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        He leads the league in scoring. My heart won’t give him another shot. 

      

        

      
        I swore I’d never come back to Denver. I’d never trust the wrong man again.

      

        

      
        But here I am, back in the same place as the bad boy athlete who broke my heart.

      

        

      
        Clay rules the basketball court, and now he’s gunning for redemption. But I'm not the same girl who fell for the man behind the all-star image and reputation.

      

        

      
        He made me want him like I’ve never wanted anyone. 

      

        

      
        He made me feel like I was the only thing that mattered.

      

        

      
        Now, Clay’ll do anything to prove we’re worth another shot. 

      

      

      Shot Taker is a full-length grumpy sunshine sports romance and book 2 in the King of the Court series. Clay and Nova’s story begins in Game Changer and concludes in Play Maker.
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      “This gala is vital for the organization. You’ll be creating the crown jewel of our facility.”

      The owner of the Kodiaks is shorter than the players but compensates for it with a suit and watch that look like they cost more than the trailer I grew up in.

      “You'll have a budget for supplies and a stipend for living expenses. The balance will be transferred when the work is complete,” he goes on.

      “Thank you.” I try to sound as serious as he looks, but secretly I’m buzzing with nervous excitement.

      This is the opportunity of a lifetime.

      Months ago, I was put on probation from my job doing administration for a small design company.

      Days ago, I was serving coffee a few blocks from my apartment in Boston.

      Now…

      I have the chance to show my work to millions of people.

      The blank canvas could be the first thing that’s truly mine. A bigger gift than the money or the exposure.

      James Parker’s office is dark wood and gold accents. You wouldn’t know it had anything to do with basketball except for the awards in the case and the windows that overlook the court. It’s clear he’s into winning, or at least being seen as a winner.

      He nods to a stack of papers between us, an NDA on top. “If you’ll sign these.”

      I take a moment to scan the pages, skimming over the legal jargon. I don’t want to miss anything important, but I’m also aware of him watching me.

      Once I’m finished signing, I pass them back to him.

      “You mentioned it’s a mural for one of the central hallways in the arena. I’ve been working on some ideas.” I pull out the sketches I drew on the plane from Boston yesterday. I’m glad I took an extra day to get here as I set the first concept in front of him. “I was thinking of the Kodiak logo, plus the players in action.”

      I flip to an outline of five guys around the basket, one going up for a dunk.

      He glances at it before meeting my eyes again. “We need more.”

      “Thematically?”

      “No, literally.”

      A ribbon of doubt cuts through my anticipation. “How big is the wall?”

      He walks me down through the halls. With his lean figure and perfect posture, I’d bet he’s closer to forty than fifty.

      Staff nod to him, but in a deferential way rather than a friendly one.

      It occurs to me he wasn’t at the wedding.

      Because he wasn’t invited or because he declined to attend?

      Maybe it was an impulsive idea to return to Denver…

      For more reason than one.

      He pulls up at the end of the hall that opens into a grand foyer and nods to the wall.

      I stare down the length of it, my stomach dropping. “Holy. This entire thing?”

      “The entire thing.” He smiles. “You have three months.”

      I’ve only ever done small drawings and paintings, nothing of this scale. Brooke was right when she said James Parker didn’t do things halfway.

      “Why me?”

      The owner folds his arms, the diamond face of his watch glinting in the light. “Because timing is everything. And right now, you’re who everyone wants.”

      Not everyone.

      My mind flashes to Clay.

      The Kodiaks’ all-star power forward.

      The gorgeous, rich athlete who dragged me into his world, who kissed me like he needed me and told me without words that I belonged here.

      When the offer from the Kodiaks' owner came in, coming back and confronting all those emotions I tried to leave behind seemed insane.

      But I have friends here.

      Family.

      I loved the time I spent in Denver leading up to the wedding. Except…

      The hairs on my neck lift. I turn, half expecting to find Clay standing there. He’s not, but there’s a full-story image of Clay on the opposite wall. He's dressed in his Kodiaks uniform, palming a ball with one hand and eyeing the camera as though he’s a bear that could swipe it to the ground if it looks at him wrong.

      Since the Kodiaks Camp charity auction, my online following has been doubling every week. But with the Architectural Digest feature, it exploded.

