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Content Note


Should you, as the reader, have trouble with the following keywords out of any reason, you are at liberty to put this book back and move on. Because this story—even if freely invented and at no time intentionally related to events and people (living or dead) in the real world—will handle all these keywords in some way. You have to decide for yourself how and if you’re up to it.


My recommended age limit for this book is 18+.
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	Explicit sex scenes


	Implication of rape


	Trauma & childhood trauma


	Various forms of accidents


	Amnesia


	Excessive alcohol intake


	War&Warfare, and PTSD


	Toxic, pathological possessiveness


	Anti-lesbian statements made by a character


	Glorification of abuse by a character


	Animal abuse & killing







For everyone hoarding


like a dragon


just not with pesky metal.


No matter how long it takes to read them all—


every single one is love,


every single one is home,


and therefore is family.






Prologue


“That’s the deal. Take it or leave it—your choice.”


There has to be a catch, I just don’t know what it is right now. This can’t be all of it. It’s too easy.


The woman perched on the edge of the dining room chair opposite me rocks the toe of her shoe in an impatient manner. Her manicured fingers are interlaced on her lap and her golden wedding ring flashes as she stretches them in a minimalist movement. Her blond hair is coiffed into a perfect bun at the back of her head. Her features are hard—her brown eyes lifeless, and her mouth compressed into a thin line. The sternness and disapproval she radiates are palpable.


The man sitting on the other side of the dining table is the exact opposite. He wears a simple plain sweater and jeans, his dark brown hair is already thinning, and his green eyes radiate a friendly warmth as he waits silently for my response.


“Okay, I’ll take it,” I decide, still on guard.


“Excellent.” The woman rises and a cunning smile graces her aging features.


So I did miss something.









SEPTEMBER









1


Gwen


I stand in the doorway to the room I’ll be sharing with Theresa from now on. Her suitcase is on her assigned bed, the clothes spilling out, laying in an almost dramatic arrangement across all her other stuff.


Opposite Theresa’s bed is the one assigned to me. Right next to it there’s a small desk and a simple folding chair leaning against the side. A tiny cupboard filled with shelves for clothes and books is squeezed in just beside the desk, behind the door.


I frown slightly. The shelves on the other side of the room will in no way be sufficient for all the clothes Theresa has in her suitcase.


With a small first step into the room, I begin my new life at Kinghorn High University.


Only now do I allow myself to breathe a slow and controlled sigh of relief. For so long I’ve been working toward attending this college, taking on after-school jobs, and saving money whenever I possibly could. And now I’m actually here to start my Bachelor of Science in Computer Science and Design.


Theresa rushes in behind me and squeals a little when she sees me. She spreads her arms wide, embracing me in one of her infamous squeezing hugs, and chirps into my ear, “Now we can finally start living, Gwen!”


I wriggle out of the embrace, trying to pump air back into my lungs, and reply, “Let’s hope this place is what we both truly want.”


Theresa clicks her tongue in disapproval and smacks me on the upper arm. Then she folds her arms and looks at me scrutinizingly. “You didn’t work all your life for this to start doubting it now! We can do this, Gwen.”


Yes, if I had your confidence, Theresa, I want to reply cynically, but I don’t. After all, she gave up on her dream of going to the college of her choice in the UK to study here with me. Because of this stupid deal with my mother. The fact that she did that means more to me than anything else, and I hope she knows that.


But Theresa doesn’t give me time for pondering today. She directs me to my bed, tells me to unpack while she does the same.


By the time we’re done with unpacking, I’m more than ready to lie down and relax, but she won’t let me. She grabs my arm and drags me out of the room. I just have time to quickly grab my paperback version of The Little Hobbit, which I’m reading for what feels like the hundredth time, before she leads me out onto campus.


“Socializing” is what she calls it when she drags me along with her, approaching complete strangers to see if they might be potential acquaintances for us. Yes, for both of us, because I’m the opposite of Theresa when it comes to her optimism and openness. That’s something people have to be able to deal with when they get to know us.


She left me on a bench after a while to make the new acquaintances. It doesn’t bother me much—Theresa’s the extrovert and I’m the introvert. Together we complement each other and counteract the other’s flaws. Though I personally don’t see our character types as flaws. Simply put, they just are.


Character types, in my opinion, are composed of primarily three things: first, the nuanced gradients of extroversion or introversion, then the characteristics of one’s zodiac sign, and finally the interference of life experiences.


