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        I chose a championship over love. 

      

        

      
        When Nova smashed her way into my hardened heart, she showed me there’s more to life than basketball. 

      

        

      
        She taught me patience and forgiveness. With her help, my Kodiak teammates became brothers instead of rivals. For the first time, I cared about more than a game.

      

        

      
        But one mistake sent me crashing from all-star to rock bottom.

      

        

      
        Broken inside and out, there’s no one to blame but myself. 

      

        

      
        I won’t let the people I love suffer for my mistakes, on or off the court. I’ll win back the brothers who trusted me, the city that backed me, and the woman I don’t want to live without.

      

        

      
        Unless I’m too late.

      

        

      
        I have one last shot. One last chance. 

      

        

      
        Countdown's on, and I’m playing for keeps.

      

        

      
        Play Maker is the third and final book in the King of the Court series. Clay and Nova’s steamy, addictive grumpy sunshine sports romance begins in Game Changer and continues in Shot Taker.
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      This isn’t happening.

      Half an hour ago, we were at the gala celebrating the team and my mural.

      Now, Clay’s moving to LA.

      Rain streaks the window, and I wrap my coat tighter around me even though we’re in the car. The headline replays in my mind. I could pull it up again, but I don’t have to. Those words are emblazoned in my mind.

      
        
        Trade Rumor Confirmed:

        Denver Kodiaks Forward Clayton Wade Sent to LA in Multiyear Deal for Kyle Banks

      

      

      “It’s going to move fast from here.” Clay’s voice has me looking toward the driver’s seat.

      His bowtie is still fastened, the tattoos snaking up his neck and out the cuffs of his tux. His hair sticks up from the hand he shoved through it after getting in the car. He sat there for thirty seconds staring into space before starting the engine and pulling out of the stadium garage.

      “How fast?”

      His phone buzzes with alerts between us, the screen lighting up every second. He flips it over. “I need to call my agent and go see Coach.”

      “It’s eleven at night.”

      I feel him watching me, gauging my reaction even as he’s dealing with his own.

      “I’m not getting any sleep. Doesn’t mean you can’t.” He pulls up in front of the condo building and takes my hand.

      He drops a key into my palm. “I’ll see you later.”

      I shift out of the car, disbelief washing over me as I race to the doors of the building. I love an adventure, but this one feels like a game where everyone can keep up except me.

      Six months ago, I was living alone in Boston unemployed after my cowardly ex ran away in the night.

      Now, I’m in Denver and moving in with my six-five, tattooed and grumpy all-star pro athlete boyfriend.

      At least I was supposed to be.

      “Clay…”

      I start to turn back, but he’s already gone.

      I go up to Clay’s place and let myself in, kicking off my heels at the door. I turn on the lights and wander around the living room without a destination.

      He’s wanted a trade to LA for so long. It was his endgame, and I’d almost come to accept that he’d be leaving.

      Except…

      He told me Harlan had agreed to keep him in Denver. That he wanted it.

      It’s not clear what this means for us, but I’m desperately afraid I’m going to lose him.

      A knock on the door makes me jump. I cross to the peephole. Brooke.

      “Clay’s not here,” I say as I open the door to find her still in her gala outfit, no sign of rain on her anywhere, a bottle clutched in one hand.

      “I figured. I came for you, dummy.”

      We go to the kitchen, and I pull glasses I’ve never used from the cupboards. I pour two fingers in each, and she drops in ice cubes.

      “I can’t sit down,” I say when she glances at the couch.

      “Cool. We can walk and drink.”

      We pace down the hall, and I glance into the room that was going to be my studio. Clay’s sports memorabilia are half packed in boxes.

      I pause in front of a shelf of trophies and medals. “I’ve never won anything like that. Mar was always the overachiever.”

      Brooke laughs. “Between me and Jay, I was the overachiever. He never tried hard at anything. Not until basketball. Then he had friends, and I never saw him so motivated. He has some of these things, but not like Clay. This is another level.”