      People I barely know have reached out to congratulate me, but I’ve heard silence from the man who broke my heart with a letter.

      Clay said he didn’t want me.

      That we were nothing.

      He hurt me in the worst possible way.

      After my fiancé left with zero notice, all of our money, and a bunch of revenue from client projects at the design firm, I trusted Clay and believed he was different. I was different with him.

      Until it was over.

      We might not be on speaking terms, but he’ll be watching me work.

      “Access has been restricted to this area, so only staff and players can go here. You won’t be interrupted, even when the public is in the building.”

      The owner misreads my concern.

      “I have headphones.” I gesture to my bag. “No one will bother me.”

      A custodian arrives, driving a small cart. The owner waits for him to remove a ladder from the back and set it up for me.

      “You best get started.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Parker.”

      He surveys me from the tips of my shoes to my pink hair. “Call me James.”

      He pivots on one expensive dress shoe, and I turn back to the wall.

      It’s fifty feet long and one and a half stories high. A huge mural on display for the team, the city, the world.

      I checked the schedule before I came over to the stadium today. The team is on back-to-backs, which means no practice. They’ll be rehabbing and arrive just in time for shootaround and the game.

      Today, this echoing place is mine.
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      “Second day of a back-to-back. How do you feel about your chances?” the reporter asks eagerly at our pregame press conference.

      “Same as I feel every night—like we’ll win.”

      At this point in the season, there’s a routine to giving comments. They’re the right words on an endless loop.

      “Do you think the Kodiaks will make it into the playoffs this year? And if not, what does that mean for you?”

      “We’re here to go as deep as we can.”

      “Trade talks have been swirling,” begins another reporter, “and your name has been mentioned.”

      The room goes quiet.

      I shift in my seat, and every eye in the room follows the movement. They’re reading into each blink and breath and cough.

      Chloe’s at my side, her knuckles cracking against her iPad.

      “I’m here to play ball,” I say evenly. “The rest is above my paygrade.”

      Chloe nods, which means I’m off the hook. I shift out of the chair and shoulder my gym bag, putting on my Beats headphones as I leave to prep for the game.

      The past few weeks have been a blur. Work out, play, get on a plane, repeat. The schedule never bothered me before, but now I’m finding fault with what used to be my comfort.

      Probably because of the throbbing ache in my gut and chest that never goes away.

      Sometimes when I’m giving it everything, I swear it’ll be enough to take the edge off. If I’m tired enough, I won’t have the energy to feel this.

      It’s getting better.

      That’s what I tell myself.

      Like rehabbing an injury, you have to believe it’s one percent improved every time you go through the routine. In sports and in life, momentum is everything.

      Over enough time, one percent adds up.

      The halls are nearly empty. No one knows about my deal with Harlan or that I’m still waiting on a trade to LA. It’s getting more frustrating by the day to put in my max effort here when I know I won’t be in Denver through the end of the season.

      Not that I’ve been an antisocial prick the past month.

      I’ve helped Rookie with his jump shot.

      Went sneaker shopping with Jay.

      Hell, I even dog-sat Waffles one afternoon for Miles.

      What I’m not doing is answering any of the women who’ve hit me up.

      None of them have pink hair and slow curves and a smile that makes the world brighten like a rainbow after a storm.

      Thinking of the woman who came into my life out of nowhere and blew out of it just as fast makes my chest ache.

      But I ended it because she’s better off being halfway across the country living her safe life without me.

      I tell myself that late at night when I’m restless in an unfamiliar bed and so starved for a taste of her that I’d settle for listening to her voicemail greeting on repeat just to feel like we’re still talking.

      With ninety minutes to the game, I need to start my routine. Then shootaround and tip-off, then I can take an ice bath, crawl into bed, and sleep for ten hours.

      I don’t want to see anyone from the team, so I take the longer, more public route to get to the home locker room.

      The music pulses in my ears, vibrating through my muscles, joints, skin.

      When I head into one of the open hallways, every part of me stiffens. I pull up, and my bag thuds against the floor.

      Her back is to me, the back pockets of her tight jeans at eye level as she stands on the ladder, her weight on one hip. Her hair tumbles down her shoulders, headphones tucked between the hot pink strands.

      She’s here.

