dismissed, but he had Giana in his crosshairs. “Of course, I’ll drop you back at your office.”

			“Oh, there’s no need. My assistant, Mara, is waiting for me outside,” she said, walking in front of him.

			“When did you have time to call her?” He caught a sly smile on Giana’s face. Then he remembered how she’d made a pit stop in the ladies’ room earlier. Was she afraid of being alone with him again? “Of course, I wouldn’t want to keep you from any pressing Atlanta Cougars business. I’ll walk you to the car.”

			He followed her out of the restaurant, watching the sway of her hips as she walked. Once they were outside, a dark sedan was indeed waiting for her at the curb, and Giana went to rush toward it, but he put a hand on her arm to stop her.

			She turned around, and their eyes met. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Giana.” He brushed his fingertips down her cheek.

			He walked away, leaving Giana with her mouth agape over his touch.

		
	
		
			Nine

			“You secured Wynn Starks?” Julian said as he strolled into Giana’s office later in the afternoon. “Congratulations.” He clapped as he came forward to her desk and took a seat across from her.

			Giana smiled. “Was there ever any doubt?”

			“Not in my mind,” Julian stated. “So how did you sell Wynn on the Cougars? Wynn Starks wouldn’t even take your call a month ago,” Julian continued. “Now he’s coming to your place of work to tell you in person Curtis will be the face of Starks Inc. What gives?”

			“Fine, Julian, I’ll admit Wynn and I may have hooked up, but it was a one-time thing.”

			“Ha.” Julian laughed and leaned back in his seat. “Kid yourself if you want to, but you have the man’s nose wide open.”

			Giana chuckled at her brother’s turn of phrase. “Just because he might want more doesn’t mean I do.”

			“No?” Julian raised a brow.

			“No,” Giana stated more firmly. But it was more to convince herself than her brother. She couldn’t get involved with Wynn any more than she already had. If she were to get seriously involved with Wynn or any man, they had to offer more than being an exclusive bedmate. And in Wynn’s case, mixing business with pleasure was a bad idea. It had taken more than a year to get a meeting with him and convince him to do a partnership with the Cougars. A relationship between, whether purely physical or not would bring a host of complications she didn’t need. There would be scrutiny by her family, not to mention the business implications if they ended the relationship and either wanted out of the deal. Both companies’ reputations would take a hit along with their pocketbooks.

			Though she had to admit the invitation was tempting. Wynn was an incredible lover and they’d shared an amazing night, but one time was all it should ever be. He was dangerous to her self-control. When she was around him, she seemed to have none, as evidenced by her making out with him in elevators.

			Julian shrugged. “I don’t think Wynn got the memo. And given everything I’ve heard about him, once he set his eyes on something, he’ll stop at nothing to achieve it.”

			“What do you mean, given everything you’ve heard? Did you have him investigated?” She pushed to her feet.

			“Didn’t need to,” Julian replied, standing as well. “Nico told me you had a dossier on Wynn. So I read it.”

			“Why?”

			“When my baby sister tells me she’s become intimately involved with a man we intend to do business with, I want to know more.”

			Giana spun away from him to face the window. She didn’t need her brother getting in her business. “I don’t need your protection, Julian. I can handle myself.”

			“I’m sure you can, Gigi,” Julian said. Seconds later, Giana felt his hands on her shoulder as he turned her back around to face him. “But I would be remiss if I didn’t check the man out. Make sure he didn’t have any skeletons in his closet.”

			Giana let out a sigh. “All right.”

			Julian stroked her cheek with his palm. “You’re not mad at me?”

			“You know I have never been able to stay mad at you for long.” She offered him a smile.

			“Good. I have to go. I have some players to tend to in the rehab clinic.”

			After he’d gone, Giana thought about Wynn. Was Julian right? Was Wynn going to keep chipping at her defenses until she agreed to date him? Because if he did, Giana wasn’t sure she had the willpower to say no. Whenever he touched her, her brain short-circuited and she lost control. Giana didn’t like the feeling. She was used to her life being nice, neat and orderly, and Wynn Starks flipped the script every single time.

			She would have to keep it strictly business between them and hope he stayed in his lane.

			

			Wynn was feeling thwarted, and he didn’t like it one bit. He’d tried unsuccessfully for the last two days to reach Giana. Sure, they had a meeting on the books on Friday for Wynn to discuss the LEAN endorsement with Curtis and Tim Jackson, but as for the two of them? Nada. Every time he called her office, her assistant told him she was busy. He knew it to be a lie. She was avoiding him.

			Was this how she felt when he’d ignored her calls and canceled meetings? Was this retribution? If so, Wynn supposed he had it coming, but it didn’t mean he had to like it. Now that he’d been with Giana, he wanted more than one night with her. He had to convince her she couldn’t turn her back on the kind of passion they shared. They were well suited to one another.

			She made him feel alive, and Wynn hadn’t felt this way in a long time. It was exciting and scary all at once.

			Instead of worrying about it, Wynn decided to take his mind off himself and help others, so he’d come to the local Boys & Girls Club he volunteered at to meet with his little brother after working until midafternoon. Donnell Evans was being raised by a single mother who worked two jobs to keep food on the table. He was a good kid, and Wynn was happy to supply a much-needed male influence in his life.

			He found Donnell on the basketball court along with Silas and his mentee Eric late Thursday afternoon. “Hey, guys,” Wynn said, running toward them. “Can I get in on the action?” Before he’d left the office, he’d changed into a T-shirt and basketball shorts.

			“Yeah, man.” Silas gave him a one-armed hug, and Wynn gave Donnell a fist bump.

			“What’s up, young man?” Wynn said, giving the twelve-year-old the once-over. The dark-skinned youth was sporting short twists and looked as if he’d grown another inch or so since the last time he’d seen him.

			“I’m good, Mr. Starks,” Donnell said.

			“I told you, you can call me Wynn.”

			“I know, but my mama would kill me if she heard me, so if it’s all the same to you, I’ll call you Mr. Starks,” Donnell responded.

			“A game of two against two?” Silas offered.

			“Let’s do it,” Wynn replied.

			Wynn and Donnell faced off against Silas and Eric. Wynn had Silas on skill, but Silas had him on speed. Somehow, Wynn and Donnell managed to beat their opponents, but only by one point.

			When the game was over, Wynn suggested burgers, and the young men eagerly nodded their heads in unison. “C’mon, get your things and we’ll meet you outside.”

			While the boys went to get their book bags, Silas glanced at Wynn. “You were on fire out there.”

			“Was I?” He headed to the vending machines outside the basketball court and bought four bottled waters. He tossed one to Silas and then chugged his. When he was finished, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“Yeah, you were,” Silas said. “And it makes me wonder if it has something to do with Giana Lockett.”

			“Nah, we’re not doing this here,” Wynn said, glancing at the locker room to see if the boys were coming.

			“We don’t have to talk about it, but my intuition tells me something went down between you and her.”

			Wynn didn’t get a chance to answer, because the boys came back. “I’ll drive,” Wynn said. He’d taken his BMW X6 to work. He’d needed to be in control of the wheel since he didn’t have any control over his love life at the moment. “C’mon.”

			Once they were buckled up, Wynn drove them to a nearby restaurant known for their burgers, fries and milkshakes. After placing their order, Donnell and Eric headed over to the arcade games, leaving Wynn and Silas alone again.

			“You ready to tell me what happened?” Silas asked.

			“You’re not going to leave this alone, are you?”

			Silas shook his head. “Nope. So, you might as well tell me.”

			“All right.” He glanced at the boys. “Giana and I hooked up.”

			Silas’s eyes grew wide. “Really? At least your self-imposed celibacy is over. How was it?”

			“It was damn good, but now she won’t give me the time of day.”

			“What did you do?”

			Wynn frowned. “Why do you think I did something?” Silas cocked his head to the side, so Wynn continued, “I didn’t do anything wrong. She’s the one who snuck out of my bed in the middle of the night. And when I confronted her about it, she told me it was a onetime thing.”

			“And what did you say?”

			“I told her I wanted more.”

			“A relationship?”

			Wynn shook his head. “No, of course not. I told you, those days are over. But I told her I would commit to exclusively seeing her.”

			“As bed buddies? C’mon, Wynn, even to me you sound like a jerk.”

			“I can’t offer more than that.”

			Silas shrugged. “And you wonder why she’s not rushing to take you up on your offer?”

			Wynn was cut off from responding because the waitress returned with a tray loaded with their food. Wynn called the boys. “Donnell, Eric, come on over. Let’s eat.”

			Wynn enjoyed his double cheeseburger, fries and chocolate milkshake, but he couldn’t get Silas’s words out of his mind. Was that why Giana wasn’t interested? Did she want more than an exclusive sexual relationship? If so, Wynn wasn’t sure he was capable of more, because he didn’t think there was a woman out there worth committing himself to.

			Giana was certainly special, but Wynn wasn’t sure he was ready to take the risk. In the meantime, he had to convince her they shouldn’t deny themselves the pleasure of each other’s company—each other’s bodies—while they figured it out. He just hoped she would agree.

			

			“Curtis, Mr. Jackson, I’m so glad you could make it,” Giana said, shaking both men’s hands as they came into the Atlanta Cougars’ conference room at the arena on Friday. Tall with dark brown eyes, skin the color of tree bark and short curly hair, Curtis was a striking young man.

			“Thank you for having us, Ms. Lockett,” Tim Jackson replied. The elder Jackson was over six feet, not quite his son’s height, but his presence was always felt. Today, he’d come dressed for business in a sports coat, button-down shirt and jeans, while Curtis was dressed in a track suit, because he had practice after the meeting.

			“It’s my pleasure,” Giana said. “I’m happy to finally report Mr. Starks has agreed to have Curtis represent Starks Inc.”

			“Wonderful,” Tim said. “What changed his mind?”

			“You did,” Wynn said, strolling into the conference room as if he owned the place with a man Giana assumed was his attorney. Wynn was wearing a slate-gray suit with a light blue shirt, both clearly custom-made and tailored to his frame. Once again, Giana was caught off guard by Wynn’s presence. She had a hard time looking away from him, but she forced herself.

			“Mr. Jackson, meet Wynn Starks. Wynn, this is Curtis and his father, Tim Jackson,” Giana said, making the introductions.

			Wynn offered his hand to Tim. “Pleasure to meet you, sir. And you—” He turned to Curtis. “I look forward to having you represent LEAN.”

			“I will do you proud, Mr. Starks,” Curtis responded. “I’ve always loved your sports drinks, but LEAN is my favorite.”

			Wynn beamed with pride. “Why, thank you. It’s my baby, so it means a lot to have someone of your good character representing the product.”

			“We knew Curtis would be a perfect fit. It’s why I wanted my son to do this endorsement, Mr. Starks,” Tim said.

			“Call me Wynn.”

			“Wynn it is.” Tim smiled. “Your story is impressive. It reminded me of me and Curtis. You faced long odds coming from a single-parent home raised by your father, and now look what you’ve made of yourself.” He motioned toward Wynn’s appearance.

			“I wouldn’t be where I am without my father, as I’m sure your son will agree.”

			“Absolutely,” Curtis stated with a large grin. “My dad—” he patted his father’s shoulders lovingly “—is my hero.”

			“We need more Black fathers like yourself in the community, Mr. Jackson,” Wynn said. “I thought maybe we could somehow spotlight Black fathers in our first promotion.” He flicked a glance at Giana, and despite the tension coiled in her stomach, she felt a smile form on her lips.

			“Of course. Let’s get down to business,” Giana said, motioning everyone to the table.

			

			An hour later, after all terms were agreed to, including Wynn’s exclusivity clause, and after seeing the Jacksons out, Giana finally released a long-held sigh. Nearly a year’s effort had finally come to fruition. She’d inked the endorsement deal with Wynn. She returned to the conference room and found Wynn alone.

			“Where’s your attorney?” Giana asked, going to the settee and opening a bottle of sparkling water. She poured some into a glass and walked over to the table to sit across from him. Wynn wore a smug smile on his face, as if he’d engineered this deal when she’d been the one championing it.

			“His work is done. He’s gone.”

			“As you should be,” she responded, sipping her water.

			Wynn placed his forearms on the table and leaned forward. “We have unfinished business.”

			She raised a brow. “Do we?”

			“I’m not leaving here until you agree to meet for drinks later.”

			“And why would I do that, Wynn? I believe I told you this—” she motioned back and forth between them “—was going nowhere.”

			“What are you so afraid of, Giana?”

			“I’m not afraid.”

			“I beg to differ. So, I’m challenging you to meet me for drinks. The same way you challenged me.” He rattled off a favorite haunt frequented by celebrities. “If you come, I’ll know you’re ready to see where this will go. If you don’t, I’ll leave you alone.”

			Giana sat up straight. “You will?” She hadn’t realized how much she was enjoying Wynn having to fight for time with her after she’d chased him for nearly a year.

			He nodded and rose to his feet, buttoning his suit jacket as he went. “I’ll honor your wishes and keep my distance if that’s what you really want.”

			“What if I don’t show?”

			“I’m willing to wager when push comes to shove, you’ll come. See you soon, Giana.”

			He left her with a stunned expression and wondering if she was as adventurous as he seemed to think she was.

		
	
		
			Ten

			Wynn fidgeted in his seat and glanced at his watch. It was after 6:30 p.m., and Giana was nowhere in sight. Had he really gotten it wrong? Was she afraid of exploring their mutual attraction? He hadn’t taken Giana for a coward.

			In today’s meeting, he’d seen her sharp wit and knew the collaboration between Starks Inc. and the Atlanta Cougars would be a good one. But it was water under the bridge. Whether she came tonight or not, they would be in business together for the duration of the endorsement deal.

			Wynn downed the rest of his bourbon in two seconds and was about to get up to leave when he heard a beautiful feminine voice say from behind him, “Is this seat taken?”

			He released the deep breath he’d been holding and spun around to face Giana. “You came.”

			She had changed into a leather jacket and a black jumpsuit with a wide leg. It not only flattered her figure but made her look sleek and sexy. She’d also loosened her hair from the updo, and it hung in luxurious waves down her back.

			“Did you doubt I would?” She grinned, and he could see a dimple in her right cheek that he hadn’t noticed before.

			Wynn glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly seven.”

			“Yeah, well.” She shrugged as she slid onto the bar stool beside him. “I ran into a bit of traffic on the way here. An accident on I-85. I would have been here sooner.”

			He gave her a sideways glance. “I’m glad I was right.” He motioned the bartender over. “What would you like to drink?”

			“I’ll have whatever he’s drinking,” Giana said to the bartender, nodding toward his glass of bourbon.

			“Coming right up,” the tattooed blond bartender said. He reached for a tumbler, poured two thumbs of the high-end bourbon into it and then slid it her way. Then he topped off Wynn’s before heading over to another couple down the bar.

			“Cheers.” Wynn held up his glass.

			“Cheers.” Giana clinked her glass with his and surprisingly threw back her head and killed the entire drink while he merely took a sip.

			“Giana! You were supposed to sip that,” Wynn laughed.

			“It’s been a long year courting you, Wynn. I deserve this drink and much more.”

			Wynn chuckled. “Was I that difficult?”

			Giana snorted. “You know you were, but it’s behind us.” She spun around to look him dead in the eye. “Although the intensity of the other night shocked the hell out of me, I’m here because I’m no coward.”

			“I’m glad you’re not.”

			“I’d like to explore the dynamic between us and see where it goes, but understand this, Wynn, it won’t be on your terms.”

			He frowned. He didn’t like where this was going. “What do you mean?”

			“I won’t be just your bedmate.”

			“No? What do you want?”

			“If you want me to go out on the limb with you, then you have to be willing to give something in return.”

			“Like what?”

			“I admit I’m not exactly comfortable being with someone with whom I have a working relationship,” Giana started, “but I’m willing to go there. Just get one thing straight—I won’t be your booty call, Wynn. Exclusive or not. You have to be willing to explore the possibility we could be more.”

			Silas had been right. She wanted a relationship, which was one of Wynn’s hard limits. After Christine, he’d steered clear of them. Wynn wasn’t aiming to repeat past mistakes. “Giana—”

			“No, Wynn,” she interrupted him. “This is nonnegotiable. If you want to be with me, you have to be willing to put your heart on the table, the same as me. Those are my terms.”

			“And if I don’t accept?”

			Giana folded her arms across her chest. “I leave and go home and curl up with a good book.”

			Staring into her eyes, Wynn knew she wasn’t joking. Giana had a stubborn streak. If he said no, she would walk away and never look back. His gut told him if he didn’t accept her terms, he ran the risk of missing out on something spectacular, because Giana Lockett was a phenomenal woman. But on the other hand, Wynn hadn’t seriously dated anyone since Christine.

			“I’ve been burned in the past,” he offered up after a short silence.

			“I know.”

			His eyes immediately darted upward to connect with hers. There wasn’t pity in her gaze, merely resolve.

			“I only read what was in my investigator’s file on you. I don’t know the whole story. You can tell me one day,” she added, “when you’re ready.”

			Wynn glanced down at the bourbon still in his hand. He picked up the drink and downed it fast, just as Giana had. “I accept your terms.”

			

			Giana couldn’t believe he’d said yes. Strong, sexy, arrogant Wynn had agreed to her conditions. She’d assumed based on how acrimonious Wynn’s divorce had been that he’d turn her down flat and she would be off the hook. As she’d told her father, she wasn’t looking for a relationship and wanted to focus on her career. Yet, somehow, by calling Wynn’s bluff with one of her own, she’d inadvertently walked her way into a possible relationship.

			How had that happened?

			She should never have risked it. Now not only her career but her heart was on the line, because Giana feared Wynn had the power to hurt her. Whenever he was around, her defenses and control were gone, and she was vulnerable to his special brand of charm.

			“You ready to get out of here?” Wynn asked as he placed several bills on the bar.

			“Where are we going?” She was sure the answer was back to his place. He probably wanted her on her back as soon as possible, but Wynn surprised her with his answer.

			“It’s Friday night. I thought we’d go dancing.”

			“Dancing?” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done that. Probably when she’d been in college and hanging out with her friends. Since joining the Atlanta Cougars, her life had revolved around becoming the best executive she could be. She wanted to be Roman’s right hand as he’d been for their father. She was determined to show she was the best woman for the job. She hadn’t had time for dancing.

			“C’mon.” Wynn took hold of her hand and wove their fingers together. “Let’s go.” He led her toward the exit. Once outside, she was shocked when he headed toward a motorcycle. He disengaged their hands long enough to hand her a helmet.

			“What’s this for?”

			“Duh? To put on,” Wynn stated. “Safety first.” He placed the helmet on her head.

			Giana pushed up the visor to glare at him. “I’m not getting on that death trap.”

			“Have you ever been on one?”

			“No, but—”

			“Then you don’t know what you’re missing,” Wynn said, and before she could object, his big hands circled around her hips and he placed her on top of the bike.

			“Wynn! I’m not comfortable with this.”

			“Trust me, okay? I’ve got you.” Then he was hauling one leg over the bike and turning on the engine. “Wrap your arms around my waist.”

			Giana did as he instructed and was rewarded with feeling Wynn’s rock-hard abs. Seconds later, the motorbike took off.

			At first, she was scared out of her wits, but the more Wynn maneuvered the bike in and out of traffic, the more relaxed she became. Giana had never done anything this reckless before. Wynn brought out a youthfulness Giana hadn’t felt since she was in college. Eventually, she began leaning into the turns. She loved having her thighs so close to Wynn’s. She loved how he handled the bike with ease, and before she knew it, they were pulling into the parking lot of the popular nightclub Latitudes.

			Once they stopped, she took off the helmet and shook out her hair, running her fingers through the strands to fluff them out. Giana hated to think about how she must look. When she’d decided to wear her hair down, she’d had no idea she’d get helmet head.

			“Stop.” Wynn grabbed her hand. “You look beautiful!”

			Giana laughed. “If you say so.” She followed him toward the entrance, where a big, beefy guy stood manning the door. Wynn walked up to the VIP rope, and the guy immediately opened the rope to allow them to pass.

			“Do you come here often?”

			Wynn shook his head. “Naw, I know the owner. He used to be one of my kids I mentored at the Boys & Girls Club. I have a standing table if I ever want it.”

			The club was filled to the rafters with men and women dancing underneath the strobe lights to a pounding mix of R&B and hip-hop. Some of the women were in slinky dresses barely covering their bottoms. Giana felt overdressed in her jumpsuit.

			The hostess knew Wynn and gave him a hug and then led them to a roped-off VIP area complete with leather couches and low end tables. “Thanks, Asia,” Wynn said.

			“Of course. I’ll let Alex know you’re here. In the meantime, I’ll get you a bottle of bourbon.” She glanced at Giana. “Can I get you anything?”

			“No, thanks. I’ll stick to the bourbon,” Giana replied and joined Wynn, who was already making himself comfortable on one of the sofas. “You continue to surprise me, Wynn. Considering how the press calls you a recluse, I wouldn’t think you’d frequent a place like this.” She removed her leather jacket.

			“I admit I like to keep to myself,” he said, helping her out of it. “But every now and then, I do like to go out and have fun.”

			“I have a feeling I haven’t even skimmed the surface in knowing who you really are.”

			But as the evening progressed, Giana got a close-up look at this man. She met one of his former mentees who owned the club, and Wynn introduced her as his girlfriend. Then they partied like rock stars, sipping on cocktails and grooving on the dance floor. Afterward, they tucked into some fried shrimp, hush puppies and mozzarella sticks. He’d thought Giana was too bourgeois for such fare, but she’d quickly reminded him it was football food and her family owned a football franchise.

			They washed the fried treats down with ice-cold beer and eased back onto the sofa to people watch. They made up stories about the lively group of young women they suspected were having a girls’ night and the couple dirty dancing on the floor once the music changed to slow jams.

			“I don’t think they know what they’re doing,” Wynn said, rising to his feet and holding out his hand. “I think we should show them how it’s done.”

			Once in the midst of the crowd, Wynn drew Giana into his arms, and they began swaying to the music. When she looked up at him, his eyes glittered with desire, so it was no surprise when he dropped his head and crushed his lips to hers. He kissed her with a fierce possession as if she truly was his lady.

