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      We all have dreams that light us up and turn us on.

      Ones that make us tingle and come alive.

      I didn’t expect mine to become a reality.

      And I never thought they’d look like him.

      When I step onto the airplane, my heart pounding with anticipation, I expect to find business class bursting with glamorous people and enough legroom to lie down between rows.

      There isn’t room for a floor nap, but there are hand towels and bottled water.

      I strap into 1B, then tuck my magazine and boarding pass into the pocket on the wall in front of me.

      “Would you like a blanket?”

      The flight attendant’s perky voice has me straightening.

      “I’m fine, thanks. Honestly, I could sweat in a snowstorm. I used to think it was a curse, but it’s kind of a blessing.”

      She’s staring at my pink flip-flops as if they might bite her.

      “Please switch your phone to airplane mode for takeoff.”

      She continues down the rows.

      My phone shows no new messages, so I send one.

      
        
        Nova: Can’t wait to see you! I can’t believe this is really happening. Wish me luck :D

      

      

      I switch the device off and twist the silver bangle on my wrist.

      I’m on an adventure, I remind myself as I lean toward the window in time to see a plane lift off the tarmac.

      My stomach flips.

      This is why I got the aisle seat—so I’m as far as possible from watching that.

      I open a note on my phone and reread what I’ve written.

      Mari and I used to dress up as brides. We’d make dresses out of old tablecloths and toilet paper and race through the fields.

      I’d run as fast as my legs would carry me, and she followed behind to make sure I didn’t fall.

      She’d roll her eyes and tell me I was being ridiculous, but I knew she loved me.

      “How long until takeoff?” a woman across from me asks when the flight attendant passes the other direction.

      “We’re waiting on one more passenger.”

      I didn’t realize planes waited on passengers.

      Out the window, another plane races down the runway like a speeding bullet.

      The shrill sound of a phone echoes in my mind, the only warning before darkness reaches for me, clawing up from deep in my stomach. Sweat beads at the back of my neck.

      I’ve been talking myself into this for days.

      But now…I’m not sure I can do it.

      It’s not too late to get off.

      I’m halfway out of my seat when I collide with a man coming down the aisle.

      He’s huge, towering above me and easily engulfing the space around us with his broad shoulders and wall of a chest. His face is partially hidden by his hoodie while sweatpants cling to his lean hips and strong legs. A logo-print duffel is clutched firmly in his hand.

      He glances into the overhead with a brief double-take at my pink luggage before dropping his bag at his feet and yanking off Beats headphones.

      "You’re in my seat.”

      His voice is more growl than words, and it rubs along my skin like sandpaper.

      My fear is crowded out by disbelief at this man’s audacity. “I don’t think so. I’m 1B.”

      I checked my boarding pass a zillion times as I navigated the airport.

      His eyes narrow. “I’m always 1B.”

      “Except today,” I go on helpfully as I drop back into my aisle seat, which grew infinitely more appealing in the seconds since this stranger tried to take it from me.

      I shift my knees to the side, the universal symbol for “go on through.”

      His stare is intense, and looking for a way out, I reach into the pocket for my boarding pass that’s tucked in a magazine somewhere.

      My bracelet slips halfway off, and I push it back on.

      He doesn’t move.

      Finally, his impatience overwhelms me.

      “Fine! If it matters so much to you, take it.” I shift over to the window. Not my fault if I lose my breakfast on him. “We’re waiting for a late arrival…”

      I trail off as the flight attendant shuts the doors.

      He’s the late arrival.

      He shoves his duffel into the overhead compartment and sinks into the seat, tugging his hood back from his head.

      My breath catches.

      His eyes are the color of chocolate, smoldering with little flecks of gold and fringed with thick lashes. A faded scar slices through one of his eyebrows. Almost-black hair decorates his square jaw, a five o' clock shadow though it’s barely two. His nose has a slight dent, and his lips look as though they’ve been cut from marble.

      Good God, he’s beautiful.

      Strikingly, imperfectly beautiful.

      Picasso said the reason his portraits were skewed, why he painted every eye differently, is because every eye is different. It’s not an issue of painting; it’s an issue of seeing.

      If uniqueness is beauty, this man is a work of art.

      The pilot runs through the takeoff spiel, and the flight attendant demonstrates how to fasten a seatbelt. Her attention is fixed on the guy next to me, as if he’s the one responsible for getting us to our destination in one piece.

      “The flight over to Denver will be turbulent,” the pilot says over the speaker.

      I take a deep breath as I pull out my phone and switch on the signal.

      Nothing from Mari.

      I turn it off again and lean back against the headrest.

      The engine starts, a rolling hum that vibrates through me.

      “Do you take a lot of planes?” I ask.

      My seatmate stares blankly.

      “Is this one good? Safe?” I press.

      He leans over me to look out the window. “Got two wings.”

      The plane starts its acceleration down the runway.

      “I’m Nova,” I manage as the plane lifts off.

      Talking will keep my mind off our situation.

      Hoodie Guy glances over but doesn’t answer. He’s a few years older than me, probably late twenties or early thirties.

      No name. Got it.

      “Are you from Denver?” I press.

      “No.”

      “Me neither. I’m going for a wedding.”

      He exhales hard, as though resisting small talk is the noblest possible pastime and he considers himself a knight of the highest order.

      “Work.”

      It’s a grudging gift from lips so perfectly formed I’d trace them, if I didn’t think he’d bite me first.

      His knees nearly reach the opposite wall, even with the added legroom, while my feet barely touch the floor.

      “Construction? Because you’re huge,” I go on at his expression. “Tall, I mean,” I add as the woman across the aisle coughs. “Not huge other places.”

      His brows lift.

      Now I’m looking at the hands folded across his stomach. They’re big, and tan, with long fingers and tidy nails.

      Outside, the ground drops farther away. I force my attention away from the window.

      “I’ve avoided flying for years now, but my sister is getting married and I won’t let her down. In fact, I’m working on my speech right now. Do you want to hear⁠—”

      “I don’t.”

      My mouth snaps shut.

      If Mari was here, she’d tell me not to talk so much.

      I flip my phone facedown in my lap and take a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry. It’s my nerves about flying. I’m trying not to have a panic attack. If I have to spend the entire flight curled in a ball on the floor, I will get there in one piece. I’d do anything for my sister. We’d do anything for each other,” I finish in a single breath.

      My seatmate frowns, studying me with a new intensity.

      As if, for the first time, I’m something other than a nuisance.

      He reaches across to lower the shade so I can’t see the lack of ground firsthand.

      The panic recedes a degree.

      He’s close, his faces inches from mine.

      “Switch me seats,” he says before I can thank him.

      My heart beats faster as I reach for my seatbelt.

      We switch spots, and his body brushes mine. I nearly trip. Sparks dance along my nerve endings.

      He puts a steadying hand on my waist.

      Only it’s not steadying at all. It makes my stomach flutter in an entirely new way.

      His hands are huge, and when I look down, tendrils of black ink like smudges of charcoal extend from under the cuffs of his sweatshirt.

      What the…

      They’re mysterious and badass and more than a little hot.

      My thighs press together.

      I haven’t thought about sex in weeks. Possibly months. Not since…

      Well.

      Let’s just say what happens between the sheets has never blown my mind.

      But between his massive build, the glittering dark eyes, and the intriguing secrets, this man is built for fantasies I never knew I had.

      I don’t normally go around thinking filthy thoughts about strangers, especially grouchy ones, but I sneak another look at those hands as he sits, adjusting his sweatpants over hard thighs and⁠—

      The flight attendant unclips from her seat and approaches. “Can I get you a drink, Mr.—”

      “Tequila?” I ask hopefully.

      It’s fake courage, but I’ll take whatever I can get.

      My seatmate holds up two fingers.

      The flight attendant nods so fast her neck cracks. Guess I’m not the only one noticing how attractive he is.

      A few deep breaths later, she returns with the drinks.

      “To new adventures.” I lift my glass and then drink its contents back in a single shot, the heat burning down my throat.

      He watches before drinking his in a long, slow gulp, his tanned throat bobbing.

      I’m thirsty again.

      The tequila’s already working its magic, and the humming of the plane sounds farther away and less threatening. The alcohol has the not-unpleasant side effect of making my skin tingle.

      “Do you like games?” I ask. “We could play one. Two Truths and a Lie. That’s where I make three statements⁠—”

      “I know how to play.”

      My seatmate stacks our empty glasses and sets both on his tray.

      I take that as assent and try to think up a good one. “I once stole a chocolate bar from a grocery store.”

      His beautiful mouth twists in dissatisfaction.

      Lame.

      “I once gave a man a tattoo.”

      Now there’s a lift of one dark brow. He’s listening.

      “And… I love my sister more than anyone in the world.”

      He makes a sound like a scoff as he takes me in, a long sweep from my toes upward that lingers on my faded jeans, the curve of my breasts under my off-the-shoulder T-shirt, and my candy-pink hair before landing on the lip gloss I swear the tequila washed away.

