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Dedicated to Lex Brennan.

 

You were supposed to get to read this.

You were part of my collective.

 

I feel like 

it should absolutely ruin someone's day when you die.

Someone you're not related to

not blood family

Everyone 

should leave behind at least one broken heart

 

You did.
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		Important info!



 

This story begins the Found Humanity series, which takes place in the Lost Humanity multiverse. It is independent of the series, but it begins in the same universe—or a parallel one.

The following book contains strong language, suicidal ideation, depictions of violence, self-injury, physical intimacy, age gaps, body modifications, drinking and drug use, bigotry, LGBTQIA-phobia, gender dysphoria, misgendering, and discussions (not depictions on page) of child abuse, fatphobia, assault (SA), teen intimacy, religion, and racism. This series is trans-positive and spends most of the time on gender euphoria. The physical intimacy in this book is not as graphic as the Lost Humanity series, but there is a lot of it. Reader discretion is advised.


 

 

 

 


		Chapter One



 

 

My blood was all over the floor. It smelled like metal and meat. I'd once read a ridiculous vampire book that claimed humans couldn't smell blood. I guess that was true for some? I wasn't human, so I couldn't speak for them as a whole, but my mom had complained about the smell of blood when I'd gashed my head open falling off my bike as a little kid. I liked the smell, always had. Today was no different.

The wound on my thigh matched a few dozen nearly healed scars around it. They were almost invisible unless you had better than human vision. It's why I didn't just use the same spot every time. I use to, and I had a very visible scar from it on my other leg. My dad wasn't ever going to see this part of my legs, so I wasn't worried about anyone finding out about this.

I used the back of my nail to scrape off the last of the blood and rubbed it on the underside of my tongue. The effect was immediate when I pulled my tongue back into my mouth.

I wished that it didn't make me hard every time, but I loved the floating and the electric feelings. I'd discovered this by accident when I was fourteen and cut myself instead of the sandwich I'd just made and stuck my finger in my mouth.

My parents had always jumped to prevent me from getting blood in my mouth. Lost teeth got paper towels stuck in the gap right away. Bloody lips and noses were treated with care. I appreciated that I'd never been exposed to it when I was younger. Honestly, I wished I hadn't let curiosity win when I was fourteen. I was already a horny mess. The blood high made it worse.

I didn't tell anyone. Who would I tell? My parents? Oh, hell no. My sister? We're not close enough, and she's older than my mom anyway. Not that you can tell. Mom's thirty-six. Andria's forty. Mom looks thirty-something, but Riri looks twenty-something.

Sooner or later, I was going to stop aging, too. Or slow down so much it was as good as stopped. Right now, my age matched my face, just like all the kids at the school I hated.

Fuck my school, and fuck everyone who went there.

Mom was at work. Dad was asleep. I had finished my homework on the bus ride home. It was easy. It had always been easy. Dad had tried to help me talk mom into letting me skip high school and go straight to college, but she kept going on about my nonexistent social life. Forcing me to keep sharing space with a bunch of people who hated me for not knowing how to talk to them wasn't helping anything.

I'd tried to make friends years ago, but it had always ended one of two ways: I hurt them by accident because they were so fragile, or I was 'too weird,' and they hurt me on purpose. Freshman year, a few baby groupies pretended to be my friends to meet my dad, and that was the end of it for me. I wouldn't even speak to anyone there now. There wasn't any point. They all either hated me or wanted to use me.

So, here I was, sitting alone in my room on a Friday afternoon, unsure if the boredom or loneliness was worse, and getting high to escape. I pushed the blood around on the floor until it had made a decent pentagram. I felt a little guilty. My dad would be upset if he knew I was even pretending to play with witchcraft.

Poor old vampire with his old religion he couldn't let go of. My mom was mostly agnostic, but she tried to believe for him. I just couldn't. Living on the edge of the Bible Belt had it shoved down my throat until I gagged on it. If I had a dollar for every time someone told me I was going to Hell because my father was a vampire, I could get the fuck out.

“Hell, huh?” I muttered. I picked up the knife and drew more blood, deeper than I ever had, not really feeling anything. I didn't want to feel anything. I should push just a little deeper...

I used it to make the pentagram better. It was too splotchy. I traced it three times as I added more blood and muttered in Latin, not really thinking, just trying to make it sound cool. I wanted it to sound like a spell to summon a demon. Maybe I could ask about Hell. I chuckled and realized my demon needed a name. “Lexephorath.”

A jolt of electricity ran through me. I shuddered. It felt... nice. I repeated the name twice more and traced my finger around the circle as I did. I spread my hand out over the bloody mess and then slapped my floor.

Everything went red.

I felt like I'd just stuck my hand in fire. The taste of blood filled my mouth. Red lightning ran down every nerve in my body. I couldn't see anything but the color red. Sulfur started burning my nose, mouth, and throat. But strangely enough—none of it actually hurt. I blinked away the red film and barely stopped myself from gasping.