			A flicker of passion stirred in the pit of her stomach at the urgency of Wynn’s deepening kiss, and Giana curled her arms around his neck. Wynn’s tongue expertly dueled with hers, and Giana once again was reminded of the mastery of his kiss. Her mind told her they were making out in the middle of a club like randy teenagers, but her body was in control and she wanted him with a ferocity that shocked her.

			When he lifted his head, she wanted to protest. “Let’s get out of here,” he murmured. “I want you naked underneath me.”

			“Can’t wait.”

			After grabbing their coats, they started for his bike outside. “My place or yours?” Wynn asked.

			“Yours.” Giana didn’t relish trying to explain why there was a motorcycle outside her parents’ guesthouse the next morning.

			The ride back to Wynn’s place was smooth, and after he punched in the code, the gates opened, allowing them in and closing everyone else out. And that’s exactly what Giana wanted, because this time she intended to stay the whole night—and maybe the next morning, too.

		
	
		
			Eleven

			Wynn had to put a lot on the line to get Giana back to his home, but as he lay on the bed and watched her undress, it was all worth it. Any worries he had about venturing into a new relationship flew out the window when Giana eased the side zipper of the jumpsuit down, allowing it to fall in a silken puddle at her feet, leaving her in a bra and thong.

			“Come here,” he growled. He wanted to do the honors and remove them himself.

			She smiled mischievously as she sauntered toward him and climbed on the bed to straddle him. “You have too many clothes on.” She pushed at his shirt. Her fingers worked the buttons slowly but deliberately, undoing the top two before she got frustrated, lifted the tails from his jeans and tore the shirt open, sending buttons flying everywhere.

			“I like your eagerness,” Wynn commented as her fingertips explored the muscular ridges of his abdomen. Her hands eased upward until she reached his nipples and circled them with her nails. Wynn let out a guttural oath when she lowered her head and tongued them with her hot, wet mouth.

			It was as if a dam had broken. He quickly shifted so that she was underneath him and he could kiss her again. She moaned when his hands began hungrily roaming her body. He needed her in a way that made no sense. Without breaking the connection, he reached behind her to unhook her bra and release her gorgeous breasts from their restraints.

			A heady rush of achievement flooded his body. He cupped her breasts possessively and teased her nipples, making her back arch. Giana moaned.

			“Soon,” he promised. Then he lowered his head to take one turgid peak into his mouth and tongued it with wet lashes of his tongue before giving the other breast the same attention. While he made love to her with his mouth, his hands went lower, and she understood his intent, because Giana lifted her hips, allowing him to drag her thong down her shapely legs until she was completely naked.

			The sight of her was intoxicating, and Wynn felt like he was high on a drug he hadn’t known he was craving. His arousal was straining hard in his jeans, and he couldn’t wait to be rid of them. He pushed himself up to a standing position so he could dispense with his clothing. As soon as he got his boxers and jeans off in one movement, his erection sprang forward.

			Her mouth dropped open, but she welcomed him by opening her arms. He joined her on the bed and kissed her again. Meanwhile, his fingers trailed down her inner thighs to probe the slick folds at her core. Giana bucked under him, choking out a sob.

			“You’re so wet,” he groaned, drawing his hand away. “I can’t wait to be inside you.”

			“I want that, too, but if you keep doing that, I’ll come.”

			“Babe, that’s the point.” He continued stroking her, stoking the flame until she cried out.

			Wynn loved the way Giana responded to him. His hard-on was getting bigger and bigger by the second. “Give me a moment.”

			He fumbled in the drawer beside his bed. When he found the foil condom packet, he ripped it open with his teeth and seconds later rejoined her. “Where were we?”

			She angled her body, and Wynn settled between her legs. His shaft probed for a moment before thrusting slowly but surely inside her.

			Giana gasped. “You feel so good.”

			He grinned, then dug his fingers into her hips, holding her in place so he could begin to move in and out. Each thrust brought him closer to direct contact with her sensitive nub. “Look at me,” he growled into her ear.

			She glanced up, her eyes glassy with passion, but she didn’t look away as he began slamming into her harder and faster, deeper and deeper until pleasure crashed over them, taking them both in the tidal wave. Giana reached the peak first and shook as her orgasm struck. Wynn was right behind her, shouting as they shattered into a million pieces.

			

			Giana awoke feeling sore in the all the right places. During the night, Wynn had made love to her multiple times, as if he was making up for lost time. Her blood was still fizzing from the amazing orgasm he’d given her before going downstairs to make breakfast. Giana lost track of time, having fallen asleep on and off through the night as Wynn took her to new heights.

			He returned to the bed wearing boxer shorts and carrying a tray. She would never tire of looking at him: the broad, well-muscled shoulders, defined abs, lean waist and tightest butt she’d ever encountered. He was irresistible.

			She sat up on the bed, pushing the pillows back and not caring that she was completely bare-chested. “What have you got there?” she inquired as he placed the tray on her lap.

			“Exactly what I promised if you had stayed a week ago,” Wynn stated. “Enjoy.” He brushed his lips across hers.

			“Looks delicious.” Giana grabbed a fork and took a sliver of what she imagined to be a veggie omelet. The flavors exploded in her mouth. “Mmm,” she moaned. “This is delicious. You really are a good cook.”

			“Thank you. I need you to keep your strength up if you’re going to keep up with me.”

			Giana laughed. “I’ve never had someone with so much...er...stamina.”

			Wynn laughed. “Probably because I’ve been celibate for a few years.”

			“You have? Why?” She was stunned by his admission. She’d known he was a recluse, but not that much of one.

			He shrugged. “After my divorce, I was very ambivalent about the opposite sex. I thought it was better if I focused on building my company. Plus, I was in the middle of taking Starks Inc. public, and it seemed a better use of my energy.”

			“That explains your enthusiasm in the bedroom now,” Giana said, spearing another forkful of omelet.

			“Are you worrying if you can keep up with me?”

			“Why do you always doubt me?” Giana said. “I assure you, Mr. Starks, I can keep up with the likes of you.”

			“Care to prove it?” Wynn asked with a smirk.

			Giana placed her tray on the nightstand and then pushed Wynn down onto the bed and straddled him. “Allow me to show you.”

			

			Giana rushed up from the guesthouse to the Lockett mansion for their weekly Sunday dinner. She’d had to rush out of bed with Wynn to the shower. She’d told him she wouldn’t be available for the evening because of their family dinner. He’d been surprised families still did that sort of thing, but he understood. They promised to get together tomorrow after work.

			Giana was in an actual relationship, dating exclusively. Wynn had once again brought up the word exclusive in bed yesterday afternoon after their marathon lovemaking session. He seemed obsessed with the word, from making sure the Atlanta Cougars only did Starks Inc. sports drink endorsements to making it clear he wouldn’t share Giana with another man.

			She’d explained she wasn’t seeing anyone, but she did plan on keeping her status to herself at dinner. She loved her family, but they could be busybodies.

			“Greetings!” she yelled as she walked into the family room and saw the entire Lockett clan gathered around the fireplace. It was a chilly day, and she’d wrapped the wide, faux fur lapels of her wool coat tight around her as she walked up from the guesthouse.

			“Darling! There you are.” Her mother, Angelique, came toward her. She’d recently cut her shoulder-length jet-black hair into a bob, but it was still perfectly styled, as was the trouser and sweater set with pearls she wore. Her peanut butter complexion was flawless with minimal makeup.

			“Hi, Mom.” Giana accepted her kiss and hug. “Sorry I’m late.”

			“It’s not like you, Gigi,” Julian said with a knowing smirk from behind their mother.

			“Time slipped away from me,” Giana responded, glaring at him. She walked over to her father by the fireplace and stood on her tippy toes to brush a kiss across his cheek. “Daddy.”

			“Baby girl.” He smiled down at her. “You’re looking radiant.”

			“I wonder why.” Julian snickered.

			“Do you know something we don’t, boy?” Their father’s voice boomed over at his middle son.

			“Of course not.” Julian ignored the curious look on Josiah’s face and went to sit next to his wife.

			“I, for one, think we should be celebrating Gigi’s accomplishment this week,” Josiah stated.

			“I agree,” Roman said, trying to keep Ethan from running around the room. “Shows what hard work and true grit can do. Let me get you a drink. What will you have?” he asked, glancing in Giana’s direction.

			“I’ll have a bourbon neat.”

			“Since when do you drink bourbon?” her mother asked. “Isn’t that a man’s drink?”

			“Women drink it, too,” Giana defended herself. She was starting to like the liquor since it was Wynn’s favorite.

			“Bourbon coming right up.” Roman headed to the bar and began making her drink.

			Giana desperately wanted the heat off her and headed toward her nephew, who was sitting on her sister-in-law Shantel’s lap. “Hey, sis.” She gave her a kiss on the cheek. “How’s Ethan?”

			“As big as ever,” Shantel responded. When Giana went to pull the baby into her arms and take a seat beside her, Shantel whispered in her ear, “You might want to cover the love mark on your neck.”

			Giana flushed with embarrassment. “Really?”

			Shantel nodded, and Giana immediately pulled up the turtleneck she was wearing. She was going to kill Wynn!

			“Here you are, Gigi.” Roman came forward and handed her a bourbon, which his son thought was for him. “Not for you, little man.” Roman placed the tumbler on the cocktail table. “I’ll set this aside for when you’re ready.”

			“Does everyone have a drink?” Josiah asked. “A toast to Gigi.”

			The entire Lockett family lifted their glasses.

			“Thank you, everyone. You didn’t need to, but I appreciate the shout-out,” Giana said.

			“I’m surprised Starks held out for as long as he did,” Roman replied. “You’re like a dog with a bone when you want something. You won’t let go.”

			“Rome!” his mother quickly chastised him. “Your sister is not a dog.”

			Roman rolled his eyes. “Not what I meant. Only that she’s tenacious.”

			“It’s how I raised her to be.” Her father’s chest was puffed up with pride.

			“You’ll never find a husband that way, Giana,” her mother responded. “Sometimes a man wants a soft place to land.”

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Angie. Let Gigi have the win.”

			Her mother only allowed their father to call her Angie. To everyone else, it was Angelique. “Fine. I want the best for my only daughter, and now the boys are settled, I’d like to see Giana start thinking about marriage and having a family.”

			“One day, Mama. One day,” Giana replied. She handed her nephew back to Shantel, picked up her glass and headed to the French doors, where Xavier had parked himself away from the fray.

			Giana sipped her bourbon. “Why are you hiding out over here? Calling your girl?”

			Xavier gave her the evil eye. “I told you I was keeping that on the down low. Just like I’m keeping your little secret.”

			Giana frowned. “What secret?”

			Xavier chuckled, and she watched him swipe his iPhone screen several times before showing it to her. Giana gasped. In living color, for the entire world to see, was a picture of her and Wynn at Latitudes in a lip lock.

			“Who else has seen this?” she whispered.

			“Just me,” Xavier replied with a grin. “But it won’t stay a secret for long. You’re a Lockett, Gigi.”

			“Damn!” she muttered underneath her breath.

			“What are you two conspiring over here about?” Julian asked, coming into their tight circle.

			“Nothing,” Xavier said, deadpan.

			“You’re a terrible liar, X,” Julian stated and looked at Giana. “Is this about WS?” He used Wynn’s initials.

			“You know about him and Gigi?” Xavier inquired.

			“Uh, yeah. I’m her big brother and confidant,” Julian responded.

			“Excuse me,” Giana said. “I’m standing right here, and I don’t appreciate being talked about as if I’m not. Julian, to answer your question, Wynn and I went out the other night, and it appears we were captured on camera.”

			Xavier handed Julian the phone. “Oh!” Julian exclaimed.

			“What?” She glared at him. “I’m a grown woman.”

			“Clearly,” Julian stated, handing the phone back to Xavier. “But this will get out, you know.”

			“Understood, and I’ll handle it in my own way. But for now can we enjoy a quiet family dinner?”

			“Sure, sis.” Xavier put the phone away. “Tonight is about your victory.”

			However, the victory was hollow for Giana, because she knew the real world would quickly impede on the little bubble she and Wynn had created for themselves over the weekend. The two of them would be a big scoop, and everyone in town would want to know how reclusive billionaire Wynn Starks had snagged Atlanta’s football princess.

			Giana would have to put on her thinking cap and figure out how she could spin this in their favor.

		
	
		
			Twelve

			Giana couldn’t believe how easily she’d gone from career-minded single girl to lust-starved female in a week, but she had, and it was all because of Wynn. He brought out the sensual side of her nature and her competitive spirit. This morning after she’d woken up in bed alone, she’d found him downstairs in his gym pounding a punching bag. She’d greedily drunk in his naked torso and clearly defined muscles.

			Then she’d joined Wynn. He’d picked up a couple of punch pads and allowed Giana to give it a go. She surprised him by launching a few jabs she’d learned from her brothers, but Wynn was fast and ducked quickly. That only spurred Giana on until eventually she landed a right uppercut on Wynn’s jaw, making him stumble backward. She smiled when she thought about Wynn reaching for her in retribution until she landed on the mat underneath him. Her clothes quickly evaporated, and the rest, as they say, was history.

			“Care to walk with me to get some coffee?” Roman asked from the doorway of her office as he interrupted Giana’s sexual rewind several days later.

			“Sure,” Giana said, joining him in a walk to the cafeteria in high-heeled stilettos, tailored slacks and a silk blouse. “What’s going on?”

			“Not here.” Roman shook his head as they passed several executives on their way.

			Giana glanced at him, not liking his authoritative tone. Once they were alone again and nearly to the cafeteria, she grabbed her brother’s arm and pulled him aside. “Roman, what’s going on?”

			“Maybe you can tell me,” he said, pulling out his phone to show her a picture of her and Wynn kissing on Friday night.

			Giana sucked in a breath. “So, you know. So what?”

			“So what?” Roman’s voice rose. “How long has this been going on, Gigi?”

			“That’s none of your business.”

			“Like hell it isn’t,” he hissed quietly. “Is this why Starks gave us his business? Please tell me you didn’t—”

			“Don’t you dare finish the rest of the sentence, Roman Lockett. The partnership between Starks Inc. and the Atlanta Cougars is a good one. This had nothing to do with our private relationship.”

			Roman lowered his head. “Of course. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have implied otherwise. It’s just...” He paused. “When I saw the photo, I wanted to punch the guy for messing with my baby sister. I know how hard you lobbied for his business, and if he took advantage of you in any way...”

			“I’ll tell you what I told Julian and Xavier. I’m a grown woman and I can fight my own battles.”

			Roman’s eyes grew wide with concern. “Are you telling me they knew about this before me?”

			Giana rolled her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. “It’s not a competition, Roman. But yes, I confided in Julian. And Xavier, he saw me coming in late.”

			“If he saw you, then that means...”

			Giana smiled. “He was creeping, too.”

			“Does everyone in this family have secrets?” Roman wondered aloud. “Now that I’m married with a baby, I seem to be out of the loop.”

			“You’re not, Rome,” Giana said, tucking one arm through his as they walked. “But you are in a different phase in your life. And it’s okay. I’m glad you’re happy with Shantel and Ethan.”

			Roman grinned, showing off his naturally straight teeth. Giana had always been jealous; she’d needed to get braces when she was twelve to achieve her pearly whites. “Thank you, Gigi. So, what are you going to do?”

			“What do you mean? Wynn and I are dating. Or at least we started to, and we’ll take it from there.”

			“Is that what you’re going to tell Mom and Dad?”

			“I haven’t exactly gotten that far. This is a very new development. Can’t I have a second to enjoy it before I have to figure it all out?”

			“Of course. I want you to be aware Mama is going to hear wedding bells.”

			“She can hear them all she wants, but right now this is totally casual.” Or at least that’s what Giana was telling herself, even though her belly flip-flopped and her heart skipped a beat every time she saw Wynn.

			I mean, really, when all is said and done, how long will it really last?

			

			“How would you like to respond to a request for interviews about your relationship with Ms. Lockett?” Sam asked Wynn later that afternoon.

			“My relationship?”

			“Yes, several local newspapers caught wind of your outing on Friday night.”

			“They did?” Wynn asked, coming toward Sam, who was nervously holding his iPad.

			“Oh, I forgot, you hate social media,” Sam said. “Which is why I keep track of yours. You and Ms. Lockett were caught in a rather compromising position at Latitudes, and it’s been tweeted several times. Here, look.” Sam handed Wynn the iPad.

			There it was in color, for all the world to see: Giana and him wrapped up in each other’s arms as if they couldn’t get close enough. Wynn scanned a few lines of one of the articles, which was all speculation on how he as a reclusive bachelor was ready to let loose with Atlanta’s favorite daughter.

			He thrust the iPad back at Sam. “You can respond with no comment. I’m not going to discuss my love life with the media.”

			“You realize that’s only going to fan the flames.”

			“Maybe, but I’ll need to speak with Giana first. Can you give me some privacy?”

			“Of course,” Sam said, leaving the office. Once the door closed, Wynn reached inside his jeans pocket and pulled out his iPhone. Over the weekend, he’d made sure Giana put her personal number in his phone so he had direct access to her and vice versa, whenever the mood struck.

			She answered on the second ring. “Hey, you.”

			“Hey, yourself,” Wynn said. “How’s your day going?”

			“Well, it could be better if I wasn’t dodging questions about the nature of our relationship. How long we’ve been seeing each other and the like. How about you?”

			“Same. It’s why I called. I thought we should sync up on our stories.”

			“There is no story but the truth,” Giana replied evenly. “We’re newly dating.”

			“Do you really think the media will take that at face value?” Wynn inquired. He’d known some salacious tabloids to make up fodder just to sell newspapers.

			“If you want, we can tell our side of the story. You know, make it official. I’ve got the annual Christmas event coming up on Saturday night, and I’m in need of a date. Care to join me?”

			“Of course. Will I see you later?”

			“Afraid not. I have a 6:00 p.m. meeting with one of my players and their agent.”

			Wynn glanced at his watch. It was only three o’clock. “No problem. I’ll wait for you.”

			Seven hours later, Wynn was starting to get anxious. He’d known Giana was going to be late, but he hadn’t anticipated she’d be occupied the entire night. He’d already run five miles, made dinner and watched Jeopardy!, his favorite guilty pleasure, before falling off to sleep. He hadn’t realized how late it was until the ten o’clock news came on and Giana hadn’t arrived.

			Despite telling himself their relationship was casual, Wynn had gone through the trouble of lighting some candles and chilling a bottle of champagne, but now the candles were burned to the wick and the ice in the champagne bucket had melted. He was surprised when his doorbell rang.

			Wynn glanced down at his watch. It was ten fifteen. He slowly walked to the door and looked through the window, making out a feminine form.

			Giana.

			He swung open the door. “Do you have any idea—”

			The words died on his lips when he saw what Giana was wearing: a trench coat open to reveal the most delicious lace bustier and G-string getup. The jet-black creation was trimmed in red and tied together at the waist. It flattered every curve from the lace cups showing her ample cleavage to her round hips, which gave way to slender thighs encased in a pair of sheer thigh-high stockings attached to garters.

			Wynn licked his lips.

			“I’m sorry I’m late,” Giana began with a sexy pout on her scarlet-red lips, “but I was hoping this might make up for it?”

			“Come here, woman.” He hauled her to him, lifting her off her feet and carrying her inside the house. He brought his mouth down hard on hers, his hand tightening in her hair, which she’d blessedly left hanging in soft curls down her shoulders. He kissed her fiercely, instantly lost in the heat and softness of her lips. When he deepened the kiss, her fingers curled around him, gripping, tugging and tearing at his shirt. Once he was bare-chested, she ran her fingers over his skin, touching his stomach, and his body became taut.

			“I need you now, Giana.” His voice was thick with desire.

			“I need you, too.”

			Wynn didn’t think he was going to make it to his bedroom, and he didn’t even try, because she was already tugging at his belt, then the button and zipper on his jeans, finally dragging them down his legs. He stepped out of them only to return and kiss her anywhere he could find purchase: her face, her throat, her collarbone. And when he came to her breasts, he cupped them before bending down to lick the tips through the fabric of her bustier. They hardened beneath his tongue, so he took one nipple in his mouth and sucked hard through the fabric.

			“Wynn...”

			He heard the pleading in her voice and answered by wrapping one of her legs around his waist and snatching the flimsy G-string fabric away, ripping it into shreds. He would have to get her a new one. In the meantime, he reveled in the way Giana melted against his fingertips, rocking against his hand. He felt her tighten around his fingers.

			“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Don’t stop—”

			Her muscles tensed and she gasped, arching her back as she completely unraveled around him.

			

			Giana felt dazed and disoriented. She watched Wynn reach for a condom in his jeans pocket while simultaneously holding her upright. He tore it open with his teeth and smoothed it on his steel length. Then he was shifting upward and driving inside her.

			“Wynn—”

			He kissed her through her moan, swallowing her words as pure animal instinct took over. She tilted her hips, welcoming the sweet intrusion of having his length fill her. Then he began thrusting hard and fast, giving her exactly what she needed. Her nails sank into Wynn’s shoulders as she surrendered to the moment, and soon, Giana found herself tipping closer toward the edge.

			Wynn growled low in his throat as he found a steady rhythm and pounded into her. When he reached the pinnacle, he called out her name, and she called out his when yet another orgasm rocked through her. Their voices were a harmony of pleasure and need. Afterward, Giana’s legs gave way, and she might have fallen to the floor, but Wynn held her up with his strong hands and thighs.

			“I’ve got you,” he murmured.

			And he did. In one swift movement, he was swinging her into his arms and kicking his clothes out of the way as he strode toward his bedroom.

		
	
		
			Thirteen

			“Tell me again why I agreed to do this,” Wynn said when he and Giana were on their way to her Christmas charity event the next Saturday. He looked especially handsome in a black tuxedo with satin lapels and a black shirt.

			“Because you agreed to my terms.” Giana smoothed her hair, which she wore in an elegant side-swept style that went well with her one-shouldered tulle gown by Elie Saab. Giana adored the dress’s glittering gold and burgundy colors. Intricate beading ran across the bodice and down one side, while the other side was slightly sheer and had a flower pattern. “We can’t just stay at your place. We have to go out sometime.”

			Over the last week, when she wasn’t at work or overseeing one of the numerous charities funded by the Lockett Foundation, she had been with Wynn. After Monday night, when she’d arrived at his place in a trench coat and lingerie, their relationship had settled into an easy rhythm. A few nights Wynn cooked, which Giana was happy about, because she hadn’t inherited her mother’s natural penchant for domesticity.