      “Yeah.” I exhale hard, not sure I understand it. Or that I want it.

      “You didn’t know about this,” Brooke says.

      “That obvious?” I say dryly before taking a sip of my drink.

      “You can’t fake the expression you had when you read that press release. So, unless you’re the world’s best actress… it was a surprise to you. Clay, on the other hand, it’s not so clear.”

      I’m not sure how much to say. I want to be candid with my friend, but won’t be disloyal to the man I love.

      “What was in that one?” Brook nods to a glass case big enough to hold a baseball.

      “Nothing. It’s always been empty.”

      “It’s for a championship ring,” she says.

      I never asked Clay about it, but the moment Brooke says it, I know that she’s right. “If I tell you the truth, will you keep it between us?”

      She squeezes my hand. “Chicks before dicks. Always.”

      “He wants to win. It eats him up when he doesn’t. And with his injury, it’s been really hard. Still, he was coming around. He likes being here and his time with the guys. I don’t understand what changed.”

      “Management’s always working on these deals until the very last minute. Maybe something came up that Harlan couldn’t refuse.”

      “That’s what I don’t understand. Harlan wanted this too. He believes in Clay and that he can win here.” I shake my head in frustration. “Clay didn’t stick around to talk to me about it. He dropped me off and went⁠—”

      “To see his agent?”

      “And Coach,” I say. Coach is still in a coma, but I can understand Clay wants to be with him before he leaves.

      She nods. “They’re going to want him to report to LA this week. He’ll be in an LA uniform by Friday. Maybe sooner.”

      My head spins from the idea of him packing up and moving across the country in a matter of hours.

      Brooke lifts her glass in a toast, her lips curving. “This is the lifestyle, basketball girlfriend. Reason number 512 why it’s not for me. Question is, is it for you?”

      I love Clay, and I love what we are together, but we’re still finding our footing. This could change everything.

      I hear the apartment door shut, and Clay hollers, “Nova?”

      I glance at my phone. It’s after one in the morning.

      “In here.” We stick our heads out.

      Clay is already walking toward me, but he pauses when he sees I’m not alone. “Brooke.”

      “I was just leaving. Your girl and I needed to have a chat. Good luck in LA.”

      He watches her go.

      I close the distance between us, looking up at him. Clay is both alert and exhausted at once. His tux jacket and bowtie are gone, his shirt open at the collar, swirls of ink flirting with his neck. “How did things go with your agent? And Coach?”

      “Agent talked more.” He kicks off his shoes and crosses the carpet.

      We meet in the middle, his hands finding my waist in a way that’s reassuring. He’s my anchor in this disconcerting storm.

      “The deal’s done. LA picked up my contract. They were top of my trade list, so my agent never thought about pushing back when it came through earlier today.” He pauses. “They’re still a favorite to win the championship.”

      He wants this. He’s just shocked by the way it went down.

      “That’s good, then,” I manage.

      Clay pulls me close, his arms tightening around me. “I’m sorry about tonight. It was supposed to be your night, and instead it’s been a shit show⁠—”

      I press up onto my toes and brush my lips over his.

      He kisses me back, both comforting and a little desperate at once.

      When he pulls away, he says, “They want me in LA tomorrow.”

      My brows shoot up. “That’s fast.”

      “That’s business. Millions on every game. They don’t like to wait around.”

      I shake my head and think about Brooke’s words.

      “I was going to give that to you tonight.” He nods to the key he gave me earlier glinting dully on the kitchen island.

      It would have been mine.

      And now it’s not. This place isn’t.

      “What can I do?” I ask.

      Clay rubs a hand across the dark shadow along his jaw, his eyes swirling with emotion. His grip on me tightens. “You came here for your sister. You have a friend in Brooke. You didn’t sign on for this life.”