      I’m not a total stranger to male attention. But I’ve never been the subject of a look like that, and certainly not from a man like him.

      “The last one.”

      My mouth falls open in protest. “What? Why would I lie about that?”

      “You’re not lying to me. You’re lying to yourself.”

      What the…? Did this guy I’ve known for fifteen minutes seriously question my relationship with my sister?

      The flight attendant returns, like a magnet who’s found her true north, and my hoodie hottie orders us two more tequilas.

      The first is going to my head, like helium lifting me up.

      The drinks are set in front of us moments later with another longing look at Mr. Grumpy, plus a suspicious one at me. She’s perturbed I’m building rapport with her dream guy.

      Funny how being in a confined space with another person, in the presence of alcohol, breaks down boundaries.

      I take a sip, trying his method of pacing consumption, and make a face.

      It tastes terrible.

      I toss the rest back in a single swig and set the cup on my tray with a flourish.

      “Your turn to say three things,” I inform him.

      “No.”

      “That’s how games work.”

      “‘How games work’ is you should know the rules before you start.”

      He reaches for his phone and starts reading.

      Well then.

      I fish in the seat pocket and take out my magazine. Sports Illustrated.

      My companion glances over. His eyes stick to the magazine.

      “My new brother-in-law, he’s—” I catch myself, remembering my sister’s request to be discrete. According to Mari, Harlan’s some hotshot basketball GM, and I shouldn’t announce that to everyone. “He’s really into sports.”

      He looks over my shoulder, then rips the open page out of the magazine.

      He crumples it in his fist and shoves it in his seat pocket.

      My jaw hits the floor.

      “Just because you’re not into sports doesn’t mean it’s not a viable interest for others.”

      Apparently, tequila has the side effect of giving me a soapbox and whispering that I should use it.

      “That so.”

      I survey his tall physique, admittedly a bit too happy to have an excuse to stare at his long, hard legs, his impossibly broad shoulders, his huge hands.

      “You ever play basketball? I bet you’d be good.”

      His mouth twitches. A sign of life. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He reaches for his headphones and tugs his hoodie back up over his head.

      Guess we’re done talking.

      For the next hour, I read my magazine and sneak looks at him while he plays around on his phone.

      I wish I had a sketchpad.

      I don’t typically draw people, but I’m itching to draw him.

      It’s not only the beautiful lines of his face and body, larger than anyone I’ve ever seen in person. It’s his magnetic charisma, which is twisted because he couldn’t give more standoffish vibes if his sweatshirt had “STAY AWAY” printed from cuff to collar.

      A few times, I catch him looking at me.

      It’s like being scorched by the sun. Not sunbathing-on-a-beach sun, but ant-under-a-microscope sun. I’m not used to his intensity, but I don’t hate having his eyes on me.

      I remind myself of the purpose of this trip.

      My sister and I were close growing up. Even when she moved to Denver, we talked every few days and spent holidays together.

      I didn’t realize how much distance was between us until I got the invitation saying she was getting married to a man I’d never met.

      The second I got the invitation, I called and told her I was coming to help.

      For the next month, I’m in Denver for her wedding. We haven’t talked about exactly what I’ll be doing, but I’ve already had visions of us hugging, our flower bouquets wrapped around one another’s shoulders, and the happy tears in her eyes when I give the world’s best MOH speech.

      It’s not like Mari’s all I have in the world, but… well, she sort of is.

      An announcement comes over the intercom to say we’ll be landing in Denver in an hour.

      Not soon enough.

      The plane bounces, and my stomach lurches. I unclick my seatbelt and stumble out of my seat toward the bathroom.

      I was hoping to avoid the “rocking in a corner” scenario, but it seems more likely with every bump.

      “I’m sorry, Mar,” I whisper.

      I brace a hand on the counter and think of my childhood hero. My partner in crime.

      Every time my life has gone to shit, she’s been the one who got me through. I want to return the favor. To be there when she needs me instead of the other way around.

      A knock comes on the door, making it clank against the frame. Apparently, I forgot to lock it.

      The door opens, and my seatmate is there, staring down at me with his trademark irritated expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t do this,” I whisper as I squeeze my eyes shut. “I can’t…”

      I expect him to signal for the flight attendant to come get the crazy woman rocking in the bathroom.

      Instead, he wedges inside along with me.

      It’s barely big enough for both of us. His legs brush mine, his knees resting against my thighs as the plane bumps and jolts.

      “Oh God,” I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut.

      “My friends call me Clay, but I’ll take it.”

      I force my eyes open to find him looming over me. His expression is composed, except for the flecks of gold dancing in those moody eyes.

      He shoves up his sleeves, revealing muscled arms covered in tattoos. The stunning patterns of black inked across smooth, tanned skin make me gasp.

      “These are amazing.” I whisper like I’m in a church.

      The panic recedes enough for me to take his wrist, trace the parallel lines that begin to twist and intersect midway up his forearm.

      He tenses at first, but doesn’t pull away.

      “How many do you have?” I ask.

      “Twenty-nine.” His voice is softer than it was before. “One for every year I’ve been alive.”

      On his other arm, there’s a pine tree, tall and strong with thinning branches near the top.

      “You got your first tattoo when you were a baby?”

      I only realize how dumb that sounds once it’s out.

      But instead of calling me out, his eyes crease at the corners. “I doubled up a few years.”

      He looks different when he’s half-smiling. I wonder what it would take to make him smile for real.

      “I always wanted one, but it was never the right time,” I say as I refocus on the tattoos. It feels safer than staring into his eyes.

      The plane hits a bump, and my stomach lurches.

      Clay tenses. He’s going to bail on me before I embarrass myself more by puking on him.

      Instead, he reaches back and yanks the hoodie off over his head.

      My heart stops.

      He’s a canvas, a work of art. Like one of those I Spy books I had as a kid, except every tattoo is a masterpiece.

      The body revealed by his white tank is as impressive as his tattoos. Beneath the ink, he’s another kind of art. Every inch of shredded muscle and smooth skin makes me wonder what he does, what he’s capable of doing.

      I take a breath and focus on the lines and not the fact that we’re millimeters apart.

      He shows me a tattoo riding the crest of his shoulder, a hawk. I’ve barely absorbed that when I notice the black snake disappearing under his tank.

      The hammering in my ears is still there, but it feels like I’m creating it instead of being its victim.

      It’s as if, in this tiny excuse for a room on a bouncing metal tube, I’m safe with him so long as we’re breathing together.

      “This one’s the newest.” He points to the rabbit on his wrist. “It’s for my sister. She can be a pain in the ass, but I like knowing she’s with me.”

      It’s a gruff admission, but suddenly, emotions rise up that I can’t contain. Ones that have nothing to do with planes and bumps.

      “You were right.” I swallow hard. “Things have been strained between us. I was dating this guy, and we moved in together, and he dumped me and I got fired the same day, and I haven’t told my sister any of it because she lives this perfect life. Now she’s marrying some guy I’ve never met, and I need the month leading up to this wedding to show her I can be a good sister.”

      Overhead, the yellow-orange lights make a halo around him.

      He grabs my chin and swipes at the tears I didn’t feel drying on my cheeks.

      “You’re doing something you hate for someone you love. You’re already a good sister.”

      This room is too small, and he’s too big, and I feel the distance between us as much as the places we’re touching. He smells like soap and forest, like the pine tree on his arm.

      My stomach is forgotten as the vibe shifts between us. The negative space is humming, throbbing. It’s not fear or panic anymore, the fundamental need to be apart from this plane.

      It’s a pull toward him.

      And I’m not the only one feeling it. I see it on his face, in the flaring of his nostrils, the tic of his jaw.

      “Tell you what, Pink.” His voice is a gravely rasp that ends between my thighs, even before I can process the nickname. “We make it out of here, I owe you a tattoo.”

      I’m suddenly aware of how close we are. How alone, despite the hundreds of people on the other side of the flimsy door.

      He feels a little dangerous, but a good kind of danger.

      My breath catches. “For real?”

      He bends to my ear, his lips brushing my skin. “I promise.”

      My entire body is humming with arousal and possibility.

      Once, as a kid, I accidentally scraped my knee until it was bloody. Seeing the skin grow back was fascinating. That’s what this feels like—like he’s touching me but a new part of me. A part I’m not sure is ready to be touched.

      I fist the front of his tank, my hand disappearing in soft cotton. The little sound I make is part moan, part sigh.

      Everything goes black.

      When I blink my eyes open, I’m back in my seat and have no idea how I got there.

      I must have fallen asleep for landing because the plane is pulled up to the gate and passengers are dragging suitcases up the aisle.

      The seat next to me is empty, the duffel and its owner long gone.

      “Excuse me,” I ask the flight attendant as I wipe at the corner of my mouth. “What happened to the man who was sitting here?”

      She looks at me as if I’m nuts.
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      “There you are. They didn’t say you’d be delayed. Did you lose weight?” Mari demands.

      I throw my arms around her. “I missed you, too.”

      After landing, I rushed through the terminal, my pink bag in tow, eager to reunite with my sister.

