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        This book contains BDSM, kinky play, some mild humiliation play (in private), blood-drinking, vampirism stuff, mentions of gore and injuries, physical violence (not between the main characters) and some bullying (not between the main characters). 
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      Light filtered through the gap in the curtains and hit my eyes, I could hear myself grumbling as I woke up. Half tangled in a bedsheet, one of my arms and one of my legs dangled off the bed and it felt like all my hair was in my face. It wasn’t the most elegant way to start the day. Someone moved beside me, and I pushed my hair out of my eyes to look over at the occupant of the bed.

      A girl.

      A girl with thick red hair and a little smile on her face. Cute.

      I peered at her, willing her name to come to me. Meryl? Megan? Michaela? I cleared my throat as quietly as I could and sat up, swinging my legs off the bed. Time to escape. The room was dim, and a little messy. I couldn’t see my clothes. Leaning down, my stomach lurched.

      Don’t be sick don’t be sick don’t be sick. I sat up again and took a steadying breath.

      I had a somewhat blurry flashback to me and the girl crashing through the door of her dorm room. We’d tried to undress each other while still kissing, and that was before we got into her bedroom. Had we lost all our clothes? If I could just find boxers…

      “Where are you going?” The girl shifted, sat up, looking at me blearily, clutching the covers over her chest like she was in a movie. Just then I spotted my boxers near the window and went to pick them up.

      “Um, breakfast,” I said, sounding brighter than I felt. “I have an early class…”

      “I should’ve known,” she crashed back onto the bed with a sigh.

      “Known what?”

      “You wouldn’t stay for cuddling.”

      “We cuddled last night.”

      I had a flash of kissing her up against a wall the night before. The taste of her lip gloss in my mouth, mixing with the tang of the bourbon I’d been drinking.

      “Look, uh…” I blanked for a moment and then her name came to me Mackenzie, I smiled with relief. “Mackenzie. Kenz. I’m sorry, it was real good and all but I gotta go.”

      “Yeah, but.” She frowned, then her expression softened. “Get out of here. It’s fine, a hook up, I get it.”

      “You’re cool.” I smiled and leaned in to kiss her cheek before I quickly gathered up the rest of my clothes and bolted for the lounge.

      It was just past dawn, none of her roommates were up yet. I got dressed in peace. Once I had my t-shirt on, which had a stain I didn’t notice until I was already wearing it, wine, probably. I tugged on my jeans then shoes, and I was out of there. I pulled my jacket on as I exited the building. I shrugged off the lingering feeling of guilt that was settling in my stomach in regard to Kenz. It wasn’t anything serious, she knew that. Let it go.

      It was still early enough that just a few early birds and morning joggers were there to witness me walking out of the girls’ dorm. Taking a deep breath, I relaxed in the crisp morning air.

      Slowly I became aware of a dull ache in my knuckles. Glancing down at the back of one of my hands I saw a familiar bruising. Had to have been a fight. No memory of what that’d been about, or who with. Maybe that was for the best.

      I made my way through the campus grounds and the few extra blocks to the apartment I shared with my best friend. We lived off campus, so we didn’t have to deal with dorm life, and I enjoyed the freedom of it.

      As I opened the door, I was greeted with the smell of something delicious. Max was cooking. Max wasn’t as tall as me, but at six foot four and with broad shoulders, most people aren’t. Max was just under six foot. Latino and had the sparkliest eyes I’d ever seen. We’d been roommates in freshman year and quickly found we got on like a house on fire. We’d fast bonded over our shared love of surfing, action movies and driving for takeout in the middle of the night.

      “You’re up?” I asked, running a hand through my shaggy brown hair. I should get it cut sometime soon.

      But it’s too much effort.

      “You’re home?” Max countered, looking around at me and grinning.  “C’mon, Brandon. Who was it last night?”

      “Uh, Mackenzie… you know, Mackenzie? Redhead from the big North dorm?” I crashed onto the sofa, resisting an urge to hide my face in a cushion. Barely. I picked it up and squeezed it in my hands instead. I knew Max was going to have a lot to say about this whole thing, and I just wanted it over with.

      “Oh? Yeah, she’s cute. Back on girls, then?”

      Max brought me a coffee, which is the only reason I didn’t tell him to shut up. I took the coffee and wrapped my hands around it. “I guess. I don’t know.”

      “Must be a nice change from the frat boys.”

      I glared at him over the edge of my mug of coffee.

      “Shut up.” I grimaced, thinking of the couple of weeks ago when I kept on kissing boys who’d swear they weren’t gay, and then they’d kiss me back so hard our teeth would slam together. It wasn’t as much fun as I’d hoped.

      If they had a vague idea of what they were doing, the energy and roughness could be really enjoyable, but it wasn’t always the case. It had led to more unsatisfying evenings than gratifying ones.