      Nova’s at my workplace, in my jungle, taking up space like a pink neon sign declaring, “In your dreams.”

      The feeling in my gut isn’t sadness but longing. A throbbing ache that swells until it consumes all of me.

      I’m not over her.

      Not one percent, not anything.

      Forcing my feet to move, I grab my bag and change directions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What the fuck are you playing at?” I slam the door of Harlan’s office behind me.

      Harlan looks up, surprised. “You have a game.”

      “The game can wait for an explanation.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I drop the bag and pace the room. “Don’t lie to me. We made a deal. You’d get me LA if I stayed away. How the hell am I supposed to do that when she’s parked in my commute?”

      “Who?”

      “Nova.” Saying her name hurts. The ache in my chest takes root, deepening and spreading to my lungs, my gut.

      Harlan’s expression sharpens. “Impossible. She went back to Boston.”

      I stab a finger at the door. “She’s on a ladder in the lobby, staring at a wall like it’s playing HB-fucking-O.”

      He frowns, his gaze dropping to the desk.

      “You didn’t know,” I realize.

      “The tenth-anniversary gala in February. James wants to make it a showcase, a triumph. Celebrities, music, art.”

      The owner is a spoiled rich asshole who cares more about style than substance, but I’m not sure what he has to do with…

      Art.

      A piece clicks into place.

      “He wants her to paint the wall.”

      “What wall?” Harlan asks.

      “The big fucking blank wall in the foyer.”

      Harlan sighs.

      “I’ll talk to him. If he hasn’t made a contract, there could be time to get rid of her. Assuming that’s what you want.” He shifts back, and I’m already seeing where he’s going. “It would be a big break for her. Her drawings at the auction were one thing, but art commissioned for the team? That gets seen by millions of people. It could make her career.”

      Damn it.

      I know how important getting your big break is. She’s talented and hardworking, and she deserves it. Everything she’s done is to be independent and stand on her own feet.

      And if I end this, I’ll be the prick who took that from her.

      “Our deal stands,” he reminds me. “Nothing has to change.”

      The deal where he gets me my trade to LA, all but guaranteeing me the golden legacy I’ve spent my entire career chasing, and all I have to do is stay away from her.

      “Yeah, and how’s that deal coming?” I demand, needing somewhere to focus that’s not the girl living rent free in my head.

      “A few more weeks.”

      I stare at the photos on his wall. Teams Harlan’s worked with over the years.

      He wants a win here. He and I disagree on a lot of things, but he won’t compromise that goal.

      Nova returning wasn’t Harlan's doing. He might fuck with people, but he’s not willing to risk the team’s future for this.

      No, this is the owner imposing his frivolous will and not having a clue what he’s getting into.

      Which in some ways makes this worse, because I have no one to take it out on.

      My phone rings.

      Coach.

      I hit Accept.

      “WADE!!! I don’t care how much your ass is worth⁠—”

      “Be there in five,” I answer, clicking off.

      I shove the phone in my track pants and reach for my headphones. “She should work when the team isn’t here. She’ll be in the way.”

      I start for the door, reaching it before I hear Harlan’s chair scrape the floor as he rises.

      “You really cared about her, didn’t you?” he asks, his voice lower than before.

      I slip my headphones over my ears and pretend I don’t hear him.
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      Once I started staring at the wall, the music in my headphones grabbed me. It took an hour to ignore Clay’s eyes at my back, but now I barely feel them as the mural takes shape in my mind.

      It’s about the blue. The clouds, the atmosphere, all of it blending with the mountains guarding the skyline.

      After my conversation with James, I was intimidated by the need to create way more than I'd planned. But I’ve drawn it in my sketchpad, made some changes. I erased the parts I got wrong.

      It’s easy to get swept up in the simple joy of creating. I’ve been standing like this, leaning over the seat of the ladder, for so long my foot is numb. When I stand and stretch, my muscles spasm.

      I hear what sounds like my name, but it’s far away. When I twist toward the sound, Miles is coming down the hallway, Jayden at his side. His expression is bright with happiness and surprise.

      I catch a toe and slip.

      The floor hurtles upward, my sketchpad flies through the air.

      “Nova!”

      “Shit,” comes another voice. Jayden’s maybe.