      Now, she pulls back to study me and touches my faded pink strands, a contrast to her bright platinum ones. “Harlan had some business at the airport, but he’ll find us at the car."

      “You’ve still never told me how you met,” I say as we walk.

      “At a work party six months ago. We were doing PR for a charity, and he was there on behalf of the Kodiaks, his new team.”

      “And now you’re getting married.” I shake my head.

      “Don’t sound so shocked. He’s insanely accomplished. He loves me. And he cries at sad movies.” She waves as she spots the tall man hanging up his phone and striding across the arrivals lounge. “I thought we were meeting at the car.”

      “Two beautiful ladies. I couldn’t wait.”

      “Nova, this is Harlan.”

      His grin is quick and welcoming. Every part of him, from the tailored button-down to the firm handshake, says he’s comfortable with himself and good at making other people feel comfortable, too.

      “Nova. I’ve heard lots about you.”

      “I’ve heard almost nothing about you,” I admit.

      Mari gasps, but he only laughs.

      The way he rests his hand on her back is familiar and sweet, and there’s a pang in my gut.

      They look fantastic together. He’s handsome and polished in gray dress pants a soft mauve shirt that looks beautiful against his golden skin. She’s tall and curvy, wearing dark trousers and a soft sweater in the same shade that seems somehow cooler than black. The freckles that used to come out in the summer are gone, or covered by foundation.

      Any reservation I feel is protectiveness over my sister. I never thought she’d fall this hard this fast.

      We head toward the arrivals area, where a sleek Mercedes waits.

      “The issues resolved for tomorrow’s practice?” Mari asks.

      “Not quite.” Harlan puts my bag in the back before rounding to the driver's door.

      Mari sighs. “Can’t you cut him loose?”

      “He’s an all-star, Mar.”

      “He’s going to ruin your life.”

      Harlan clears his throat as they shift into the front seats and I take the back.

      “Enough shop talk. We’ll bore Nova,” he says as we pull away, reminding Mari I’m here.

      “That’s true. The closest she got to sports as a kid was hopscotch. She was always doodling and daydreaming.”

      “Hey!” I protest.

      “One time in school, they asked what she was going to be when she grew up, and she said a unicorn.”

      “It was cute,” I weigh in.

      “You were twelve.”

      We make conversation, Harlan asking enough questions that I barely get in any of my own.

      I tell him how long I’ve been living in Boston, that the only pet I have is a goldfish named Samson whom a friend is watching for the month I’m here, and that I’ve worked the past year since graduating college as an administrative assistant at an interior design firm.

      “Here we are,” Mari says as we turn into a neighborhood full of grand houses and rolling hills. The lush landscape is bedecked with manicured lawns and perfectly kept gardens.

      “Cherry Hills Village,” I read off the sign, taking it all in with wide eyes.

      We pull up in front of a house perched on a hill with a killer view, and we get out of the car.

      The grounds are a paradise, green and full of life, stylishly landscaped to perfection, with a pond in the back nestled amongst blue spruces and bur oak trees.

      “We’re still getting used to living together,” Harlan says. “Fortunately, when we fight, we have five acres to get away from each other.”

      I smile. It’s impossible not to like this man. He’s warm and self-deprecating.

      “We really appreciate you dropping everything to come for a month,” he goes on.

      “It wasn’t a problem with work?” Mari asks.

      “Not at all.”

      They told me to stay away.

      “Then this will be a break before you head back in the fall.” Harlan nods without waiting for me to contradict him.

      Mari frowns as if the idea of a break is worrisome, but her fiancé continues.

      “We’re so pleased you can stay with us. But as we’re out of the city, you’ll be needing a way to get around. I’ll lend you a car.” He points toward the garage, and I count five doors.

      “There’s no way that’s full,” I gasp.

      He rubs a hand over his head, sheepish, and excitement has my heart pounding.

      I haven’t had my own car in… ever.

      We head toward the front of the stunning house.

      I notice again how tall Harlan is as he pushes open the front door and waits for Mari and me to go first.

      Suddenly, Clay is back in my mind. The dark eyes, the huge hands, the tattoos.

      Mari leans in. “I’m surprised Brad let you come this early. How is he?”

      Her words slice through my daydream. “I’m not sure. It feels like I never see him.”

      “He must be busy being a principle at the firm. It’ll be good to catch up with him at the wedding.”

      A ribbon of guilt wraps around my stomach. I ignore it and flash a smile. “Are you going to give me a tour or what?”
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      “And this is your room.”

      Mari finishes our walk of the palatial house at a doorway on the second floor.

      It’s big and bright with an en-suite bathroom that makes my jaw drop. “There are two shower heads.”

      “Go nuts.”

      I throw my arms around her shoulders. “I’m really glad I’m here.”

      She inhales. “Me, too. Though I didn’t expect you to come for an entire month. I can’t take a month off work, and I’m the one getting married.”

      “Guess I’m just lucky.”

      I reach for the bracelet on my wrist before realizing it’s not there.

      Dammit.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “I… Nothing.”

      It must be on the plane somewhere. In the bathroom or wedged in between the seats.

      No.

      Mari’s phone buzzes. “I need to get some work done tonight to prove I’m relevant before I disappear for two weeks.”

      After Mari leaves, I lift my pink suitcase onto the bed.

      I dig out my jewelry box and set it on the wardrobe, lifting the lid.

      Inside are necklaces, earrings, fun things from thrift stores.

      No bracelet.

      It wasn’t fancy, just a simple bangle, but it was my mom’s.

      I can’t believe I was distracted enough that I lost it.

      My chest tightens as my gaze lands on another piece of jewelry.

      I shut the box lid quickly and turn back to my bags.

      Maybe I didn’t put the bracelet on today.

      It’s possible I was drunk on the flight. My memories are blurry.

      Blurry enough to forget what I was wearing?

      Blurry enough to hallucinate a seat mate and our entire conversation?

      I unpack my carry-on, putting folded clothes in the empty dresser, then reach for the front zipper.

      Feeling in the front pocket for anything I missed, I hit glossy paper, tightly bound. I pull out the Sports Illustrated. When I open it, it falls open to the ripped-out page.

      I trace the jagged edge and think of his warm eyes.

      His strong hands.

      His tattoos.

      I bite my lip.

      He’s real.

      It felt so good. His touch, his attention. The way he looked at me as if he saw me.

      But I’ll never see him again.

      Which is good because I’m here for my sister, and a fresh start. The last thing I need is to be distracted by some gorgeous guy from a different world.

      I drop the magazine on the wardrobe next to the jewelry box and resolve to forget him.
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      “This is going to be embarrassing for you,” I growl.

      “Try it.” Jay’s down in a defensive stance, eyes tracking my every move as though he’s a snake charmer and I’m a cobra.

      “You’re not ready.”

      “I was ready yesterday.” He reaches to try to snatch the ball midair from between my knees, and I pull my dribble tighter and grin.

      “You waiting for retirement?” He demands, shaking his head and making his braids sway. “Come on.”

      It’s a game within a game. The one-on-one battle of strategy, agility, and strength between offense and defence.

      Jay might be one of the top guards in the world, but I’m one of the top scorers.

      And I hate to lose.

      He’s half a second late, and I weave past him, driving to the basket.

      Atlas comes off his man to cover me, his icy eyes intent.

      Miles waves. “I’m open!”

      The basket looms just past Atlas’s fingertips.

      I take the step back.

      Swish.

      The other guys on the court all groan, and I shake my head at Jay. “You can’t guard me.”

      My friend and teammate rolls his eyes. “Missed you this summer, too, man. Now, let’s see you do it again.”

      We run another play that ends with the ball in the basket off my fingertips.

      Swish.

      There’s nothing like the feeling of the perfect shot. From the second the ball leaves your fingers, you know.

      It’s physics.

      Music.

      Poetry.

      Every subject I didn’t give a shit about in school.

      Swish.

      Not a lot you can count on in this world, but the perfect arc of that ball from your fingertips when you’ve done it a million times before…

      That’s the real deal.

      Jay tries to wrench the ball from my hands.

      “Foul!” Miles shouts.

      “Like hell,” Jay bites out.

      I dribble around Jay to find Atlas, our center and the biggest guy on our roster, on the other side.

      “You wanna take me?” I ask.

      His half-hearted defense makes me smirk as I dodge around him, hitting a point-blank layup before the whistle sounds.

      “Wade!” Coach barks. “We got a week until preseason. How many men you see on this court?”

      “Coach, you know Clay dropped math in college.” Miles laughs, fist-bumping me.

      “The game isn’t one-on-one. I know you’ve been injured half a season, but now that you’re back, they’ll be sending bodies at you. Get Rookie involved.”

      We set up to run it again.

      Seeing the guys again after a couple months feels good. The advantage of being a senior member of the team is skipping training camp. They trust you to prep your game and be ready to work when you land.

      Literally.

      I got off the plane and just had time to drop my bags at my place before driving to practice.