      “I’m saying, it wasn’t a proud moment for any of us when you went through Phi Kappa Epsilon and turned half of them gay. They’re gross, and they all had sexuality crises and it was disruptive.” Max pulled a face, stirring the pan of sizzling pan. It looked to be full of scrambling eggs and some black beans, bacon strips cooled nearby and another pan had rice in it.  “Can you choose one person to sleep with all the time and stop moving so fast? don’t care if you like them, but can you just pick one person and stick with them, cos I’m sick of the drama.”

      “Please be quiet,” I groaned, closing my eyes. The question of what my sexuality was or wasn’t shouldn’t be brought up before midday. Or ever. “Look, can we just, like… blow off classes and go surfing or something today?”

      Max grinned. “Now you’re speaking my language. Go get changed, I’ll make this into breakfast burritos. I’ll even drive us so you can sleep a little.”

      “I don’t deserve you.” I stood up and headed to my bedroom to change, smiling for the first time that day.

      “You so don’t! You’re gonna buy the gas and drive us home, and get the burgers and snacks, and do laundry when we’re back.”

      “Fine. Fine!” I went into my room, stomach rumbling at the thought of Max’s breakfast burritos - stuffed full of beans, bacon, dirty rice, scrambled eggs and hot sauce. Nothing like a breakfast burrito to get rid of a hangover.

      I took in the state of the room. Bed, shelves, desk, all overrun with dirty clothes, schoolbooks and old food wrappers. Chores were needed, I was going to run out of clean clothes soon…but surfing first.

      I stripped off, changed into board shorts and a fresh T-shirt, hauled my wetsuit out and retrieved my board from the corner where it leaned against the wall.

      “Ready!”
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      On the drive home from the beach, Max lay back, trying to go to sleep, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the playlist I’d made for chill out times.

      My thoughts weren’t exactly relaxing. They were spiralling about my own behavior. I couldn’t really believe I’d gone there with Mackenzie; she wasn’t even my type.

      Did I have a type at this point?

      Why couldn’t I stop questioning everything today?

      “So, what are you doing dude?” Max asked, after a few songs.

      “What?” I asked, jolted out of my thoughts.

      “Your sister called last night, asking after you.”

      “What?” I frowned. “Why didn’t she call my phone?”

      “She said she did and it went right to voicemail, so she called me. She hasn’t heard from you in ages and she wanted to meet up for your birthday.”

      I groaned a little. “I forgot that it was coming up.”

      “Did you really? And why didn’t you take Martina’s call?”

      I chewed on my lower lip. “I’m… I don’t remember it coming through. I guess I drank a few last night.”

      Max groaned and shoved me in the shoulder. “Maybe you oughta think of doing one of those drink free months things. No beers June, dry July or whatever it is.”

      I winced at the shove to my shoulder, I’d found a bruise there when I put my wetsuit on. It looked more and more like I’d gotten into a fight the night before, or at least some kind of rough and tumble wrestling match with someone at the party.

      I hadn’t thought I was drinking that much but if I’d rejected a call from my sister, possibly had a fight and then ended up with Mackenzie and I couldn’t remember any of it? That was probably a bad sign. Maybe a few weeks with no alcohol would be a good thing…

      “Shit. But I have that bottle of Speyside whiskey, the really good stuff.”

      “It’ll keep, bud.”

      I sighed. Max usually didn’t suggest stuff out of nowhere. It made me nervous. “You really think it’s a good idea?”

      “Hey, you know that one movie with the person who ruins their life, and they have to go into rehab? If you don’t want to recreate it? Focus on your classes, do some homework and drag that grade up, work out and eat some goddamn vegetables. Maybe you’ll feel more on top of things.”

      I nodded, sighing heavily. This was not going to be fun. “Okay, I’ll give it a try. And for the record? You’re so much of a hipster I can’t stand it sometimes.”

      “Liking vegetables doesn’t make me a hipster, you know.” Max chuckled, turned partially on his side and went to sleep. I wondered how long I could stay sober.

      I didn’t like thinking of that too much, so I switched on the radio instead of the playlist and tuned into the news. It appeared there was something weird going on…

      “The student was found with lacerations over the neck and shoulder area. She’s in stable condition in the hospital. The campus security team was quick to deny any suggestions that this attack was part of a pattern or that students were in any way unsafe.”

      I listened for a while, frowning as the DJ spoke about an attack on someone on my campus, and played an interview from some stoner joking about a vampire. I couldn’t remember ever hearing of a violent attack like that at school before. Sure, people sometimes got into fights, but it was usually two drunk dudes at a frat. I switched over to a station playing music and tried to forget about it.

      I called my sister once we got back to our apartment.

      “Hey Martina, it’s me.”

      “Brandon, are you okay?” Martina cut straight to the chase; it was one of the things I admired about my big sister. Of course, she was using my full name which always made me think I was in trouble.

      “Uh, yeah, I’m good.” I sat down on the end of my bed.

      “Because Mom said she got a letter from the dean.”

      “Oh, uh, I guess I’ve missed a couple of classes but it’s fine, I can make it up.” I frowned, I didn’t think things had got that bad.