      I was always so worried about dying in a plane that I never stopped to think about the more boring ways I might go.

      But now, I’m going to land on my head in the middle of the Kodiaks' arena.

      This is it…

      I squeeze my eyes shut.

      My head hits a hard chest, and muscled limbs band around my ribs and legs.

      It’s more welcoming than the floor.

      Barely, I decide as I look up into Clay’s face.

      He’s more gorgeous than I remember.

      His hair curls around his ears, brushing his neck. His brows are pulled into a line. He’s clean shaven for once, which only makes his firm mouth stand out.

      But it’s his eyes, dark and full of concern, that trap me.

      Clay’s skin brands my exposed legs, our breath mingling.

      He doesn’t say anything, but I swear the air between us throbs.

      A dozen memories race up at me, like the floor was racing up at me a moment ago.

      My heart feels as if it’s going to beat out of my chest, pounding against his.

      Someone clears their throat, and Clay practically drops me on my feet.

      “Damn, that was close. You okay?” Miles asks.

      “You shouldn’t yell at girls on ladders, dumbass,” Jayden chides.

      “I’m fine,” I murmur as I turn, reaching for my sketchpad on the floor. 

      “She was obviously lining up to fall into my arms,” Miles goes on. “Clay had better timing for once.”

      “I have better timing always.” The low, familiar voice has the hairs on my arms lifting.

      When I straighten, I rub my arms where he touched me. I half expect Clay to tell Miles to back the hell off because he’s always been possessive, but Clay’s the one who steps back.

      “Thought you went back to… Boston, right?” Jay asks.

      I nod. “James called with an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      Clay’s eyes bore into me, but I focus on Miles.

      “So, you’re back!” Miles is enthusiastic. “How long are you staying?”

      Clay pulls out his phone and starts typing.

      “Ah. Until I finish this mural for the Kodiaks' anniversary gala.”

      I pretend I don’t care if he’s talking to a woman. So what if one of the Kodashians is keeping his bed warm?

      I was never in it.

      A spot on my arm where he caught me burns, and I rub it absently. Clay’s gaze lifts from his phone to follow the motion.

      Even when he’s not trying to leave a mark, he manages to.

      “What a little gathering.”

      The familiar voice and sound of shoes down the hall has us all turning to see Harlan, his smile wide.

      Clay, already at arm's length, steps back further.

      Can he really not stand the sight of me?

      “Hello, Nova.” Harlan smiles. “Welcome back.”

      “Hi.” I force a smile in return.

      “Gentlemen, there’s a team meeting before you all go home. Coach promised to keep it short.”

      The guys grumble about their plans and the rest they’d been hoping to get as they follow Harlan down the hall.

      All except Clay.

      He’s rooted to the ground, his eyes changing color from caramel to chocolate.

      His gaze falls to my arm again, the red mark where he caught me standing out against my pale skin.

      Clay frowns. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      My chest knots. He hurt me so much worse a month ago.

      “I can take it.” I drag the headphones off my neck and wind the cord in my hands. “I should get back to work, and it sounds like you should too.”

      I arch a brow, hoping I look bored rather than unnerved.

      Clay bends to pick up my fallen pencils one by one. He straightens and places them in my hand, folding my fingers closed around them.

      “I like your hair.”

      My breath catches, and I resist the urge to play with the strands I had a few inches chopped off before coming here as he turns to follow the others down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      The lobby is full of suits and skirts. I scan the crowd before landing on Mari getting out of an elevator at her office building.

      My sister’s green jacket looks amazing with her dark hair, a chic bob. She spots me a moment after I see her, and we meet in the middle.

      “Meeting ran late,” Mari says, wrapping me in a hug.

      “It’s okay. Want to grab a drink?”

      We head toward the front doors and out onto the street.

      I’d finally started to shake off the feeling of my run in with Clay, reminding myself that thousands of people work in this city without sparing a thought for the grumpy power forward, when Mari texted to demand how long I’ve been in town and when I had been planning to tell her.

      “Harlan said you’re doing art for the team?” she asks as we take a right down the bustling sidewalk.

      “The owner invited me. It was a surprise to say the least.”

      “It’s weird.”

      I cut her a look. “One of the drawings I did for the auction wound up in Architectural Digest.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “I have no idea,” I admit.