      The silence is loud, a buzz that drowns out logic and time. My blood pounds in my veins.

      “But?” I prompt.

      “But I don’t want to lose you. Not tonight. Not like this.” He tugs on his hair in frustration. “With you, things are finally starting to make sense. The only time I used to feel right was on the court. You changed that.”

      The opening in my ribs is like a rush of water released from a dam. Wild and chaotic, unsure of a destination, but crashing forward at breakneck speed.

      “I can’t promise it will be easy…” he goes on.

      His voice is already fading, drowned out by the hammering of my heart.

      I’ve finally started to feel settled in Denver with family and friends.

      Except…

      A huge part of that is this man.

      He’s the brightest part of my day, and his hard-won smiles light me up like nothing else. The way he holds me as if I’m the only thing that matters makes me feel for the first time like I do matter.

      Like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.

      My hands stroke up his chest, covering his heart.

      “I’d love to come with you.”
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      “I can’t believe you got us in on such short notice.”

      “It’s my job.” The realtor flashes startlingly white teeth as she punches in the gate code from the driver’s side of her BMW.

      “I know you said a condo is fine, but I wanted you to see what a house would look like, particularly given your generous budget. It’s furnished with four bedrooms, three baths, a pool, and a half basketball court.”

      She parks and we get out of the car.

      In the time she’s been taking me around LA, we’ve seen two places already, but neither felt like a place I could live. The first was stark and too perfect, like a museum without artifacts. The second was dark and stifling, the high ceilings unable to compensate for the slate finishes.

      This one is beautiful, stucco with arched windows and a well-maintained garden.

      I strip off my light sweater and tie it around my waist so I’m wearing only a tank top. If I needed a reminder we were in for a change, it hit me the moment I stepped off the plane.

      The sunshine warms my face, the palm trees swaying in the breeze.

      When we talked about me looking for a rental for us, Clay gave me a budget that made my eyes bug out.

      If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s making a home when I’m transplanted. We’re building something new here, and I want it to feel welcoming from the start.

      I pull out my phone to snap a picture, glancing at my texts.

      
        
        Grumpy Baller: I’m holding your hand right now.

      

      

      The message from Clay came through before I left on the plane.

      I told him I’d fly commercial if only because it’s more environmentally friendly. So, he got me a first-class ticket and bought me seats 1A and 1B.

      “So you’re not arguing with any attractive strangers,” he told me.

      I follow the realtor inside to a bright foyer with warm wood floors and light spilling in everywhere. Beyond, the living room is furnished with a contemporary sitting area anchored by a sectional couch that looks as if it could fit an entire basketball team. I’m instantly charmed.

      “It’s a relatively close drive to the arena,” she goes on.

      “It’s beautiful. I don’t know what we’d do here with all this space,” I admit as I follow her through the floorplan.

      “Have guests? Or kids?” she asks.

      “Guests definitely.” I smile.

      We haven’t talked about kids.

      We haven’t even talked about how long we’re staying. Clay’s contract has an option this summer that, as I understand it, means he could leave LA if he wants.

      This feels like a big leap. The other night at Clay’s apartment, it seemed like the only path forward. Now I’m realizing how crazy it was.

      The kitchen is updated with warm gray counters and soft white cabinets, and the living room is huge with a vaulted ceiling and a chandelier, wood beams crossing the space. One of the bedrooms would make an amazing studio. It has a huge arched window and the same warm wood floors as the rest of the place, plus soft cream walls.

      “I’ll admit I’m a basketball fan. I was excited to see the deal go through. Though it’s always a gamble messing with a team’s chemistry so close to the end of the season,” the realtor says as I look around.

      “Of course,” I say as if I’ve already considered it at length.

      Everything’s been such a whirlwind that I haven’t.

      Though Brooke drove me to the airport and hugged me goodbye, I’m guessing none of the guys have done the same for Clay. Social media is blowing up with rumors about how long this has been in the works and whether this was a betrayal of the Denver guys who’d invested in Clay.