			Wynn, meanwhile, loved to show his culinary skills. And now that he knew she was a pescatarian, he’d cooked several new dishes that had turned out to be quite delicious.

			“We went out last night,” Wynn said, fidgeting with the bow tie she’d insisted he wear because it matched the colors of her dress. She knew their being matchy-matchy might make a statement that they were a couple, but they’d both agreed they would make their relationship status official tonight. Not only with the media, but also her family.

			Her parents would be on hand for tonight’s event, and as general manager of the Atlanta Cougars, Roman was sure to attend with Shantel. When she’d asked Julian if he was going to make it for moral support, he’d told her Elyse was feeling under the weather, so Giana gave him a pass to stay home with his ill wife. That left Xavier to accompany her as her backup plan, but her younger sibling had been MIA the last few days, so Giana was on her own.

			“Don’t get me wrong. I appreciated last night,” Giana responded. They’d met up with Silas and Janelle, who was in town for a photo shoot. They’d all gone to the blues club where Roman had taken Tim and Curtis Jackson when he was trying to convince Curtis to sign with the Atlanta Cougars. Even though it wasn’t the sort of place Giana would normally frequent, she’d enjoyed herself tremendously. However, every time she’d looked over at Silas and Janelle, she could tell they were so in love, it had made Giana envious. Would she and Wynn be that way one day?

			“But?” Wynn prompted.

			Giana turned to him. “But tonight is a big deal. Aren’t you nervous?”

			“Not at all. I already know your father and Roman. I’m sure I can charm your mother.”

			Giana chuckled. She loved Wynn’s arrogance and confidence. “Yes, but you met Josiah and Roman in a business capacity, not as the man sleeping with their daughter or sister.”

			“True,” Wynn said, “but I can’t sweat the small stuff. I am who I am. They can either take me or leave me.”

			And that second possibility was exactly what Giana was afraid of.

			

			Exiting the limo, Giana and Wynn were greeted by flashing lights and a crowd of reporters. She caught a couple of “who are you wearing tonight” questions, but the majority were “how long have you and Wynn been a couple?” and “when did you start dating?”

			“No comment.” Wynn politely waved aside the questions, then took her hand.

			Their plan was to give an exclusive to one of the more reputable magazines, but first they had to get through tonight. Giana was pleased when the event coordinator came forward and told her everything was going smoothly. “Thank you, Clarissa. The place looks marvelous. It has just the right amount of Christmas spirit.”

			There were wreaths on the walls and garlands decorated with twigs, winterberry and silvery pine cones swathing the doors. Red and white paper bells hung down from the ceiling, and an enormous Christmas tree held a cascade of colorful ornaments.

			“Are my parents here yet?” Giana asked.

			“They’re with the Whitmores,” Clarissa responded. “I believe your mother is trying to get her to increase her donation.”

			“If anyone can, it’s my mother. Thank you.” Giana touched the older woman’s shoulder and glanced up at Wynn. “Are you ready?”

			“No time like the present.” He took her hand and they walked over to her parents as Doug and Malorie Whitmore were leaving.

			“Good evening.” Giana smiled as she approached her parents. She caught the surprised look in her father’s eye at her choice of companion. “Daddy, I believe you know Wynn, but Mama, you haven’t met. Allow me to introduce you to Wynn Starks.”

			“Wynn Starks of Starks Inc.?” her mother inquired with a raised brow.

			“One and the same, ma’am,” Wynn replied.

			“Well, well.” Her mother smiled from ear to ear. “Wonders never cease. Come, young man.” She circled her arm through Wynn’s. “Tell me more about yourself.”

			Wynn glanced at Giana, and she shrugged. He would either sink or swim, but Giana was certain he would swim.

			Once they’d gone, her father turned to her. “Starks, huh? I didn’t know you were so well acquainted.”

			“We are. Care for a drink, Daddy?”

			“I’ll have some of the bourbon you’ve been prone to drinking lately.”

			Giana smiled and signaled to a waiter. “C’mon, Daddy. I know you have something to say.”

			“Damn right,” he said, grabbing her arm and pulling her aside so they couldn’t be overheard. “How long have you been in bed with Starks?”

			“Daddy!” Giana flushed.

			“I didn’t mean literally, but clearly I’m on to something.”

			“I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”

			“You don’t have to.” Her father glanced over at Wynn, who appeared to be regaling her mother with a story, because Giana could hear her laughter all the way across the room. Wynn really could charm the socks off any woman when he wanted to.

			“I thought you wanted to focus on your career and not get bogged down,” her father continued.

			“We’re dating, Daddy.”

			His thick, bushy eyebrows rose in question. “I don’t think so, baby girl. That man—” he inclined his head “—is the kind of man you marry. He’s going to want a house full of children and you flat on your back.”

			“Good lord, Daddy. What am I going to do with you? Are you stuck in the ’50s?”

			“I’m not, but I know a man’s man when I see one, and Wynn is not used to two chiefs.”

			“That may be so, but I can hold my own against any man, Wynn included. No one is going to stop me from reaching my goals.”

			“All right, Gigi, no need to try and convince me. At least not yet. But a time will come when you might have to choose which you want more—a good man or your career.”

			Her father left Giana to rejoin his wife, at which point Wynn excused himself. As the new man in her life came striding toward her, full of swagger, Giana wondered if her father was right.

			Would she have to choose?

			

			Wynn had nearly reached Giana when a familiar figure clad in a silver lamé gown, with café au lait skin and a long, sleek ponytail, came into his line of vision. He didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out who she was. He would know—or rather smell—her anywhere.

			His ex.

			Christine Davis.

			She wore a scent that used to drive him crazy but now was an annoyance. He’d made it his duty in life to ensure their paths never crossed. Wynn supposed it was why the media had dubbed him a recluse, and that was fine with him. He liked his alone time. But Christine had always had a way of getting under his skin. He prayed tonight, in front of Giana and her family, wasn’t one of those nights.

			“Wynn, what a surprise to see you here,” Christine purred out of fire engine–red lips. She was overly made up from her lips to the outrageous lashes she wore.

			“Christine.” Wynn stepped away from her, but she moved in front of him to block his path. He sighed. If she didn’t want to play nice, neither would he. “What do you want?”

			“Want? For starters, I’d like more of the green stuff you swindled me out of in the prenuptial agreement, but I’ll have to make do with what I have.”

			“You were generously compensated for the two—” he held up two fingers “—years of our marriage. You were entitled to nothing more and nothing less.”

			Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “I should have been given much more for putting up with the likes of you, especially since you were such a bore in bed.”

			He knew she was trying to goad him and quickly fired back, “I don’t think my lady minds.” Wynn hated himself the moment he stooped to his ex’s level.

			Christine’s head immediately swung around so she could regard Giana, who was standing across the room. She was head and shoulders above the rest of the women here, and she knew it. When he’d arrived to pick her up at the Lockett mansion in Tuxedo Park, he’d been blown away by her beauty.

			“Oh, she will,” Christine said, spinning back around to face him. “Just as I was. She’s using you to get her jollies, or even to make a statement to her parents, but at the end of the day, a woman like her isn’t interested in a man like you for the long term. You’re not even in the same class as her. Mark my words—you have a short shelf life, Wynn.”

			“Go to hell!” Wynn’s voice was raised, and several people looked over at him to see what had precipitated such an outburst. Meanwhile Christine was smiling like a cat that got the cream. She’d provoked him, as she’d intended, but he wasn’t going to give her any more fodder. Instead, he headed straight for the open bar. Once there, he ordered a double of the finest bourbon they had available.

			“Wynn.”

			He turned to see Roman Lockett at his side. “Roman. What can I do for you?”

			“One, you can try not embarrassing my family any further, and two, you can make sure that you don’t hurt my sister.”

			Wynn regarded him. He appreciated the big brother routine, but he wasn’t in the mood. He sipped his bourbon. “Why would you think either of those two things would happen?”

			“That little outburst a moment ago,” Roman whispered, “was in poor taste. Perhaps you should keep your past where it belongs.”

			Wynn wanted to punch Roman. He really did, but the man was right. He shouldn’t have let Christine rile him up. But at the same time, he wouldn’t be pushed around by Christine or Roman. Hell, by anyone.

			“You have nothing to fear from me.” Wynn downed the rest of his bourbon. “And for the record, I’m a grown-ass man, Roman. I’ve got this.” He placed his glass on the bar and stepped away to find his lady.

			Why was everyone trying to get in their way? Giana hadn’t been lying when she said becoming official tonight would have its challenges. He’d charmed her mother well enough, but then Christine and now Roman had put up roadblocks. Was it any wonder he was on edge?

			Stalking away from Roman, he scanned the crowd for Giana. She’d moved from her last location, but he found her near the doorway of the ballroom. When he approached, she smiled and held out her hand to welcome him, lacing their fingers together. The small gesture was exactly what he needed.

			A soft place to land.

		
	
		
			Fourteen

			“Do you want to talk about what happened tonight?” Giana asked on the ride back to the Lockett mansion. She’d told Wynn she wanted to go home because she planned to do some Christmas shopping tomorrow with her sisters-in-law, Shantel and Elyse. That was true, but she also wanted a night alone to herself, because she felt different.

			Wynn wasn’t her run-of-the-mill relationship. The other men she’d been with had lacked the maturity and thoughtfulness she’d found with Wynn. And talk about intense—the sex between them was so intimate. He wanted all of her, and it made her feel helpless and a bit off balance. Giana had never shown up to another man’s house wearing lingerie. She wouldn’t have dared. She was Giana Lockett, chief marketing and branding officer of the Atlanta Cougars, but Wynn made her feel carefree, as if anything were possible.

			“Not really,” Wynn responded, and Giana blinked several times to remind herself of what she’d asked. Oh yes, if he wanted to talk about yelling at his ex-wife.

			Giana had caught the exchange between them earlier. Afterward, Wynn had been reserved when he joined her. Her family might not have noticed the change, because his expression had been serene, but Giana was beginning to be able to read his moods by the angle of his jaw or the glitter in his eye.

			The rest of her family had seen his public face because he refused to let on he was upset, but Giana knew otherwise.

			“You don’t have to lie to me, Wynn. I thought you agreed to a relationship at least in theory, and part of that means sharing your feelings.”

			“If you recall, I opted for sex, exclusive sex,” Wynn said with a grin, sliding closer to her on the seat.

			“Oh no, you don’t.” Giana held up a hand against his chest. “Don’t try to thwart my questions by seduction.” Though he wouldn’t have to try very hard. A shiver raced through her at feeling his hard chest against her palm.

			“Damn.” Wynn sighed and leaned back against the seat. He faced the windows for several moments, and Giana wondered if he was going to ignore her. But then he said, “I shouldn’t have let Christine get to me. I’m sorry if I embarrassed you or your family.”

			“You didn’t do any such thing,” Giana stated fiercely. “She approached you. It wasn’t the other way around.”

			“Yeah, but I rose to the occasion.”

			The limo slowly came to a halt, and Giana thought that was the end of their conversation and their night. But instead, when the chauffeur opened her door, Wynn got out and walked with her to the guesthouse. She was hoping he wouldn’t leave and they could pick up where they left off. Once she’d unlocked the door, she turned on several lamps, flooding the living room with light.

			“This is an awfully nice guesthouse,” Wynn said, looking around and running his hand along the marble fireplace.

			Giana saw the large living space through his eyes. It was open and airy and, in the morning, sunlight flooded the room from the myriad of windows. She loved to sit in the bay window seat with her morning cup of coffee and soak up the rays.

			“It is, but I don’t really want to talk about decor, Wynn, and I think you know that. I want to know why tonight upset you.”

			Wynn turned around to face her, and Giana could see he was warring with himself over his answer, but in the end he said, “Because... Christine and I have been divorced for over three years. I thought I’d safely put her in a box where she couldn’t get to me. I guess I was wrong.”

			“No, you’re human, Wynn,” Giana replied. “Although it’s long over, she once meant something to you.”

			“I refuse to give her that kind of power over me. She doesn’t deserve it. She’s a liar and a cheat!”

			“Okay, now we’re getting somewhere, because you’re telling me how you really feel.”

			“You really want to hear the ugly truth, Giana? I’ll tell you. Christine was looking for a sucker and she found one in me, the lonely boy who’d never felt loved by his mother. She said all the right things to make me believe she wanted a husband and a family, but she didn’t. I think I was some sort of social experiment for her. A project, if you will. A way to rebel against the man her parents wanted her to marry. The man she ended up cheating on me with.”

			“Oh my God!” Giana’s hand flew to her mouth. “I had no idea.”

			“Because I keep my private life private, Giana.” Wynn rubbed his palm across his closely cropped hair. “I kept that out of the divorce proceedings because I didn’t want them to get any uglier than they already were. Just like my mother left my father, Christine left me for another man, and just like my mother she tried to take me to the cleaner’s.”

			“I thought you had a prenup?”

			“We did. And I’m glad that despite how besotted I was, I insisted on one before we married,” Wynn explained. “However, while we were separated, Christine got wind of my plans to take Starks Inc. public, and she tried to delay the proceedings. But in the end, we divorced before the IPO.”

			“Is that why she’s so incensed?”

			Wynn shrugged. “Partly. And because I didn’t beg to take her back. She took me for such a dope that she thought I would, but I didn’t. She’s been furious ever since.”

			“Thank you for telling me, Wynn.”

			“You said you wanted me all in? Well, I am in, Giana. Are you sure you’re ready to take me with all my baggage?” Wynn asked. “Because it’s not too late to bail and go back to just sex.”

			He said it with a crooked grin, but Giana knew he was trying to make light of having spoken his truth. “Not at all.” She reached behind her and began to unzip her dress. “In fact, I would say I want to go forward.” She inclined her head toward the bedroom as her dress dropped to the floor, leaving her in a thong and nothing more.

			Naked hunger was etched across Wynn’s face. Seconds later, his lips were crushing hers in a kiss designed to taste, torment, dominate and give. Giana wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist as Wynn swiftly carried her to the bedroom.

			

			“Good morning,” Giana cheerily said when she walked into the kitchen of the main house the next morning. After they shared a shower, a car had come to pick up Wynn and take him back home, leaving Giana to face the music alone. She found her father and mother already sitting at the breakfast table surrounded by platters heaping with bacon, eggs and pastries.

			“Good morning.” Her mother regarded her as Giana took a seat across from her. “You’re very chipper.”

			“I feel great.” And she did, despite having stayed up half the night offering herself as a balm to Wynn’s wounds. He’d taken her again and again, her name constantly on his lips as an incantation or a prayer—Giana couldn’t be sure which, because it had been mingled with her own fervent cries of pleasure. Eventually, they’d both fallen into a deep sleep. Giana felt as if she’d truly come home. She’d never had this feeling before with any other man, not even Martin. That had been child’s play. When it came to how deeply Wynn touched her, she found herself starting to believe in happily-ever-after.

			Giana thanked Gerard when he came and filled her mug with steaming-hot coffee. She quickly took a sip.

			“That’s good, darling,” her mother said. “I was so happy to meet that new young man of yours, Wynn Starks. He’s very intense, but charming.”

			She felt herself smile. “Thanks, Mama.”

			“It got me to thinking.”

			“Oh Lord, woman,” her father replied, rolling his eyes upward. “What have you got cooking in that mind of yours?” He put down his coffee cup.

			“Nothing bad.” She reached across the table and patted his hand. Then she turned to Giana. “With Christmas right around the corner, I was thinking you should ask Wynn to join us at the cabin in Gatlinburg. He could spend the holiday with the family.”

			“Really?” Giana was floored. Usually, her mother only wanted family around. “Are you sure?”

			“Of course. I can see how taken you are with him and vice versa. Seems only fitting we should get to know him better. I mean, who knows, he could be a part of this family someday.”

			“Hush, your mouth, woman,” her father tsked. “She’s just dating Starks.”

			Her mother shrugged. “I know what I saw, Josiah.”

			“And what did you see?” Giana inquired. She was curious if she’d given off any sort of vibe of her growing feelings for Wynn.

			“I saw two people falling in love.”

			Giana’s stomach plummeted. Love. Her mother thought they were in love. She’d barely been able to get Wynn to commit to the idea of a relationship, let alone the word love. She was still struggling with how to describe her feelings for Wynn, but love? “Look at the time.” Giana glanced down at her watch. “I have to get going.”

			“So soon?” her mother asked. “You’ve only had coffee.”

			Giana reached across the table to grab a croissant off the platter heaped with pastries. “I’m meeting Shantel and Elyse for some last-minute Christmas shopping. I’ll take this to go. Have a great day.” She quickly kissed both her parents and made a hasty exit.

			Once she was in the corridor, Giana leaned against the wall and inhaled deeply. Her mother had it wrong. Or did she? Giana felt different than she had with Martin. She wanted to spend all her free time with Wynn, in and out of bed. She laughed at his silly jokes, watched the old martial arts movies he liked even though she didn’t understand a thing, had even started running with him. And their physical connection was off the charts. Did that mean she was in love? Giana wasn’t scared that she might fall in love. She was scared Wynn might never allow himself to.

			

			“Dad, it’s so good to hear from you,” Wynn said when his father called him that afternoon. “How are you enjoying the cruise?”

			Now that he’d made it, Wynn had told his father to quit his day job, because if he had anything to say about it, Jeffrey Starks would never have to work again. Wynn hadn’t forgotten how his father scrimped and saved so there was always a roof over his head and food on the table. And growing up, Wynn had had a bottomless pit for a stomach. He definitely understood his mentees at the Boys & Girls Club always being hungry.

			“It’s been the best time of my life,” Jeffrey said. “Now I know how the other half lives.”

			“I’m glad,” Wynn responded.

			“I’ve even met someone.”

			“You have?”

			“Yes, she’s a widow. Her husband left her with a large sum, so she’ll never have to worry about money, and she’s traveling the world.”

			“And you would like to join her?” Wynn asked the question his dad was beating around the bush getting to.

			“I think so. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this way, son.”

			“I know, Dad.” It had been hard on his father to lose the love of his life to another man. After the divorce, his father became withdrawn. Although he’d tried to be there for Wynn, a light went out in his eyes. Wynn would give anything to see his father happy again.

			“But Christmas is in a few days,” his father said on the other end of the line. “I wouldn’t want to leave you alone.”

			“I’m not a child.”

			“I know, but it’s always been me and you. It’s our tradition.”

			“And we’ll still have it,” Wynn responded. “But I want you to be happy, and if exploring this new relationship will do that, then you should go.”

			“But I can’t possibly afford—”

			“I told you not to worry about finances,” Wynn interrupted. “I have you covered. Whatever you need, whatever you want. I’ll add a sizable amount to your account, that way you can take as much or as little as you need.”

			“Son, it’s so extravagant.”

			“You deserve it.” And a whole lot more, Wynn thought.

			“What will you do for Christmas?”

			“Work.”

			“Work isn’t everything, son. You have to make room in your life for more.”

			Wynn’s mind wandered to Giana. There was so much more he intended to do with her. And it surprised him how excited he was at the prospect. After Christine, he hadn’t thought he was capable of loving anyone, but if anyone made him want to be a believer again, it was Giana.

			“Don’t you worry about me, Dad. I’ll be fine.”

			They ended the call with promises of reconnecting in the new year. Afterward, Wynn wondered what he was going to do with his time. Now that the holidays were approaching, he usually gave his staff time off to spend time with their families. But with his dad out of town, Wynn was going to have find something or someone to occupy his time.

		
	
		
			Fifteen

			“Tell us what’s really going on between you and Wynn Starks,” Shantel said while she, Giana and Elyse shopped at the Lennox Mall.

			“Yeah, I’m dying to know, too.” Elyse’s eyes were lit up with merriment. “But if you don’t mind, I’d like to take a seat.” They’d been at it for a few hours, racking up toys for Ethan and Elyse’s baby girl due next year, as well as gifts for Roman and Julian.

			Giana struggled with what if anything to get Wynn. In the end, because he loved to cook, she’d settled for a grill and spice set along with a chef’s hat and coat. But picking his gift wasn’t the only thing on Giana’s mind; her mother had thrown her for a loop when she’d said they looked like two people falling in love. Giana hadn’t been able to get the thought out of her head all day.

			“How about we stop here for a snack?” Giana asked. They were near the food court, and Elyse had been eyeing the Auntie Anne’s pretzels.

			“Did you catch that?” Shantel asked Elyse, giving Giana the side eye. “The way she changed the subject? But we’re on to you.”

			“What?” Giana asked. “Elyse is eating for two.”

			Elyse laughed. “You’re so thoughtful, Giana. And while, yes, I would love to eat an entire batch of those mini pretzel hot dogs drenched in sweet mustard, I want to hear more about you and Wynn.”

			“We’re dating,” Giana answered honestly. “I’m not sure what my brothers might have told you, but there’s not much more.”

			“No?” Shantel asked. “You seem awfully cagey.”

			“C’mon, Shantel. That’s not fair. You shouldn’t psychoanalyze family,” Giana said.

			Shantel shrugged. “I’m not, but I can tell when someone is holding something back. Don’t know if it’s a curse or a gift. Do you want to give us the non-pat answer?”

			“She can,” Elyse said, rubbing her small belly, “after you get me those pretzel bites.”

			“See, I knew you were hungry,” Giana teased. “I’ll go get them.” She needed the opportunity to collect her thoughts. Shantel was used to getting people to talk, and Giana wasn’t sure she could keep her sister-in-law’s curiosity at bay. After obtaining Elyse’s sweet and savory snack, she headed back to the duo sitting at one of the café tables.

			“Here you are, my dear.” Giana handed the box to Elyse along with a lemonade.

			“Thank you.” Elyse immediately dug into the pretzel bites.

			“Now back to me.” Shantel used her index and middle fingers to motion for Giana to look into her eyes. “You were going to give us the real deal?”

			Giana sighed and then told the truth. “Wynn and I started out as a one-night stand. I was content with that, but then he showed up to my work and said he wanted more than one night.”

			“How did you feel?” Shantel inquired.