I’m still sitting there pondering this topic when Theresa rushes toward me, arms flailing frantically. For a second I’m on alert, but then I see the bright smile on her face and the worry turns into terror. I groan, wanting to rise and return to the dorms as if I hadn’t seen my best friend.


Please, no more socializing today, I plead internally. But fate doesn’t favor my empty social battery.


“Gwen! Come on! Party with the junior guys!” she shouts, still a few feet away.


I grimace disapprovingly but am already being grabbed by the arm and pulled in the direction of our room.


“Theresa, please don’t,” I complain, but she just laughs and pulls me all the way back to our freshly occupied room.


An hour later, we’re standing in front of a frat house that I guess must belong to the junior guys. Theresa is fussing with her outfit once again. She’s wearing a tight-fitting pink dress that is short enough to emphasize the length of her legs. Her skin-colored high heels and gold jewelry make her shine a little more than usual.


Uncertain, she looks at me over her shoulder as we climb the stairs. “You’ll stick around, right?”


I snort in amusement and simply reply, “What else am I going to do, Theresa, run off and throw you to the wolves?”


She giggles as we reach the top of the stairs and twirls into the party, joining the fray. Heaving a sigh in surrender, I follow her.


I have no idea how she always does this with the acquaintances, the parties and all that, but I also don’t really want to know. As long as she knows I’m looking out for her, and that I’m able to secretly read an eBook on my phone, she doesn’t mind me standing around grumpily in her vicinity.


I survey the scene, confirm that Maiden Theresa isn’t in distress, and whip out my phone to download a new eBook. Then I start reading, occasionally checking where my best friend is, and following her discreetly through the building.
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Tristan


The party tonight was actually meant for a smaller group of people. My best friend, Harry, however, didn’t want to hear about it and invited every last person he met on campus today—so the place is packed to the ceiling shortly after Harry declares the party started.


I sigh in exhaustion. I just want to sleep. The journey to Kinghorn High takes seven hours by train—if there’s no delays. Today it took nine hours. With only my duffel bag, my luggage could be considered light, but nine hours in those small plastic seats with far too little room for my legs is hell every time.


And as soon as I arrived on campus, Maggie threw herself at me. We broke up before summer break, but Maggie must’ve forgotten that. I was able to get rid of her just long enough to take a shower and change into some different clothes before the party. It’s sheer luck that I was able to sneak out of the second floor and down to the first without her coming running at me with the usual wild screech.


Hopefully not all women are like that. I shake my head as I take the last steps to the twilighted first floor. It would be a shame to constantly have to live with a shrieking beast that doesn’t even know how to articulate itself intelligently.


Something shiny distracts me from my thoughts. Curious, I cast a glance down over the handrail. Directly below me, leaning slightly against the wall, stands a young woman with blond hair, her curls falling into her face as she looks down at her phone. She’s reading. Surprised, I raise my right eyebrow and smile. Now that’s interesting.


The music is blasting against my ears, and people are shouting at one another to be understood. It’s pretty easy to move behind the young woman without her noticing and read along a few lines from her book.


Ugh, romance! I pucker my mouth disparagingly. Typically girly.


She suddenly looks up from her phone and for a moment I think she has noticed me, but she only peers into the crowd until she locates someone and then continues reading.


I allow the cycle to continue twice more before I position myself menacingly behind her, arms crossed in front of my chest, and shout over the music, “Are you seriously reading at my party?”


The stranger flinches, makes the display of her phone go black, and whirls around to look at me. The gaze which hits me is fiery and wild, but also cautious, almost shy. Like a wild deer on the road, ready to leap back into the safety of the forest at any moment.


Her blond hair is long, reaching down to her chest, and her eyes are green like moss. Like the woods in summer at dusk. She isn’t chubby, but she isn’t slim either. No, she has great curves, but she evidently doesn’t want to show them off, because she wears simple straight-leg jeans and a black crew-neck T-shirt.


A thought pops into my head. Her skin’s probably soft like silk when you touch it.


She realizes that I’m staring at her and her ears literally turn tomato red. It looks so damn cute that I almost laugh out loud, but I can force myself keep it together.


And there that deer-like reaction occurs: She wants to take off. Her right leg lifts, ready to bolt. Instinctively, I block her path with my arm, and when she frowns in irritation, I can’t help smiling.


I lean toward her, very slowly so she doesn’t get scared, and say loud enough for her to hear, “Answer the question. Then you may flee, little deer.”


This seems to have been the wrong move because she furrows her eyebrows in annoyance and shoots back venomously, “Why do you care what I do?”