      Although he hasn’t said anything about it, he must be hurting over it.

      Neither Jay’s nor Miles’s social media profiles have mentioned the trade, not that I expected they would. While they’re both still following me, they unfollowed him.

      “What do you think?” The realtor cuts into my thoughts.

      “I really love it. I want to show Clay.” I want him to love it too. I pull out my phone and type up a text. “Could we get back in later today to see this again?”

      “Of course.”

      I want this change to be good for both of us. I’ll miss Brooke and the guys and my sister, but I can always visit. I want to do everything I can to make this easy for Clay.

      “We used to move around a lot as kids,” I tell her. “When we packed up to move somewhere else, we always brought a piece of it with us.”

      She smiles. “Like what?”

      “Daisies.”

      The realtor crosses to the bedroom window, pulls back the shutters, and opens the glass wide. She leans out and peers over the sill.

      I follow her to the edge and look into the garden below. Dozens of sunny white-and-yellow blooms greet me.

      “They grow like wildfire there.”

      Hope sprouts from between my ribs.

      We can do this. I’ll make it work for both of us.
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      “Took you long enough.” The team’s GM welcomes me to the arena.

      “If I’d come any sooner, I’d still have been wearing my clothes from last night.”

      He laughs.

      This morning, my agent and assistant got the logistics sorted while I packed a couple of bags to get me through the week or two until I get the rest of my stuff sent over.

      Nova booked a later flight and volunteered to go apartment hunting.

      I still can’t believe she agreed to follow me here. I’ve never had a woman take that kind of a chance on me. As if what we are transcends my wild career.

      I want to show her she made the right decision.

      The GM takes me through the halls, nodding to staff as we pass. “You belong here, Clay. This is a place for winners. We’re after a ring this year, and we’ve spared no expense to bring you here.”

      I’ve played on a few different teams in my career, and every building feels different. This one’s like a gilded castle. The arena is full of banners hanging in rows from the ceiling.

      Division champions.

      Conference champions.

      League champions.

      Our tour ends on the court, where the team is getting warmed up for practice.

      “This is Clayton Wade. As you’ve heard, we acquired him yesterday in a trade. You’ll miss Kyle, but come the postseason, Clay’ll be your new best friend.”

      There are a few nods, but mostly the group is silent and composed.

      Fine by me. I’m here to work.

      Their point guard, Isaac, steps up and claps me on the back. “Welcome to LA. We’ll try to go easy on you the first day.”

      We line up to start drills.

      They’ll give me a locker and new stuff, but for now, I’m in Nike.

      There are new formations, plays and coverages specific to each individual team. This year in Denver, I’ve appreciated learning the ins and outs that allow other guys to contribute.

      “I’ll get up to speed on those soon,” I tell one of the coaches as I sit to catch my breath and watch the others run a defensive sequence.

      “Or we’ll cut them if they don’t suit your style.”

      Isaac, on the court nearby, overhears. His grin fades.

      They have an unfair number of stars, especially with me. They have an A-list fan base—everyone from Tyler Adams to Harrison King sits courtside—and winning with style is what matters.

      With that come egos.

      No matter how many guys want to be the best, there’s only one ball.

      I line up again to run the next drill. Isaac comes over to guard me.

      “You found a place to live yet?” He asks it so casually I’m not sure he’s addressing me.

      “My girl’s looking⁠—”

      Before I can finish, the ball goes up.

      Isaac gets to it first, darting past me and taking it to the hoop for a layup. A few guys shout their approval, and Isaac jogs back.

      “Sorry, man. Couldn’t help it,” he says easily.

      It’s irritating, but I brush it off.

      “Today,” I finish as we set up again. “She’s looking today.”

      The ball goes up. This time I get it, hitting him harder than necessary as I grab the ball, and take it up the court, flipping it to another teammate to dunk. He nods after, a cool thank-you I return.