'Beautiful' didn't describe what I was looking at well enough, but it was the best I had. Some poor artist must've had their subject climb out of the painting to come kneel naked in my bedroom. Their hair looked like it had been painted to resemble fire.

Their eyes were full of it—a bright, burning orange and yellow—as they met mine. Black, thick lashes may as well have been the coal that kept them alight. Two black and red horns curled and twisted up from their forehead, just above the temples.

“How may I serve you, Master?” they asked.

“Lexephorath?” I whispered. They cocked their head to the side. After a moment of appraising me, they nodded. Light danced off the silver ring around their neck—a collar? A necklace? It was all they were wearing.

“Yes, Master. As you called.” Their voice was strange, more than one overlapping. They stood, and I followed suit, startled by the sudden movement. I struggled to keep my eyes on their face. Their body was as androgynous as the rest of them, and I really, really wanted to stare at their breasts. “And you are?”

“Gabriel,” I answered. “I'm Gabriel. I—didn't expect this to work.”

“You're not the first,” they said with a smirk. “Here I am, to grant your any desire.”

“Just one price, right?” I asked, my thoughts spinning. A demon. I'd summoned a demon. A real demon. Demons are real. Here is one. In my room. Offering me anything I want. What do I want?

“Your soul, yes,” they answered. My soul. I have a soul. Souls are real, and I have one. What. The. Fuck. “Gabriel, perhaps you should sit down. You have gone pale.”

“I was just making shit up,” I said. They reached out for my arm and stopped.

“May I touch you, Master?”

“What? Um, why?”

“I want to lead you to your desk to sit,” they answered. I stepped back and looked at them, really looked at them. Their skin was white as snow. Two red, leathery, bat-like wings were held tightly closed against their back, black and red claws curving away from the wrists. They had a dick, and the whole effect was like a cross between Baphomet and a human, except I was fairly certain Baphomet had feathered wings.

I only knew that one because one of the goth kids I sat with at lunch had it sketched on the notebook she wrote poetry in every few days. The goths didn't treat me like I was a freak, but neither did they welcome me into their group. I just... existed parallel to them. Lexephorath suddenly stretched out their wings. “I assume you want a good look.”

“Sorry,” I said, dropping my gaze to the blood circle I'd drawn. It was small. “I thought demons appeared inside the circle.”

“If you draw it big enough to contain me,” they replied. “Did you want me restrained?”

“Huh? No,” I looked back up at their face. Their wings were down again, folded over their body to hide it. The shifting colors of their irises mesmerized me.

“We should decide on our contract, Master,” they said. “I can put on clothing if my appearance is disturbing you. I would need you to loan me some, though.”

“You aren't—I mean, it's not disturbing—you're just—I don't want to be rude...” I didn't know what to say. “Do you want clothes? Your wings...”

“I can hide them,” they said, pulling the wings back and closer to their body until they vanished. They suddenly looked smaller and more vulnerable. I hurried over to my drawers and pulled one open.

I stared at my clothes for a moment before closing it and walking over to my closet. I moved the shirts and my suit and reached into the far end that no one but me ever used and pulled out a black dress. I stared at it for a long moment before I offered it to the demon. They took it and slipped it on.

“Is this better?”

“Yes,” I answered honestly. “Would you rather have had pants?”

“No,” they said. “I prefer to be naked, but a dress is fine.”

“Yeah, it feels closer to being naked,” I said softly, and they nodded. They didn't say a word about me having a dress, just acted like it was normal.

“Exactly.” They smiled brightly. “Shall we create our contract now?”

“Oh,” I looked back at the blood again. It was dried, and most of the smell was gone. “I was just lonely.”

“Lonely? Well, popularity is easy! We can cure that loneliness in—”

“I don't want that.”

“You... don't want your loneliness cured?”

“I don't want fake popularity. I don't want anyone in my life that doesn't like me for me.”

“I can act as an intermediary, introduce you to those who will like you.”

“Still cheating.”

“How so? I would merely be a... friendship version of a dating service.” They weren't wrong, but...

“If I can't make friends on my own at my age, I don't deserve them,” I said.

“Then confidence! I can give you the confidence to put yourself out there, to—”

“No. I don't want you to change who I am. That goes back to being fake.”

“I would just help you find the potential you already have, teach you to nurture it.”

“I can pay a therapist for that,” I said. “With money. Which I also don't want. Nor fame or talent or anything else that I can obtain on my own through work and persistence or not at all.”

“How about wish fulfillment? You could have three wishes. Or more. I'm not opposed to wishing for more wishes, or a lifetime of my servitude, but—”

“No. That's... too much. The only thing I'd have wished for if I was Aladdin was to free the genie.”

“If you don't want what I'm selling, why did you summon me?” they asked. I sighed, guilt tugging at me.

“I'm sorry. I won't give you my soul. I don't really believe it's a thing, but if it is, I can't just sell it. You can go home. I'm sorry that I wasted your time.”

“I can't go back without a soul,” they said, shaking their head. “If we could come and go as we please, there would be a lot of us just going. Mass exodus.”