			“It surprised me. And I was nervous about mixing business with pleasure. I’m used to keeping my worlds very separate and mixing the two could potentially have disastrous consequences for both companies. Plus, I wasn’t looking for anything serious, and he was telling me he wanted to see me exclusively. But everything was on his terms. I told him I would only agree if we were in a relationship. Honestly, considering his history of being a recluse, I assumed he would say no. He surprised me when he agreed to my demand.”

			Elyse laughed as she stuffed more pretzel bites into her mouth. “He called your bluff?”

			“Yes, and I couldn’t very well take it back, now could I?” And Giana wasn’t sure she’d wanted to.

			“And now?” Shantel asked quietly. “How do you feel about Wynn?”

			“I’ve grown to care about him,” Giana answered honestly. “It wasn’t something I was looking for. I mean, my focus is my career. Becoming involved with Wynn is a recipe for drama. What if the attraction fades? Then where are we? I didn’t think I had any time for...” She stopped herself before she said the four-letter word, but Shantel picked up on it.

			“Love? Well, let me tell you, Giana, you can’t predict it or stop it when it happens. You have to allow yourself to feel. And from the looks of it, and this is strictly from the outside looking in, you’re trying to block the emotion.”

			“I agree,” Elyse jumped in, brushing crumbs off her face now that she’d demolished the entire snack. “When I realized I was falling for Julian, I thought I could stop it. I mean, I was initially on a revenge mission because I blamed Josiah for my father losing everything. Julian was the enemy. But I can tell you, love is a powerful force and it won’t be denied.”

			“What do I do?” Giana asked, glancing back and forth between the two women.

			“Embrace it.” Shantel smiled. “I’m not saying it’s not scary, but I promise you, Giana, the reward is so worth it.”

			“Well, I don’t know if I’m there yet,” Giana said, and she noticed her sisters-in-law exchange a skeptical look. “I’m not.”

			But she could be, and that scared Giana most of all. Because what if she fell in love with Wynn and he didn’t feel the same? What would she do with all these feelings? Giana didn’t know if she could box them back up once she’d allowed them to escape. Perhaps spending Christmas with Wynn would give her the clarity she needed to figure out if love was worth it or if she should walk away.

			

			“You want me to spend Christmas with your family?” Wynn asked when Giana came over to his place late Monday evening. If he was honest, he’d missed her yesterday. After discussing his failed marriage following the charity gala, he’d felt closer to Giana. And if he’d had his druthers, they would have spent the entire day in bed yesterday. When she said she had plans with her sisters-in-law and her weekly family dinner, he’d put on his best face not to show his disappointment.

			“Yes, would that be such a bad thing?” Giana asked, a frown marring her mocha features.

			“No, of course not,” Wynn responded, “and I’m sorry if you thought otherwise. I’m surprised. Christmas is usually reserved for family.”

			“My mother thought since you and I are dating you might...” Her voice faltered, and for the first time Wynn saw the uncertainty in Giana’s eyes. He hated himself for making her doubt herself.

			“Of course I’ll come.” Giana gave an audible sigh of relief. “Come here.” He patted the sofa beside him. “Let me reassure you how happy I am.”

			He pulled her toward him. Initially, he felt her reluctance, but with a gentle tug she fell forward into his lap, and Wynn’s hand circled to her nape to pull her into a kiss.

			When they finally broke apart, they were both breathing hard, but it was Giana’s stomach growling that made him ask, “What do you say we think about dinner?”

			“Actually, I was thinking I could cook for you.”

			“Cook for me?” Since they’d started seeing each other, he’d done the majority of the cooking.

			Giana punched him on the shoulder. “Don’t act so surprised. I may not be as talented as you are in the kitchen, but I can make several good dishes, some of which are strictly vegetarian.”

			“Of course you can.” Wynn laughed. “And I can’t wait to try them.”

			He watched as she eased off the sofa and headed to the kitchen. He didn’t know why her suggestion had been a shock, but then again, much of what Giana did wasn’t what Wynn expected. She had more depth and character than he’d ever imagined. It made Wynn realize he’d judged her harshly based on his cynical view of the world. It wasn’t easy breaking bad habits, but he was going to do his best to try.

			He followed her into the kitchen and watched her search through his fridge for ingredients: eggplant, arugula, onions, garlic, fresh spinach, ricotta and eggs, followed by some store-bought marinara sauce and lasagna noodles from the cupboard. Meanwhile, he retrieved a bottle of red wine and poured them two glasses.

			“Thank you,” she said, taking a sip.

			“Okay, I’m intrigued,” Wynn said, drinking his wine as he watched her get a chopping board and start slicing and dicing vegetables. “What are you making?”

			“Eggplant lasagna. Eggplant is a good substitute for protein. You won’t be able to tell the difference.” He doubted it. He was a meat and potatoes kind of guy, but he sensed how important it was for Giana to show him a different side of herself.

			A spoiled princess wouldn’t know her way around a kitchen, but Giana was comfortable roasting the eggplant and sautéing the onion, garlic and spinach. When she was done, she started on a ricotta mixture, which included egg, basil and salt and pepper. Afterward, she began layering a greased baking dish with all her ingredients.

			Wynn was impressed. Christine would never have been caught dead getting her hands dirty like this. Although he knew he shouldn’t compare the two of them, he didn’t get close to a lot of women and didn’t have much of a frame of reference. And Giana was so different. He was seeing that more and more each day. There were many facets to her. She was a strong and confident businesswoman, a loving daughter, a proud sister. If you’d asked him a month ago if he’d consider dating, he would have said no, but Giana made Wynn hopeful there were truly some good women left.

			When he snapped out of his thoughts, he found Giana putting arugula, pine nuts, basil, garlic and olive oil in a food processor and squeezing a lemon into the mixture. “I guess I should have asked this first, but are you allergic to nuts?” Her hand was on the power button.

			“No allergies.”

			She smiled. “Good.” She hit the button. “You’ll like this pesto over the lasagna. It gives a bright and peppery finish.” When she was done, she turned off the food processor and set aside the arugula pesto. “We’ve got a bit of time before it’s ready.” Picking up her glass, she moved and walked in between his legs to peer at him. “So, what do you think?”

			“I think I was wrong to doubt your culinary skills.”

			“Don’t judge a book by its cover, Wynn. There’s more to me than what you see.”

			“I know that.”

			“Do you?”

			He nodded. “I do.” He wrapped his arms around her waist. “And I’m thankful you haven’t given me the boot after all my preconceived notions.”

			“No, I think I’ll keep you.” Her grin was genuine, and it struck a chord deep in Wynn’s belly. But he’d been down this road before, falling too hard and too quick. He and Giana were mixing business and pleasure, and that was a slippery slope. One wrong move and they could both fall headlong into disaster, which could severely damage Starks Inc. So why couldn’t he walk away from Giana when self-preservation advised him it was the best course of action?

			Because if any woman was worth taking a risk on, it was Giana.

			

			Giana was nervous as she and Wynn made the approximately four-hour drive to her parents’ mountain-view mansion in Gatlinburg on Wednesday morning. The drive was pleasant enough. They’d left Atlanta early to get a jump on traffic. According to the GPS, they would arrive by early afternoon. Her parents had gone up the night before, and the rest of the family was driving up this morning.

			Giana had never invited a man she was dating to participate in a family event, and certainly not one as important as Christmas. Her mother went all out when it came to the holiday. The six-bedroom, seven-and-a-half-bath vacation home would be bursting with holiday decor.

			“You’re nervous,” Wynn said, glancing over at Giana as she drummed her fingers against her jeans. Since it was going to be significantly colder in the mountains, she’d dressed for the occasion in a thick fringe sweater, knee-high boots and her favorite jeans that made her butt look like a million bucks. For his part, Wynn looked delectable in a turtleneck, faded jeans, his favorite leather jacket and boots.

			“I’m not.”

			“Liar.” But he didn’t say anything more, leaving her to her own thoughts. She didn’t know how the weekend would go—all she knew was that it was an important stepping-stone in their relationship. They were establishing themselves as a couple. Did Wynn understand the significance?

			Giana did.

			Her parents would see them as a couple, and it would be a lot harder convincing her mother not to hear marriage bells in their future. But what could she do? If she’d declined the invitation on his behalf, her parents might think negatively of him. And so here they were, driving up the paved driveway past hundreds of trees to the mansion at the top of the hill.

			Giana did love the mansion. It was a retreat in the middle of the forest surrounded by nothing but mountains and trees in every direction. When the car came to a stop, Giana took a deep breath and exited the vehicle.

			It was certainly chilly out, and she hugged her wool jacket with the faux fur lapels a little bit tighter to her chest.

			“Why don’t you go ahead inside and get warm,” Wynn said as he came around to the trunk. “I’ll bring our bags in.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			She climbed the oversize front steps and opened the front door. “Hello?”

			Her mother appeared several seconds later. “Giana!” She rushed toward her, enveloping her in a hug. “Good to see you, sweetheart, but where is Wynn?” She looked behind Giana.

			“He’s getting the luggage.”

			“Come in by the fire.” Her mother led her into the living room, where her father was already set up in his favorite recliner reading a book.

			“Daddy!”

			“Baby girl.” He rose to greet her with a hug and a kiss. “How was the drive up?”

			“Not bad. Minimal traffic.”

			“Glad to hear it.”

			Giana looked toward the front door and rushed over to help Wynn with her bags. She’d overpacked for a four-day weekend and had two suitcases and a carry-on bag.

			“Giana, how many clothes do you need?” her mother asked as she approached Wynn. “How are you, my dear?” She kissed his cheek.

			“Well, Mrs. Lockett. Thank you so much for inviting me.”

			“You’re absolutely welcome. And I’m afraid you’re going to have to take those bags up yourself. We only brought minimal staff—Gerard, and our cook to help me with the meals.”

			“Not a problem at all,” Wynn replied. “Show me where.”

			“Follow me.” Giana grabbed her carry-on while Wynn waddled up the stairs with two large suitcases. “Just down the hall.” She motioned for him to go ahead to the last door at the end of the corridor. Since they’d arrived early, they had first choice of bedrooms, and she wouldn’t be sandwiched between her brothers.

			“This is great, Giana,” Wynn said once he opened the door and saw the four-poster bed, the rustic antiques, oriental rugs and separate living room with a fireplace.

			“Mom updated it several years ago.” She pointed to the white paneled walls and wood beams. “She wanted a farmhouse feel in the middle of the forest, but she kept this original fireplace.” Giana fingered the stacked stone.

			“It’s a nice place to spend Christmas,” Wynn said, placing the bags on a luggage rack near the closet.

			“Take off your coat and let’s go downstairs and have a hot toddy.”

			“A hot toddy?” Wynn laughed. “I’m certainly not in Kansas anymore.”

			He wasn’t. Neither was she. They were both in new territory here. She’d never really brought a man to meet her family so Wynn’s being here was significant. Giana suspected by the end of the weekend, she’d know exactly where they stood and that scared her most of all.

		
	
		
			Sixteen

			Wynn was moved. Seeing the Locketts in all their glory was a sight to behold. After he and Giana went downstairs, they’d joined her parents for hot toddies in the living room. The drink consisted of his favorite bourbon, honey, lemon juice, a cinnamon stick and four cloves. He wasn’t sure if he would like it, but Giana’s mother insisted, and he’d rather enjoyed it.

			A couple of toddies later, Wynn felt mellow. He supposed that was why he enjoyed the ruckus of the Lockett brood when they arrived. Giana’s brothers and their families brought a whole lot of commotion, and they made a big fuss over Roman and Shantel’s toddler with their arrival.

			Mrs. Lockett went into full nana mode with her grandson. Meanwhile, Giana morphed in front of Wynn’s eyes, roughhousing with her brothers, Roman, Julian and late arrival Xavier. She gave as good as she got and didn’t mind giving them a hard time, either. Josiah’s attempts to corral the bunch were worthless.

			They even included Wynn when it was time to decorate the Christmas tree, which had been freshly cut that morning. Apparently, it was a tradition for them to decorate it on the first night of their stay. And Mrs. Lockett had gone all out, bringing out bin after bin of ornaments and decorations. Two hours later, the nine-foot-tall tree was bedecked in white and gold, bearing all the Lockett family trinkets and ornaments.

			While the Locketts laughed and talked, Wynn quietly slipped out of the room, drink in hand. He went to the front porch and sank into one of the half dozen Adirondack chairs set out there.

			The Locketts’ joy and happiness made Wynn sad. Once upon a time, his family had been like the Locketts, but his mother had turned her back on him and his father. And they’d lost everything. Everything Wynn had cherished and taken for granted. Family. Stability. Love. In the snap of a finger, all those things were gone, and he and his father had been left to pick up the pieces.

			“Wynn?”

			He turned and glanced up to find Giana standing in front of him with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. “I was looking for you everywhere.”

			“I’m sorry. I needed some fresh air.” He sipped his drink.

			“I’m sure having all my family in one room can be overwhelming.” Giana sat beside him.

			He shook his head. “It wasn’t that. It was just...”

			Giana reached across to him and slid her delicate hand into his. “Just what?”

			Wynn brought her hand to his mouth and kissed the back of it. “It’s nothing. You should go back inside. I don’t want to keep you from your family.”

			“You’re not. Tell me, Wynn. What’s bothering you?”

			“It sounds bad, but I’m jealous.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of your family,” he responded. “Of your closeness. Of the bond between you.” Giana looked at him, but Wynn couldn’t return her gaze. He was too caught up in his own feelings. “You don’t realize how lucky you are to have each other.”

			“We are, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything in the world. My family means everything to me.”

			“As they should.”

			He sensed Giana rise from her chair and felt her above him. She was holding out her hand to him. “C’mon, allow me to share my crazy family with you.”

			“With my melancholy mood, I should stay out here.”

			“I’m not letting you sulk, Starks. Get your butt up and come join the fun.”

			He grinned up at her. He kind of liked it when Giana bossed him around. “All right.”

			After he got out of his own head, the rest of the evening turned out better than Wynn could have hoped for. Mrs. Lockett and her cook made a hearty vegetable soup teamed with fresh bread. Then after dinner, he joined the Locketts in a rousing game of charades, which included having Giana on the floor attempting to do the worm dance so they could guess the word bookworm.

			Wynn was in stitches and couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so hard.

			“What’s so funny?” Giana asked when they finally retired to bed and began to undress.

			“Seeing you on the floor attempting the worm was the highlight of my evening.” Wynn chuckled as he shrugged out of his own clothes until he was naked.

			“Hey.” She swatted his arm and unclipped her bra, causing it to fall to the floor. “Don’t laugh at me. You figured it out.”

			“After your horrible dance move attempt,” Wynn replied with a smile, “we sure did.”

			“Don’t be smug,” Giana scolded and slid her bikini panties down her legs. “Because tomorrow is another day, and when we play flag football, you’ll see who’s boss.”

			“Oh, you can boss me anytime you want,” Wynn said, hauling Giana forward until she fell naked on top of him. He pulled her up and astride him, settling her so he could feel the molten heat of her. Then he cupped her cheeks and pulled her head toward his. “Matter of fact, why don’t you start now.”

			

			Their mouths fused in a kiss that made the ache inside Giana’s body rise to a fever pitch. He clutched the back of her head with one hand while running his fingers through her hair. Giana had never felt as close to another man as she felt to Wynn. He was slowly starting to let her in, which meant a lot. His past with his family and ex-wife scared him, but Giana felt deep down that Wynn could overcome it if he only let himself.

			And she was going to take Shantel’s advice and let herself feel her feelings, too.

			She would hold nothing back tonight, and if she meant anything to Wynn, he would feel it. He would know she’d fallen in love with him from the time she’d seen him standing in that boxing ring glowering down at her.

			“Giana?” He glanced her way, and she realized she’d gotten lost for a moment in her thoughts. “Are you with me?”

			She nodded, but he looked as if he didn’t believe her. Then he lowered his head to close his lips over one of her nipples. He tugged, licked and teased until Giana felt heat and dampness between her legs. Then his hand was there, right where she needed him to be. She placed her hands over his just as his fingers began moving inside her, filling her, stretching her. She arched against his hand as need and tension gathered in the pit of her stomach.

			“Wynn...” His name was a gasp of pleasure.

			“You want more?”

			“Yes!” she groaned.

			“Good, because I have to taste you.” And his mouth replaced his hand between her legs. His tongue dipped inside to tease her, and he lavished attention on the sensitive bundle of nerves, tasting her slowly and deeply. She rose and cried out as a powerful orgasm shot through her, rolling over her in unending waves.

			The orgasm was great, but she wanted more. Wynn understood and rolled a condom that appeared out of nowhere onto his straining erection. “I thought I was boss,” Giana said, and before he could react, pushed him backward. She spread her hands over the hard muscles of his broad chest and lowered herself onto him, taking all of him in, inch by delicious inch. And it felt right, like he fit perfectly inside her.

			When their bodies were finally connected, Giana began to move, and they quickly found their rhythm. When she looked down at Wynn, he was watching her. He grasped her hips and thrust in unison with her, slowly at first and then faster and faster as they both raced toward their peak.

			Giana couldn’t imagine how she’d thought she could make love to this man night after night and not fall in love, because she had indeed lost her heart to Wynn Starks.

			

			The next morning, Christmas Eve, Giana awoke to find herself alone in bed. She touched the sheets, and they were cool, which meant Wynn had been gone awhile. Had he seen something in her eyes last night that scared him away? She’d tried to mask her expression while they’d made love, but she’d never been in love before. Had he figured it out?

			Giana threw back the covers and went straight to the en suite. After showering and dressing in distressed jeans and a tunic sweater, she descended the stairs to find she was the only one who’d slept in.

			Most of her family were already seated at the large breakfast table that easily sat twelve. It was piled high with platters of bacon, eggs, grits and biscuits.

			“There you are, darling,” her mother said while she poured her father some coffee from a carafe. “I thought we were going to have to send Wynn up to get you.”

			Giana glanced around and saw Wynn coming from the kitchen carrying a large bowl. He was dressed in jeans and thick sweater. “What have you got there?” she asked.

			“Gravy to go with the biscuits,” Wynn said with a smile. When he walked past her, he brushed his lips across hers before placing the bowl on the table.

			She followed Wynn as he headed back into the kitchen. “How long have you been up?”

			Wynn shrugged. “I don’t know. A while. I came down for coffee, and your mother was already up. When I offered to help and she found out I can cook, she recruited me to help out, because your chef was feeling under the weather.”

			Giana laughed. “You shouldn’t have told her that. Now you’ll be in the kitchen all weekend.”

			“I don’t mind. It’s nice to be included.”

			“C’mon, let’s get something to eat,” Giana said.

			As they passed through the doorway, Elyse yelled out, “Stop.”

			Giana frowned. “Why?”

			“Look up.” Elyse motioned above them, and Giana realized they were underneath the mistletoe. “Kiss. Kiss. Kiss,” she chanted. Shantel joined in, and the next thing Giana knew, Wynn was dipping her backward into a whirlwind kiss in front of her entire family.

			When he set her upright, his eyes were glittering with passion, and Giana was slightly dazed. “Time to eat,” he whispered in her ear, tugging her into her chair.

			Giana followed him to an empty seat and sank into it. Beside her, Xavier said, “You okay?”

			“Yes, why?”

			“You seem a little shook.”

			“I’m fine.” Giana put her napkin into her lap. “Just ready for some breakfast.”

			As the family passed around the breakfast platters, Giana went through the motions, but she worried that now that she’d acknowledged to herself she was in love with Wynn, she wouldn’t be able to keep the feelings bottled up inside much longer.

			

			“What do you think about going shooting with us, Wynn?” Josiah asked once the breakfast dishes were cleared and they were all sitting around the table chatting.

			“Shooting?”

			“Yeah, usually we go out hunting in the early morning, but we all slept in,” Roman explained from across the table.

			“The ladies are going shopping in town, so we menfolk can go have some fun,” Josiah crowed.

			“Giana?” Wynn glanced at her. “What do you think?”

			“You should go. It’ll be fun.”

			“You don’t mind?”

			“Of course she doesn’t mind,” Josiah responded sharply. “You aren’t tied at the hip.” He rose from his chair. “C’mon, let’s saddle up.”

			Wynn chuckled. He would ignore her father’s brusqueness because he knew that Josiah was used to ordering his family around. Although Wynn wasn’t one of them, he wanted to stay on Josiah’s good side for Giana’s sake. He leaned down and kissed her. “I’ll see you soon.”

			An hour later, after donning a heavier coat on loan from Roman, Wynn joined the Lockett men on a short drive to a sportsman’s shooting club near their mountain retreat.

			Wynn didn’t know much about guns, but Giana’s brothers were good teachers. They’d brought an assortment of rifles and handguns so they could shoot at the one-hundred-and two-hundred-yard rifle ranges and do some skeet shooting.

			“We’ll start you off with a small handgun,” Roman said, handing Wynn a Glock. Then he showed him how to load the magazine. “Now position yourself like this.” He advised Wynn on how to take off the safety and line up the target. “All right, you see the target in front of you, now shoot.”

			Wynn pulled the trigger and hit the mark, but missed the bull’s-eye.

			“So, tell us about you and my sister,” Julian said while he loaded his Sig Sauer with bullets.

			Wynn put the handgun down and turned to Julian. “What would you like to know?”

			“What your intentions are. Gigi is our little sister and I can tell you, me and my brothers—” he inclined his head to Roman and Xavier standing nearby “—are worried.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re the first man Giana has brought home,” Roman responded.

			Wynn wasn’t surprised to hear that; Giana was career-minded and that was her main focus. “Am I being penalized because of it?”

			“Of course not,” Roman said, “but it does make us protective of her. We don’t want her to get her heart broken.”

			“And you think I’ll do that?”

			“Honestly?” Roman quirked a brow.

			Wynn folded his arms across his chest. “Please.”

			Josiah placed a hand on Roman’s shoulder and pushed him aside. “You don’t have a good track record, son. I read your file. Your divorce was acrimonious, and you haven’t dated since then.”

			Wynn seethed inwardly. His private life was his business and no one else’s. However, he wasn’t about to get into an argument with Giana’s father, not when he understood where the concern came from. A place of love.

			Her father and brothers only wanted the best for Giana. Wynn couldn’t say for certain that was him. He’d gone into this thinking of Giana as a dalliance and nothing more, but somewhere along the way, it had changed. This was turning into the relationship Giana had asked Wynn to be open to. And he was doing that.