      “I dunno how you deal with it. Thad”—he nods to one of the other guys—“was saying how his girl does nothing but complain about all the shit she wants, that he’s never home, all that crap. Not cool when you’re carrying everything. No way that doesn’t affect your game.”

      It’s not straight trash talk, but he’s calling me out.

      “You’re single,” I guess.

      “Hell yeah. I can think about all that after I retire.” Isaac shakes his head as we change to another drill.

      I’m not a defensive specialist, but there’s no way I’m letting Isaac score. I slide in front of him, setting my feet to absorb the charge as he tries to fight his way to the basket. Isaac’s charging six-five collides with my blocking six-five.

      I go down hard.

      The floor slams into me as I land on my hip and knee. Pain radiates from both joints, and I grind my teeth.

      “Defensive foul!” Coach calls.

      Isaac appears over me, silhouetted against the lights as he holds out a hand. “Welcome to LA.”

      On my feet, I walk off the discomfort, refusing to let it show.

      “That’s practice for today,” Coach calls before blowing the whistle. “We have a game tomorrow. I expect to see you all for shootaround. Clay, we’ll get you video time with our lead analysts and a meeting to go over some of the coverages.”

      “You good?” one of the trainers asks me when I cross to the bench.

      I nod, ignoring the pain.

      Even if some of the guys aren’t happy to have me here, we all want to win. As I grab my phone, I see two missed texts.

      
        
        Nova: OMG, I found the perfect place! Can’t wait to show you.

      

        

      
        Nova: I’m on my way over.

      

      

      Her name on my phone makes the knot in my chest ease instantly.

      I tug on a hoodie over my jersey only to glance up and see Nova hovering in the stands, halfway up. She’s dressed in a denim skirt and a white tank that cling to her curves. Her blond-pink hair falls in waves around her bare shoulders.

      When she sees me looking, she waves and smiles, bouncing on her toes.

      My lips twitch and I nod back.

      Despite the GM’s words, maybe I don’t quite fit in here.

      But neither does she, and I love her for it.
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      Clay always looks good after practice. Exhausted and invigorated, like he just slayed a dragon.

      Or his own personal demons.

      He meets me in the hallway after showering, his hair still damp.

      “Did you show them how to play?” I ask.

      Clay wraps an arm around my waist and kisses me until I’m breathless. If I’m surprised by the urgency, I don’t show it. I kiss him back, pressing up onto my toes as his mouth slants across mine.

      I want to be his anchor. The one person he looks for, smiles at.

      We’re in the middle of the arena, and I’m suddenly wishing we were in private.

      “Didn’t realize PDA was still a thing,” an unfamiliar voice says from the other side of Clay.

      I look past him at another guy in a hoodie.

      He’s vaguely familiar, but I can’t place him. There are too many players in the league for me to remember all of them, but I vow to memorize all the LA guys this week if it kills me.

      I smile and extend a hand. “I’m Nova.”

      He glances at it before shaking it, his mouth curving. “Isaac. This is a big move. Nice of you to drop everything for Clay. You got friends here? Family?”

      “They’re back in Denver.” I feel Clay tense at my side, but maybe it’s my imagination. “I’m excited for the opportunity. We both are.” I take Clay’s hand and squeeze.

      Clay’s already tugging me toward the door.

      “That was weird,” I murmur as we head for the parking garage.

      “No shit.”

      “I meant you. You don’t like him.” I cut him a look as we reach Clay’s rental.

      “It’s not about liking everyone. Sometimes you just have to work with them.” He unlocks the doors.

      I shift into the car, dismayed. “You guys will be teammates, right? You have to get along.”

      He looks at me a long time, then sighs.

      It feels as if he’s pulling away, but I brush it off. He’s had a wild week, he’s probably exhausted.

      “You’re going to love this place.” I punch the address into the GPS, and we start through the city.

