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        He showed me a side of myself I never dreamed existed.

      

        

      
        Olivia’s professor promised her lessons she couldn’t learn in class.

      

        

      
        What he didn’t expect was to find peace from his tormented past in her arms.

      

        

      
        Now, that past has caught up to both of them, ripping them apart even when he vowed she was the person who mattered most.

      

        

      
        He has one chance to fight for what’s right, even if it costs him his career, his reputation, his happiness.

      

        

      
        She has one chance to claim the future she’s worked for and grasp her dreams.

      

        

      
        But in a world hellbent on judgment, freedom has a price.

      

        

      
        What if the price is love?

      

        

      
        CLAIM is an illicit, forbidden full-length novel and the explosive book 3 in the OFF-LIMITS trilogy. Sawyer and Olivia’s story begins in CRAVE and continues in COLLIDE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ARE YOU A VIP?

      

      

      
        
        Sign Up for Piper’s Newsletter ->

        Get exclusive content and news you can’t get anywhere else.

      

        

      
        Subscribe at the link above and you’ll instantly receive a sexy Sawyer POV bonus chapter of his and Olivia’s first kiss.
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        Claim (verb):

        To demand or take as the rightful owner.
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      The room tilts under my feet.

      Expelled.

      A moment ago, I was elated at the news that Sawyer had been granted a reprieve and would be allowed to stay at Russell.

      But it turns out he’s the only one the committee is inviting to stay.

      “I can’t be expelled,” I blurt. “I did nothing wrong.”

      The dean shifts back on his heels, as if my response is tiresome if expected. “You violated campus rules. Two of them.”

      My hands clench into fists. “Everyone uses faculty keycards. You could find a dozen students who use copied cards, at least a few faculty who allow it.”

      “This isn’t about other students or faculty. It’s about you. And the more serious charge is the financial contribution.”

      “The money that was supposed to be from my father? Fine, it was my money. So what?”

      “We have rules in place, Olivia,” the vice provost weighs in. “Not only for tax purposes but for the legitimacy of this organization. Impersonating someone else, even a member of your own family, is a serious violation.”

      Even if the dean threatened to shut down Stars if I didn’t come up with the money?

      This place made me who I am. It’s where I learned to have dreams of my own, where I dared to become something more than what my family wanted of me.

      “What about Stars? And Engineering Society? And Fall Ball committee?”

      “We appreciate what you’ve brought to the student body. Don’t worry, the events you care for will continue without you.” The dean’s tight-lipped smile guts me. “Your transcripts will be finalized and sent to you by mail. We expect you to begin your preparations to leave campus immediately.”

      Leave campus.

      They expect me to move out.

      Pack up my life. Say goodbye to my friends, my roommates.

      My vision blurs, the blue and burgundy banners on the wall behind the desk blending together.

      The recruiting pamphlets say blue is for the ocean and red is the color of leaves in the fall. But the upperclassmen tell the freshmen Russell Red is the color of blood—you go to Russell, play for Russell, cheer for Russell, you’re one and the same.

      But I’m not one. Not anymore.

      “Miss Barclay, security can escort you back to your room. Professor Redmond, if you’ll stay a minute longer, we need to discuss the terms for your continued employment.”

      “Sawyer…” The word comes out strangled.

      He’s stock-still a few feet away, his dark eyes conflicted.

      “I wanted you because I couldn’t have you. It wouldn’t have worked beyond these walls.”

      His words from minutes ago in the hallway come back to me.

      He didn’t mean it, he was only lashing out. He must understand I care about him, but I couldn’t drop everything and follow him to New York.

      Someone grabs my arm and I jolt. Security entered without me noticing.

      “Don’t touch her.”

      Sawyer’s words have an undercurrent of threat. The security officer stiffens and releases his grip.

      “Olivia…”

      Sawyer’s voice makes my breath hitch with hope.

      Fuck them, I urge.

      Fight for me, Sawyer.

      Fight for us.

      He turns to me, taking my shoulders in his palms.

      “…You need to leave. Now.”

      The words are a blade in my chest.

      He’s here in this place that’s the root of so many wounds. Betrayal by his father, the dean, the school. And he’s being offered vindication.

      He’s the prize and I’m the liability.

      The truth of it slams into me and I jerk away to take in the other faculty and administration.