      She frowns. “I’m not saying you’re not great, but… James and Harlan have a rough relationship.”

      “The guy hired him. How rough can it be?”

      We get to the cocktail bar and find our way to a high top table. Once we’re settled, we order a wine for Mari and a G&T for me.

      “How is married life?” I ask.

      “Harlan’s amazing. The honeymoon was everything I imagined.” Her face transforms into a smile. “He does the sweetest things for me. Rubs my feet when I’m stressed from work. Tells me I’m the best.”

      My chest aches a little. “And what do you do for him?”

      She turns it over. “I listen. He has exacting standards for himself, but he’s better at managing it than I am. There’s a lot going on with the team.”

      I want to press her for details but remind myself it’s not my problem.

      So, we catch up over our drinks, talking about work and life and friends. Since the wedding, it's felt as if we’re on more even ground for once.

      “It’s Chloe’s birthday this week,” she says before finishing her wine. “A bunch of us girls are going to the pub. You should come.”

      I like that Mari’s making an effort to include me. “Sure. I’m in.” My phone buzzes, so I check it. “I need to go meet Brooke. She said I could stay with her for now.”

      “You can stay with us, you know. We’d barely notice you in the house.”

      “Thanks, but I’m trying to spread my freeloading around.”

      Mari laughs. “Do you need a ride?”

      “It’s not far, and Brooke already took my bag from the airport.”

      I hug my sister, and we go our separate ways.

      As I make the walk to Brooke's condo building, I’m thinking of how good things are with Mari compared to when I came for the first time. It’s for the best that my relationship with Clay, if you can even call it that, didn’t come out before the wedding.

      Now, there’s nothing to come out. He made it clear we might as well be strangers.

      After weeks of cradling my broken heart, maybe it’s better this way.

      I’ll see him at the arena and barely even then. If he wants to be weird if we pass in the hallway, that’s on him.

      And I can always flip off Wall Clay if I need to vent.

      There’s no reason to spend more time with the real thing.

      On my way, I stop at a bakery to grab some donuts for my friend.

      Reemerging with a half dozen treats tucked under my arm, I check the address Brooke gave me. It feels familiar, but I can’t put my finger on why.

      When I pull up at the doors, my stomach sinks.

      I look up at the condo building looming overhead.

      The condo building I’ve definitely been to once before.

      Clay’s building.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, friend!” Brooke squeals as the door swings open. “I’m so glad you could stay with me. Between us, I’ve been needing some girl time. Oh my God, are those donuts?!”

      Her enthusiasm deflates my idea to text Mari and see if she’s still open to a houseguest until I have enough for rent on my own.

      Brooke takes me on a tour. The kitchen is beautiful. The apartment is like Clay’s, but it has different finishes. More feminine furniture and paint colors.

      “Do a lot of team people live in this building?”

      “A few.” Realization settles on her face. “Oh, you mean because Clay does.”

      “You could’ve told me.” But the moment it’s out, I feel like a jerk. She’s doing me a huge favor.

      “He’s on a different floor.”

      Maybe she’s right. The man caught me when I fell off a ladder and couldn’t wait to get away from me. At this point, he’d probably wait for another elevator just to avoid me.

      Brooke sinks onto the couch in an elegant move, depositing the box of treats on the coffee table and motioning me to join her. “You never told me what happened the night of the wedding. Not the details, anyway.”

      “He left me a letter saying we were nothing. Basically, the same as my ex when he disappeared. At least Clay had it hand-delivered.”

      Her expression darkens. “That’s really shitty. I’m sorry.”

      “He never promised anything. And I should have known better than to think he cared about me.” After what Brad did, I should have seen it coming.

      She makes a sound of understanding. “Guys aren’t worth the hassle. I’m going to make this better for you. You’ll forget all about him.”

      Brooke rises and holds out a hand. I take it and follow her to the bedrooms.

      “This is you.”

      I gasp as I look around the huge room, my suitcase already laid on a luggage rack. “It’s beautiful. This bed…”

      “I figured you’d like pink.” She grins. “This is your closet.” She throws open the doors and steps inside.

      “You could have a party in there.”