      Even though this house is only a few miles from the arena, it still takes us twenty minutes to get there. We punch the code in at the gate, then pull into the driveway and get out.

      “This is it.”

      The realtor sent me the temporary door passcode this afternoon, and I punch it into the keypad. Inside, I watch Clay for his reaction.

      He surveys the walls, the floors, the decor, walking slowly through the main level.

      “What do you think?” I ask, suddenly nervous. Maybe I got a weird read on his taste. I want him to love this.

      “Tell me about it.”

      I spring into action. “So, the kitchen…”

      I talk him through the details as if I’m the realtor.

      The vaulted living room. The original floors and arched windows.

      His eyes warm more and more as we pass through each room.

      We go to the second bedroom, where I say, “This could be a studio.”

      “Keep talking.”

      I show him the view from outside, the flower garden and daisies.

      “We’re missing one room.” Clay’s voice is gruff, but there’s a softness under the edge.

      “Are we?” I feign ignorance. But with a smile, I lead him to the final door. “This is the primary bedroom. There’s a huge ensuite. A king bed. Scratch that—a California king.”

      “Seems pretty big.” He comes up behind me and wraps his arms around me.

      My head tilts as his lips skim down my neck. “It has to be. For sleeping, I mean. Professional athletes need lots of rest.”

      He drags me closer, fitting his hard body against my back, my ass. My eyes drift shut as I feel him getting hard.

      The realtor might’ve been a basketball fan, but this fantasy is my life.

      “Thank you for the two first-class tickets,” I murmur, covering his hands with mine.

      Sunlight streams in the window, surrounding us with bright light, and I want to stretch like a cat. Especially when his hands move over my body and slide up under my tank top.

      “You’re welcome. Any hot strangers on the plane?”

      He plays with my nipples, which harden despite the heat. His touch sends pleasure shimmering along my nerve endings.

      “What would you say if I said yes?”

      He pinches one of my breasts hard enough to make me gasp.

      Clay spins me, lifting me. I wrap my arms greedily around his tattooed neck.

      “I’d remind you that you’re mine.”

      Normally, he’s more relaxed after practice, but today, he’s wound tight as he sets me on the windowsill. The yard behind me is lined with hedges, separating it from the street beyond.

      He leans a hand on either side of me. In this position he’s still a foot taller. The swirls of black ink along his arms and neck twine together as he flexes.

      “Nothing has to change here,” I murmur. “It can be exactly like it was in Denver.”

      “It won’t be anything like Denver,” he replies. "The city. The team.”

      I sigh. “Not even you and me?”

      Clay rests his forehead against mine.

      “Sure, there are no mountains or snow. But what if different is good?” I suggest, and his gaze narrows. “If LA is hotter than Denver, maybe LA Clay and Nova are too.”

      His mouth twitches. “Hotter, huh?”

      “Mhmm.” My gaze drags down to his gray sweatpants, the bulge that seems to swell with every second. I grasp on to the windowsill. “What’s the hottest thing I could do right now?”

      Clay ghosts his lips over my ear, his voice borderline feral.

      “Take me out,” he rumbles.

      I’m breathless with anticipation as I reach for the waistband of his pants, feel the silken head of his huge cock.

      I want him to like the house, but right now, I want him.

      “Now what?” I ask, all innocence as I run my hands around the girth of him.

      Clay’s breath is shallow. “Suck.”

      He’s so wide, and while I’ve played with him lots, I’ve barely been able to get my lips around him, not to mention give him an actual blowjob.

      He’s never seemed to care.

      Now, more than anything, I want to make him feel good.

      I bend forward, my tongue darting out to lick the underside.

      His muscles tighten, and his low growl rumbles through me. “Fuck yes.”

      The words spur me on. It’s a challenge, and I seem to like those lately. The muscles in my jaw ache as I work him in my mouth with both hands.

      It’s awkward.