      “You say you’re here for students, but all you care about is covering up your own mistakes. Russell was a fresh start for me, a place I could figure out who I was. I thought it would be different than all the backstabbing I grew up with. But you do the same thing.” The air is thick and heavy, and I struggle against it as I go on. “Instead of calling it manners or taste, you bow to rules and reputation. This place taught me to stand on my own feet, but it wasn’t classes. It was you. I guess that’s worth two and a half years of tuition.”

      I shove the hair over my shoulder. “I don’t need an escort,” I inform the security guard. “I’ll walk myself.”

      “Miss Barclay,” the vice provost calls as I’m halfway to the door, her voice softer. “As it’s exam week, you can have until the weekend to gather your things and depart campus.”

      My hand shakes as I yank open the door.

      I won’t take until the weekend.

      I won’t even take a day.
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      “Nope. Nope. Hell no,” Emma says.

      I stop outside my sister’s bedroom door, a cardboard box in my hands. “What’s no?”

      “All of these things. I don’t need to move any of them to the new apartment.”

      I set the box on her bed, shifting onto the end to stare down at where she’s cross-legged on the floor. What looks like the contents of her closet are sorted into three ruthless piles, the largest of which has a sheet of paper with the word DONATE scrawled on it.

      “It’s downsizing. It’s not as we’re living under a bridge, Ems.”

      “You didn’t live here at all. You got out.” She drops a top into the donate pile. “But now you’re back.”

      Since I was expelled, the winter break has been a blur of empty festivities, a few parties, my parents steering carefully clear of my plans for the new year.

      My second day home, my mom commented on my hair and I stared at her with dead eyes until she looked away.

      My family has given me a wide berth since.

      Kismet trots into the room, spinning a circle in Emma’s pile of clothes before heading into the closet.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you aren’t as upset about school as you are about something else.” Emma rises and shifts onto the bed next to me, clutching a skirt to her chest. “You haven’t said a word for the last two weeks, but if you didn’t have some fight with your hottie professor, I don’t get why you stare into your coffee and barely eat. So talk to me. I’m your sister.”

      I made a mistake telling the dean I got money from my dad, giving him Lancaster’s money instead. I thought it would help with our project. Instead, it landed me in a pile of trouble bigger than Emma’s DONATE stack.

      But I’d be lying if I said school was the only source of my dark mood the past two weeks.

      The first time Sawyer’s number flashed across my screen, I was on the train heading home.

      The second time, I was out shopping for Christmas presents with Emma.

      The third time, I was baking cookies for a fundraiser.

      I stabbed the decline button with flour-covered fingers and tossed my phone in a drawer for the next three days.

      There’s nothing he can say to make it right.

      He risked so much to be with me for months. But he wanted me to drop everything and follow him, and when I couldn’t, he decided I wasn’t worth it. We weren’t worth it.

      “He wanted me to be someone I wasn’t. And when I couldn’t, he chose Russell over me.”

      “I’m sorry, Liv. I’m not letting anyone come and ruin my happiness,” Emma says.

      Surprise has me shifting off the bed. “You’re happy?”

      “Yes. Thanks to Trey.”

      Emma glances to the half-open door, shutting it to a crack. Our parents have been arguing most of the holidays, Mom finally being more vocal about the fact she’s upset that Dad screwed us out of the family’s money. I’m starting to wonder if they’ll last.

      “New Year’s Eve I said I was going to that party, but I went to his place instead. He planned this whole night for us, with music, and candles… He got vanilla ones by mistake, and his brothers have been giving him shit ever since because their entire place still smells like it.” Her lips curve and she tugs on a piece of hair. “I figured it would hurt, or that he’d rush, but he didn’t.”

      The feeling in my chest is gratitude, not envy. “Tell me you’re being safe.”

      “Of course. I don’t want to get pregnant young like Mom. Sorry,” she goes on at my look.

      Emma turns to her pile of clothes, tossing another few garments into the box to donate.

      The dog returns, something lightly in her teeth.

      “Mr. Snuffles!” My lips twitch.

      Emma lifts it gingerly from Kismet’s mouth. “God. This thing is old.”

      “Mom and Dad got that for you when you were two. They wanted to get you this swan, but I told them you’d like the elephant better.”

      “Its trunk is all smooshed.”

      “Because you wouldn’t let it go.”

      “What the hell.” Emma tosses it into a separate pile.

      “Where’s your box for things to move?”

      “I have a couple by the front door, but Mr. Snuffles can go in there.” She nods to a big suitcase in the corner and Kismet paws at the door.

      “I’m going to take her out,” I tell Emma, heading for the door.

      “Liv?” My sister’s voice stops me. “I love you. You know that.”