      “You will. But while we’re on the topic, you don’t have enough clothes to fill this. We need to go shopping tomorrow.”

      I open my mouth to protest but stop. “I have a stipend for my job, but I want to cover my half of rent.”

      She waves. “The place is paid up for the year. And you brought donuts.”

      I blink at her. The donuts weren’t cheap, but they were significantly less than housing.

      “You can pay for internet if you’re desperate to feel like you’re contributing,” she goes on at my look.

      “Brooke, you’re unreal.” I’m embarrassed to feel tears sting the backs of my eyes.

      “We’re going to have the best time. Two single girls conquering the city. They’ll make an adaptation of our exploits.”

      I laugh, getting swept up in her enthusiasm. “Like Girls or Sex and the City?”

      “More like Troy.”
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      “I said no gifts,” Chloe chides as the presents pile up on the table at Mile High.

      “Yeah, but you didn’t mean it,” Jay says.

      Chloe swats at him, and he grins.

      Birthdays aren’t worth celebrating, at least when they’re mine. Another year around the sun with my body reminding me I’m not what I used to be.

      But today isn’t my birthday, so the celebration is easier.

      This week, I could use the distraction from the messy feelings that have been following me everywhere since I learned Nova was back.

      The distance from here to Boston wasn’t enough to keep me from thinking of her.

      Having her occupy the same city is fucking with my head.

      Chloe said she was going out with friends tonight, but Miles and I are friendly, and Jay’s in that friend/ex-boyfriend zone, so by that point, the entire team was coming. So, we ambushed her at the pub.

      “What the hell? I thought we were early!” Brooke walks in.

      “You are early. I was abducted by a bunch of players,” Chloe says.

      “Don’t pretend this isn’t your fantasy every night,” Miles says.

      She tosses him a look. “If I’m going to be at the center of a harem, I’d prefer hockey players.”

      Jay shudders. “They smell, Chlo.”

      “Weird superstitions,” Miles adds.

      “No teeth,” I volunteer.

      She laughs, but my chest tightens when I see Mari and Nova come in the door behind Brooke.

      Nova’s wearing leggings, black boots, and a sweater under her jacket. She’s laughing until she sees me and her smile fades.

      It’s hard enough pretending to the world that I don’t care about her.

      Making her believe it is another level of torture.

      The booth seats eight comfortably, and there are six of us—but five are massive.

      On my side, Atlas is on the inside, Miles in the middle, and me outside.

      Opposite us, Mari shifts in next to Rookie, squeezing Chloe tighter between him and Jay.

      “Nova, sit here. I’ll get a chair.” Miles climbs over me, leaving an empty spot in the middle of the bench.

      “What am I?” Brooke demands as Miles grabs one chair, then a second.

      “My lady.” He holds one out while Brooke sinks into the seat.

      Nova’s eyes lock with mine.

      I’m used to keeping my feelings inside, but now I have to look her in the eye and act like she’s not the one I think about every night.

      She doesn’t want to sit next to me, but avoiding it is more awkward.

      I move over without a word and Nova drops onto the booth next to me, leaving as much space between us as possible without her falling out of the booth.

      So, basically an inch.

      Her light floral scent invades my nostrils, like it did the other day when she slipped right off that ladder and scared the shit out of me.

      Catching her in my arms might have saved her pink head, but it fucked with mine.

      I’ll get through the next hour without breathing. No problem.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Miles asks Nova.

      “Sure, thanks.”

      Miles takes off to the bar faster than I’ve ever seen him get back on defense on the court.

      “I’ll have a Coke,” Brooke calls after him.

      Jay produces a small box and holds it out. “Happy birthday, Chloe.”

      She looks at him in surprise. “You shouldn’t have.”

      She unwraps it, and it’s an expensive watch.

      “It’s beautiful, Jay.”

      Miles returns with drinks, sliding Nova’s and Brooke’s over to them.

      Nova smiles at him, and I grind my molars.

      “Here’s one from me.” Rookie slides over a small wrapped rectangle.

      Chloe tugs at the paper to reveal a book. “The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo. And it’s signed?” she goes on as she opens the cover, her lips parting in delight.

      Jayden’s eyes narrow.

      “She posted a Taylor Jenkins Reid book on her socials a while back. I pay attention,” Rookie says.
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