			“You’re right, Josiah. I have been selective about the people I spend my time with.”

			“I understand you have needs, Wynn. All men do. But my daughter deserves to be something more than a bed warmer.”

			“I never said otherwise,” Wynn said sharply. “Giana is an incredible woman, and I’m lucky to spend time with her.”

			“Yes, you are,” Josiah stated, poking his finger in Wynn’s chest. “So you had better treat her right.”

			“Of course. My intentions are honorable.”

			“Meaning you would marry my daughter?” Josiah pushed.

			Marriage.

			After Christine, Wynn had vowed he’d never marry again. The betrayal and heartache he’d endured had been too much. Wynn wasn’t sure he was prepared to put himself out there again, because he didn’t want to end up like his father.

			“Well?” Xavier said. “Are you going to answer?”

			Wynn let out a sigh. “Yes. If I can speak freely?”

			“Of course.” Josiah nodded.

			“The answer is I don’t know,” Wynn stated. “I don’t take marriage lightly, not after a failed one. Giana and I are getting to know each other, and whether that will lead to marriage or not, no one knows. But I’m open to it. I’m not seeing anyone else. We are exclusive, and Giana is my sole focus. She makes me happy, and I hope I’ve brought her some happiness as well.”

			Josiah nodded. “I appreciate your honesty, son.” He placed his large hand on Wynn’s shoulders. “Happiness is all I have ever wanted for my daughter—hell, for all my children. But aren’t you concerned with the pitfalls of mixing business with pleasure?”

			“I admit it’s not an easy road to navigate, Mr. Lockett, but Giana and I are adults and we’re committed to doing what’s in the best interest for the Atlanta Cougars and Starks Inc.”

			“Wise words, but not always easy to stand by. But my daughter’s a tough cookie, so I hope you’re right. I just want the best for everyone.” He glanced at Roman, Julian and Xavier. “Even the youngest, who seeks to hide from us the fact he’s seeing someone.”

			Wynn turned to see a deer-in-the-headlights expression on Xavier’s face.

			“How did I get dragged into this discussion?” Xavier asked.

			“Because you’ve been creeping at all hours of the night,” Josiah replied, “and don’t think your mother and I haven’t noticed.”

			While Josiah gave his youngest son the third degree, Wynn stepped away for a breather. He was happy to be off the hot seat. The conversation had taken a serious turn after the fun and games of shooting, but Wynn knew it wasn’t over. He had a lot of thinking to do about where he wanted his relationship with Giana to go.

			He wasn’t about to bare his heart to her family—not when he hadn’t made sense of the emotions himself.

			Last night, once again, he’d opened up to Giana, sharing more of himself. He was peeling back layers, layers he hadn’t shown to anyone, and it scared him.

			He hadn’t lied to her family when he’d said Giana made him happy, because she did. When they’d made love and their eyes locked, they’d been connected by pleasure. And when he’d spilled himself deep inside her, his entire body trembling, Giana had held him like no woman ever had. Afterward they’d lain there, entwined and breathing together.

			Wynn felt lost. When he’d woken up this morning and Giana was still sleeping, he’d been relieved to have time to make sense of the night before. He’d headed downstairs, grateful for the distraction of cooking with her mother rather than having to face facts.

			He was falling for Giana. Hard.

		
	
		
			Seventeen

			“You and Wynn are cozy,” her mother said as she and Giana browsed the produce section of the local supermarket. Elyse and Shantel had gone to the baby store next door, leaving Giana alone to face her mother’s interrogation.

			“Things are going well,” Giana replied, picking up a piece of honeydew melon and smelling it.

			Her mother was choosing sweet potatoes from a bin. “I can tell. I’ve never seen you look happier.”

			“Really?” Giana put down the piece of fruit.

			“Of course. I’m your mother. I know you.” Her mother placed a dozen sweet potatoes in plastic bags. “I know you think you and your father are more alike, but I bore you. I pay attention to what you don’t say.”

			“And what is it that you think you know?”

			Her mother walked over and grabbed both her hands. “You’re in love with Wynn.”

			Giana shook her head. “You can’t—you can’t know that.”

			“Why? Because you’re trying to act like you’re not? What are you so afraid of, Giana?”

			“That he won’t love me back, Mama.” The words were out of her mouth before Giana could take them back.

			“Doesn’t it feel better to say them out loud?”

			Giana shook her head. “No, not really.”

			Her mother squeezed one of her hands. “You can’t hold it all inside, Giana. You have to let it out and tell Wynn how you really feel.”

			“And what if he doesn’t feel the same way? What then?”

			“Then you’ll know. And you can move on and not be in limbo. But something tells me you have nothing to worry about.”

			“Why? Has he said something?”

			“No, it’s a mother’s intuition. And I trust my gut. It’s never led me wrong.”

			“I wish I was as sure as you, Mama, but I’m not. I’m conflicted. I wasn’t looking for love. I thought I didn’t need it.”

			“But it found you anyway. It was like that with your father and me. Sometimes when loves strikes, you have to answer the call, even if doesn’t fit in the perfect box you’d envisioned. Now, come on, I have a few more things to get for Christmas dinner.” Her mother headed to the next aisle while Giana trailed behind her.

			On the ride back from shopping, Giana couldn’t stop thinking about what her mother had said about revealing her feelings to Wynn. She was afraid. She had no idea how he would react if she told him. What if Giana said those three words and he didn’t say them back? She would be devastated. If their relationship ended on a sour note, how would it affect Starks Inc.’s relationship with the Cougars? All of her efforts to land the account for herself as well as to prove to her father she had business chops like Roman would be called into question. Plus, Giana would still have to deal with Wynn on Curtis’s marketing campaign. She could delegate to another member of her team, but the Starks Inc. account was her baby. This was so complicated. Those were her thoughts as they arrived at the mountain mansion and found the men had returned from their shooting excursion.

			Giana pulled Wynn aside to join her upstairs on the conservation deck, which had a 360-degree view of the mountains. With the sun setting, the view would be phenomenal. “Come with me.” She took Wynn’s hand and grabbed her jacket on the way out.

			Giana went to the very edge of the deck and looked at the sun setting over the horizon. Wynn came behind her and, placing his hands on either side, closed her in.

			“The view is great up here,” he said, “but I like another one better.” He nuzzled her neck, and Giana sighed, leaning her head back against his shoulder. Wynn swept his lips across the nape of her neck once, then twice, before Giana spun around in his arms.

			“I missed you,” Wynn said and then kissed her deeply. His tongue slid inside her mouth while his body pressed closer, crushing her breasts and making Giana’s heart pound madly.

			When Wynn finally lifted his head, she asked the question she was dying to know the answer to. “How did everything go?”

			“As well as can be expected.”

			Giana stared into his dark brown eyes and frowned. “Did something happen?”

			His hold on her loosened, but he didn’t let go. “If you count your brothers and father asking my intentions toward you, then yes.”

			“And what did you say?”

			“I told them the truth. That I don’t know.”

			Giana wasn’t sure what answer she’d hoped for, but that wasn’t it. Although she wasn’t looking for a declaration of love, the nonchalance was a little more than she was ready for, given her newly minted feelings for Wynn.

			“We should go downstairs and get ready for dinner.” Giana pulled away from his embrace. “My mother is a stickler for promptness.”

			“Giana, wait!” Wynn called out, but Giana was already descending the steps. She didn’t want him to see the tears steadily falling down her cheeks. She would keep her feelings to herself, because Wynn wouldn’t or couldn’t receive her love.

			

			Wynn stared at Giana’s retreating figure. He didn’t need to be a genius to know he’d said the wrong thing. She’d wanted to know if he was open to more between them. Instead of telling her what he’d told her father and brothers, which was he was open to the idea of love and marriage, he’d taken the easy way out.

			Hadn’t he promised he wouldn’t hurt her? Or at the very least, he would do his best not to? But when met with her eager face looking up at him, in the tough moment, he’d backed down.

			Wynn wanted to go after Giana, to tell her he was falling for her, but he’d only just admitted it to himself. He was trying to understand how he’d fallen so hard and so quickly for the beautiful executive when all he’d wanted was a quick romp in the hay. But from the moment he’d had a taste of her, he’d wanted no one but Giana. She made him feel more like the man he could be if he wasn’t so damaged by his past. Wynn wasn’t sure he deserved someone like Giana, and that was the scariest part of all.

			After the sky turned dark and a chill came to the air, Wynn returned downstairs and headed for the bedroom, but Giana wasn’t there. There was a note stating dinner would be ready soon and then it would be time for the annual Lockett Christmas Eve pajama jam. She’d mentioned the night before how everyone got in their pajamas to watch Christmas movies, but he hadn’t thought she was serious. Wynn was glad he’d decided to pack some pajamas, because he typically liked to sleep in the nude.

			Wynn went ahead and put on the black T-shirt and pajama bottoms he’d brought and headed downstairs. He found Giana in the kitchen with her mother, getting dinner ready.

			“Hey, ladies. Anything I can do?” Wynn looked at Giana, but she didn’t say a word.

			“I appreciated the assist this morning, but you’re a guest,” Mrs. Lockett replied. “Relax with the others.”

			“All right.” He leaned over to brush his lips across Giana’s cheek. Her eyes fluttered closed, but she remained mum, so Wynn went to join everyone in the family room. He didn’t like the tension between them, but he couldn’t very well make it any better if Giana refused to engage with him. He would have to bide his time, and when the time was right, he would make his move.

			

			Giana did her best to keep up a happy face as the entire family gathered to enjoy her mother’s famous Christmas Eve dinner of glazed ham, mac and cheese, and sautéed green beans. But she was confused. She’d thought Wynn was feeling as she did, but maybe she was blinded by good sex, mistaking it for love. Her mother seemed to think otherwise, but it was probably wishful thinking.

			Giana focused on the positive. Her family was gathered in the family room with Christmas movies playing in the background. Giana loved This Christmas with Loretta Devine, Idris Elba and Chris Brown because the family in the movie was messy and complicated, much like hers, but at the end of the day they loved each other and came together at Christmas.

			Once the popcorn was popped, she joined Wynn on the floor, where he was sprawled next to her nephew and playing with blocks.

			“Hey, you.” Wynn smiled when Giana sat cross-legged next to him.

			“Hey.” Before she could stop him, Wynn pulled her closer. Giana had no choice but to let him, because she didn’t want anyone to know what was going on between them.

			When the movie was over, Giana immediately jumped up and headed to the kitchen. Wynn didn’t join her, but Julian did.

			“What’s going on with you and Wynn?” he asked, getting right to the point.

			“What do you mean?”

			He gave her a “really?” look, so she said, “Nothing’s wrong.”

			“You could have fooled me,” Julian replied. “I know what it’s like when your significant other is giving you the cold shoulder.”

			“It’s none of your business, Julian. Damn, can’t I have some privacy?”

			Julian was stunned by her outburst, and his light brown eyes clouded with disbelief. She’d never yelled at him before.

			“Julian, I’m, I’m—” But she didn’t get to finish, because her brother was already backing up out of the room with his hands up.

			“You can have all the privacy you need, Gigi. I was just trying to help.” Seconds later, Giana was alone.

			She hit the counter with her fist. She couldn’t do anything right today. First, she’d pushed Wynn to say something he clearly didn’t feel, and now she’d offended Julian, who was only being supportive. It was better if she took herself to bed and hoped for a better day tomorrow. She went back out into the family room and wished everyone a good night.

			She’d showered, brushed her teeth and climbed into bed when she heard Wynn enter the room. She wasn’t ready to face him. She wouldn’t make a fool out of herself again, so she feigned sleep instead until she eventually drifted off.

			

			Wynn awoke before daybreak on Christmas Day, wishing he could go back in time and change his response to Giana’s question. He wanted to tell her that whether their relationship led to marriage or not, he was open to it.

			It was still dark outside. Wynn glanced at the clock; it was 4:00 a.m. He didn’t want another evening like last night, with Giana at odds with him. It had caused a stone to lodge in his gut. He had to fix this.

			There was one way he knew he could get through to her. He turned to his side. Giana looked so beautiful. Her eyes were closed, and the hair surrounding her on the pillow looked like a halo.

			He leaned over and brushed a featherlight kiss across her closed eyelids and then her lips. Giana’s eyes fluttered open. “Wynn? What, what time is it?”

			“Time for this.” He kissed her again, deeply, and Giana responded. Their mouths locked and their tongues did an intimate little dance. With a groan, Wynn pulled her closer to him so she could feel the throb of his need.

			He tore himself away long enough to say, “I’m sorry, Giana. Let me make it up to you.”

			“Wynn, you don’t—”

			“Lift up your arms,” he said, his voice unsteady. Giana raised her arms, allowing him to skim off the nightie, leaving her in nothing but minuscule panties.

			His fingers tiptoed over her breasts, teasing the puckered nipples. Then his lips were on them until Giana moaned softly. He slid down her body, kissing his way as he went. When he came to her belly button, he dipped his tongue into the crevice, eager to savor every bit of her sweet skin, until he came to her hips. He gripped them and drew her toward his mouth. Once her thighs were spread wide, he pushed her panties aside and pressed his lips to the center of her need. A cry escaped her lips.

			“Giana, you have to be quiet or you’ll wake the entire house,” Wynn said, lifting his head.

			And then he returned to tasting her with his tongue. He lapped at her and swirled his tongue against the tight nub until her breaths came in increasingly desperate pants. Giana clutched at the sheets as his tongue thrust farther inside her, but he didn’t stop. He sucked on that sensitive spot while simultaneously pushing one thick finger inside her. Giana’s entire body trembled when he added two fingers. Then three.

			“Wynn...”

			Her body shook as he drove his fingers harder, higher and faster until she broke apart and quietly reached for a pillow to sob into it.

			Wynn slowly moved up her body and wrapped Giana in his arms. She was still trembling from the powerful orgasm. “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” he whispered. He didn’t need anything for himself. This had been for Giana and Giana alone. Giving her pleasure made him happy. Those were the last thoughts Wynn remembered as he drifted back to sleep.

			

			Giana awoke with a start to find herself partially nude and wrapped in Wynn’s arms. Had she imagined waking up this morning to Wynn between her legs taking her to new heights? Or had it been a dream? It had to be real, because Giana had gone to bed wearing a nightie, and now she was just in her panties.

			And she felt achy in her core, which meant Wynn had made love to her but not taken any satisfaction for himself. Then she remembered. He’d apologized. Said he was sorry. For what? For not loving her? For not wanting more? She couldn’t blame him if she was the fool for wanting their relationship to grow and develop.

			She tried to slide out of bed, but when she did, Wynn reached out to hold her in place. “Where do you think you’re going?”

			“To the shower.”

			“Uh-uh. Why don’t we start again,” he said, opening his eyes to peer directly into hers. “Merry Christmas, Giana.” He grasped both sides of her face and brought her lips to his. It was a slow and leisurely kiss, which she didn’t resist.

			When they parted, she said, “Merry Christmas.”

			“I want to clear the air, Giana.”

			“Please.” She shook her head and this time successfully managed to escape his grasp. “Please don’t.” She hopped out of bed, found her robe and wrapped it around her nearly naked body.

			“I want to,” Wynn insisted, rising to a sitting position. “I want to clear the air. I didn’t tell you everything I told your family, and if you don’t believe me, you can ask them.”

			She sat on the edge of the bed. “Fine. Go ahead.”

			“As I said yesterday, I told them we were getting to know each other, but your father refused to accept my pat answer.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me.”

			“He pressed me on whether marriage was on the table. And I told him truthfully I didn’t know for certain, but I was open to the idea.”

			Giana frowned in confusion. “I thought after your divorce you would never consider marrying again.” She rose and began pacing the floor. “You’ve said so in every interview.”

			Wynn threw back the covers and approached her. “I know what I said. I’m allowed to change my mind, aren’t I? Especially when a certain chocolate beauty has me wrapped around her little finger.”

			That brought a smile to Giana’s lips. “Don’t play with me, Wynn. I can’t take it.”

			He reached for Giana, and this time she didn’t resist his embrace. “I’m not playing with you, Giana. I meant what I said. I ran scared yesterday when you asked me point-blank. And I won’t tell you it’ll be easy to crack the shell around my heart, but I’m willing to try. I trust you, Giana. And believe me when I tell you this, when it comes to women, trust is hard for me.”

			Giana nodded. “I understand, and you can trust me.”

			Wynn smiled. “I do believe I can.”

			

			The rest of Christmas couldn’t have gone better. She and Wynn joined the Locketts for another large breakfast, followed by a game of flag football, which went swimmingly—if she didn’t count the fact that Xavier chose to sit it out. No one could convince her baby brother to pick up a football again. He hadn’t since his accident, and no amount of cajoling changed his mind.

			Instead, Giana, Wynn and Julian were on one team while Roman, her father and Shantel played on the other. With Elyse’s condition, she was sitting it out. Meanwhile, Giana’s mother was knee-deep in Christmas dinner preparations.

			While they were playing, Giana got the chance to apologize to Julian for biting his head off. Thankfully, her brother wasn’t one for holding grudges and instantly put her in a headlock to show his appreciation, but after she gave him an affectionate punch in the stomach, he thought better of his actions and released her. In the end, her father’s team kicked their butts. She and Julian were no athletes, and bless his heart, Wynn couldn’t hold it down all by himself.

			Dinner was a grand affair, complete with a large turkey with all the fixings: corn-bread dressing, cranberry sauce, mac and cheese, collard greens, green bean casserole, sweet potato pie, banana pudding and her mom’s famous caramel cake. Afterward, everyone was so full, they retired to the living room, where the men watched football and the ladies played Scrabble.

			When they finally went up to bed, Giana and Wynn were exhausted, but it didn’t stop them from finding pleasure in each other’s arms until the sun rose.

			In Giana’s opinion, it had been the perfect day.

		
	
		
			Eighteen

			Wynn enjoyed the long weekend with Giana’s family and told them so two days later when everyone was packing up their cars for the four-hour trek back to Atlanta.

			“I want to thank you for the hospitality, Mr. and Mrs. Lockett,” Wynn said to Giana’s parents. “I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed the holidays so much.”

			“You’re absolutely welcome.” Mrs. Lockett gathered him into a warm hug, which he returned. Giana’s mother was warm and caring, like a mom should be. “We enjoyed having you. Don’t be a stranger.”

			Wynn glanced over at Giana, who was talking to her sisters-in-law, and smiled. “I won’t be.”

			Mrs. Lockett practically beamed. “I’m so pleased.”

			After he shook Josiah’s hand and everyone said their goodbyes, Wynn and Giana got on the road. They were both contemplative on the drive back to Atlanta. A lot had happened during their weekend in Tennessee. Although their relationship started off as a bet, he and Giana had laid their cards on the table and agreed they wanted a relationship that might lead to forever. The thought terrified Wynn, and he wanted an ear to listen to his troubles.

			Luckily, Giana had a few errands to run upon their return to Atlanta, so after dropping her off at the Lockett guesthouse in Tuxedo Park, Wynn headed over to Silas’s penthouse.

			“Welcome back.” Silas gave him a fist bump and led Wynn inside. “Janelle isn’t here. She’s off at a photo shoot.”

			“Okay, cool. And thanks for letting me drop by.”

			“You’re my boy—you can drop by anytime,” Silas said with a grin. “How was Christmas with Giana and the Locketts?”

			“It was good.” When they reached the kitchen, Silas grabbed two Bud Lights from the fridge. He cracked one open and handed it to Wynn, who took a generous pull.

			Silas chuckled. “You must have needed that.”

			“Yeah, I did.” Wynn winced. “This weekend was eye-opening, to say the least.”

			“How so?”

			“Giana and I took our relationship to another level.”

			Silas’s shocked expression said it all. “Oh yeah? Things are heating up?”

			“They’ve already been heated,” Wynn said with a smirk. “And I’m not talking about sex. We discussed where our relationship was headed.”

			“And who brought up this topic?” Silas asked, drinking some of his beer.

			“It wasn’t Giana, if that’s what you’re thinking. It was her brothers and father. I went out shooting with them, and they wanted to know my intentions.”

			“As they should. And you answered?”

			“I answered as honestly as I could. I told them I wasn’t sure, but I was open to making a commitment to Giana.”

			“Were you telling the truth?”

			Wynn rolled his eyes at Silas. “Of course I was.”

			“But now that you said it, you want to take it back?”

			“A little. I wasn’t lying to them.” Wynn paced the floor and then glanced at Silas. “If I could have a future with anyone, it’s Giana. She’s an incredible lady.”

			“But?”

			Wynn took another long pull on his beer and set it on the counter. “Why does there have to be a ‘but’?”

			“Because you left a supposedly great weekend and hightailed it over here, so, yeah, I would say something is up,” Silas responded.

			“I don’t know. There was something in Giana’s eyes when we spoke. I wonder if she’s already there, ya know?”

			“Meaning you think she’s in love with you?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Would that be a bad thing?”

			“I don’t want to hurt her, Silas, especially if I’m not quite there yet,” Wynn replied.

			“Are you sure?” Silas asked. “Because you haven’t dated anyone in years. Yet you agreed to a relationship with Giana. You spent the last few weeks with her nonstop, as well as Christmas. Admit it. You’re drawn to her like a moth to a flame.”

			Silas was right. From the start, when he’d seen Giana standing in a sports bra and leggings at the gym, he’d been angry and aroused at the same time. “I was attracted to her.”

			“Well, now you’re a lot more than just attracted to her.”

			“True, but as you’ve said, I haven’t been with a woman for a long time. Maybe I’m making too much of this. Perhaps after such a prolonged celibacy, my brain is primed to mate with the first female who comes along.”

			Silas cocked his head and stared at him. “Do you really believe that’s true, Wynn? Because you would be selling yourself and Giana short. You’re both smart people. No matter how good the sex is, I doubt you’d be so easily misled.”

			“Are you saying you believe it could be real?”

			“Doesn’t matter what I believe. It’s about what you believe, my friend. But I encourage you to not be afraid to pursue this, because if you push Giana away, you might never find another woman like her.”

			“When did you become so wise?”

			“Meeting Janelle changed by life, but I nearly lost her because I was pigheaded and set in my ways. I was so afraid of losing her that I pushed her away. I’m just glad that we’re back on the same page. She’s the one for me, Wynn. And I’m telling you the same thing could happen to you.”