      I frown at her weird inflection. “I love you too. Didn’t think Mr. Snuffles would make you so sentimental.”

      I grab Kismet’s leash and pull on boots.

      We walk the entire Upper West Side. It’s been covered in snow since New Year’s.

      I couldn’t control what happened at school this fall. Now, I need to figure out a path forward—something I couldn’t bring myself to do since returning, but I’ll have to square with soon enough.

      When I get home, the fresh air has me feeling a bit better.

      The second I walk in the door, my mother’s voice calls. “Olivia?”

      “Yeah.” I tug off my scarf, meeting her worried gaze.

      “Did you take Emma with you?”

      “No. She’s packing.”

      I unclip Kismet’s leash and step out of my boots, padding down the hall. Emma’s door is open and I lean in.

      No sign of her.

      “She probably went to hang out with her friends.” Or her boyfriend.

      I start to head back out, but do a double take—not at what’s there, but what’s missing.

      Her huge suitcase.

      Worry creeps into my stomach, and I grab my phone and dial her number.

      There’s no answer.
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        SAWYER

      

      

      “You need the foam finger,” Daniel calls over the crowd.

      I flip up my jacket collar against the cold wind. “I’m not getting a foam finger.”

      “It’s part of the experience.”

      The experience in question is an NFL game, the stadium packed to bursting with stalwart fans. Every person here is elated to bear witness to today’s contest. A team surrounding a team, all because they want to wear the same colors and rejoice or mourn in unison over an athlete they’ll never meet toting a ball across an arbitrary line.

      “Does the man not know how to attend a football game? My gift to you.” Ricardo passes me a huge foam finger from his seat on the other side of Andy and Daniel.

      My lip curls and Andy laughs.

      When Daniel and the guys insisted I take the extra seat, they claimed it was to take advantage of winter break before school starts next week.

      Because I haven’t been enjoying my hard-won time off?

      On the outside, I might look like I have my shit together, but I got through exams on sheer will. The TAs grading were from the department pool, which was fine until one of them stupidly brought to my attention that a third-year student didn’t take her exam and what should he do with her final grade?

      Two guesses who that was.

      Since getting expelled, Olivia and I haven’t spoken. She cleared out of her residence room in record time, then ignored my calls over winter break.

      We’ve never gone this long without talking, and it’s driving me insane.

      Every time I hear her cheerful instructions to leave a message, I want to punch something. I couldn’t bring myself to text her because the conversation we need to have won’t happen in pixels.

      She’s torn up over being forced out of Russell. The way she looked at me in that room still haunts me.

      Doesn’t she understand that my instinct was to tear through every person there, starting with the dean?

      She wanted me to save her.

      I am saving you, I wanted to shout in her face.

      A woman passes down the row with a bright ballcap and my eyes follow her.

      Zander laughs. “You want a purple hat, Redmond?”

      “Yeah, I think I do.” I need to stretch my legs, plus there’s someone who would get a kick out of the souvenir.

      On my way out of our seats, I pass a section made up mostly of kids from about Andy’s age to high school. Their energy is palpable, their eyes bright with delight.

      One of the guys with them files after me toward the inside of the stadium.

      “Sweet section for a bunch of kids,” I comment.

      “It’s Big Brothers, Big Sisters. The team donates a group of tickets. Grown-ups get to go for free, which is a bonus, but it’s worth it to see the kids so happy.”

      It’s the end of halftime when I get through the line and pay for the overpriced headgear and head back to the game.

      Andy points to the cheerleaders. “They’re really good!”

      “I was never into cheerleaders,” Ric says.

      “But they’re so flexible. Emotionally flexible,” Zander amends at Daniel’s pointed look. “You ever date a girl who could bring her foot up that high?”

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “And how was it?”

      She stole my heart and wore it around her neck like her diamond.

      “Complicated.”

      Play resumes but the guys’ attention is on me. If this was an excuse for a therapy session, we could’ve tailgated without the pricey tickets.

      “She thinks I turned my back on her and she’s not speaking to me.” I squint at Daniel through the late afternoon sun.

      “I want you to be happy. And if this girl makes you happy…you should try.”

      “I’ve tried. Believe me.”

      “She doesn’t want to hear what you’re saying, find something new to say.” Daniel shakes a foam finger in my face.

      “Do that one more time, I’ll shove that up your ass.”
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      It’s been hours and there’s still no word from Emma.

      It’s possible she went off with friends, but I’m worried she didn’t answer my text. And she was acting strange before she left.