I immediately withdraw. I can’t take any more bitching tonight; I’m too tired for that. So I nod in the direction of where she was looking before and say, “Go ahead and flee then, little deer.”


Before she can respond, I pivot and make a quick getaway.


Just after I’ve mixed myself my first vodka with Red Bull, Maggie appears next to me. Her left hand lands possessively on my backside while the right one slides under my shirt to make contact with my skin. In a squeaky voice, she whines into my ear, “I want to fuck, Tristan. I’ve been waiting for you all summer.”


I bet you have, babe.


But apparently tonight I’m playing the devoted boyfriend. Quickly gulping down my drink, I slam it on the counter and let Maggie pull me back upstairs to one of the many rooms.


I notice right away that she’s already completely wasted. Her breath reeks of alcohol and when she tries to kiss me, her lips barely meet mine, half smooching my cheek instead. With a little insistence, I push her off me and try to keep her mouth away from my face long enough to tell her to drink a glass of water first.


But Maggie doesn’t listen. She plops down onto the mattress and frantically tries to unzip my jeans.


“Maggie,” I insist, but she manages to unzip them and wrap her hand around my cock. I grab her hand to stop her, and she lifts her head to look at me.


She must realize I’m not in the mood, because she makes a pouting face and says, “I didn’t want to break up with you, Tristan. Honestly. My parents just don’t want me to tie myself to someone right now, when my whole life is still ahead of me. You’ve been all I’ve thought about all summer.”


Now I’m really starting to get pissed.


Have you really been thinking about me, or just my cock inside of you? I almost ask, but just about hold back.


Instead I ask, “Have you ever considered that I’m sick of your mind games?”


Her chin trembles threateningly, and I know she’s about to cry. But I no longer care. For me, the moment of our breakup was akin to a liberation. I definitely don’t want to get stuck in this thing she calls a relationship again.


Maggie has been hitting on me since our freshmen year. At that time, I was still dumb and young, and on top of that, attractive as fuck. The Nordic tattoos that start just above my temples and run along my scalp, plus my long black hair, which I usually wear braided, has always been a magnet for women. An intentional one that had worked nicely up until recently. Any woman who met my standards could have me for a fuck if she wanted.


But once I let Maggie have a turn, all the other candidates abruptly turned their backs on me. She had them all firmly in her grip. I was officially “taken” and wasn’t even informed about it until she wanted to celebrate our three-month anniversary. I didn’t even want a relationship; I just wanted to blow off steam after all that schoolwork.


Maggie had me in her iron grip and held me captive until her parents found out she was sleeping with a guy who wasn’t royalty and had tattoos on his head. That was the start of “the grieving days”, as she described to me that single week she fought her parents. But in the end, she gave in.


I scoff. When Daddy stops the money, the fun is suddenly over for most rich kids.


I have never felt as free as I did after the end of this unintentional relationship.


Maggie’s wailing snaps me out of my thoughts. She’s really crying now. I roll my eyes, pull up the zipper on my jeans, sit down next to her and put an arm around her shoulders. She leans against me, crying and crying and crying, leaving me to just sit there and hold her.


When she calms down a little, she croaks out, “You really don’t want to be with me anymore?”


Now I sigh loudly. I shake my head and say in a soft tone, “No, Maggie, I don’t want to be with anyone right now. My summer was a pure disaster and I need to figure some things out. For the future. For my mom and my brother.”


As if you care about that at all, I add in my mind.


Maggie is already withdrawing from me. She staggers into the bathroom and fixes her makeup, then takes a few sips of water straight from the tap. Then, without another glance at me, she walks out of my room.


I shrug, thinking to myself how easy that was and begin the evening of my party for real now.
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Gwen


I see the pretty redhead stumbling back down the stairs. Her high heels make it difficult in the semi-darkness and her eyes seem a little puffy. Shortly after, the guy I’ve been keeping an eye on since our earlier encounter follows. Just to be on the safe side.


But I know for a fact that I find him hot. And not just in the Oh my God, he’s a fuckboy but he’s hot way. No, there’s something about him that intrigues me. I want to know more about him. To get know him better.


Of course, I find him really hot, too. There’s no denying that. I briefly recall the way he looked at me earlier and revel in it.


His eyes appeared bottomless when he caught me reading. He was literally glaring down at me. And I’m not sure about the color of them. For a second they seemed silver, but then more like a very light blue. Like ice. A shiver runs down my spine.


Kind of creepy, in retrospect.