      An interesting flight it was, too⁠—

      “Clay!” Miles shouts as he passes to me, nearly taking off my head.

      I react in time and catch the ball, lob it across to Rookie, then cut behind the guy covering him. Rookie sends it back to me for a dunk.

      Hollers go up from around the court.

      But this time, when I land, my knee twinges.

      I grit my teeth to hide my response to the pain.

      Coach blows his whistle before anyone notices.

      At first, I think he’s going to let us go, but then I spot the figure approaching from the bleachers.

      I straighten, palming the ball as I take in the familiar form.

      “Gather 'round,” Harlan calls.

      I shake my head before turning to our new GM.

      “There’s no mincing words. It’s my first full season here, and I want to win a championship,” Harlan says.

      “You’ve got a ring already,” Jayden jokes.

      The guys laugh.

      “There’s a reason we’re having the wedding before opening day. This team is my priority for this year. Basketball is a family. It’s easy to put your own wants ahead of others, but at the end of the day, we need other people in order to succeed.”

      Bullshit.

      I turn and grab the black bag with my phone and personal shit on my way toward the tunnel.

      “Clay!” Jay calls.

      I pretend not to hear him.

      It’s fake. Every word from Harlan’s mouth.

      “You’re making this harder than it needs to be. On you and everyone else,” Harlan calls, catching up to me.

      I drop my half-open bag between my feet. Sweat drips off my face and lands between my Kobes on the polished floor. “You think I don’t care about basketball?”

      “You care more than anyone I’ve ever met. It’s why this team went to the effort to trade for you despite your baggage.”

      I snort. “If you were part of this team when the trade came up, I would’ve passed.”

      I keep my game dialed so the rest doesn’t bleed in. Except…

      A flash of neon pink catches my eye.

      It’s only a staffer wheeling a cart of colored basketballs for some charity thing at the other end of the hall.

      Still, the sight drags me back to the plane, and the girl whose hair was the same color.

      Nova.

      The pixie sitting in my seat who said more in an hour than I say all day. Cute and bright, the kind of cheerful that tries to rub off on you when you’re not looking. Even when I tried to shut her down, she persisted.

      She didn’t know who I was. Can't recall the last time I felt so invisible.

      At first, it was entertaining, but after a while, it was liberating.

      I could be anyone, do anything I wanted.

      A hollowness has lingered in my chest ever since I arrived here in Denver last year. An emptiness or a dissatisfaction or both that I can’t talk about, let alone square with, because I’m living a life most people only dream of.

      But when she looked up at me with those indigo eyes, trusting and vulnerable and talking about how she was gonna go to the wall for her sister, I felt something tugging on my heartstrings for the first time in years.

      Harlan’s voice brings me back. “You’re one of the best players I’ve ever seen, Wade. You can make this team win. But your stock isn’t as high as it was. You’re coming off an injury, and even if you weren’t, you can’t do this alone.”

      I grab a sweat towel out of my bag, wiping my neck.

      “Save your breath. Don’t pretend to be my friend or whatever the new management technique is—we’re not friends. You made sure of that years ago.”

      I ball up the fabric and shoot it into the used towel bin half a dozen feet away before continuing down the hall toward the locker room.
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      “Oh God, yes.”

      My praise echoes off the walls of the bathroom.

      The shower is every bit as decadent as it looked. The water pressure is like a massage, and the heat is amazing.

      I bounded out of bed at six thanks to the time difference. The flight is behind me, and so is everything from my past life.

      Back home, I might have a complicated work and relationship status, but in Denver, I’m about to help my sister have the most incredible wedding and maybe create a new version of myself at the same time.

      When I stepped into the shower, I let the warm water cascade over my body, washing away the grime of a long day of travel.

      Now my fingertips graze my skin, following my curves.

      Without permission, my growly plane hottie appears in front of me.

      His dark eyes and messy hair. The way he looked at me made my skin tingle. The way he spoke to me made me feel…

      Real.

      Alive.

      Seen.

      I haven’t had an orgasm in weeks, but something about yesterday has me on edge, and it wasn’t only the flight.

      Suddenly, Clay looms over me, huge and hard and deliberate. His gaze lingers on me with a heat that burns through my skin.

      He lifts me in his arms, pressing my back against the shower tile while he slides his massive length between my thighs.

      He whispers how I’m a good sister, a good person, and when I tell him I’m actually bad, he says he likes me both ways.

      I trail my fingertips over my slick skin until my body tightens and quivers.

      Waves of pleasure radiate through me and leave me gasping in the aftershocks.

      “It will be nice to see Brad at the wedding.”

      Mari’s voice slices into my thoughts.

      I stick my head under the spray and let it wash away the reminder of the secret filling the space between us.

      After showering and drying my hair, I tug on jean shorts and a fresh white T-shirt that skims my body before heading downstairs.

      I find Mari in the kitchen making coffee.

      It’s barely six thirty, and she’s already polished in a pant suit and heels. My sister is five years older, but sometimes it feels like a lifetime.

      “You ever think you’d have this after the trailer?” I tease, coming up behind her.

      She turns and does a once-over of my outfit. “That’s why I busted my ass to get through school and work my way up at the agency. I wanted a place to call home. Somewhere with flowers planted in the ground that you could see year after year.”

      “But we saw new flowers every year,” I point out.

      She rolls her eyes. “It wasn’t only the flowers, Nova.”

      We’ve seen a lot of the country thanks to our parents raising us on the road and homeschooling us. They said there was no point staying in one place, preferring to drift from one community to another. After they died, I always ran to Mari for help. She had her shit together from the time we were kids. No weaknesses or cracks.

      “I can’t believe there’s still so much to do in less than a month,” she frets.

      “Put me to work. That’s why I came early. I want to be useful. I can run errands.”

      Yesterday, Harlan showed me the cavernous garage, complete with five shiny luxury vehicles. He offered me my choice of two, and I picked a sleek silver Volvo.

      “That would be great. But it might be smart for you to check in with your office, too, while you’re here,” she says pointedly.

      “Not necessary. I mean,” I go on at her expression, “I’ll give it a few days first. So they have time to miss me.”

      I mostly want to forget about it and focus on my sister.

      “Oh! You haven’t shown me your dress,” I say to distract her from serious things.

      Mari pulls out her phone and shows me the photos of herself at the designer’s boutique. “It’s getting taken in as we speak. Now I just have to put nothing in my mouth for the next thirty days.”

      The dress is sleek and sexy, chic lines and clinging lace. “I thought you were getting an A-line with a huge train.”

      “Mermaid style is more sophisticated.”

      “But you wanted a princess gown.”

      “When I was ten, Nova.” She laughs.

      We used to dress up as brides as little girls. We’d pull wildflowers from near the camper we lived in to make bouquets and use mosquito netting for veils. Being on the road, we didn’t have a lot of possessions, but it never bothered me. We made our own joy from the things around us.

      I shake it off.

      “So, I can’t wait to get started. Tell me what you need.”

      “The guests are confirmed, obviously. The venue is secured, and we’re doing the reception here at the house. Flowers are ordered, and there’s a cake testing scheduled in a couple of days, but…”

      My heart leaps at the prospect of helping in some important way.

      “We need to approve the linens for dinner, which means getting fabric swatches over to Chloe.”

      “Who’s Chloe?”

      “Chloe Kim is Harlan’s head of PR. And my maid of honor.”

      The twisting in my gut is sharp as my vision of standing at my sister’s side comes crashing down.

      I think of the MOH speech I’ve been working on. The imagined pictures of us together with matching bouquets.

      Sure, my sister didn’t officially ask me to be her MOH, or hint that she would, but I figured everything was last minute.

      “Oh.” I force a smile and pretend I’m not dying inside. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “You’ll love her. You’ll get a chance to talk to her at the dress fitting in a few days.”

      And agonize over what Chloe has that I don’t until then?

      Hard pass.

      “Hey, what if I run those samples over to Chloe now? Save you the stress.”

      Mari’s brows lift. “Great. Let me text her.”
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      Don’t spill on this car.

      I carefully navigate the Starbucks drive-through.

      This is what they created ventis for: facing the woman who’s replaced you at your sister’s side.

      Once it’s tucked into the cupholder, I follow my phone’s navigation to the Denver Kodiaks' stadium in the heart of town.

      Security helps me find parking when I flash my ID.

      No matter who Chloe is, I’m going to make this wedding the best it can be. Nothing will get in the way.

      I take a sip of Starbucks to ease the knot in my chest.

      Inside, the stadium is next level.

      My feet seem to echo in the vast hallways, empty except for security at their posts. One of the guards points the way to a black-and-purple reception desk. On the wall is a huge logo of a growling bear with a basketball, and two women are behind the desk, conferring.

      “Hi! I’m Lena, Chloe’s assistant.” One of the women springs forward, beaming when she spots me. “You must be Nova. Have you seen the court? We can stop by on the way to Chloe’s office.”

      She leads me through the halls, including a detour down a dark hallway that opens into the vast arena.