      “Liv? I love you. You know that.”

      I’ve tried calling and texting, even checked some of her favorite places around our neighborhood. Maybe she’s more bummed about the move than she let on.

      Which doesn’t explain the missing suitcase.

      When I trudge home and let myself in, I’ve barely dropped into a chair in the living room when the front door cracks.

      “Hello?”

      I leap up and run to the hall at Emma’s voice.

      “Where have you been?”

      She’s there, beaming, her hair curled and eyes lined and cheeks pink. “At Trey’s place. I’m going back there now.”

      “We were worried about you.”

      “You don’t need to worry anymore.” She holds up a hand and a clear stone blinks from her fourth finger. “I’m engaged.”

      She turns her hand and I grasp it, my stomach falling through the floor.

      My baby sister is engaged? Is that possible?

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “You would’ve tried to talk me out of it.”

      “Because you’re in high school! You have your whole life ahead of you,” I gasp.

      “He’s the one, Liv. I know it! Mom even tried to break us up, but it didn’t work. I told you we’ve been hanging out all break and it’s been insanely romantic.”

      “But…how are you going to finish school?”

      “He and his brothers have a place in the Bronx. I can finish from there.” My sister’s glowing. “You’ll love him. He’s strong, and passionate, and rough around the edges...”

      “Emma?” My mother sweeps in from the kitchen, surveying Emma from head to toe.

      Her gaze stops at Emma’s hand. She presses her own hand to her face.

      “Mom. You’re pale. I think you should sit down…” I grab for her as she slips.

      I half help, half carry her to the couch.

      “We broke Mom,” Emma whispers.

      “I had nothing to do with it. Go to the kitchen and get me a damp towel. If you can do that without causing any more drama.”

      She starts that way, her shoulders slumping.

      Feeling like an asshole, I turn to call after her. “Tell me he at least got down on one knee.”

      She turns back and her lips twitch. “He did.”
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      I’m in bed that night after she’s gone off with her boyfriend.

      Fiancé.

      Whatever he is this week.

      Mom was inconsolable, even with Dad to comfort her.

      Emma promised I could meet Trey soon. When she showed me pictures from the proposal, her beaming and a too-good-looking guy with wicked eyes and straight teeth, a pang hit me in the stomach.

      Not because I envied her, but because I had no idea this was going on and I wish she’d confided in me.

      Why didn’t she? Have I been that caught up in my own business I haven’t been paying enough attention to my sister?

      “Come to New York with me.”

      Sawyer didn’t ask me to marry him, but he asked me to take a chance on him.

      If I had, would I be lying next to him in some Midtown condo, his body warming mine, instead of here alone, willing my stupid heart to stop throbbing?

      I roll over for the thousandth time. Despite the cool air in my bedroom, I’m hot everywhere. My tank top and shorts feel like a snowsuit.

      I haven’t been touched in weeks, but my body hasn’t gotten the message that physical satisfaction is off the priority list.

      There’s no reason it has to be just because the rest of my life is imploding.

      As I shift in bed and slip a hand down my stomach, my phone vibrates on my pillow in the dark.

      

      Repentant Asshole: I have something you’ve been missing.

      

      I shoot upright.

      Sawyer.

      We haven’t talked since before the break. He cannot be trying to flirt with me right now.

      Then again, this is the man who fingered me against his car in the middle of his driveway. Subtlety isn’t his strong suit.

      Traitorous heat floods my body, settling between my thighs.

      Not happening.

      I’m not sure if I’m telling him or myself.

      My fingers fly over the keyboard, writing and deleting words.

      You can’t be serious. You think you can drop some dirty talk and I’ll come running…

      I pause my typing as an image comes through.

      It’s a piece of tape with my name in Lancaster’s handwriting.

      A second photo is of the fish tank.

      The breath whooshes out, an embarrassed flush crawling up my cheeks.

      He wasn’t sexting me.

      But then what does he mean…

      A swell of emotion lodges in my throat.

      

      Liv: Lancaster left me his fish?

      

      He kept this from me.

      Why?

      I zoom in on the picture. Half a dozen fish are visible, including the black ghost knife fish.

      

      Liv: You’ve been feeding them.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Once or twice.

      

      My gasp is audible. As if he hears it, he texts back.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Yes, I’m feeding them. The fish are fine.

      

      Repentant Asshole: How are you?

      

      It takes a moment to realize I answered his text. Before even deciding I was going to.