His hair is also interesting. He wears it very long on top and in the back, tied in a bun at the back of his head. The sides of his skull are shaved and I think he has tattoos there. At least, I’ve been able to make out distinctive dark lines reminiscent of Nordic patterns.


Amused, I smirk. Probably watched too much Vikings.


But his face isn’t the classic striking, edged shape that the girls nowadays go so crazy over. No, it’s still a little soft, not quite mature yet, but one can tell that he’s going to become more and more handsome as he ages. I definitely like that.


I also noticed his posture: perfectly straight. Self-confident and self-satisfied. The muscles under his tight-fitting Star Wars T-shirt are obviously defined but not overly exaggerated.


I reprimand myself, coming to my senses. This all means nothing! I made a deal, and that rules him out.


Theresa walks up to me and holds a cup full of dark liquid straight under my nose.


“It’s just Coke,” she yells at me over the music.


I nod my thanks, sip the Coke, and follow the Vikings knockoff with my eyes.


My best friend follows my gaze, grinning at me and pointing with a finger at him. “That’s the one, yes?”


I almost choke on my drink and cough slightly to clear my throat. “What now?”


Theresa shrugs and laughs, then says, “You think I didn’t see you stalking him?”


Before I can comment on that, she continues, “Normally, all your glances are short and to the point, Gwen—typically analytical. This one, though . . . you follow with your eyes as if he has the magnet to match yours in his wallet. Or in his pants.”


Annoyed, I clench my teeth. How can Theresa be so attentive when she’s surrounded by people vying for her attention in the middle of a party?


Theresa notices my frustration. She nudges me in the ribs with her elbow, nods over to Mr. Unknown, and takes off into his direction. I try to stop her, to remind her that it’s useless, but once Theresa has an idea in her head, she won’t let me stop her until she’s accomplished at least something—no matter how that something takes shape.


All I can do is tuck my phone into my jeans and follow her, because that’s why I came here in the first place, right? I, the introvert, passively watch out for my best friend while she lives out her extroversion. As always.


Just great, Gwen. Really.


“Hey, what’s your name?” Theresa yells at the Vikings knockoff as she comes to a stop next to him at the bar. The guy is downing his third vodka mixture.


If he keeps going like this, he’ll be knocked out in half an hour, I theorize, slightly worried.


He turns to Theresa, clearly recognizing her after only a brief sideways glance, and promptly turns even further, only to lock eyes with me, a smug smile gracing his lips. He crosses his arms in front of his chest as best as he can with another full cup and leans back against the bar.


“Is that what you want to know, little deer? Or is it truly this one,” he points with his thumb toward Theresa, “that’s interested?”


Inside me, suppressed frustration competes with embarrassed irritation. Frustration because that’s the second time he’s called me that and because I think he’s so hot—even though he acts like a total jerk. Embarrassment because he caught me, because my heart’s fluttering, and because I know exactly why I shouldn’t waste a second thought on him. I came to this college to study, and I have to stick to my side of the deal.


I take a deep breath to brace myself, step right in front of him and don’t take my eyes off him as I say, “I want to know. You’re being rude, and I want to know who I should be avoiding in the future.”


A confused expression briefly flashes across his face as his eyebrows draw together, but then he’s back to being the carefree prick I assume he always is. His eyes glint down at me in annoyance. He downs another cup, slams it down on the bar counter, and leans toward us so we can hear him better.


“Name’s Tristan. The party you’re at is for my birthday, which was during summer break. I’m in my junior year—computer science. You guys are freshmen, right? It’d be a lot of fun for me to hang out with you two more often.”


Theresa smiles, introduces both of us, and a short time later she has him engrossed in an anecdote from her past. As usual, I automatically slip into the background. But this time I don’t pull out my phone. I want to watch this guy—Tristan—undisturbed for as long as possible. After all, analyzing people isn’t a hobby of mine for nothing.


However, Tristan doesn’t allow me to drift off too far. Again and again, his cool eyes dart over to me, examining me. He asks me questions that are easy to answer and leaves it at that.


Other people join us after only a few minutes. Tristan takes a step back, thus putting me more in the spotlight and introducing Theresa and me to his circle of friends.


“This is Theresa and Gwen. They’re freshmen. Just arrived today,” he says with a grin to the other guy.


His friend smiles openly, his brown eyes warm and friendly, and shakes our hands in turn while shouting over the music, “Harry. Nice to meet you!”


As he speaks, his blond hair falls a little into his forehead, which he immediately brushes away. Although he’s built like a football player, he strikes me as being quite gentle and sensitive.