      It’s also beyond sexy.

      The pressure of him against my tongue has saliva coating his shaft. I start to move up and down, my fingers barely encircling him.

      Clay strips off his shirt, never taking his gaze from me as he arches to press deeper. “Dammit, Nova. You look so beautiful sucking my cock.”

      I squirm on the windowsill to get more comfortable, or as comfortable as I can, then go back to my work.

      His other hand reaches for my hair, and he tightens his grip in the strands. The next second, he pushes me down farther on his cock. I gag, but it’s worth it for the way he spasms in my mouth.

      He’s so gorgeous, his hard body covered in tattoos and flexing in the sunlight through the window.

      I’m greedy for him.

      This time, I take him farther, his cock bumping against my throat while I manage not to choke on him.

      I figure out a rhythm, guided by his hands but not constrained by them. I speed up when I want, add a little flourish of my tongue around the head of his cock.

      But when I take him deep again, he grunts and pulls me off.

      “What’s wrong?” I gasp.

      “As much as I want to, I’m not coming in your mouth, because I need to fuck you.” Clay slides a hand up my skirt and inside my panties. “You’ll be a good girl and come on my cock.”

      With the next thrust, two of his fingers slip inside me.

      Soon he’s pumping me, his thumb pressing on my clit.

      “That’s not your cock,” I gasp helpfully.

      “You can come on my fingers first,” he replies, every bit as helpfully.

      I’m already tightening around him, ripples of ecstatic pleasure gripping me until I’m a mess of aftershocks.

      He pulls his fingers from me, then strips off my tank top.

      I take a second to admire his beautiful body, the hard lines of muscle and the tattoos that mark him everywhere. Clay lifts my hips and drags off my skirt and panties in one movement.

      “Seems as if you’re getting used to this LA business,” I suggest, trying to ignore that I’m half naked in the window.

      “It’s growing on me.”

      This is probably not what the realtor had in mind when she said we could come back today.

      “We’re supposed to be looking at the house,” I tease, twisting a piece of hair around my finger.

      “Need to make sure it’s sturdy.” His gaze runs over me hungrily before coming back to my eyes. “Hold on.”

      To what?

      But I grip the sides of the window for balance as he lifts my knees until they’re pressed against my ribcage. He positions himself between my thighs, stroking my wet pussy with his cock.

      Ohhh.

      Clay grabs my hips with one hand and sinks inside.

      My body stretches to fit him, the feel of it making me gasp.

      We’re reflected in a mirror on the other side of the room, his incredible ass flexing as he sinks into me with a relentless rhythm.

      We move together, me gripping the windowsill with one hand and him with the other. There’s a good chance I’m about to fall into the garden.

      It’d be worth it.

      “I’m close,” I whisper.

      His face is pressed close, his dark eyes bright with hunger and need.

      “You’re so sexy when you come,” he rasps against my mouth. “So fucking hot, the way you trust me.”

      Does he mean physically?

      I don’t think so.

      At least, not only.

      I squeeze and I’m lost.

      Pleasure crashes into me like a riot of colors and textures playing together in unexpected and gorgeous ways.

      Clay groans as he stiffens inside me. In the mirror, every muscle in his back and ass and legs clenches as he comes. He’s art, a damned renaissance sculpture, only he’s filthy and real.

      When we come down, I realize we’ve made it to the floor. He’s under me, protecting me from the wood.

      “Thank you,” he murmurs into my hair.

      I don’t think he means for the blowjob.

      His fingers thread into my hair, brushing it away from my sweaty face. There’s so much tenderness on his expression.

      “Think the house is sturdy enough?” I ask.

      “Might do the trick.”

      His slow grin makes my heart skip.

      “I haven’t even told you about the daisies.”
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        * * *

      

      The next two weeks pass in a blur.

      The house came furnished, but I’ve been setting up our belongings and ordering things we need.

      Clay had most of his things shipped from Denver.