      

      Liv: Was this your plan? Hold the fish ransom so I’d talk to you?

      

      Dots appear immediately.

      

      Repentant Asshole: That doesn’t sound like me.

      

      I snort, incredulous.

      

      Liv: Don’t act offended. You stole my underwear the first time in your office.

      

      Repentant Asshole: You moaned when I dragged them off you.

      

      My breath catches.

      It’s so easy to slip into familiar banter with this man. To pretend the last few weeks never happened, that I could hop on the train and be back in his arms in two hours, trading smiles and filthy promises and shutting out the world.

      

      Repentant Asshole: And that was the second time in my office.

      

      Repentant Asshole: The first time you showed up with paint on your arm and your perfect mouth in this tight little line because you weren’t taking no for an answer.

      

      I should hate him, but I can’t.

      I love him too much.

      I shift in bed, the soft sheets feeling rough against my back as I turn over and stare up at the phone screen.

      

      Repentant Asshole: I’m bringing you the fish.

      

      The idea of Sawyer here makes my heart race.

      His dark, hungry gaze.

      Him climbing over me in my queen bed, the canopy over top, where Adam and I hooked up once senior year when my parents were away.

      He wouldn’t care what’s packed in the boxes, or what my parents are fighting about beyond the door, he’d only care about me.

      

      Liv: Don’t. Keep them.

      

      Repentant Asshole: He wanted you to have them.

      

      Liv: Just…keep them for now. Until I figure out what I’m doing.

      

      Repentant Asshole: What are you doing?

      

      Awareness prickles my skin, and I swallow.

      

      Liv: Lying in bed.

      

      Repentant Asshole: I meant in New York.

      

      Gah. Of course that’s what he meant.

      I tell the throbbing between my thighs to cease and desist.

      

      Liv: I’m looking into schools. I’m a year and a half short of graduating, so I’d need to transfer my credits.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Don’t get ahead of yourself.

      

      Irritation rises up, slicing through the haze of arousal.

      

      Liv: I get that you picked Russell over me, but you think I should give up on a degree altogether? That’s cold, Professor.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Not what I meant. And if you think I picked Russell over you, you’re not as smart as I thought you were.

      

      With everything that went down today, my emotions are all over the place. I don’t trust myself and I sure as hell don’t trust him.

      

      Liv: I need to sleep. Thanks for not killing my fish.

      

      I drop back against the pillow and toss the phone to the carpet next to my bed. The phone’s screen is a bright outline until it finally clicks off.

      I shut my eyes for a minute.

      Two.

      Ten.

      Sleep won’t come.

      Because I’m a glutton for punishment and talking to him reminds me how much I miss his company, I shift off the edge of my bed and reach for the phone.

      

      Liv: How’s the team?

      

      I hold my breath, thinking he’s not going to answer.

      One minute later, he does.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Adam’s not the sharpest pencil in the box.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Still not sure how you dated him for three years.

      

      My mouth twitches.

      

      Liv: We grew up together. He was cute.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Is that why you dated me?

      

      The hairs on my neck lift.

      

      Liv: We never dated.

      

      Repentant Asshole: What would you call it?

      

      The most incredible whirlwind.

      Feeling alive for the first time.

      Riding the edge of a cliff and not caring whether I stayed on top or fell over, as long as I was with you.

      

      Liv: A mistake.

      

      It’s not true, but I don’t take it back. If I give Sawyer an inch, he’ll strip away my walls and do whatever he wants with what he finds inside.

      

      Repentant Asshole: That’s bullshit and you know it.

      

      I roll onto my back and shut my eyes.

      I clutch the phone to my chest, imagining I can feel him instead. His strong shoulders and lean hips and firm lips that torment every inch of me.

      It’s seconds or minutes before my phone vibrates again.

      

      Repentant Asshole: If you need a reference for school, I’ll get you one. I’ll always give you what you need.

      

      I’ll always give you what you need.

      I stare at the pixels in black and white on my phone.

      Sawyer’s talking about school, but the sudden arousal heating my body didn’t get the memo.

      The fact that he turned me into a woman who’s used to regular orgasms and great sex doesn’t have to be a bad thing.

      It doesn’t have to be personal. He doesn’t have to know.

      I’m in control.

      I switch a couple of settings to activate voice-to-text.

      My fingers slip down to caress my breast, my nipple already hard.

      “You think you know what that is?” I murmur, quiet enough my voice doesn’t reach my closed door not to mention my parents’ room down the hall.