Harry sips from his cup and lets his petite companion step forward. She’s even shorter than I am, and I’m only about five foot four. Still, her posture radiates pure self-assurance. She wears her brown hair in a pixie cut and black earrings adorn her left ear from top to bottom.


She gives us a fleeting hug and says, “Hi, I’m Sophie. I’m afraid Maggie already left, but I’m sure she’d love to meet you two.”


Behind me, I hear a snort. Tristan’s mixing his tenth drink at the bar, and so far he’s not even swaying. It strikes me how unusual that is. They’re either weak drinks or he can really hold his alcohol.


He positions himself next to me again and, in an ice-cold voice, says, “She’s just mad because she can’t have my dick anymore.”


Utterly perplexed, I try to process what he’s just said. Even Theresa looks confused. Harry, however, bursts out laughing, slapping his thigh with his hand and wiping his eyes with his fingers.


Tristan doesn’t seem to have a filter at the tip of this tongue, that much I’ve realized. And I’m not sure whether that’s a good or bad thing, because I’m used to weighing up every word in my head before it leaves my mouth.


Sophie snorts, her gaze half pitying, half snide. “She wanted to get back together with you, didn’t she?”


Tristan nods. His eyebrows are drawn together and he almost looks angry as he replies, “She said she’d been thinking about me all summer, and that the breakup was because of her parents. But she didn’t mention that she was screwing me over from the start.”


Now I’m curious.


“Screwed you over?” The question slips out before I can stop myself.


His gaze jerks to me and he grins slightly. “I only wanted sex. She, however, told everyone we were a couple and eventually everyone believed it. For two years I was her slave. No one else wanted to fuck me anymore.”


“Oh.”


So, a womanizer of the highest caliber. No, thanks, I’ll pass. I’ve already been there. Plus, it’s my own fault for asking.


The conversation between the others moves on and I’m trying to discreetly retreat when Tristan half-steps behind me to halt my movements. I realize he’s been watching me. I shudder and reach for my cup of Coke, which rests on the counter. It’s empty.


I turn to the bar, but Tristan takes the cup from me without a word. His fingers are incredibly warm, probably from all the liquor he’s dumping into himself. But I can also feel calluses, as if from hard physical labor. I watch him pour me another Coke and press the half-full cup into my hand.


He’s back in full conversation an instant later, as if checking up on me and refilling my cup was the most natural thing in the world.


Frowning, I sip the new Coke, enjoying how the cold drink cools me down a little. I’m developing a headache. I can tell by the way the back of my head starts to pound gingerly. Sighing, I put the cup back on the counter and step closer to Theresa. She automatically leans closer to me, but at the same time she smiles at the others as if she were listening attentively.


“It’s time to leave.”


With a nod, she places her own cup at the bar and clasps my forearm. Then she smiles apologetically and we say goodbye to the others.


I lead her through the crowd toward the door, taking care not to be showered with sticky liquids that are being carelessly pushed and tipped away by the other partygoers. I wonder who’s going to clean all this up in the morning? I’m skeptical it’s the the students themselves.


As soon as we step outside, I groan in relief. The cold does my head an enormous amount of good.


I hear Theresa’s soft laughter and simply ask, “What?”


All she does is shake her head. We walk back to our dorm in silence, holding hands so that I can steady Theresa in her high heels on the gravel, and we simply enjoy the welcome freshness that surrounds us.


As soon as we arrive at our room, she kicks her heels off and accompanies the movement with such a loud groan that I raise my eyebrows.


“Why do you wear them if they’re so uncomfortable?” I want to know.


She wiggles her toes, bobs back and forth a few times, then heads toward the bathroom. “What a woman does to be beautiful . . . ” I hear her crooning as she closes the door behind her.


As if you’d need those kind of shoes to achieve beauty, I want to snap, but I decide against it. I’m too exhausted and my social battery is so drained, I could probably lie in a corner all by myself for three days straight and it still wouldn’t be recharged.


The bathroom door reopens more quickly than I’d expected. Theresa’s voice wafts over to me. “Gwen?”


I squint around the corner. She’s standing in front of the mirror at the sink, carefully brushing her Latina curls.


“Yes?” I reply cautiously.


Her eyes turn to me in the mirror and she looks serious as she says, “You liked him, didn’t you? Tristan, I mean.”


I shrug and lean against the doorframe. My brows knit together. “It doesn’t matter if I liked him,” I add resolutely.