      I love learning new things and going new places, and this feels like a different world. I’ve been to one pro hockey game, plus lots of concerts, mostly with cheap tickets, except the time I won lower bowl in a contest.

      It’s fascinating to see the stadium from down here.

      The rows of seats seem to go for miles. There’s a faint smell of cleaning supplies and rubber.

      On the court, players are working out.

      The team is running drills, half the guys in purple and the others in gold.

      “The bench and rookies have extra practice once this wraps up,” Lena explains. “The starters will go lift. Their focus is on getting stronger and tougher.”

      My attention is drawn to one player in particular. In the sea of jerseys, his is purple, and he looks stronger, bigger, faster than the others. His arms are covered in tattoos. There’s something about the way he moves…

      “Who’s your favorite?” she asks, motioning me to follow.

      I snap out of it and comply.

      “I don’t really follow basketball.” My host’s eyes widen. “How about you?”

      Lena smiles dreamily as we pass a wall of jerseys.

      Wade.

      Issa.

      Griffin.

      Brooks.

      Lopez.

      “Wade, all the way. Me and every other girl in Denver, right?”

      “Why him?” I ask to make conversation as we wind through more hallways with glass walls. The conference rooms and offices have names etched into them.

      “He’s gorgeous and broody and talented. I met him once in the hall, and I couldn’t even speak. I think I got pregnant from the eye contact though.”

      She winks and I laugh.

      Eventually, we stop in front of an office, and a woman who’s probably late twenties like Mari waves from inside. She’s wearing a moss-green skirt suit, a nod to corporate and the scenery, her dark hair sleek over her shoulders. Her assistant gestures me inside the office and leaves.

      “No. Tell him we’re doing this my way, or I’ll shred his press badge.” She stabs a button on her phone and shakes her head. Her eyes land on me and brighten. “You must be Nova.”

      I shake her hand. “Because you’re expecting me or because I look like Mari?”

      “The former. You look nothing like your sister.” Chloe’s laugh is warmer than I expect. I hand her the samples, and she thanks me, setting them on her desk. “How’s your coffee?”

      “Half full.”

      “We’ll go grab another. I need to stretch my legs.”

      “You’re the head of PR for the team,” I say as we start down the hall in the other direction. “You look so young.”

      Chloe winks. “Tell my parents that. I didn’t become a doctor, so they were bummed. We’re working it out slowly and over many dinners.”

      Dammit. She’s not only smart and pretty—she’s nice.

      We weave past rooms and corridors, her heels clicking the entire way. She waves to people as we pass.

      “I bet you were the perfect child,” I say.

      “I was a tomboy. Grew up playing basketball. My older brothers played, too. Eventually, we stopped playing together though.”

      “They were too good?”

      “I was too rough. One nasty elbow to the groin and my brother called it quits.”

      When she smiles, I do, too. It’s like we have a secret together.

      “Listen, I know you’re Mari’s MOH, and I respect that, but it’s obvious you’re busy. I want to help any way I can,” I offer.

      Chloe’s face splits into an appreciative smile.

      “That would be great, thank you. Most of the big pieces are done, but there is the bachelorette. I was thinking of having it at a spa, about a week out so it’s not a stressful rush right before.”

      “I love that! Maybe we can bring treats and our own decorations,” I go on.

      We keep chatting until we get to the kitchen, and Chloe makes me a cappuccino. “It’s not Miles's, but it’s something.”

      “Who’s Miles?”

      She cocks her head. “You a basketball fan?”

      “Not really.”

      “Perfect. This place can get pretty incestuous. Not to objectify the guys, but they’re larger than life. Literally. It’s easy to get seduced, whether they’re trying to draw you into their orbit or not.”

      I blink. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      I’m coming off a breakup, and the only guy who made my vagina flutter was a stranger on a plane I’ll never see again.

      We head back toward her office but go a different way. At a bank of windows, I pull up. On the other side of the glass is a gym with sleek machines and free weights. Half a dozen guys are in there. They’re tall and muscled, intent on their work.

      “Enjoy from a distance,” Chloe says. “They lift after practice. Preseason they’re here for three or four hours a day, ramping up for all of the madness of the regular season. Then the other things start up—forty-plus games on the road, media availabilities. I give them a hard time, but these guys work their asses off.”

      Chloe’s phone buzzes. “One second, Nova. Someone skipped a photoshoot.” Her shiny hair slips over her shoulders as she shakes her head.

      She turns away and speaks into her phone.

      I go back to watching the guys work out. One in particular catches my eye. He’s shirtless and lying on a bench, holding a barbell with impossibly huge plates on either end that he presses with the regularity of a drumbeat.

      My throat dries at the physicality of it, the sheer strength and will required.

      It’s raw, beautiful, forceful.

      But I’m not watching his shoulders or straining pecs.

      I’m watching the tattoos. There must be a dozen or more. Black and covering swaths of his arms, his chest, his sides.

      They’re not only beautiful—they’re familiar.

      My heart stops.

      It’s him.

      Clay.

      The man I swore I’d never see again is working out in my BIL’s building with the Kodiaks.

      Scratch that, I realize as he sits up and wipes himself off with a jersey.

      He’s one of them.
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      “There’s no way you’ll break the points record,” Jay says.

      “The only stat line you’ll be breaking is the minutes record because you won’t let Coach drag your ass off the court,” Miles retorts.

      “You assholes spotting me?” I grit out at the top of a rep. Sweat rolls off my forehead.

      They glance down. “We are,” they chorus in unison.

      Three.

      Every part of my chest contracts.

      Two.

      My arms shake.

      One.

      I exhale hard as the barbell clanks back into its cups. As the sweat rolls down my neck, it doesn’t escape me that we’re the only ones left in the gym.

      “Where’s Rookie? And the rest of the team?”

      “Cleared out a few minutes ago,” Jay answers. “They put in a solid practice today.”

      “Rookie’s better than solid. The one thing you getting hurt last year did was get us a prime pick in the draft.” Miles slaps my chest, grinning.

      My lip curls.

      Wasn’t my plan to get hurt, for the team to tank. Before that, I thought we’d have a shot here.

      It’s a good group of guys. Jay likes to run his mouth, but he’s talented and reliable. We played against each other in the same division in college. He’s had my back through tough spots.

      Miles is from Iowa and a couple years younger. We only crossed paths once in the Final Four of March Madness, but he’s solid and loyal to a fault.

      “You catch Harlan’s media this morning?” Miles asks.

      I sit up and shake my head, and Jay nods.

      “He’s playing it close to the vest about his plans for the team,” Jay says.

      “Seems pretty obvious to me,” Miles weighs in. “He wants to build around you and Rookie.”

      I cut a look at my friend. “He talk to you?”

      Jay lifts a shoulder. “Not really.”

      Harlan being brought in by ownership to manage the team at the end of last season wasn’t part of the deal.

      If I’d known sooner, I would’ve been gone before training camp.

      On the surface, like any GM with something to prove, he wants to win.

      But there’s something underneath.

      I wipe the sweat off before I reach for a new towel. The hairs lift on my neck, and I look through the glass.

      There’s Chloe on the phone, plus a girl.

      One with pink hair and a curvy figure and…

      Everything slows down.

      Fuck me.

      It’s her.

      The girl from the plane.

      I’ve only been thinking about her for the past twenty-four hours, and here she is.

      Before I can take a breath, she topples to the floor in a mass of limbs.

      “Whoa, is she okay?” Miles asks.

      I reach the door in three strides.

      Outside, she’s picking herself up. Her denim shorts show off long, curvy legs. Her white T-shirt is soaking up dark roast as she grabs for a fallen mug.

      When she straightens, shoving a hand through her messy hair, her bright blue eyes lock on mine.

      Her face fills with a thousand emotions. Shock. Awareness. Something I can’t read but want to.

      “Hi,” she murmurs.

      “Hi,” I say.

      She looks even younger than she did on the plane. A college student, or a recent graduate.

      “Can you hold?” Chloe says into her phone before punching a button and turning to us. “You okay?”

      Nova clutches the cup as if holding it will save it from falling the first time. “Great.”

      “Nova, this is Clay. Our star player. Clay, this is Nova, Harlan’s future sister-in-law.”

      Cue record scratch.

      No fucking way.

      Did she know who I was when we met? I’ve seen people do some wild things to get my attention.

      Except she’s as stunned as me.

      Chloe turns to Nova. “I have to finish this call. If you give me one second, I’ll take you back to the kitchen to clean up.”

      “I’ll take her.”

      I start down the hall without waiting for Nova or Chloe to agree.

      The kitchen is mercifully quiet, holding just a couple of back-office staff who nod as we enter.

      There are a million things I could say to her. Ask what she’s doing here. If she’s thought about me since the plane. Whether I’m imprinted on her brain like she’s pressed her way into mine.

      I settle on, “So, your sister’s marrying Harlan.”

      She huffs out a little breath. “And you work for him.”

      “Wouldn’t put it like that.”

      I wet a paper towel, intending to use it on the coffee stain on her shirt until my attention lands on her breasts.

      “How would you put it?”