      “Brand, the family trust’s not paying for you to go through college just to drink and flunk out of every class. You’ve gotta shape up.” Her tone changed abruptly. “I know it’s hard this time of year…”

      Instinctively, I looked at the photo tacked to my pinboard, a family picture from five years earlier. My father, Jeffrey, stood with an arm around my mom, Christina. My sister and I stood in front and we were all smiling at the camera. It was from a family holiday in Florida, a few months before my dad had died.

      It had been right around this time of year. I frowned.

      “It’s not about that, Marty,” I said. Although I wasn’t sure if it was true. “I’m okay. I guess I feel a little directionless, but I’ll do better. Max has a plan and he’ll help me out. Look, don’t worry about me, okay?”

      Martina sighed a little. “You’re my baby brother, I can’t help but worry. Did you even pick a major yet?”

      “Yes, I had to, I picked marine biology.” I scowled, picking at a loose thread on my comforter.

      “I’m gonna be coming through on the campaign trail in a few weeks, let’s meet up for your birthday, okay?”

      I nodded. Every time I remembered my sister’s highflying job, working with a state senator, I felt like a failure.

      “Right, sounds good.” Even I could tell I sounded dull and defeated.

      “I’ll take you to that Italian place, my treat,” she said, extra cheery. “Take care of yourself, okay? I don’t want to have to call Max again.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Love you Marty.”

      “Love you, little brother,” she said as she hung up. I stared at the floor for a moment and then checked the rest of my messages. There was another party happening over the East side of campus… Maybe one last night of fun before I got serious?
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      Two hours later I was taking a shot and laughing at a small party on campus. I was splitting a bottle of tequila with a couple of girls and one of them was half in my lap, warm and soft against me, when movement near the door caught my eye.

      “Who is that?” I breathed. The young man who’d just come in looked like some kind of Emo or Goth wet dream. Jet back hair, which had to be dyed. His blue eyes rimmed with way too much black eyeliner. He held himself with poise, a straight back, a long neck and relaxed shoulders. His skin was clear, glowing almost in the low light like he’d never had a zit in his life. He wore those tight black pants with the straps and buckles over the legs, a tight shiny black t-shirt which hugged his muscular chest and a beat up black leather jacket with way more buckles and straps than it needed.

      Sandy, the girl partially in my lap, turned to look.

      “No idea, must be new.” She leaned forward for a handful of popcorn and I sat back, watching the strange man move inside. He scanned the room and met my eyes.

      I felt like I couldn’t move, the way he was staring into me. I couldn’t breathe, for a moment. Then he looked away, his lip curling in a sneer and I swallowed.

      “You okay, Brand?” Sandy asked. I nodded, reaching for the tequila, taking a long drink directly from the bottle.

      Along with the tequila I tried to swallow down the excitement and yeah, arousal that had awakened in me from the way the guy had looked at me. His gaze had moved to Sandy, and she arched an eyebrow at him before looking back at me. He sneered at her, then  gave me a clear ‘what’re you doing with her?’ expression. Then he sniffed and walked towards the table of booze. It was like watching a model on a catwalk, except with a definite air of danger, like he was a big cat stalking its cage.

      Fuck. I had to know.

      “Scuse me.” I shifted Sandy’s legs off mine. She yelped, almost spilling her drink.

      “Hey,” she protested.

      “Sorry,” I got up and ran a hand through my hair and headed over to the drinks table. I didn’t want to look too desperate, although I’m sure I wasn’t fooling anyone.

      He was looking through the bottles, unimpressed, and slouching to read labels.

      “Hey,” I said, which obviously wasn’t the best opening line, but it was what I had.

      He half turned, glanced at me and then looked back at the labels; he didn’t seem surprised to see me. “Hey.”

      “You uh, new around here?” I asked. I reached past him for a beer, and he looked at me sideways, raising his eyebrows.

      “You could say that.” He picked up a beer, and turned, leaning back against the wall like he owned the place. He looked me up and down and I suddenly felt naked. I cleared my throat, trying to get some of my cool back.

      “I’m Brandon, um. Y- you can call me Brand,” I said. So much for getting cool back, I just fell over half the words in introducing myself.

      “Gage,” he said. “Nice to meetcha.” He stuck out his hand and gave me what could only be described as a smirk. It was the kind of smirk which made me feel like he knew exactly who I was. It wasn’t pleasant exactly, but at least he seemed willing to talk to me and not just leave. Maybe he thought he knew who I was, but he didn’t hate it? At least?

      I found it hard to look away from his eyes, but I took his hand and shook it.

      “Yeah. Um, so, what’re you studying?” His grip was firm, and his hand was colder than I’d have expected given the warm weather. And he was wearing a leather jacket.

      “I’m studying a tall dude. He’s called Brand, I guess,” he said.

      I felt my cheeks go red and took a deep swig of my beer, hoping to hide it. “Right, I meant at school.”

      “We’re on campus, aren’t we?”

      “You know what I mean,” I said, grinning now. I could tell he was fucking with me, but it wasn’t in
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