			Was Silas right? Was it as easy as giving in to his feelings for Giana? Wynn wasn’t sure he could do it; he’d been burned too badly by his last relationship. He would like to take it slow until he was absolutely certain and there were no surprises, but his heart was rushing full steam ahead.

			

			“Daddy, what are you doing here?” Giana asked when she walked into her office Monday morning and found her father standing at the window. Most of their employees were off. It was mainly workaholics like her and Roman who worked during the short holiday week. “Did we have an appointment I forgot about?”

			Her father spun around. “Not at all. I wanted to talk to you without your mother present.”

			That sounded ominous.

			“What’s going on?” Giana asked, walking toward her executive chair and taking a seat.

			“I wanted to talk to you about this Wynn fellow.”

			“I don’t like your tone, Daddy,” Giana responded, narrowing her eyes at her father. “I thought you liked him.”

			“I do, but I also want to caution you about falling too fast, too soon.”

			“What are you talking—”

			“It’s obvious you’ve fallen for the young man, Gigi,” her father interrupted, “and I want you to be happy, I truly do. But Wynn has a lot of baggage. His ex-wife did a number on him. I don’t want you to get hurt if he’s not able to return your affection.”

			“Daddy, I don’t want to talk about this with you.”

			“Maybe not.” He came toward her to sit on the edge of her desk. “But we’re in a business relationship with him. What if it goes south and he pulls the contract with us?”

			Giana’s head flicked upward. “Our contract is airtight. I helped draft it myself.” She had taken several law courses in college to ensure she understood contracts.

			“Yes, but the exclusive contract is only with Curtis. I think it would be a good idea to have another sports drink company in our back pocket, so I’ve arranged a meeting with Blaine Smith.”

			“Daddy, Smith International is one of Starks Inc.’s biggest competitors. I would prefer not to go into business with him. Wynn made it very clear that the contract would be exclusive with his company.”

			“We aren’t agreeing to anything and it can’t hurt to take a meeting.”

			“No.” Giana shook her head. “Absolutely not. I won’t do it.” And she meant it. It was the first time she had gone against her father’s wishes, but she was adamant on this point.

			“Where’s your killer spirit, Giana? I thought your career was of utmost importance to you?”

			“It still is,” Giana replied, “but it would mean a lot to Wynn if we didn’t pursue a deal with Smith International.”

			“Very well.” Her father held up his hands in mock surrender. “If that’s how you want to go about this. But it shows me how deeply you’re invested in Wynn.”

			“I am.” Saying it out loud only reinforced it.

			Her father nodded and left her office. Giana stared at the door for a long time after he was gone. She couldn’t believe Josiah had sprung this on her, not after the amazing Christmas weekend she and Wynn had shared. Other than the one evening they hadn’t been on the same page, it had been bliss.

			That’s how it was with Wynn—he drenched her days with laughter, passion and adventure. If they could only hold on to the special moment they’d shared in Gatlinburg, it would be perfect. But they were back in Atlanta. Could the magic they’d found in Tennessee last, or would the real world threaten it?

			

			Later, when they were in bed watching the news, Giana brought up a topic she’d been thinking about. “Have you thought about New Year’s Eve?” It was only a few days away.

			“Thought about it?” Wynn asked. “No, why?”

			“Holidays are a big thing with my family. The Atlanta Cougars host an annual New Year’s Eve bash. Did you receive your invitation?”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“Well, I was hoping you would be my date.”

			Wynn smiled. “Were you worried otherwise?”

			She shrugged. “No, but you hadn’t exactly brought up the pending holiday.”

			“I’m sorry about that,” Wynn replied. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to think about someone other than myself, but I promise I’ll get better at it.”

			“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Giana said. “No pressure.” Even though she desperately wanted him to say he would ring in the new year with her. It would symbolize he was ready and willing to get serious about their relationship.

			Wynn cupped her cheeks in his hands. “Yes, I want to, Giana. There’s no place I would rather be.”

			Giana broke out in a smile. “That’s wonderful.”

			“Now let’s go to bed,” he growled and tossed the covers over their heads. Giana knew this New Year’s was going to be the best one yet, because she was with the man she loved.

			

			“You don’t have to come, Giana,” Wynn said when she insisted on joining him at the Boys & Girls Club to meet with his mentee Donnell.

			“Yes, I do,” Giana responded. “I want to get to know you, all of you, and that means seeing all facets of you, including the young man who once needed the services of this organization and who now comes to give back.”

			“Don’t make me out to be some sort of hero, Giana,” Wynn replied. “Because I’m not. I’m doing the right thing. There are many boys out there who need guidance, who need someone to care. And although I knew my father loved me, there were times I would have been lost growing up if it hadn’t been for Les in the Boys & Girls Club. Who knows what direction I might have gone?”

			“But you are a hero, at least to me.”

			“Come on.” He grabbed her hand once they were out of the Alfa Romeo 4C Spider. “I want you to meet Donnell Evans.”

			A short while later, Giana was bowled over at seeing Wynn with his mentee. He had a way with the young man, who clearly looked up to Wynn.

			“Donnell, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Giana Lockett,” Wynn said.

			“Girlfriend?” Donnell’s eyes grew wide as saucers.

			Giana’s heart fluttered in her chest, because Wynn hadn’t hesitated when he used the word. Girlfriend. He’d said it loud and clear.

			Giana waved. “Hi, Donnell. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

			“I came to bring you your Christmas gift,” Wynn said, producing a box from behind his back and giving it to Donnell. “Sorry I’m late, but I went with Giana’s family to the mountains.”

			“Sounds cool, Mr. Starks, and it’s no problem at all. I know you always come through.” Donnell accepted the package.

			And come through Wynn did. Donnell was shocked to unwrap the gift and find a brand-new PlayStation 5.

			“This is awesome, Mr. Starks.” Donnell rushed toward Wynn and wrapped his arms around his middle. “Thank you so much. I can’t wait to play it.”

			“You can’t without games,” Giana said, handing him a bag she’d been hiding behind her back. It contained several games for the PlayStation.

			“Oh man, everyone is going to be so jealous,” Donnell said, smiling from ear to ear. “Can I go show Eric?”

			“Of course,” Wynn said. “I’ll be right here.”

			They both watched the young man rush out of the room and seconds later heard squeals of delight over his new Christmas gift.

			“Do you think it was too extravagant?” Wynn asked, glancing in her direction.

			Giana’s eyes misted, and she shook her head. “Not at all.”

			Wynn appreciated that Giana was making the effort to get to know him and his passion for helping others. She was truly a remarkable woman. It surprised him to realize that he could see a future with Giana, just the two of them and a bunch of milk chocolate babies with her dimples. God help him, but he was in love with the woman.

		
	
		
			Nineteen

			“Roman, do you have any idea what this meeting is about?” Giana asked when they were both summoned to Tuxedo Park’s country club on Wednesday for lunch with their father.

			Roman had graciously agreed to drive, and on the way over, they’d talked about the Christmas weekend and Wynn.

			“No, I don’t, but on another topic, I’d like to admit, Giana, I was wrong about Wynn,” Roman said.

			Giana turned to him. “How so?”

			“I thought perhaps you were using him for business, but I can see what you two share is the real thing and he really cares about you.”

			Giana felt a warm glow suffuse her cheeks, and she couldn’t resist smiling. “Thank you. I think Wynn and I both thought we were compatible in the bedroom, but we’ve discovered we can laugh, talk and have fun together. He brings out a freedom in me I hadn’t expected.”

			“I thought after the incident at the gala, Wynn was not ready for love, but I’m happy to see I was wrong.”

			Giana thought back to how she’d felt seeing Wynn with his ex-wife. She’d felt jealous and wanted to rip her eyes out, but instead she’d held her head up high. In the end, Giana was victorious, because she had Wynn, while Christine was left to sulk about what could have been.

			They pulled into the country club parking lot, and Roman gave the valet the keys to his Maserati Levante. Together they walked to the host stand of the club’s restaurant and were greeted by the maître d’. “Mr. and Ms. Lockett, pleasure to see you both again. If you’ll follow me, your father is already seated.”

			“Lead the way.” Roman allowed Giana to precede him to the table.

			However, as they approached, Giana recognized the other occupant sitting next to her father. It was none other than Blaine Smith. Giana was furious. She’d told her father in no uncertain terms she wouldn’t speak to Blaine, let alone entertain a meeting with him, yet he’d gone behind her back and arranged this.

			“Gigi!” Her father wore a large, gregarious grin, and she wanted to wipe it off his smug face. Now she understood why Roman and Julian had complained that he could be manipulative.

			“Father.” Giana only used the word when she was angry with him, and his raised brow acknowledged that he knew it. “Blaine.”

			Blaine was tall and lanky with short, dark blond hair and blue eyes. He wore a custom-made slate-gray Italian suit with a blue-striped tie. “It’s so good to see you, Giana. You’re looking well,” he said, rising to greet her and shake her hand.

			“Thank you.” She’d met Blaine a few years ago.

			“Roman.” Blaine nodded at her brother, who stood like a statue by her side. Roman understood what her father was doing: making a power play when as general manager Roman made all the decisions.

			“Join us,” their father said, indicating for them to sit down.

			Giana glanced at Roman, and she understood what his raised eyebrow meant. If she wanted to walk, he would support her. But she was a consummate professional, so she sat down at the table.

			“Your father was telling me how well the Cougars are doing now that you’ve acquired Curtis.”

			“Curtis is not an acquisition like the fancy Ferrari you drive, Blaine,” Roman retorted, and Giana appreciated her brother’s fervor. “He’s a human being.”

			Blaine smiled wanly. “Of course. I merely meant he’s been a great addition to the team. Your winning record has improved.”

			Her father jumped in. “Yes, it has. And it’s put us in the position to only accept the best offers for our players.”

			Giana gave her father a warning glance, but he didn’t heed it.

			“I’ve always wanted to partner with the Cougars, Josiah, but the team and I—” Blaine glanced at Giana and then Roman “—have never been able to come to a deal.”

			That’s because Giana thought Blaine was a slimy rat. She hadn’t liked the way he’d treated some of the other athletes who’d endorsed his products, and she certainly wasn’t going to foster a relationship with a man she didn’t trust. Her opinion of him hadn’t changed.

			Why had her father done this? He had to have known she would never agree to this. Was he purposely trying to sabotage her relationship with Wynn? Because if Wynn saw her with Blaine, he would view this as a betrayal. She was ending this meeting, and she prayed he would never find out about it.

			

			“I appreciate you meeting me, Silas,” Wynn said as they sat down at their table at the Tuxedo Park country club restaurant that afternoon.

			“Of course, what’s going on?”

			“When I was at the Boys & Girls Club with Giana yesterday, the director pulled me aside and told me, despite the charity event, they are still a little short for the next year. I was thinking you and I could subsidize the rest. I think it’s important for the kids in the community to have someplace to go.”

			Silas nodded. “I couldn’t agree with you more. And I’ll give however much you think we need.”

			Wynn reached across the table and shook his hand. “You’re a good man.”

			“You knew I was going to agree,” Silas said. “Was that the only reason you called?”

			Wynn shrugged. “Primarily, but I wanted to talk to you about a realization I’ve come to.”

			Silas grinned. “I think I know what you’re about to say.”

			“The speed of my and Giana’s relationship has been a bit jarring. Christine really messed me up, man. She made it hard to trust myself and my judgment. But I think I could be in love, Silas.”

			For Giana, he wanted to be that man. He wanted to be a man she could count on for the long haul. He believed in love again, and it was all thanks to her. He was no longer hardened by the pain of his ex-wife’s betrayal. Wynn felt as if a burden had been lifted and he could finally breathe again.

			“That’s wonderful, Wynn. I know you’re unsure of yourself, but it’s okay,” Silas responded. “It’s part of the process, but I’ve seen the change in you. You look happier. Content. Satisfied.”

			Wynn grinned. “I am.”

			“Then the best is yet to come,” Silas replied.

			“I couldn’t agree with you more.” Wynn grinned from ear to ear. “Let’s toast. To a good thing.”

			They held up their drinks and toasted to the future. They enjoyed a lively lunch talking about Silas and Janelle’s upcoming vow renewal and Wynn’s new sports drink, which had finally received the seal of approval from the focus group. When they were done with their meal, they started toward the exit. Wynn was feeling really good about his relationship with Giana, and she was very much on his mind. So much so that when he looked over and saw Giana at a table, he almost thought he was imagining things. But it was her.

			And she wasn’t alone. Roman was sitting beside her, and Wynn heard Josiah’s bold laugh. But at first he couldn’t make out the man beside him until he turned to the side to say something to Josiah.

			It was Blaine.

			Blaine Smith.

			Wynn stopped dead in his tracks and stared.

			He understood why Blaine would be cozying up to the Locketts, but why would Giana be meeting with him? He’d told her about the animosity between them. Although he’d asked for exclusivity in the Cougars deal, Roman hadn’t promised it. But Giana had told him she wouldn’t actively pursue doing business with Blaine. She couldn’t be thinking of going back on her word, could she?

			“Wynn...” He heard Silas calling his name, but Wynn couldn’t stop himself from walking toward the Locketts’ table. When he arrived, Giana glanced up at him, and the guilty look she gave him was telling. He’d trusted her, and she’d betrayed him.

			

			“What’s going on here?” Giana heard Wynn’s question, but she couldn’t answer. Her stomach plummeted the moment she saw him standing behind her father.

			What was he doing here?

			Never in a million years would she have imagined seeing him here; in fact, she’d never seen him at the country club before.

			Blaine turned around with a smug smile that Giana wanted to wipe off his face. “Wynn, what brings you to this neck of the woods? I thought you preferred your motorbike and wings to eating in polite society,” he said, taking in Wynn’s usual attire of motorcycle jacket, jeans and T-shirt.

			Giana glared across the table at Blaine, but Wynn took the insult on the chin. “I thought I saw someone I knew,” Wynn stated, “but clearly I was wrong.”

			His words hit their mark, because Giana shot to her feet. “Wynn, can I speak with you, please?”

			His dark eyes bored into hers. “No need. It looks like you’re real busy here, so I’ll take my leave.”

			“I would appreciate that,” Blaine responded. “I was in the middle of making a deal with the Locketts on having one of their boys endorse my drinks.”

			“Is that right? Good for you,” Wynn replied. “Roman. Josiah.” He inclined his head and turned on his heel to leave, but Giana rushed after him, in the process knocking her chair to the floor with a loud thud.

			“Wynn, please wait!” Giana cried. She trotted to keep up with him, finally reaching him in the lobby, where he was pacing the floor back and forth with his head hung low. “Wynn...”

			He looked at her, and Giana saw hurt and betrayal lurking in the depths of those brown eyes. “What is it that you want, Giana? You got your deal. Starks Inc. is tied into a contract with Curtis for years and it would take a whole lot of lawyers to untangle the unholy mess, so what? What more do you want from me?”

			“Don’t.” She shook her head. “Don’t do that. Don’t act as if the only thing between us is business and we mean nothing to each other.”

			“I thought we meant more, but instead you go behind my back and take a meeting with Blaine Smith of all people? I told you my feelings about my rival and you promised you wouldn’t actively seek him out, yet here you are breaking bread with the man. How am I supposed to not feel betrayed? So why don’t you go back in there—” Wynn’s voice rose so he was almost yelling “—and enjoy your meal.”

			“Is it really that easy for you to let me go?” Giana asked.

			“What do you expect? I see you with my sworn nemesis and I’m supposed to be believe you were just having tea?” Wynn asked sarcastically. “What I believe—” he pointed his finger at her “—is that you’re an ambitious, power-hungry woman desperate to prove to her daddy she has the business chops to do whatever it takes to be like one of the boys. Well, guess what, Giana. You have it.” He clapped his hands in applause. “You can stab a man in the back just as good as any man.”

			“That’s not true. I haven’t betrayed you, Wynn.”

			Wynn began laughing uncontrollably. “Are you really going to stand there and lie to my face after I caught you red-handed?”

			“I’m asking you to hear me out,” Giana pleaded. “To give me the benefit of the doubt. I know this looks bad, but given how close we’ve grown these last few weeks, don’t I deserve that much?”

			“You deserve nothing but my back as I leave.” He turned to go, but Giana yelled after him.

			“You’re a coward, Wynn Starks.”

			He spun around, and his eyes were glittering with rage. Giana took a step backward. She’d never seen him this angry, this hurt. “How dare you call me a coward after what you’ve done?”

			“I didn’t do anything, Wynn. I didn’t set up this meeting, my father did. I told him I wasn’t interested in meeting Blaine, but he went behind my back and arranged it anyway. When I showed up and found him here, I was blindsided.”

			“Are you seriously going to blame your father for your ambition, Giana? For God’s sake, at least own what you’ve done.”

			“I won’t!” Giana folded her arms across her chest. “Not when I’ve done nothing wrong. Wynn, you have to believe me.”

			“I have to believe nothing. I don’t know why I ever thought I could trust you. No, you’re not a spoiled, pampered princess, but you’re as bad as Christine. You used me to get what you want, and as soon as you had it, you’re on the next business deal. I don’t know why I keep falling for a pretty face and expecting a different result. It’s all about money, power and prestige with your type.”

			“Why would I ask you to spend the holidays with me and my family if I was using you?”

			“Because I amuse you, Giana. It’s like Christine said, a woman like you was never going to get serious about a guy like me. You need a guy who comes from the right family and has the right pedigree. I’ll leave you to go find him.”

			He started to leave again, but Giana stamped her foot. “Damn it, Wynn. Don’t leave like this. Stay. Please fight for me. Fight for us.”

			He cocked his head. “Us? There is no us. There never was.”

			Wynn was claiming that she’d buried a dagger in his back, but the dagger was really lodged in her heart. Giana watched as Wynn strode out the door, hopped onto his MTT Turbine Streetfighter and roared away. Giana rushed out the front door and down the steps to see his retreating figure.

			Then the reality of the situation hit her.

			She’d lost the man she loved, and she’d never be whole again. Giana wanted to crumple to the floor, but instead she went back inside the country club and told Blaine the Locketts would not be doing business with him. She turned to Roman, and he rose to his feet, indicating he supported her. Seeing both his children turn against him, Giana got no further argument from her father.

			It was only when Giana was in Roman’s Maserati and it was just the two of them that her face fell into her hands and she allowed herself to cry.

		
	
		
			Twenty

			“He hates me,” Giana sobbed into her pillow as Xavier rubbed her back and handed her a Kleenex. All she could see was the devastated look in Wynn’s eyes, and it gutted her.

			Roman had been a rock. They hadn’t gone back to the office. Instead, he’d called Julian and Xavier and her brothers had rallied around her, even offering to go beat Wynn to a bloody pulp for hurting their sister. It had been Giana’s desperate plea that they leave it be that made them relent and promise her they wouldn’t retaliate. Roman and Julian stayed as long as they could, then they’d gone home to their wives, promising to call and check on her later. But Xavier stayed so she wouldn’t be alone.

			Didn’t Wynn know she would never do anything to hurt him? Couldn’t he see how much she loved him? If he couldn’t, he was blind, because Giana felt as if she was wearing her heart on her sleeve. Instead, he’d railed at her, called her an opportunist. He thought she’d gone to bed with him, become his lover, all so she could get ahead.

			How could he think so little of her? She had ethics and a moral code that would never allow her to do such a thing. But how well did they know each other? It had only been a few weeks since they’d struck up this affair. Yet she’d fallen so spectacularly in love with him in such a short time.

			“He doesn’t hate you,” Xavier said. “But he’s having a tantrum and acting like a complete jerk. Perhaps it’s for the best, Giana. If he thinks so little of you, then clearly he’s not the one for you.”

			Giana turned over to face her brother. “I don’t want to hear that, Xavier, not right now.”

			“I’m sorry, Gigi, but Wynn hurt you after he promised us he wouldn’t.”

			“Because he thinks I betrayed him.” Giana sniffed into the Kleenex.

			“Are you defending him?”

			Giana shook her head. “I’m so confused. I thought he believed in me and we were building a foundation for...” Her voice trailed off.

			“Marriage?” Xavier offered.

			Giana shrugged. “Maybe, but certainly a future. But I can see I was fooling myself. I’m not cut out for this love stuff, Xavier. I should stick to business, because at least it’s cut-and-dried and I know what to expect.”

			“Don’t do that, Gigi. Any man would be lucky to have you in his life, and Wynn Starks is a fool if he doesn’t see he’s throwing away a good woman like you.”

			A smile spread across her lips. “And you’re not the least bit partial?”

			Xavier grinned. “Just a little.”

			“Listen, you can go. I heard your phone vibrating several times. Your girl must be eager to get in touch with you. New Year’s Eve is tomorrow.”

			“She can wait,” Xavier responded. “You need me more.”

			“You’re a good baby brother, but I’m okay.”

			“C’mon, at two hundred and seventy-five pounds, I’m far from a baby.”

			“No matter how old you get, you’ll always be my baby brother,” Giana said, stroking his cheek. “But I appreciate you staying by my side.”

			Giana was lucky, because she had an entire family to support her through this crisis. But Wynn? Who did he have? Silas? He and his estranged wife were getting reacquainted, which wouldn’t leave much time for Wynn. And his father? Well, Jeffrey Starks was off on an extended cruise, having a romance with a woman he’d met onboard the ship. So Wynn was alone. Giana lowered her head. What was wrong with her? She was still worrying about a man who obviously thought so little of her, who thought she’d betrayed him. Why, oh why hadn’t she just walked away when she’d seen Blaine at the table with her father?

			All this could have been avoided if she’d taken a stand. Instead, she’d tried to do the professional thing—and tried to please her father. And she’d lost Wynn as a result.

			Giana had never felt this way about another man before Wynn. It wasn’t just lust. She’d known after the first night they’d made love that being with him had intrinsically felt different. New. Special. For the first time, she’d thought about the future, marriage and having a family with Wynn.

			And now, all Giana could envision was an image of herself alone. It broke her heart she hadn’t been able to hold on to Wynn and that dream just a little while longer. Was she ever going to find someone who loved her as much as she loved him?

			

			Wynn was still in disbelief as he lay out on the chaise on his terrace later that night. The bottle of bourbon on the table next to him was nearly empty. He was ignoring Silas’s calls because his friend had witnessed his downfall and Wynn was embarrassed.