      My gaze snaps back up, and I hand her the towel instead.

      “Stars make the team,” I say as she goes to work on it with vigor. “Harlan gets the brightest he can afford.”

      “Meaning you.”

      I cock my head. “I’m the brightest in the league.”

      Her groan is surprisingly guttural for such a small person. “And I said you should try basketball.”

      Oh, yeah, this day is taking a turn for the better.

      “You were right.”

      “Ugh.” She tugs on her hair, agonized. It’s strangely endearing.

      Before I can decide whether to laugh or just watch her some more, she looks straight at me with those bright blue eyes.

      “Don’t say anything,” she pleads, cutting a look at the door. “About the stuff I said about my sister or about us meeting.”

      I’m still trying to understand what’s going on in her head when something furry brushes my legs.

      “There you are.” Miles calls from the doorway, not waiting for an invitation. His gaze lands on Nova. “Hey there. I’m Miles, and this is Waffles.” He gestures to the French bulldog sniffing my shoe.

      “Nova.” She shakes his hand.

      “What were you drinking?”

      “Cappuccino,” she says.

      “Leave it to me.”

      Nova smiles for the first time.

      Except she’s smiling at him, not me.

      “Clay thinks he’s smooth with that ‘I do my talking on the court’ bullshit, but he’s only an all-star troublemaker,” Miles says as he turns to the espresso machine.

      This time, she laughs.

      It’s musical, and my chest tightens.

      When she bends down to pet the dog, I swallow the groan.

      Jesus, I just got jock-blocked by a Frenchie.

      I’m not standing around playing reserve to my shooting guard and his pint-sized dog.

      I turn on my heel and head down the hall, willing the sound to stop echoing in my ears.

      “Who’s the girl?” Jay asks when I get to the changeroom.

      “GM’s sister-in-law.” I burrow in my locker for a change of clothes.

      He whistles. “You chase that, I don’t care how many points you score—you’ll get sent to detention.”

      “As much as I’d like to see Harlan try, I’m not planning on it.”

      “I figured,” he says.

      “Why’s that?”

      My friend shrugs.

      “You don’t do complications.”

      “You’re right. I don’t.”

      I grab a new shirt off a shelf and stalk down the hall to the kitchen.

      They’re standing close. Miles is tugging a jersey over her head.

      “Screw paper towel. That’ll cover a venti’s worth of stains,” he jokes.

      “There’s smoke coming from the coffee machine,” I say coolly.

      “Shit!” Miles spins like I told him his dog was on fire instead of circling the kitchen happily, chasing its stuffed frog toy.

      Chloe paces in the doorway, still on the phone but eyeing the three of us with suspicion.

      “He’s serious about his coffee,” Nova murmurs.

      “Barista is his fallback career. His shooting doesn’t improve soon, he’s gonna need it,” I say.

      Her lips twitch, her eyes dancing.

      My teammates and I regularly joke around and throw one another under the bus, but even if we didn’t, I’d roast every damn one of them to make her smile.

      “Here you go, Nova!” Miles is back, stretching a hand between us to hold out a coffee cup with frothed milk on top. He proudly displays his craftsmanship.

      “Is that a basketball?” Nova asks, delighted.

      Guy thinks he’s Michel-fucking-angelo.

      On the court, I pull rank every day of the week.

      It’s not like I’m trying to get with her.

      But I saw her first.

      I met her first.

      I held her in an airplane bathroom while she hyperventilated.

      She takes a sip and coos her approval.

      “Stop sniffing around Nova. She’s family,” Chloe calls.

      “Yeah, Waffles, stop sniffing around Nova.” Miles winks before returning to the espresso machine to make another concoction.

      I want to hit him.

      Jay’s right. I don’t date. I’m basketball first, second, always.

      The occasional hookup to blow off steam is one thing, but love fucks with your head. I couldn’t afford it when I was healthy, not to mention now that I’m staging a comeback.

      But I can’t stop looking at her like she’s a rainbow in the middle of a storm.

      Chloe leans into the kitchen.

      “Sorry, Nova. Let’s go.”

      “Nice to meet you, Nova,” Miles calls. “You need a tour guide, you know where to find me.”

      “Thanks.” Nova looks back at me for a moment. “Nice to meet you, Clay.”

      “Wait.” I grab Nova’s hand and a marker off the counter and open her palm.

      “What are you doing?” she murmurs.

      Her skin is soft, and I try not to think too hard about the way her fingers curl around mine.

      “I promised you a tattoo,” I mutter under my breath, reminding her of my vow on the plane.

      Her mouth falls open as I write across her hand. “That’s my tattoo?”

      “No. It’s how you redeem it.”

      She bites her lip and closes her hand.

      I don’t have to watch her hips sway, her pink hair bobbing as she leaves.

      I do it anyway.

      “My number looks good on her,” Miles says, slinging an arm around my neck.

      The women head down the hall together, Nova squeezing her fist.

      Mine looks better.
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      “It’s too sweet.” Mari makes a face.

      “It’s cake. Is there such a thing?” My fork glides through the smooth cake, and I pop a bite into my mouth. The soft lemon flavor makes me moan.

      “I want to try the lavender buttercream again.”

      It’s my third day in Denver and officially the weekend. We’re testing wedding cakes at a fancy bakery in town.

      All three we’ve tried, including a chocolate hazelnut with vanilla frosting, have been delicious. But Mari can’t seem to find one she likes.

      “It’s better than sex, right?” A woman around my age blows in, her golden skin flawless and her dark hair twisted back in dozens of tiny braids. “Chloe sends her half-assed apologies. She got sucked into a meeting, so I get to play taste-tester with you. Which is lucky for you because I have better taste.” Her dancing eyes land on me. “I’m Brooke. You must be Nova.”

      She folds me in a hug that’s warm.

      “You’re biased,” Mari points out. “You found the baker.”

      “They hired me to help them with their social media presence. I knew they’d be perfect for the wedding,” she explains as she drops onto a stool next to me.

      “Do you work with the team, too?”

      “They wish. I have my own empire.”

      “She means her million Instagram followers,” Mari supplies.

      “Almost two, and I busted my ass for every one of them.” Brooke winks. “But my brother, Jayden, plays point guard.”

      A basketball team is only a handful of people in an entire city. How the hell is everyone connected to this one?

      She takes a bite, but my mind drifts back to my visit to the stadium yesterday and the man I encountered in the gym.

      A tall, tattooed god glistening with sweat, his eyes burning like coals.

      On the plane, he was impressive but down to earth.

      But the stadium was his natural environment.

      When I got back in the car, I yanked out my phone and typed “Kodiaks basketball players” into the search bar.

      Milliseconds later, I had my answer.

      Clayton Wade.

      Power forward.

      Twenty-nine years old.

      Two-time all-star.

      Six feet, five grumpy inches of athlete wrapped in a "fuck you" tattoo.

      My dream guy wasn’t some stranger I’d never see again that I could safely fantasize about.

      He’s Harlan’s star player.

      “You should play basketball. I bet you’d be good at it.”

      He must have thought I was such an idiot.

      Except the way he looked at me made me feel as if I was burning up.

      I scroll through images of him dunking the ball, running up the court.

      In interviews.

      In media campaigns.

      In one image, he’s looking straight at the camera. He’s impossibly gorgeous and grumpy, as if the idea of standing still for a single photo puts an irreversible kink in his day.

      And I told him all my secrets.

      "I owe you a tattoo."

      "This is how you redeem it."

      The best thing to do would be forget we ever met.

      It’s why after returning from the stadium, I tried to scrub the number from my hand.

      Clay wrote it in Sharpie.

      Two days later, it’s starting to fade, but I still keep my hand clenched tight when I’m around Mari.

      “Nova has a boyfriend. He’s perfect. We spent time with him at Christmas.”

      I snap back to the present.

      “Oh?” Brooke says.

      “I keep telling her she needs to get him to propose.”

      “No pressure,” Brooke weighs in, misunderstanding my silence. “I don’t even know if I want to get married. Of course, my parents would love it. But I’m twenty-three. I have at least another ten years before I need to figure anything out. If they want grandchildren, they’ll wait for Jay to provide them.”

      “Do players date?” I ask, relieved for the change of subject. “It sounds like they’re on the road all the time and it would be hard to keep a relationship going.”

      Brooke shifts on her seat. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “My brother and Chloe.”

      My eyes widen, but my sister nods.

      “They had a thing back in college," Brooke says. "Neither of them will say who dumped who, but I still give him shit about it.”

      Wow. A breakup is hard enough, but seeing the person you loved every single day would be so much worse, especially if there were unresolved feelings.

      Brooke spears a bite of another cake. It falls off her fork, misses the table and hits the floor. “Whoops.”

      Mari looks offended, but Brooke only shrugs.

      “We’ve done way worse.” I stab another bite of cake, holding it in my fork in a catapult position directed at my sister. “Remember when we used to have food fights?”

      “Outside, when we were ten. Don’t you dare,” Mari hisses.

      Brooke laughs.