Theresa sighs, puts the brush away, and faces me. She looks me in the eyes for a long time and places her hands on her expansive hips. “I knew it. This deal sucks so bad, Gwen. Why didn’t you talk me through it first, before accepting it?”


I want to interrupt her, but she raises her right hand threateningly and points her index finger at my chest. “You always consult with me. So why did you just accept without thinking it through? You know what your mother’s like, and that she’s been making your life a living hell ever since you refused her.”


Sighing in resignation, I close my eyes, grab the bridge of my nose with my left hand, and squeeze. Gentle pain runs through me. This is my way of putting up with her scolding without completely losing it.


“Gwen,” Theresa speaks more softly now, “surely you must have guessed that there would be some kind of catch.”


“Of course I did,” I snap at her. I drop my hand and stare at my best friend. “I just didn’t think that part of the deal would get me in even a hint of trouble. Plus, just because I think some guy is hot doesn’t mean I’m going to get involved with him. Not to mention, I have no intention of letting an obvious womanizer treat me as a sex object. I’ve had enough of that with Donovan.”


Theresa’s arms fall helplessly at her sides and her gaze turns pitying. Oh, how I hate it—that look. The pity. I don’t do that to her, so why does she do it to me?


Definitively angry now, I push myself off the doorframe and stomp to my bed, where I change into my pajamas and wait for Theresa to finish up in the bathroom.


“So?”


Theresa’s lying in her bed, I in mine. The lights are out, and we’re both ready for a good night’s sleep. But the music from the party still seems to pulse in my mind and it continues to drive me crazy.


I almost ignore her question, but I eventually decide to counter with, “So what?”


She laughs softly. “Did you like them? The people we met tonight?”


I stare at the ceiling, drawing patterns on the wallpaper with my imagination. “How am I supposed to judge if I like someone after such a short encounter, Theresa?”


This time she doesn’t answer.
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Tristan


Shortly after Gwen and Theresa leave, a black-haired woman in a super tight top and leggings approaches me. Her eyes sparkle excitedly. I know that look. She wants to get me into bed—or wherever is comfortable enough for her. Since my day’s been shit so far, I mentally tell myself that this is one last time, for old times’ sake.


I bow down to her, smiling seductively, while we make some crappy small talk that I have zero interest in. It only serves the overall performance, as I’ve learned. Occasionally I stroke her arms with my fingers, giving her goose bumps. And when I nod my head toward the stairs and raise an eyebrow questioningly, she smiles enthusiastically and willingly lets me lead her to one of the many bedrooms in the frat house. Not mine. Not ever. No one shares my bed. Not even Maggie’s been able to pull that off.


Yet somehow the thrill of an upcoming fuck doesn’t quite spark an interest in me tonight.


The door falls shut behind the black-haired woman and she leans against it in a seductive manner. I don’t even feel like kissing her, and I’m about to call this thing off, but she’s already pulling up her tight top and grabbing her breasts with her own little hands. Her nipples are big and hard, stretching out toward me. Compared to her chocolate brown skin, her nipples are black.


“Feel free to touch them,” she whispers hoarsely. And my body reacts the way it always does: I get hard.


I sigh and tilt my head to lick and suck her nipples, which elicits a moan from the black-haired girl. This is exactly what gets me going. Hastily, I slide my hand into her waistband, pull the leggings down to her knees, and slide my index finger between her shaved labia.


Nice. Beautifully wet, is all I register when my finger finds her entrance. Determined, I let it slide in. The stranger moans lustfully and her body bends toward me. I push her back roughly against the door and start licking the other nipple while I massage her other breast with my free hand. My finger slides in and out faster and faster. Then, with a jerk, I turn her around, put my palm on her back, and force her down so that her ass props up in front of my cock.


I rip open the zipper of my jeans, rummage in my pockets for a condom, and carefully open the wrapper before rolling it onto my cock.


“Ready?” I grunt.


She nods, and that’s all I need. I spread her legs a little more, bend my knees, and finger along her until I find her wet entrance. Then I thrust in without any more foreplay.


She cries out. Whether from pain or pleasure, I don’t care at this point.


Immediately I hammer into her, showing no mercy. I reach around her, put my index and middle finger on her clit, and circle it relentlessly. She must come hard because she cries out loud and almost sinks to her knees, but I manage to hold her by the hips while I enjoy the way her pussy clenches around my cock. I let that carry me; four or five times I thrust into her as deep as I can, then I let myself come.


As soon as my dick has finished pumping, I pull out of her with a single jerk, rip off the condom, and pull up the zipper of my pants again.