      The phone converts it to text, and sends it off at the touch of a button.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Tell me what you want and it’s yours.

      

      My fingers are under my panties, teasing. My hips arch up off the bed.

      I’ll always give you what you need.

      Tell me what you want and it’s yours.

      My eyes drift closed as I stroke deeper, my thumb rolling over my clit and my fingers sliding lower.

      Need courses through me, the pulse of pleasure tugging all the way from my breasts to where I’m touching myself.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      

      Repentant Asshole: Or I could just tell you what you need.

      

      I picture Sawyer on his elbows over me, all dark intensity and warm mirth.

      He nudges my thighs wider.

      He’s fingering me, his dark eyes locked on mine and promising all kinds of sins. He strokes long and slow, hitting me in that spot along my front wall that makes me hiss.

      “Oh God, don’t stop.”

      His thumb presses down on my clit, and he lowers his dirty mouth to my body, tracing his lips along the curve of my breast before sucking so hard on my nipple that my toes cramp.

      I drop the phone on the bed and plunge two fingers where I’m soaked and aching.

      When the climax rips through me, it’s the hardest I’ve come in weeks. Tremors wrack my body for ages.

      Eventually, the buzz of the phone makes me crack open an eye I didn’t realize was shut.

      There are no new texts

      But there is a voice message.

      My stomach tightens.

      I hit play and Sawyer’s growl fills my ears.

      “If I’d known you were going to get off to this, I would’ve been more direct.”

      He heard me.

      Somehow, the phone got my moans and comments.

      Shit.

      Another message appears. My sweat-damp hair sticks to my forehead, my finger hovering over the play button before I hit it.

      “You might not want to hear what I have to say, but hear this, Cherry… You can run anywhere. We both know when you moan, it’s still my name on your lips. When you come, it’s still my cock you feel.”
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      I wake up to the sound of arguing in the hall, still groggy after drifting in and out of sweat-soaked dreams all night.

      Last night was a minor setback.

      Yes, it was sweet that he took care of the fish.

      My fish.

      But that doesn’t change the reality that he was right about one thing…

      Our relationship wasn’t meant to survive outside of Russell.

      And future conversations about fish or exes or orgasms are strictly off the table.

      Padding to the door, I crack it open.

      “There she is!” Jules calls from the front door.

      Kat ducks under my mom’s arm, taking in my pajamas. “You’re not dressed for this.”

      “What’s this?”

      “A kidnapping. We’re going to the Brooklyn Flea Market, and tonight we have tickets for Drunk Shakespeare.”

      My heart lifts. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

      I go back into my room to get ready. In record time, I’m back in the hallway and dressed for the day.

      “This place would make a great laser tag setup.” Jules peers around the boxes stacked everywhere as I pull my jacket on.

      “Moving truck comes tomorrow. I’m glad you guys are here.”

      “You might not be in a second,” Jules says cryptically as we head outside.

      There’s a car parked on the road, and in the back, a head bobs.

      My feet stop. “What the…”

      The door opens, and a redhead shifts out eyeing me warily.

      “Madison? You guys brought Madison?!”

      There’s a long list of people I’m not excited to see right now, and she’s near the top of it.

      We might be on better terms than we were at the beginning of the semester, but she did nothing to speak up for me when it was clear the guys wanted to kick me off the team. She practically waved goodbye with a smile on her face.

      Kat slides between us. “She was desperate. There was begging. It wasn’t pretty.”

      I fold my arms and cut a look over her shoulder.

      Madison holds out a coffee. “We need to talk.”

      I take it from her. “Not talking.”

      “Then you can listen. Get in the car.”
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        * * *

      

      The four of us head to Brooklyn, me and Madison in the back. It’s the most awkward group in history.

      “The team is in trouble without you,” Madison says as we start for the flea market.

      “It hasn’t been the best holiday for me either.”

      In my limited researching of schools, I found out Columbia wouldn’t admit me until at least the fall, which means I have the winter, spring, and summer before I could get in anywhere else—even with good grades and glowing references.

      Probably from guys I haven’t fucked.

      “I went to see the dean last week. And he was creepy.”

      Jules turns to listen. This must’ve been what she told my roommates to make them bring her.

      “What do you mean creepy?”

      “Just weird. I needed a signature on some forms for school, and he was asking all kinds of questions. Told me I had a bright future. But in that icky way.”

      On the weekend, the traffic is relatively light, but it’s still New York. I wish this car could move faster.

      “If you want to commiserate, I’m here. But I’m not sure what else I can do.”
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