      My grip slips and the cake shoots toward Mari, landing in a plop in front of her. My sister jumps from her seat, emitting a screech as she wipes delicately at her dark sweater.

      “There’s no way I got you.”

      “There’re a spot of lemon right here.” She points at an invisible dot on her sleeve.

      “Well, if it causes you so much stress, you should probably get the lavender.”

      Brooke tosses her head back and laughs.
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      As I'm leaving the bathroom after a shower, I find Mari next to my closet.

      “Hey, Mar? What are you doing?”

      She straightens, holding up something in her fingers. “I was looking to see if you had that bracelet of Mom’s. I was thinking I might wear it for the wedding.”

      “Oh. Um, it’s not in there.”

      “What is this?” She lifts something from the jewelry box.

      The quarter-carat diamond ring glints in the light.

      She gasps. “Nova! You and Brad?! Who else knows?”

      A lump rises in my throat.

      I can’t tell her it’s the one thing of any value he didn’t take—and only because it was on my finger and that would’ve made it hard to escape without a trace.

      But she’s so excited, and for once, I can’t find the words.

      “We should call him!” she goes on when I don’t answer.

      “No!”

      Mari’s eyes widen.

      I think she’s going to press the matter, but instead, understanding dawns on her face.

      “Because it's my wedding and you don't want to pull focus.” She draws me into a hug. “I know I give you a hard time, but once in a while, you do something grown up like this.”

      The truth is on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t want to disappoint my sister and make her think I can’t do anything right.

      She leaves, and I drop onto the bed.

      Harlan and Mari have been nothing but welcoming. Still, keeping this secret is a weight on my chest that’s growing each day. I feel claustrophobic in this huge house.

      I need to do something wild.

      To get out of here.

      I set the ring back in the jewelry box.

      There’s no one I can talk to about this. No one who understands the pressure I’m under and who wouldn’t judge me for what I’m doing.

      Except one person.

      Clayton Wade might be a superstar, but he also knows my damage.

      And he never looked as if he judged me.

      With a glance back at the empty doorway, I open my hand and stare at the ten-digit number on it.

      I shouldn’t. I’m trying to sort out my life.

      Fantasizing about the most famous athlete on my future BIL’s NBA team is not the way to do that.

      I bite my cheek and reach for my phone.

      My fingers punch in the digits from my palm, and I type out a message.

      Delete.

      Another one.

      Delete.

      I try one more time.

      Then take a breath and hit Send.
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      “You’re late,” Miles tells Rookie as he comes in the door.

      “I dropped Wade’s laundry off in the wrong place.”

      Hollers echo off the aging walls as Rookie slides into the booth with a grin.

      Mile High feels as close to home as anywhere. In contrast to some of the shiny new spots, this one has history. Old oak booths, faded paint, dull gold taps, and smiling faces. It’s the team’s unofficial brewery.

      “Clay, can I get you another beer?” the waitress asks. The service here is already good, but she’s extra attentive to me over the other guys.

      I shake my head.

      Earlier this year, I loaned money to the owner, who was struggling to make rent after the landlord jacked the prices after thirty years—on the condition he kept it between us. Don’t want anyone thinking I’m a bleeding heart.

      In fact, it’s easier if I have a reputation for being difficult because it keeps people from messing with me—in the game and in life.

      It’s been a long day. Between practice, watching tape, and a sponsor engagement, I haven’t had a minute to relax.

      But it’s getting near the season.

      People have this idea athletes can eat anything they want, but the opposite is true. You want to be competitive in this league for a long time, you have to pay attention to the details.

      “Why do you put up with running his errands, Rookie?” Miles tosses after the waitress departs.

      “There another option?”

      The other guys laugh.

      It’s normal for rookies to pull some chores first year. Everyone just assumed he’d be my rookie because our games are the most similar style. Plus, I’m the biggest star, and he’s arguably the future.

      Playing with me will set him up for a pro career. Rookie wants to watch me, listen to me, learn from me. Hoping some of the shine will rub off on him.

      Thing is, I never signed on to be a mentor. I’ve got enough of my own shit to handle.

      “You think scoring will be easy because I’m here?” I drawl.

      “Hell yeah. You’ll be pulling all the defenses,” Rookie tosses back.

      “Which gives you touches. But you gotta make ‘em,” I point out. “Put the work in so when the ball’s in your hands, you can do your job. And next year, if you survive that long, you won’t be the new kid. They’ll have you scouted up to here.” I lift a hand. “Then I can’t protect you.”

      The first year of my rookie season, I started every game, was an all-star at twenty-one.

      I got any shot I wanted, on or off the court.

      More than that, I adapted. Sophomore slump is a real thing, but I worked harder on my game, my body, my head than anyone else and came out stronger.

      Fast forward seven years of more or less smooth sailing—at least as much as they can be in the NBA.

      I was put on this earth to play basketball, but last year, I got a rude reminder of how fragile this can all be.

      I’m not about to tap out, or step back, or let anyone ruin my shot.

      A text comes through from my agent.

      
        
        I’m working on some options for the start of the season. We’re keeping it discreet like you asked.

      

      

      I exhale hard.

      Never thought of myself as someone who keeps secrets. But lately, I leave out a lot more than I say. Even with Jay, the guy who’s the closest thing I have to a best friend.

      These guys are my team, but they don’t get what I’ve been through.

      They don’t know what it’s like to stare down the barrel of your career, your future, and know how close you came to it all being over.

      The smallest misstep and it will be over.

      This Kodiaks team will be better than last year. Top eight in the West, maybe top six if Rookie delivers and my body holds up to the grind of the season.

      But there’s a big difference between sixth in the West and first in the league.

      If I want to make it to the top of the mountain, I might not have a lot of years to do it.

      A group of women walk by, sneaking looks at us and giggling.

      They’re objectively attractive, but I can’t bring myself to care.

      It’s been two days since I left the number on Nova’s hand.

      I haven’t heard a sound from her. Forty-eight hours of practice and life and not a damned peep.

      The way she looked at me in the bathroom of that plane, like she fucking saw me, was addictive.

      Maybe I misread.

      The fact that most women in this town would let me buy them a drink—and a healthy number of those would wait in the bathroom with open legs—doesn’t soothe my ego.

      They’re not her.

      Forget it. What were you going to do with Harlan’s sister-in-law anyway?

      As if on command, my phone buzzes.

      
        
        Unknown number: Hey, it’s Nova. I hope this is the right number, or I’m going to feel like an idiot.

      

      

      Her pretty face in my mind wipes away my tortured thoughts.

      I type back.

      
        
        Clay: Who are you looking for?

      

        

      
        Unknown number: Tall. Grumpy. Writes on people with permanent marker.

      

      

      I reach for a water in the center of the table and down it.

      
        
        Clay: Doesn’t sound like me.

      

      

      Miles cracks up at something Jay said. Atlas’s shoulders rock so hard the table shakes.

      
        
        Unknown number: I want my tattoo.

      

      

      They’re only words, but they send a surge of adrenaline through me.

      I shouldn’t say yes. She’s Harlan’s family, or practically, which means I can’t trust her. Plus, Jay’s right that I need to focus on my game and not get distracted by a pretty face.

      But she’s a lifeline.

      I’m surrounded by my guys, but I feel alone.

      
        
        Clay: I’m coming.

      

      

      I pocket the phone.

      “Wait, where you going?” Miles calls as I shift out of the booth.

      “Out.”

      I signal the waitress to tell her to put the team’s drinks on my tab, then I head out of the bar without a backward glance.
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      She told me to park on the road.

      Evidently the list of things I’ll do to get under Harlan’s skin won’t include showing up at his door to take out his future sister-in-law tonight.

      Most of the fancy communities around here are gated, but this one isn’t. I pull up at the foot of the driveway and send a text to let her know I’m here. I cut the engine but leave the radio on, turning over what happened earlier at the bar.

      I want to win—I have to—and this team isn’t my ticket to a championship. Harlan won’t admit it, but he’s not stupid. He knows it, too.

      The passenger door opens, and Nova shifts inside in a blur of pink.

      “Going down the drainpipe looks way easier in movies,” she pants.

      She’s silhouetted by the interior lights. Her black yoga pants and long-sleeved shirt hug her curves and give cat burglar vibes. “Seriously?”

      “No. I snuck out the back.”

      Then with a click of her door, we’re in darkness again.

      Her scent is light and a little smoky, like some desert flower, and I resist the temptation to lean over and inhale.

      I start the engine and pull into the street.

      “Cute car. Electric.” She runs her hand over the dash. “I didn’t realize these were available yet.”

      “They’re not.”

      “But they are for Clayton Wade.”

      She’s teasing me.

      “I get what I want. On and off the court.”

      She laughs. “Wow. What is that, like a line?”

      “No. It’s the truth.”

      “If you really get everything you want, you should look happier.”

      I cut a look over at her, but she’s all shadows.

      “Enough about me. Tell me about the tattoo you’re getting.”

      “I want a big one.”

      “I see.”

      “Huge. Angry.” She spits out the words.