			How could he have gotten it so spectacularly wrong again? He’d believed Giana. Thought she was different than Christine. And she was—she was ambitious with a capital A. She wasn’t going to let anyone best her, including him. She’d been conning him the entire time, making him think she truly cared for him, maybe even loved him. He’d thought of how she’d responded to him in bed. The sounds she made when she came apart in his arms. He’d been bamboozled because she was good in bed.

			Wynn took a long sip of his bourbon. He was tying one on so he could block out the memory of Giana from his mind. Why had she included him in her family celebrations? That meant something to him—that their relationship was growing and developing into something more.

			What a fool he was for believing in love again!

			Was Giana laughing with her family about what a sucker he’d been? Was he so desperate for love and affection he would take it from anywhere he could get it? If he was, he blamed his mother for making him feel this way. She’d struck a match to their family and burned down their house of cards.

			Wynn’s cell vibrated next to him. He was about to silence it when he noticed it was his father. He hadn’t heard from him in over a week, even at Christmas, but he hadn’t expected his dad to have great cell service while out to sea.

			Wynn swept his thumb across the phone. “Dad?”

			“Wynn, is that you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You don’t sound like yourself. Is everything okay?”

			“No, Dad,” Wynn responded. “Everything’s all wrong.”

			“Wynn, what’s happened?”

			Wynn shook his head as if his father could see him. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“Yes, it does. Are you hurt?”

			“Not physically.”

			“Emotionally?” his father asked. “Is a woman involved?”

			“Why would you ask?”

			“Because the fairer sex always has a way of getting to us like no one else can,” his father replied. “Talk to me. Tell me what happened.”

			“Your son is a fool. I was a duped by a woman I thought cared for me, but instead she was using me to gain my business.”

			“I doubt it’s that simple. Why don’t you explain it to me.”

			Wynn told his father about his initial refusal to meet with Giana, of her relentless pursuit of him and how the script was flipped on him when they were stuck in the elevator.

			“Sounds like the attraction was mutual.”

			“Or convenient,” Wynn replied, “helping ensure Giana got exactly what she wanted.”

			“You think she planned it?”

			“No, I wouldn’t go that far, but she took advantage of the situation.” Wynn went on to tell his father of the bet and how enamored he became with Giana after they became intimate. “Once we had sex, it was like I was addicted.”

			“And your relationship progressed from there?”

			“Yes. We’ve been pretty much inseparable since then, but the thing is, I wanted an entirely physical relationship. She was the one who pressed for more.”

			“Do you think perhaps she was sincere about wanting to get to know you?”

			“If she were, she wouldn’t stab me in the back by going to one of my competitors. Giana knew how I felt about Blaine Smith, but she didn’t give a damn. She wanted to prove to her father she has the killer spirit like he does, and she proved it. She’s willing to step over anyone, including me.”

			“I can see how that hurts, son, but did you ever think you could be wrong about her? Perhaps you’re jumping to conclusions.”

			“I don’t think I am.”

			“Your judgment is skewed. Ever since your mother left us, you’ve been mistrustful of women. Your marriage to Christine made it even worse, because she betrayed you, solidifying in your mind the idea that no woman could be trusted. But it’s not true, Wynn. There are some good women out there.”

			“I thought Giana was one of them, Dad, but I was wrong.”

			“Why are you rushing to see the worst in her? I haven’t met Giana,” his father said, “but I would like to, given what you’ve just told me. She could be someone you could believe in, love even. Because I want that for you, son. I don’t want you to be like me, going through life in a haze. And I can see now it was my fault. I wasn’t able to be the father I should have been after your mother left us.”

			“Don’t blame yourself, Dad, not after what she did.”

			“It takes two for a marriage to fail,” his father replied. “That’s not to say her infidelity is excusable, it’s not, but I wasn’t the perfect husband, either. I’ve made my peace with it, Wynn, and you should, too. The failure of our marriage wasn’t solely your mother’s fault. You can’t keep holding on to the hurt like a shield against love.”

			“That’s not what I’m doing!” Wynn raised his voice.

			“Aren’t you? You’re using what you perceive to be a betrayal by Giana to push her away because you’re afraid. Don’t give up on love. If you do, you’re missing out on a blessing.”

			“Dad, I know you mean well, but why would she have been with Blaine if not to betray me?”

			“Did you give her time to explain?”

			Wynn remembered Giana mentioning something about her father setting her up, but he’d thought she was blowing smoke to cover her tracks. “She tried.”

			“But you didn’t let her,” his father responded. “Do you want to end up alone with only your business to comfort you? Because I promise if you continue down this path, that’s all you’ll be left with.”

			“What do you expect me to do?”

			“I expect you to listen, son. Not just with your ears, but with your heart. Deep down, you know the truth.”

			Wynn sighed. “I appreciate your sage advice.”

			His father chuckled. “I don’t know about sage, but years of experience have shown me how fragile love is. You have to nurture it.”

			After the call, Wynn thought about his father’s advice and put the cap on the bourbon bottle. Had he judged Giana too harshly? Was she telling the truth that her father had set up the meeting without her knowledge? If she was, he had just blown their relationship to smithereens, and he wasn’t sure if it could be put back together again.

			

			Wynn woke up the next morning with a pounding headache. Over the course of last night, he’d come to realize his father was right. Maybe the situation was exactly what Giana said it was: Josiah had ambushed her by inviting Blaine Smith to the lunch.

			Wynn recalled what Giana had told him about her father, how he’d interfered in Roman and Shantel’s relationship by forcing the issue of a prenup. And then there was Julian. Josiah had had Elyse investigated, which revealed she was the daughter of his old business partner, who held a grudge against him. Was it possible Josiah was now trying to cause a rift between him and Giana? But why? He had what he wanted: Starks Inc.’s business.

			In the cold light of day and with time to think, Wynn realized he’d overreacted. Betrayal was a big trigger for him. At the first opportunity, he’d condemned Giana, like his father had said. He owed it to himself and Giana to talk to her again and listen like his father suggested.

			Listen with his heart.

			Deep down, Wynn already knew the truth. But would she listen to him after what he’d done? Thinking she’d hurt him, he’d lashed out at her like a snake trying to get the first strike. He would have to do a lot of groveling to get her to hear him out and accept his declaration of love. And no doubt, he would have to run the gauntlet of Lockett men to get to Giana.

			Wynn heard a knock. At first, he thought the pounding was in his head, but now he realized someone was at his front door. He padded barefoot to the foyer, and when he swung the door open, he saw a fist coming at him seconds before he was flattened to the ground.

			“That’s for my sister,” Xavier said, standing above him as Wynn held his throbbing jaw. “I should be beating you to a bloody pulp, but I promised my sister I wouldn’t lay hands on you. I couldn’t quite keep that promise, so consider this a warning. Stay away from Giana.”

			“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Xavier.”

			Xavier punched his hand with his other fist. “Do you want another one of these?”

			“Not particularly,” Wynn said, slowly rising to his feet but keeping his distance. Although Wynn was spry, as a former quarterback, Xavier Lockett was formidable, and Wynn didn’t want to tussle with the man.

			“Then what? You already made a fool of yourself by throwing away someone as good as my sister.”

			“You’re right.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I said you’re right,” Wynn yelled. “I was wrong. I should have never assumed the worst of Giana, but I did because I have a lot of baggage that I haven’t done a particularly good job of dealing with.”

			Xavier frowned. “And what do you want now, a gold medal? You hurt Gigi.”

			“I know, which is why I have to make things right. To tell her I made a mistake.”

			“You don’t deserve her.”

			“Probably not, but I love her nonetheless.”

			“Did you say love?” Xavier sounded skeptical, and Wynn couldn’t blame him. Over the past twenty-four hours, he hadn’t shown that love. He’d tossed it away because of fear and mistrust. But now Wynn was hoping there was a chance Giana would forgive him and give him a chance to turn the page.

			“Yes. I love Giana, and it took realizing I could lose her to make me see it,” Wynn said. “I want her back, Xavier, and I’m going to do everything I can to show her how much I love her. And I have an idea.”

			“You do?” Xavier still sounded skeptical.

			“Yeah.” Wynn rubbed his beard. “Care to help me out?”

			“I don’t know, man,” Xavier said. “You’re in the doghouse, and I don’t want to join you.”

			“Understood, but if what I think is true, which is that Giana loves me as much as I love her, then I’m willing to take the risk.”

			“Mighty big words.”

			“It’s going to take big actions to back them up,” Wynn said. “You with me?” He held out his hand for Xavier to shake.

			Xavier smiled. “God help me, but I’m in.” He pumped Wynn’s hand.

			Wynn prayed this would work. And if it did, he would be starting the new year with the woman he loved.

			

			“There you are,” Giana’s mother said when she finally emerged after twenty-four hours confined to the guesthouse to come to the kitchen in the main house. “Are you all right, darling? You didn’t come up for breakfast, and Xavier said you were under the weather.”

			“I’m fine,” Giana said, reaching across the island to grab a homemade cookie from the jar. She closed her eyes and savored the chocolaty goodness.

			“I doubt it,” her mother replied. “Your father told me about yesterday. Said he overstepped his bounds on a business deal and now Wynn’s upset with you.”

			Giana glanced up. “That’s about the long and short of it.”

			“Care to tell me more?”

			Giana shook her head. “Not really.” She’d thought incessantly about Wynn for an entire day, and she was plumb exhausted. It was New Year’s Eve, and she refused to mope, because in less than twenty-four hours, this year would be over. She would put her relationship with Wynn in the past until eventually he became a footnote in her life. Giana had a great marketing team and could assign one of them to work with Starks Inc., leaving her to run things from behind the scenes. It was possible she could have very little interaction with the man if she planned it right.

			“Maybe I could help. Surely it’s not as bad as you think?”

			“Then Daddy didn’t tell you everything,” Giana replied, “like the fact that he butted in after I told him I wasn’t interested in meeting Wynn’s competitor. But did he listen? No.”

			“Your father is bullheaded, same as you, but he didn’t mean any harm.”

			“He never does, Mama, yet it causes his children pain. First Roman, then Julian and now me. Xavier had better run before Daddy gets him next.”

			“Gigi.” Her mother walked toward her. “It’s not like you to talk about your father this way. I expect it from Julian, maybe even Roman, but you’ve always been your father’s favorite.”

			“Which is why this feels so bad,” Giana replied. “I loved Wynn, Mama. I love him still, and Daddy interfered. He may have said it was business, but maybe he can’t stand to see us happy.”

			“I do want you to be happy.” Her father’s deep baritone voice resonated from behind her, but Giana didn’t immediately turn around. “I know I fail sometimes at being a father. No one gave me a playbook.”

			Giana spun around. “Is that an excuse for your bad behavior?”

			“I didn’t intentionally set out to come between you and Starks, Gigi. I thought having a second company to work with as a backup for our other players was a good thing for the franchise. As Roman mentioned when Wynn first brought up an exclusive contract with the Atlanta Cougars, it wasn’t a smart idea to tie our hands. Curtis is our star, yes, but we have an obligation to help other players find endorsements. It’s not fair to put all of our eggs in one basket.”

			“I told you how Wynn felt about this and I wanted to respect his wishes, but you set up the meeting anyway. Why? Because you don’t respect me. You don’t see me as your equal. You’ve always groomed Roman to be your successor. Well, guess what, Daddy? I’ve been right there beside him every step of the way. Like him, I want to run the Atlanta Cougars or at least have more of a role beyond marketing and charity work.” She glanced across the island. “No offense, Mama. The foundation does important work for some worthy causes.”

			“None taken,” her mother stated.

			“I do respect you, Giana, not because you’re my daughter, but because you’ve earned it. Every time I’ve told you no or blocked your path, you went around me and showed me you were as smart as your brothers. And I admit at times, I underestimated you. But you are a valuable part of the franchise.”

			Giana was shocked. Her father had never said any of this to her. “Why is this the first time I’m hearing this?”

			Her father shrugged. “It’s not easy for a man like me to admit when he’s wrong. To admit his daughter showed him up, but you have. You have great instincts and business acumen, Giana. I’m extremely proud of all your accomplishments.”

			Tears welled in Giana’s eyes. “Thank you, Daddy.” She hadn’t realized she needed to hear it until he said those words of validation. They were like a salve to her wounds.

			“What can I do?” her father asked, coming to her and placing his hands on her shoulders. “Do you need me to go to Starks and tell him I arranged the meeting? I’ll make it clear that you knew nothing about it and I was the sole mastermind because I wanted to keep the Atlanta Cougars’ options open. I’ll admit I was trying to take charge of the situation like I always do because I’m a control freak. I’ll do it for you, baby girl.”

			Giana shook her head. “No, you don’t have to do that. Wynn honestly believes I betrayed him even after everything we shared, so it’s pointless. He doesn’t love me the way I love him.”

			Her father lifted her chin with his finger and gazed into her eyes. “So, you admit you’ve lost your heart to Starks?”

			“I may have lost it, but clearing the air with you, Daddy, I’m slowly gaining it back.” Her father pulled Giana into his warm embrace, and she sank into it, allowing herself the comfort only a father’s love could provide.

		
	
		
			Twenty-One

			“This is unexpected,” Silas said when he met up with Wynn in a secret location midmorning on New Year’s Eve. Wynn had sent Silas a cryptic text message telling him when and where to meet him but hadn’t told him why. Silas would figure it out when he arrived.

			“Yes, well, I realized I made a big mistake accusing Giana of betraying me when that was far from the case.”

			“What made you change your mind? Did you speak with her?”

			Wynn shook his head. “I haven’t seen or spoken to her since we saw her at the country club yesterday. But when I woke up this morning with the mother of all headaches, I realized I knew the truth. Giana would never take a meeting with my archenemy. She has too much integrity, and I was an idiot to accuse her.”

			Silas let out a long sigh. “I’m so happy to hear you’ve come to that conclusion all on your own. I was worried about you, man. When you saw her at the table, I was scared. Scared of the effect something like this might have on your psyche. But I’m glad my fear was in vain and you’ve seen the error of your ways.”

			“I have,” Wynn said. “Once I was clearheaded enough and spoke to my dad about it last night, I was able to see the situation for what it was. Josiah Lockett was trying to pull a boss move and act like he’s still in charge of the Atlanta Cougars. Meeting Blaine wasn’t Giana’s doing, and I can’t wait to tell her.”

			“How do you think she’ll respond?”

			“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” Wynn replied. “But I’m going to talk to her about my past and how it’s colored my view of the world and hope I can win her over. I’m going to tell her I love her.”

			Silas shook his hand. “I’m rooting for you, brother, and after she sees that—” he pointed to the ring box in Wynn’s hand “—I think she’ll know how serious you are.”

			Wynn wanted to do something grand to show Giana exactly how he felt and how much she meant to him. He’d even recruited Xavier to ensure his name was on the guest list to get into the Locketts’ New Year’s Eve party so there were no hiccups. Wynn hoped it wasn’t too late to repair the damage he’d done to their relationship.

			

			The annual Lockett New Year’s Eve bash at the Fox Theatre was a dazzling affair. The crowded ballroom was filled with white and gold balloons, metallic pom-poms, streamers and towers of champagne flutes on sequined tablecloths. But none of it could get Giana into the party spirit. Even after she’d donned a gold Versace gown with a plunging neckline and chain-link detailing from her wrists all the way down to her ankles, strapped her feet into a pair of four-inch sandals, and put her hair up in a sleek ponytail, Giana still felt like an impostor.

			Everyone around her was filled with the holiday spirit, but all Giana wanted to do was curl up under a rock and wait for the clock to strike midnight. Her parents were shining bright near the entrance, greeting guests as they came in. Roman and Shantel were laughing and dancing on a night out away from Ethan. Meanwhile, Julian and Elyse were living it up, because next year they’d have a little one of their own.

			Giana would like to get lost herself, but her mother relied on her to help host the splashy party.

			“Hey, Gigi, you all right?” Xavier asked, sidling up beside her. He looked debonair in a black tuxedo and crisp white shirt and no tie.

			“Yes, I’m fine. Don’t I look fine?” She’d done her best to repair the damage a day of crying had done to her eyes and face.

			“You look beautiful,” he replied. “But all these people—” he tilted his head, indicating the crowd around the room “—don’t know you like I do. And they certainly have no idea what went down the other day.”

			“I don’t want to think, much less talk about it.”

			“That won’t make it any less real.”

			“Maybe not, but putting it out of my mind might make this night a little more palatable.” Even though her thoughts kept wandering to what her evening would have been like if Wynn was with her tonight.

			And just as if she’d conjured him up, Wynn was walking toward her from across the ballroom. Giana blinked several times, because she was wondering if she was dreaming. But when she opened her eyes and he winked at her, she knew she wasn’t.

			Wynn was immaculately dressed in a black tuxedo with a red tie. His hair appeared freshly cut and his beard freshly groomed. He looked mouthwatering.

			“What are you doing here?” Giana asked.

			“Can we talk?” Wynn asked.

			“Talk?” Giana snorted. “I think you said enough yesterday, don’t you think?”

			“Giana, please...”

			“What’s going on over here?” Out the corner of her eye, Giana saw Julian charging toward Wynn, with Roman close on her brother’s heels. But before they could get close enough to cause Wynn bodily harm, Xavier stepped in their path.

			Giana was shocked. What was going on? She looked at Xavier, who was as cool as a cucumber. Wasn’t he as angry with Wynn as the rest of her brothers?

			“Step aside, Xavier,” Julian said.

			“No can do.” Xavier shook his head. “Giana and Wynn need to talk.”

			“Says who?” Roman asked, taking a dangerous step toward Wynn. But Wynn didn’t move. He seemed determined to accept whatever was coming his way, as if it were his due.

			“I say.” Xavier’s voice boomed out.

			Julian and Roman stared at each another in confusion.

			“Listen, after Wynn and Giana speak, if she still wants him to go, I’ll be more than happy to throw him out.” Xavier glanced at Wynn. “Sorry, but bros come first.”

			“Understood,” Wynn stated. Then he turned to Giana. “Can we talk in private?”

			Giana glanced at Xavier, Julian and Roman, then back to Wynn. The pleading look in his eyes won her over. “All right. There’s a room in the back. Let’s go.” She took off, not looking behind her to see if he followed.

			Once they were inside the empty room, she spun around to face him. “So, what do you want, Wynn? To take more potshots at me? To demean my character further? Because you already did a bang-up job.”

			Wynn shook his head. “I don’t want to do that, Giana. I came here to apologize.”

			“Apologize?” Giana croaked.

			“Yes.” Wynn moved toward her, but Giana swiftly took a few steps back. She hadn’t been prepared for this.

			“Why?”

			“I misjudged you. I treated you unfairly. I believed the worst when you never gave me any reason to doubt your affection for me. And I’m terribly sorry, Giana.” His eyes brimmed with tenderness and passion.

			“You hurt me, Wynn.”

			“I know. And I deserve your scorn. But if you will hear me out, I’d like to explain.”

			Giana folded her arms across her chest. “Very well.”

			“I’ve talked to you about my divorce from Christine, but I didn’t tell you what my mistrust really stems from.”

			“Go on.”

			“Having my mother walk out on me when I was young affected me. She left me and my dad for another man to live her life without us, without me. Do you have any idea how that made me feel?” Giana shook her head. “I’ll tell you. I felt unloved and unwanted.”

			“But you had your dad.”

			“My father was a broken man. Losing my mother devastated him. He wasn’t able to recover from a failed marriage and losing the house he’d bought for her and all the hopes and dreams that came with it. He checked out on me, Giana. It’s why I turned to the Boys & Girls Club, because I was desperate for someone to care. And I found that person in my mentor, Les. I wish you could have met him. He was a fantastic guy. Anyway, as the years went by, I hardened my heart and became angrier and angrier at my mother for her betrayal. At one time, I didn’t think any woman could be trusted, and then I met Christine.”

			“And you fell in love.” She didn’t need to hear him wax lyrical about another woman.

			“In lust was more like it,” Wynn said. “Looking back, I realize we didn’t share the same values or want the same things out of life. I was enamored with a pretty face and so when she too left me for another man, it only proved my theory that all women were evil. And so, like my father, I shut down, closing myself off from the rest of the world for years. I didn’t date other women. I focused on my work and became more determined than ever to become a success so no one could take my joy again.”

			“Wynn, that’s a lonely existence.”

			Wynn nodded. “I didn’t even want to acknowledge that side of myself, because I was afraid. Afraid of allowing someone in. But then you came along, pushing through the barriers I’d erected around myself. You were relentless, never taking no for an answer, and when I met you, I was blown away by your beauty and your fierce spirit, too. It’s why I didn’t want to let you go.”

			“I thought it was just about sex.”

			“Oh, the sex has been off the charts, but Giana, for the first time, I was laughing and talking and sharing my life with someone—with you. You were like a breath of fresh air I didn’t know I needed. And I fell for you. I fell hard.”

			“No.” A tear slid down her cheek. “Don’t say that, because you don’t really mean it.”

			“It’s true, baby,” Wynn said, moving closer until he was just inches away and could cup her cheeks in his large palms. “It’s why it hurt so much when I thought you betrayed me.”

			“How could you believe that when I’ve always been on your side? Team Wynn all the way.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry, Giana. I was a fool,” Wynn said. “I meant it when I told your father and brothers that I would never want to hurt you. I love you, Giana. I think I have from the moment I saw you at the boxing ring, and I’ve been falling deeper and deeper in love with you each day.”

			Giana lowered her head as tears streamed down her face.

			“I know I don’t have the right to ask you this, but I’m going to. Forgive me, please. Give me another chance to be the man you want, the man you deserve.” Wynn lowered himself to one knee and, reaching inside his tuxedo jacket, produced a ring box. “Be my wife, Giana.”

			

			Wynn looked up into Giana’s beautiful brown eyes and prayed she would give them a chance to have their happily-ever-after.

			Giana was sobbing, so he asked, “Did you hear me?”

			She nodded. “I love you, too, Wynn. I think I knew after the first time we made love. I was so overwhelmed by the intensity of my feelings for you. It frightened me and I had to leave.”

			“I assumed you were running scared because you’d crossed a professional line.”