I give her a noncommittal nod as she finally turns to me on wobbly legs. Then I open the door behind her and wait for her to leave.


The fact that she’s still standing there with her top shoved up toward her neck and her leggings around her knees is irrelevant to me. I think she’s a little offended by this, but she presses her lips together and straightens her clothes without a word of protest.


Anyone who gets involved with me knows exactly who I am and, more importantly, how I am. I do whatever the ladies want me to, or I do whatever I want. My reputation as a ladies’ man still precedes me, despite Maggie’s intervention.


While the black-haired woman rushes out of the room, I walk into the bathroom and meticulously wash my hands. There is nothing more disgusting than sticky fingers.


I throw the condom into the trash, lean my backside against the sink, and sigh heavily. That was a really shitty last time.


Maybe that’s why it’s better not to continue fucking around. I’m only ever disappointed, although my expectations have become pretty low during the past few years. By now sex with strangers feels like a physical necessity which I try to satisfy—for better or worse.


Two minutes later, I’m back downstairs at Harry’s side and continue to guzzle vodka to mask an incoming headache.


Harry has also got a lady at the ready. She flashes him pretty eyes and literally hangs on his mountains of muscle, stroking his arms, and when he flexes his muscles for her, she squeals in an annoying high-pitched tone and presses her full lips to his bare skin.


I know this annoys Harry as much as it does me, but alas, it’s part of the game. It’s as much a part of foreplay as the small talk I made with the girl I just fucked.


I have to hide the way my mouth curves as he gives me a look that is somewhere between a cry for help and an I can’t take it anymore.


Involuntarily, I think of Gwen. I had a rather chilling effect on her. She was almost afraid of me.


I contemplate how she wanted to flee from me. Only now do I realize that I may have acted too harshly by holding her back. Also, calling her a deer might have been a mistake. Openly telling her to her face, so to speak, that I was able to see her fear.


And then her reaction when I told her flat out that I’m only after sex with women . . . She just said, “Oh”.


Somehow that bothers me, now that I think about it. I expected some kind of judgment of her. I tell you that I’m an absolute cockcontrolled womanizer who sees any form of romantic relationship as enslavement, and all you can say is, “Oh”?


But at the same time, she told me everything I need to know with that little sound. She’s not interested. I shouldn’t waste my thoughts on her. She’s not my type of booty. Not to mention that there’s officially no longer a booty scheme.


So I turn back to Harry and briefly save him from his conquest-to-be. We discuss the new Ford Mustang that his parents gave him this summer. He wasn’t allowed to bring it with him to campus, which I can totally understand, but Harry cannot.


Sophie remains unusually quiet as she listens to our discussion. Normally she’s a real party animal, picking up girls and playing these stupid kissing games with cards.


My headache becomes overwhelming. Confused, I try to remember how many drinks I’ve had, but come up blank, yet again. I started drinking in high school and now I’ve found that alcohol doesn’t hit me the way it does for others. I’m always the winner in drinking games, while the others lay scattered around the room, puking their guts out or already sleeping off their intoxication.


When I discovered vodka it briefly helped to blow me away as much as everyone else, but after a short time it no longer had such a strong effect, and to this day I can just chug the stuff like soda.


At some point, I should probably take care of that. I don’t want to cause mom and Sylvester any more worry than they already have. Me turning into a hard-liquor-drinking alcoholic is definitely not what they need.


I force myself to break away from my brooding and say goodnight to Sophie and Harry. Then I trudge upstairs in the semidarkness without looking back.


I turn on the light in my room, only to check that no randoms have made themselves comfortable in here, then I turn it off again and lock the door. To be on the safe side, I move a part of the dresser in front of the door so that the drunken idiots downstairs can’t disturb me while I’m happily snoring away. I’ve been doing this since freshman year when I learned that lesson the hard way.


A sudden and deep tiredness overcomes me. I realize that I’ve been on my feet non-stop since five o’clock this morning. First, the long journey to college, then settling in and keeping Maggie from seducing me all over campus. Not to mention the party and the sex interlude just now.


I sigh as heavily as if I were a troubled old man and slowly make my way into the bathroom where I wash my face, brush my teeth, and open my chignon so my braids fall to my shoulders.


Finally in bed, I immediately begin to drift off. Just before sleep overtakes me, I remember that I forgot to text my mother and Sylvester to tell them I arrived safely.









5


Gwen


Classes for my first semester kick off the next day. In every single lecture we receive tons of information and by noon I’ve already developed a headache from all the stuff I’m trying to process.