      “Angry what?”

      “An animal. A cougar, or a bear, or a lion. Something that will tell people I’m feral and there’s no point getting close to me.” She turns toward me. “Are you laughing?”

      “A little.”

      “I didn’t know you laughed.”

      “Once a day. You’re lucky I didn’t hit my quota yet.”

      “Must’ve been a rough day.”

      “I guess,” I admit. “You?”

      “Same.”

      Traffic is sparse at this time of night.

      We drive in silence a minute, but it’s lighter than before.

      “Do you ever feel like the walls are closing in?” she asks. “As if every time you enter a room, it’s smaller than the last time, but no one notices but you?”

      My hands clench the steering wheel as I think of the pressure from the guys, the fans, myself. “Every day.”

      The plan was to take her for the tattoo, watch her from a safe distance, and figure out what it is about her that I can’t kick from my head.

      Getting a tattoo in a dark moment can be a reminder, but I don’t want her doing something she’ll regret.

      I pull a U-turn and go south, heading out of town.

      “This is the way to the tattoo parlor?” she asks as the buildings thin out.

      “No.”

      “You said you’d take me.” Nova straightens in her seat.

      “I said I’d pick you up. Never said where we were going. You still want one in an hour, we’ll do it,” I say.

      She groans and slumps back in her seat. For the next minute, she stares out the window.

      “You don’t look worried about where we are going,” I note. “I could be kidnapping you.”

      “Promise?”

      Her hopeful voice starts a tightening deep in my gut.

      Suddenly I’m picturing exactly that. Taking her far from this town. Not looking back.

      When we get to our destination, I find parking at a lot off the road. There’s almost no one here except campers.

      “Red Rocks?” Nova shifts out of the car and tilts up her face. “Wow, this place is unreal. It feels like you’re close to heaven, or space, or both.”

      “That’s the altitude talking.”

      “I’ve heard they have the most epic concerts and music festivals. You must come all the time.”

      “Never,” I admit.

      “How long have you been here?”

      I do the math. “Eight months.”

      “So, you don’t like music.”

      “I like it fine. I just don’t have time.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “Awful?” I scoff. “You know how many people want to be me?”

      She cocks her head. “Lonely, then. Because no matter how many people want to be you, you’re the only one who is.”

      Nova heads off toward the amphitheatre before I can respond.

      To the Kodiaks, I’m an asset.

      To the fans, I’m a fantasy.

      To Rookie and the kids coming up, I’m a god.

      It’s been a long time since anyone talked to me like I’m a person.

      I pull my hoodie up around my head on the off chance we run into anyone, but it’s quiet.

      She scrambles over the dusty ridges, laughing.

      Nova is warm and alive. She’s like a baby animal running around.

      I wonder, when was the last time I was that vibrant?

      “Careful,” I warn her.

      “I wore running shoes.”

      I stare a little too long at her legs. “Those are sandals.”

      “They’re sport sandals.”

      “Not a thing.”

      “Okay, footwear police.” She ignores me and keeps running along the rows of rock. “It feels better out here. Like I’m not trapped. Like I can be exactly who I want.”

      I follow her, my long strides keeping up with her without effort. “Who’s that?”

      “Someone who can take care of herself instead of needing my sister to do it for me.”

      I think of my own sister, how when she was in the hospital as a teen, I went deeper into my basketball, unable to handle what I couldn’t control.

      “Actually, it’s not even that. The thing she likes most about me is my fiancé.”

      Every muscle in me tenses. “I thought you said you were single.”

      “No. Yes,” she amends.

      I leap forward, cutting off her path. “How the fuck can you not know if you’re engaged?”

      A lot of people think athletes are into cheating, but I’m not. Even the idea of it makes me seethe.

      I mean what I told Jay, that I’m not looking for a distraction, but I hate thinking she might be someone else’s to stare at out of the corner of their eye.

      To write their number on.

      To wonder what it is about her that makes the air change when she’s near.

      Nova shrugs, looking small and younger than before.

      “He left without saying goodbye. But technically I didn’t have a chance to give him the ring back, so…”

      My anger shifts targets to whatever prick hurt her.

      “He was an asshole.”

      She wraps her arms around her, the breeze blowing her hair. “Maybe I’m the asshole. He was successful and independent. He said all the right things. Mari liked him.”

      “You’re not the asshole.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Just do.”

      Her lips curve in the dark. Her breathing is steady and even.

      “My parents used to say I had the worst taste in guys. But they died in a plane crash three years ago.”

      She says it matter-of-factly, like she’s telling me the weather or her favorite color.

      Nova shifts past me to start scaling the rows of seats again.

      It bothers me that she has no one. No parents, no boyfriend, a sister she’s on strained terms with.

      Doesn’t mean she’s yours.

      A dozen yards ahead, she slips, her hands breaking her fall. I hear her sharp intake of breath and the hitch that tells me she's hurt.

      Shit.

      I quickly scale the seats between us, then sit on the dirt next to her. I push up her sleeve to feel her wrist with my fingers, each joint and tendon. There’s nothing seriously out of place, but a little whimper escapes her when I press harder.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, not sure whether I mean for hurting her or for everyone else who has. “Ice it when you get home unless you want it to blow up on you by morning.”

      “Thanks.” Nova leans back until her back kisses the dirt, cradling her arm across her chest.

      I’m memorizing every line of her silhouette, the feel of her breath light on my skin.

      “I bet you never get caught up in your own head," she says. "Never question yourself. Girls would probably sell their left tit to date you.”

      “Sucks because the left is my favorite.”

      Her laugh is warm and bright.

      I can’t remember the last time I talked this much to anyone. About anything real, anyway.

      “They want me for what I represent,” I hear myself say. “They have some idea of what it would be like to be with me or to be seen with me. They don’t give a shit about me.”

      “You must have had a real relationship?” she asks.

      “I’m on the road half the year. It doesn’t fit with my lifestyle.”

      “I bet the right girl would bend over backward to fit with your lifestyle. She’d know your stat sheet and whether you like smooth or crunchy peanut butter.”

      My lips twitch in the dark. “That’s not in my official bio.”

      This time her laughter is lower, stroking along my spine.

      “I like crunchy peanut butter. Now you know something they don’t.”

      Her smile widens, and I want to frame it.

      “You like being famous, but you like being anonymous more. That’s why you didn’t tell me who you were on the plane.”

      I’m not sure how I feel about her analyzing me. For now, I let it slide.

      “When people know who you are, they expect things of you. It was nice to meet someone who didn’t expect anything.”

      She turns that over. “What do you want?”

      “To be the best. Like Jordan or Kobe.” I’ve said as much in public.

      My family gave up lots to help me be that. My parents came to all my games, even though it took us away from my sister.

      “Are you?”

      “I was on track. All-star. All-league. My stats were only matched by three guys in history, all of whom were Finals MVPs. But I haven’t won a championship. Until I get that ring, there’s still a mountain to climb.” I flex my knee. “Took a trade here, thinking we’d have a shot to go all the way. Then I tore my ACL. All of it came crashing down. Surgery last year. Months of rehab.”

      Now, all that’s left are questions. Ones I confidently answer in public but can’t stop asking myself in private.

      “But you’re better now. You can help Denver win,” she presses.

      That’s what I’m telling everyone.

      I won’t tell her my plans to leave. She’d tell Harlan, and tipping him off now would cause problems. It’s fine if he thinks I’m disgruntled, but I don’t want him knowing we’re actively looking for an out before my agent and I have the right buyer lined up. He could try to move me somewhere I don’t want, or worse—try to keep me here just to prove a point.

      A rustling sound has us both jumping.

      “What is that?” she demands.

      “Cougars. Or bears. You know, those angry animals you wanted tattooed on you.”

      It’s a joke, but it seems less funny now.

      She shivers.

      I reach an arm around her, shielding her body with mine.

      We’re lined up everywhere. There’s no skin-to-skin contact, but I can feel her heat through our clothes.

      “I’m sure they’re just protecting their own,” she whispers.

      So am I.

      My grip on her tightens.

      My ears strain to hear anything in the distance, but mostly I’m dialed into her.

      Her scent. Her heartbeat. The feel of her in my arms. I swallow the groan as she shifts against me.

      Her hand brushes my abs where my shirt has ridden up. The pull I feel deepens into an ache.

      “Nova.”

      She tilts her head in the dark, the only indication she heard me.

      “How’d you find out your fiancé left?”

      “A note in the mailbox the same day as Mari’s wedding invitation.” Her usually bright voice is soft and reflective. “He said our life wasn’t what he wanted, that I wasn’t what he wanted. I found out later he took our joint savings and stole from the company we both worked at. I’ve been on probation from work while they investigate.”

      Fuck.

      That had to hurt like hell, and she’s trying to stand on her own feet.

      I’m a king with no room at my side for a queen. Hanging with me will only mess with her plans.

      If I want to protect her, I have to tamp down on this attraction.

      I pull back and scan the horizon for any signs of wildlife.

      “Come on. I’m taking you home.”
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