			“That, too,” Giana said. “I’d never been as intimate with another man like I was with you. I laid it all on the line, Wynn—sharing my hopes, fears and my family with you, and that was scary for me, because I had my life planned out, with my career coming first. But meeting you changed that. Changed me.” She stepped away from him. “But sometimes love isn’t enough. It’s about trust, Wynn. And I’m not sure you trust me. Or that I can trust you with my heart.”

			“I do trust you, Giana,” Wynn said, rising to his feet. “I admit I was momentarily blindsided because of my fear. I’ve always thought I wasn’t good enough or worthy of love because every woman I’ve loved or thought I loved left me.”

			“You are worthy, Wynn. And I would never leave you.”

			He smiled. “I’ve let my fear of being unwanted and unloved rule me for too long, but no more.” Wynn was not going to let his past determine his future. He wanted a life with Giana, and he was going to fight for it. “Tell me it’s not too late, Giana. Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?”

			Giana was quiet for several beats, and Wynn thought that it was over, that he’d ruined the best thing that had ever happened to him. But then she surprised him. “I can and I do forgive you, Wynn.” She smiled through her tears.

			“You do?” Wynn furiously kissed her nose and wet cheeks and placed his forehead on hers. “Your capacity for forgiveness humbles me, Giana.”

			“That’s because you haven’t known the kind of love in your life that I’ve known in mine,” Giana responded, reaching upward to stroke his cheek. “But I want that for you, Wynn. For us. I want a life with you. I want marriage and babies. I want the whole thing!”

			Wynn whooped loudly and picked Giana up, twirling her in his arms before eventually setting her back on her feet and placing the six-carat cushion-cut halo diamond ring on her finger. “But we don’t have to start a family right away. Whenever you’re ready and you feel like you’ve accomplished all your goals, Giana, only then.”

			Seconds later, he heard the crowd in the ballroom counting down. “Ten, nine, eight, seven...”

			Giana circled her arms around Wynn’s neck and pulled him into a searing kiss just as the clock struck midnight. “Don’t you get it, silly? I’ve accomplished the greatest thing in my life, and that was finding true love with you.”

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			Two months later

			“I can’t believe Xavier got the Porscha Childs to sing at our engagement party,” Giana gushed to Wynn after the popular R&B songstress belted out one of Giana’s favorite love songs. The entire family was gathered in the great room at the Lockett mansion, where a small stage had been erected for Porscha.

			“Neither can I,” Wynn said. “She’s amazing. As are you, my love.” He swept his lips over hers.

			Giana still couldn’t believe she was engaged to be married. When they’d come out into the ballroom on New Year’s Eve, all smiles, with Giana sporting a huge rock, her family had cheered with delight. And her mother had whispered in Giana’s ear, “I told you so.”

			Her mother’s only request had been for Giana to have a long enough engagement so she could plan a proper wedding, since she claimed she’d been thwarted by her older sons’ swift marriages. Giana and Wynn had agreed. The extra time would allow Giana to become familiar with her new position as CEO of the Atlanta Cougars. She’d been thrilled when Roman chose her as his second in command.

			Meanwhile, Wynn’s new sports drink would be coming out in the summer. The first ad would feature Curtis and his dad and other single fathers with their sons. Giana was proud of Wynn, but even more so because he’d gone into therapy to deal with his trust and abandonment issues. Eventually, she hoped he would make peace with his mother, but in the meantime, he was taking steps to heal old wounds.

			“So, what did you guys think of Porscha?” Xavier asked with a big grin as he walked toward them.

			“You did good, Xavier,” Wynn said, shaking his hand.

			“Anything for my big sis.” He leaned in to give Giana a bear hug. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go see if I can get an autograph.” And then her wayward brother was rushing off toward the stage.

			Giana watched him and Porscha. It might not be discernible to most, but they seemed awfully familiar with one another. She glanced up at Wynn. “Do you...” She paused. “Do you think Porscha is the girl Xavier’s been secretly dating?”

			Wynn shrugged. “Anything’s possible. I mean, look at us. You were a career woman who wasn’t looking for love and marriage, and I’d vowed never to commit again. Yet here we are.”

			“We were struck by Cupid’s arrow,” Giana said with a smile, turning to her fiancé. Her heart was full of love and joy. “I hope one day Xavier meets the woman who will make him believe in happily-ever-after like I do.” She brushed her lips across Wynn’s.

			“And I want to thank you for taking a chance on me, Giana. I love you.”

			“And I love you.” Giana stood on her tippy toes to bring Wynn’s head down to hers in a kiss for the ages. “I’m so glad we got locked in that elevator, because that one kiss in the dark changed my life forever.”
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			One Christmas Wish

			by Brenda Jackson

			PROLOGUE

			“Vaughn? Are you awake?”

			Vaughn Miller rubbed sleep from his eyes, shifted in bed and adjusted his cell phone against his ear. He recognized the caller immediately. “I’m awake now, Deke. What’s going on?” There had to be a reason Deke Hollister was calling him at three in the morning.

			“I wanted you to know before it hit the papers that your name is being cleared.”

			Vaughn jerked upright in bed. “Say that again.”

			Deke chuckled. “You heard me, pal. I couldn’t say anything before now, but the FBI uncovered a white-collar crime syndicate that stretched across several states including New York. They were able to link the group to what happened at your former employer on Wall Street. Arrests have been made and several confessions collected. One of which will exonerate you of all charges. I’m sure some type of restitution will also be in order.”

			Vaughn rubbed a hand down his face. No amount of restitution could make up for the two years that his freedom had been taken away from him. Not only his freedom, but also his respect and dignity.

			“Thanks for everything you did, Deke. You’re one of the few who believed in my innocence.” The two had met years ago while in college at Yale. Whereas Vaughn had chosen a career on Wall Street, Deke had always wanted to be a crime fighter, and after a short time in the marines, he went to work for the FBI as one of their top agents investigating domestic terrorism. Last year he left the Bureau and started his own security/investigative firm in DC. He was doing quite well for himself due to his ability to solve crimes and the close connections he still had with the FBI.

			“There were others who believed in your innocence as well, Vaughn. Don’t forget the people of Catalina Cove welcomed you home.”

			Yes, they had. Thirty-five years ago, he was born in Catalina Cove, Louisiana, a small shipping town an hour’s drive from New Orleans. When he’d left for college, he only returned a few times to visit his parents and sister. When they’d eventually moved away as well, there had been no reason to ever return.

			When Vaughn decided to return to the cove to live four years ago, he was aware that some of the locals knew he’d served time. It honestly didn’t matter since Reid Lacroix, the wealthiest man in Catalina Cove, had trusted Vaughn enough to immediately hire him as part of his executive team at Lacroix Industries. That hadn’t come as a big surprise to many since, while growing up in the cove, Vaughn and Reid’s son Julius had been best friends. Julius had also been Vaughn’s roommate in college for four years. Sadly, Julius had been killed in a car accident close to nine years ago. He’d been like a brother to Vaughn and it was a loss that still pained him.

			“I told you why they were so quick to welcome me, Deke,” Vaughn said. “If Reid Lacroix likes you then the entire town loves you. Very few people go against Reid on anything.” Reid was still the wealthiest man in town. Half the people living in the cove worked at the Lacroix blueberry plant. Back in the day, the Lacroix and Miller families had run in the same circles since both were part of the cove’s old money elites.

			The difference between Reid and some of the other wealthy people in town was that not only did Reid have a big heart, but he also genuinely cared about the welfare of Catalina Cove and the people who lived here. He paid his employees a more than fair wage, which is why very few people left until retirement. And Reid believed in giving hefty bonuses. When his companies did well, he had no problem rewarding his employees. Because of his generosity people were very loyal to him.

			A part of Vaughn was glad he had decided to return. Although no comments were ever made about him serving time, he often felt there were those who hadn’t been all that certain of his innocence. He hoped his name being cleared would remove all doubt.

			“With both you and Sawyer there,” Deke said, pulling Vaughn’s focus back to the conversation, “when I get the time, I plan to visit the cove more often to get some fishing in.”

			“You do that. I owe you, buddy, for everything.”

			“You would have done the same for me, Vaughn.”

			Yes, he would have. A short while later, Vaughn ended the call with Deke. His friend had believed in his innocence from day one and had promised Vaughn that he would clear his name. When Vaughn was released from prison and decided to move back to Catalina Cove, Deke had paved the way by contacting the cove’s new sheriff, Sawyer Grisham, who happened to be a former FBI agent and good friend of Deke’s.

			In addition to Reid, Sawyer and Sawyer’s wife, Vashti, who’d been a classmate of Vaughn’s, a number of former classmates had gone out of their way to welcome him back.

			His thoughts shifted to Camila Elderberry, his girlfriend at the time he’d been arrested. The moment charges had been filed, she’d bolted, and hadn’t even waited for the trial.

			And then there had been Marie.

			She was the person he’d come to think of as “his Marie.” He’d never met her, but she had touched his life through her letters. She’d been part of the prison’s Inmate Pen Pal Program, an agency that connected an inmate with someone on the outside who they exchanged letters with, whose sole purpose was keeping inmates motivated and encouraged while confined. He’d only received a total of eight letters from his pen pal Marie and they always seemed to arrive on some of his worst days, when he was at his lowest and needed motivation and encouragement. The letters had been a beacon of hope against the injustices that had put an innocent man behind bars. They had kept him positive, and that optimistic attitude was the reason he had been released after serving only two years of a five-year sentence.

			The guidelines of the program prohibited the pen pals from sharing personal information so Vaughn was fairly certain Marie was not even his pen pal’s real name. The letters were delivered to him through the agency and when he wrote back, they were delivered to his pen pal the same way. He definitely owed “his Marie” a debt of gratitude.

			And now his name was being cleared.

			Vaughn drew in a deep breath, feeling like a heavy weight had been lifted off his chest. Knowing he couldn’t get back to sleep, he eased out of bed. One of the first places he went was to the dresser where he kept a packet full of important papers. He knew just what he was looking for. The letters he’d received from Marie, which he still read on occasion.

			Shuffling through the letters, he came to the last one he’d received, which was the one that had inspired him the most.

			There are days that will seem hopeless.

			And nights that seem filled with despair.

			Always look forward to tomorrow.

			Brighter days are coming, even when it appears they aren’t.

			You must believe.

			Marie

			He slid the letter back into the packet with the others and put them in the dresser before heading back to the bed. With his name cleared, he had reason to believe that for him brighter days were coming.
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			Inconvenient Attraction

			by Zuri Day

			One

			Technology wizard and financial phenom Cayden Barker’s already bad day just got worse. He never saw it coming. “It” being the car that had just sideswiped his nearly new supersporty Porsche and sent it on a 360-spin into the intersection and a forceful awkward meeting with a light pole. Cayden was tossed, turned and jostled, but too immediately angry to feel any pain. Without a thought to his health or safety he jumped out of his car to survey the damage. The innovative aluminum all along the car’s right side—a material used to decrease the weight and increase the speed—now resembled the crinkled foil his mother used to cover Sunday leftovers. He felt light-headed and placed his hand on the car’s hood to prevent a fall.

			“I’m so sorry! Are you okay?”

			Cayden whirled around. Bad move since his head kept spinning after his body stopped. He steadied himself once again before waving his arm toward the damaged frame. A woman’s face with wide pretty brown eyes etched with concern swam into view.

			“Do I look okay?” He jabbed a finger at the passenger side’s crushed hood, door and fender. “Does this look okay?”

			“Police and ambulance are on their way. Perhaps you should sit down.”

			“Perhaps you should learn how to look where you’re going!”

			“Please calm down, Cayden. You’re bleeding.”

			It didn’t at all register that she’d used his name. His hand went to his head in a reflexive move. He looked and saw blood, along with another shade of red. Anger.

			“What in the hell is wrong with you!”

			“The sun’s angle. I couldn’t see the light—”

			“If you can’t see, you shouldn’t be driving!”

			“I tried to stop.”

			Cayden walked around his customized baby, its unique paint now streaked by dented gray metal. It had taken the dealership three months to create the exact shade of blue he’d requested, navy with a subtle gold sheen, and another week to repaint the exterior. Everything from the mirrors to the stainless-steel steering wheel to the kid-leather seat coverings were customized, had been special-­ordered from all over the globe. He’d driven the car less than a month. Now here it sat—shattered, crushed—much like his ego after the earlier executive meeting. The light at the end of that dark and unexpected tunnel was the lunch he was having with a longtime mentor. The lunch for which he was now late. His anger, already at ten, soared off the charts. He felt like a thundercloud and was ready to storm all over the hapless motorist who’d ruined an already very bad day.

			Except something stopped him.

			Her eyes.

			The look in them—fearful, apologetic. The tears that shimmered, giving those deep brown orbs a coppery tone. Only now he imagined how six feet and three inches worth of seriously pissed-off must have looked to a woman almost a foot shorter in height. He took a deep breath to calm himself and stepped out of her personal space.

			“I’m truly sorry,” she said again, looking from his crumpled dream of an auto that had set him back six figures to her boatlike clunker that other than a busted light and bent fender showed not a scratch. “Whatever my insurance doesn’t cover…”

			Cayden waved off the rest of the sentence, glad he’d taken his best friend Jake Eddington’s advice and purchased the company’s top-notch auto insurance package that covered the car from tip to tail no matter what happened or who was at fault. The movement brought his watch into view and reminded him that a businessman with no time to waste was waiting for him at a nearby restaurant. From the wording on the text messages that led to the meeting, it was one he dared not miss. Just as sirens were heard in the distance, he reached into his suitcoat pocket and pulled out a card.

			“I’ve got to go,” he said, holding it out to her. “Do you have a card with your contact information?”

			“Yes, but…” She looked around. “Aren’t you going to wait for the ambulance and police? That cut should be tended to and we need to make a report.”

			“You know what happened. As long as you tell them the truth, there shouldn’t be any problems.”

			The woman hesitated only a moment before walking to her car. She reached inside for her purse, sifting through the contents as she returned to where he was standing. Instead of the business card he was expecting, she pulled out a pen and began writing on a fast-food receipt.

			“What’s that you’re driving? It barely shows signs of the accident while my car needs to be towed.”

			“My grandmother’s Buick, at least twenty years old.”

			Buick or battering ram? Cayden was sure the body was made from steel and could have subbed for a WWII tanker.

			“I would have traded it except it belonged to her and Granddad.”

			Or because it could survive the apocalypse.

			“I’ve just started a new job so no business cards yet. But here’s my name, number and—” she reached inside her wallet and pulled out a card “—my insurance information.”

			Cayden took the slip of paper. “Avery Gray.”

			“Yes, that’s…me.”

			He looked up again, took in her face. There was something remotely familiar about her, but considering the tons of people he met at social and professional events, and given that he’d spent much of his life in the upscale atmosphere of Point du Sable, a conclave of less than ten thousand citizens just north of Chicago, he could have seen her or someone closely resembling her anytime, anywhere. Plus, Cayden never forgot a pretty face and even with its distraught expression, Avery’s features were pleasant, soothing even. It had distracted him from being livid, stopped him from dishing out a verbal lashing and had him standing in the street next to his wreck when he should have called an Uber or hailed a taxi five minutes ago.

			Flashing lights brought Cayden out of inaction. He watched EMTs exit an ambulance and saw the tow truck operator engage his hazard lights before jumping from the cab.

			“My insurance company will handle this. Slow down and watch where you’re going. Okay?”

			“Definitely.”

			The female EMT walked directly to him, her eyes glued to his forehead. “That’s a nasty gash you’ve got there. Are there other injuries?”

			“I’m fine,” Cayden said, backing away from her and looking at the tow guy. “Make sure she’s okay.”

			Cayden continued to his car without waiting for a response. He talked briefly to the tow truck driver, while calling for a ride. When the Uber driver pulled up a short time later, the police still hadn’t arrived to take the report. Cayden couldn’t worry about that. With the unexpected pushback he’d just battled at the office and whatever news his mentor was going to share when they met, a busted forehead and smashed-up car, even one as expensive and fly as his custom Porsche, was the least of his worries.

			Once inside the car and on the way to the restaurant, Cayden texted details of the accident to his agent and requested a rental. Then he looked in the mirror. The driver who’d hit him, Avery, had been right. So had the EMT. The cut was bad, deeper than he’d thought and nastier looking than it felt. He used sanitizer and Kleenex the driver provided to clean the blood from his face, and covered that on his shirtsleeve with the soft charcoal wool of his tailored suit jacket, but he still felt far from the GQ persona he usually presented. A short time later, the greeting from his mentor confirmed what he felt.

			“You look like you were in a dogfight…and the dog won.”

			“Pretty much, Mr. Masters,” Cayden replied, a slight smile causing a few hearts to skitter as he shook the older man’s hand. “Except it was a car fight. My Porsche versus a car made before the turn of the century.”

			Bob Masters, a gentleman of distinction whose toned, upright carriage, smooth skin and thick wavy hair belied his seventy years, chuckled.

			“Chevy?”

			“Buick.”

			Bob shook his head. “Then condolences for your ride are probably in order.” He returned to his seat and directed Cayden to the other side of the booth. “I doubt it can be brought back from the dead.”

			“Unfortunately, you might be right.” Cayden winced as he sat, the pain he’d felt on the car ride over shooting up again.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I will be.”

			“You sure you don’t want to go to Emergency, get that gash and other possible injuries checked out? When it comes to automobile accidents, you don’t feel the pain until the shock wears off. That cut above your eye looks pretty nasty.”

			“You said this meeting was important.”

			“It is, son, but not more important than your health. As you get older you’ll come to realize that nothing is more important than that.”

			“I’ll stop by Mom’s on the way home. Have her look me over.”

			“How is Tami?”

			“Still saving the world.”

			“She still at IMCOC?”

			The Illinois Medical Center of Chicago is where Cayden’s mom, Tami, had worked for twenty years, and where she and Bob had met.

			“She’s at PDS Medical now. Getting a job there is the only reason she finally agreed to move.”

			“She’s living here now?”

			Cayden nodded. “A two-bed, two-bath condo in Harold Washington Heights.”

			Bob’s brow raised. “A Kincaid property?”

			“I tried to talk her out of it but she loved the layout and the location being so close to her work.” The briefest of frowns marred Cayden’s good looks before he shrugged. “Before moving in, she burned sage.”

			The server arrived. Mild laughter at Cayden’s remark was followed by casual chitchat as drinks were delivered and orders were placed. Cayden endured the curious stares and a few polite interruptions as elite members of the community paid due respect to one of the town pillars. He was anxious to get on with the meeting and learn why he sat calmly hiding a now-splitting headache and increasingly sore ribs, nursing a ginger ale, when he probably should have been in an emergency room with someone attending to him. The salad finally arrived and with it a slight shift in Bob’s posture and change of expression that signaled the talk was about to get serious.

			“You’re familiar with the Society.”

			Cayden leaned forward. “Of course.”

			Everybody who was anybody knew about the ultraexclusive business fraternity, the Society of Ma’at, whose roster of members read like a who’s who of the world.

			“At a recent meeting, your name came up.”

			As he thought of the possibilities behind being mentioned, Cayden’s brow creased.

			“Relax, my boy. It’s good news.”

			Cayden released the breath that only now he became aware of holding.

			“New membership is open.”

			“That only happens every five years.”

			Bob nodded. “Normally that’s true. Unfortunately, we are no longer living in normal times. In the past year we’ve lost several key members. The organization has had to adjust, along with the rest of the world, and voted unanimously at our annual meeting to hold a special vote for new members. I felt the time was right to nominate you for the club.”

			Cayden’s back hit the booth seat with a thud. Not a good move for the rib almost surely broken. He was too shocked, too moved, to feel a thing.

			“Wow, Mr. Masters, this is an incredible honor. I don’t know what else to say.”

			“It is actions, not words, that qualifies you for the brotherhood. Philanthropy, community service, fundraising for worthy causes. Along with professional success, and exemplary social standing, those are the types of activities that we use to elevate our community.”

			Cayden nodded but said nothing.

			“On or around every major holiday, Society members across the country plan and host major fundraisers for charity. I’d like you to put one together for the Fourth of July.”

			“Me, sir?”

			Bob’s grin was slow and compassionate. “You can handle it.”

			“I’ve attended functions like that but wouldn’t know where to begin…”

			“That’s what mentors like me are for. I’ll guide you along the way, but I want it to be your work. Golf tournaments are always big hits, especially if we can host it at the Point.”

			Cayden relaxed. Golf he could do, and as for Point du Sable’s exclusive country club, the Eddingtons practically owned it. He was sure that with their help he could secure those eighteen holes for his event.

			“I think I can put something together.”

			“Not just something,” Bob said, his fingers steepled on the table before him. “Because of its connection to the Society, it must be the biggest, baddest summer event in all of the Midwest.”

			“I’ll get on it right away.”

			“That’s the professional side of things. Now, regarding your personal life, the Society doesn’t like scandal. Anything that mars the name of a member mars SOMA.”

			“I understand.”

			“Make sure that you do. From now on, every area of your life will have to be stellar, flawless, one hundred percent above any fray.”

			“I’ll go above and beyond anything asked of me, sir. You have my word.”

			“I believe that. You’ll get a letter in the mail soon, and then a phone call. After that your ninety-day probation will begin, followed by the vote taken at our national conference. On top of raising millions for charity, the event on the Fourth will be your unofficial coming-out party.”

			Cayden’s steak arrived, seasoned and cooked to perfection. He didn’t taste any of it. Later, when he stopped by his mom’s house, Tami confirmed that, if not broken, his rib was severely bruised. She wrapped him up, cleaned his cut and suggested it might need a stitch or two. On the way home he played the voice mail of a call that he’d missed.

			“Cayden, it’s Avery. I know you said your agent would handle things but I still feel badly about what happened and just wanted to check on you. I stayed until your car was towed and the police arrived. You should get a copy of the report in the mail. Hopefully, you made your meeting and got that cut looked at. No need to call back. The insurance company said they’d be in touch. Take care of yourself and don’t worry, I’ll be the most attentive driver in town from here on out.”

			Cayden found himself smiling as he listened to her talk. A call from the woman who’d ruined his ride should have irked him, but instead he felt better. The strangest thing. By the time he pulled into his driveway, he’d chalked the good vibrations up to Bob’s surprising news, the chance to become a member of the world’s most elite business club. Deep down his feelings told him it was the woman who’d stayed on his mind since the accident happened. But that didn’t make sense. How could someone who’d caused something bad make him feel good?
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