I’m just about to find my way to the cafeteria when Theresa catches up with me in the hallway, grinning broadly. “Well, how’s the taste of victory treating you?”


I giver her a somewhat tormented smile. “It’s not a victory yet. If I graduate successfully, then it’s a victory.”


Her smile turns into a snort. “I still think it’s outrageous that this is your only chance to live as a normal human being.”


“Where’s the cafeteria? I’m starving,” I deflect, trying to avoid thinking about my mother’s schemes right now.


Theresa takes the hint and steers across campus until we finally reach the cafeteria.


I’m about to go to the food counter when she waves and draws someone’s attention to us. Surprised, I turn and spot Sophie at a round table. She beckons us over.


I roll my eyes, absolutely not in the mood for socializing, but Theresa’s so happy that she starts bobbing her whole body back and forth at my side. Social contact is the last thing I need right now. The party last night gave me such a surplus that it’ll last for at least three months.


A little grumpy, I pack some veggies and pasta on my plate, pay with my brand-new student card, and then force myself to follow Theresa to Sophie’s table.


In the meantime, Harry has joined her there. With a barely contained sigh, I sit down opposite them. My facial expression must reflect my frustration, because the two of them cast uneasy looks at me.


I’m killing each of my veggie slices individually with my fork when someone slides into the vacant chair to my left. A tray with a plate full of potatoes and veggies, as well as a decent portion of applesauce, comes to rest on the table. The hands that just let go of the tray are large. Fingers long-limbed and tanned. I know those hands.


“Easy, you don’t want to poke the zucchini’s eyes out, little deer.”


I let out an annoyed groan.


Not him again. The rude asshole. What’s his name now? Ah, yes, Tristan.


With a determined smooth motion, he takes the fork—which I realize I’ve been clutching tightly in my fist—out of my hand and gently sets it down next to my plate.


I hear a soft snort that makes me look up, straight into his unsettling eyes. They sparkle just as they did last night, and still I can’t determine the exact color.


I quickly lower my gaze, hide behind a curtain of my blond hair, and decide to ignore him. I casually reach for my fork again and silently begin to gobble down the previously maltreated vegetables.


Harry and Tristan start a discussion about programming languages, while Sophie asks Theresa how her first marketing class went. And I sit in the middle of the group, silent and at war with my lunch.


I finish my food and move to stand when Tristan halts me with an unexpected grip on my wrist. A tingling sensation spreads where he touches me and I hiss, yanking my hand back. Still with a hold on my wrist, he gives me a look of surprise, but his devilish grin is back on his face faster than I can calm my features.


Slowly, he removes his hand from my wrist as he addresses Theresa and me. “Are you guys coming over tonight? We’re planning on having a small group over to play a few games.”


Before I can spit out a venomous, “To hell with you, jerk!” Theresa gratefully accepts the invitation with a polite smile.


One day I’ll implode with anger at Theresa if these things keep happening. I clench my fingers so tightly around the tray I’m holding that they turn white.


“I swear to you, if I don’t make it through college because of these constant distractions, I will haunt you from mygrave and never let you forget it.”


Theresa unlocks the door to our room and sighs. She’s also fed up—with me. Maybe she should’ve looked for a more social best friend then, if all she can think about is going out.


But I know that isn’t what’s really bothering me. It’s Tristan’s very presence at these activities that upsets me.


She throws her bag on her bed and heads straight for the bathroom. But just before she reaches it, she whirls around on her heels and almost pokes my nasal cavity with her outstretched finger. I take a step back.


“Your studies won’t suffer from socializing a little; you know that yourself perfectly well. Now don’t act like the last neanderthal and at least wear a different T-shirt, brush your hair, and do something about that murderous look you’ve been wearing on your face like a weapon since lunch!”


The bathroom door slams shut with a massive bang.


As instructed, I wrench a hairbrush from my backpack and brush my hair far too roughly. Then I throw the brush on the desk with a loud thud and pull the first available T-shirt out of the cupboard. It happens to be one of my older ones. It’s threadbare and has more than a few holes.


I shrug. Screw it. Let them think what they want. It’s not like I want to make some kind of impression.


I quickly change shirts, switch into more comfortable jeans that fit a little more loosely, and slip on my beloved dark green Dr.Martens boots. After a quick check in the mirror, I decide to tie my hair into a ponytail.


I’m just finishing up when Theresa comes out of the bathroom. Wordlessly we switch, and I enter the bathroom for a moment to wash my face.
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