      I buy some new art supplies using my money from the mural and arrange the ones he got me in the room we decided would be my studio.

      Plus, I paint the entire house. He said we could hire someone, but having a roller or brush in my hand makes me feel more myself.

      At Clay’s first home game in LA, I’m introduced to a couple of other wives and girlfriends. They’re nice, but they remind me of the Kodashians back in Denver—only more tanned with sleek waist-length hair, body-skimming outfits, and heels so high I’d need an insurance policy to wear them.

      The team gets a win, but there’s not the same excitement within the team as when Denver wins. It feels more like an expectation coming to reality.

      Or maybe the chemistry isn’t there with LA.

      Yet.

      It’s not there yet.

      The next afternoon, I take a break from painting to turn on the TV. I’ve just watched a few minutes of Denver playing Boston out East when Clay comes in the front door.

      “The place looks good,” he comments, crossing to the couch and dropping a kiss on my head.

      “Yeah? I was thinking I should work on the gardens next. They need more color. Which reminds me. I need to get my hair done.” I found a few places to freshen up my pink strands.

      Clay reaches for his gym bag and pulls out an envelope.

      “What’s that?” I ask as he passes it over. I rip it open to find a black credit card with my name on it.

      “I have a credit card.”

      “Yeah, but this is on my account. Don’t argue,” he starts before I can.

      “You might regret this. When was the last time you gave a woman access to your bank account?” I tease.

      “Never.” The seriousness on his face makes my chest squeeze.

      “Thanks,” I murmur. “I’ll try to resist pulling a Julia Roberts and buying up Rodeo Drive.”

      “If it makes you smile, I want you to.”

      Gahhhh.

      He glances toward the TV and does a double take. “Why’re you watching that?”

      “I wanted to see how our friends are doing,” I say as he sits next to me, making the massive couch sink under his weight.

      On the screen, Denver is scrapping intently. Jay and Rookie, Miles and Atlas, plus a new guy who came as part of the trade with LA.

      “Rookie’s gotten to the free throw line three times since I turned the TV on, and he made all of them.”

      “Oh yeah?” I hear the humor in Clay’s voice as his lips brush my ear.

      I smile too. “Mhmm. And Miles has been good from three. Jay’s still trying to figure out schemes with the new guy.”

      “I see.” Clay reaches an arm around my waist absently. “You think you know everything about basketball?”

      “Some things,” I agree, and he chuckles. “It feels weird, watching them from a distance. When was the last time you talked to the guys?”

      “The gala.”

      My mouth falls open. “You haven’t talked to any of them? Even by text?”

      He shakes his head and heads toward our room. “At the end of the day, it’s business.”
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        * * *

      

      He’s away on the East Coast for two games when I call Mari.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m still craving cheese. I blame it on the baby.”

      I laugh.

      “I have sono pics. Want to see?”

      My mouth falls open. “Of course!”

      It takes a minute for my phone to buzz, and I hurry to click into the black-and-white image.

      “Oh my God. The baby is perfect.”

      She snorts. “It’s a bean. You can’t see anything yet.”

      “No, I totally can. It’s got a huge brain. And an even bigger heart,” I insist as she laughs. “And everyone will love them so much.”

      Mar’s quiet for a minute but finally sighs. “I hope so. How are things for you and Clay?”

      “We’re figuring it out. I’d never say it to Clay, but I miss Denver.”

      At night after the games, Clay calls and we talk for an hour. I ask him about each game, but he steers the conversation to what I’m doing, or the city he’s in, or how the house is. We end up having phone sex, and I fall asleep in the California king bed, my body humming from the long-distance orgasm and ocean of space beside me.

      During the days, I’ve been painting in my growing studio. I got so used to painting the mural every day that it feels strange not to have that be my focus.

      The money from the commission is sitting in my account, but there’s been limited interest since the gala. If I want to make a career at this, I need to keep working.
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