“I can't give you my soul,” I repeated. I walked over to my bed and sat on the edge, slumping miserably. “Honestly, all I want right now is a hug.”

I looked up when they walked over and met their eyes as they stared at me. Their eyes were aflame on the surface. Underneath, they seemed to be an amber color, both dark and light at the same time. I felt time passing, but while I watched their eyes, it wasn't uncomfortable. Finally, they stepped forward and wrapped their arms around me. I hugged them back, resting my head on their shoulder.

“Me, too,” they whispered. I hugged them tighter. I didn't let go until I felt all the tension leave us both. They felt... empty.

“Are you lonely, too?”

“I exist only to collect souls and make other people's dreams come true,” they answered, stepping back. I let my hand trail down their arm to their wrist. I gently tugged, thinking 'soft as a kitten' to remind myself not to apply much force. I didn't get much practice in touching people outside of my family. They sat next to me. “No one has ever asked about me, and there isn't much to tell.”

“Well, tell me what there is,” I invited. “You feel like you're waiting for something.”

“The contract. It's all I live for,” they answered. “You... feel that?”

“Yeah. When I touch people, I sometimes get an idea of what they feel or a sense of... their senses, I guess? Started when I hit puberty. My dad's a vampire, so it comes from him, I guess.”

“Your dad's a—a vampire? A real vampire?” Their eyes had gone wide.

“Well, yeah,” I said, confused. “Never met one?”

“How?” they asked, leaning in close to stare into my eyes. I leaned away.

“Uh, he was sired in England by a vampire that loved his poetry during the Elizabethan Era. She loved him, too, I guess? They only stayed together for, like, thirty years. He was twenty-one when it happened. That's all I really know,” I answered. They kept staring at me.

“You speak as if vampires are a normal part of life,” they said. I frowned.

“Because they are?”

“Hmm,” they looked away, their brow wrinkling. “I haven't met any, no.”

“Oh, well, I'm a dhampir, a half-vampire,” I said, and they turned back to me. “Not human, not vampire, but more human than vampire. Or I'm supposed to be. I dunno. It means I can't ever be a vampire myself, though. I'm immune.”

“My father's the Devil,” Lex said. “My mother was human. She made a deal with him directly—the soul of her firstborn child in exchange for fortune and fame. It was a fool's bargain, of course. In condemning me, she condemned herself. She thought she was clever, though.”

“Her own child?” I was horrified. My parents both loved and wanted me very much. I couldn't imagine...

“She and Father rolled around to seal the deal, and she chucked me in the Pit still wet from birth. I don't know who she is, even, only that she's down there for it. I don't interact with the damned.”

“Just at the point of sale,” I teased, and they laughed.

“Right.” They leaned back onto their hands and stared at the starship models I had hanging from my ceiling. “How old are you?”

“Sixteen. You?” I watched their eyes go dark as they thought about my question.

“I don't know. I... don't know at all,” they said softly. “I don't feel time. I try not to feel anything, ever. I hate my life.”

“I can only imagine—living in Hell...”

“Don't misunderstand. Hell for me isn't Hell for the damned. I just... exist there. Sometimes I talk to my siblings or the fallen or whatever. Mostly, though, the only time I'm... awake... is when I'm here, serving your kind.”

“And you can't leave?”

“I'm enslaved to Hell. Chained. There's no way to leave.” Their hand slid along the bed until it was resting next to mine. They felt relaxed. That sense of urgency to get my soul had passed. I wondered what happened to a demon who couldn't collect a soul and asked. “No such thing. I'll just wait until my next summoning and collect then.”

“So, you were just trying to guilt me out of my soul?” I asked.

“Guilt?” They turned to me and shook their head. “Why would you feel guilt over me?”

“I dunno. I felt bad that you might not be able to go home, that you came all this way just to be told to get bent.”

“I will say it's an unusual situation,” they admitted with a laugh. “It's never happened to me before. Where did you even learn my name?”

“I made it up,” I said.

“You—accidentally spoke my true name, right down to the correct stresses?” They looked incredulous. I shrugged. “And you just happen to speak Latin?”

“My father insisted I learn,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I also speak French because he does. Honestly, Latin's useful in science, and everyone keeps pushing me to be a doctor, so...”

“Do you want to be a doctor?” Lex asked.

“I don't know? I want to not be in high school. I want to be halfway done with pre-med. I hate my life, too. Not my parents, though. I got good ones, I guess,” I said. “But everyone else sucks.”

“In my experience, humans are terrible creatures,” they said. “You confuse me, though. I've never had a conversation with one of you before. Not like this.”

“Told you I was lonely,” I said and laughed bitterly. “Also, you're under no obligation to stay here and listen to me whine.”

“I'm aware. You told me I could leave,” they said. “Do you mind if we keep talking?”

“Not at all,” I said and lay back on my bed. “What's Hell like?”

“For me? It is mostly my father's throne room, my room, and the common room. Corridors of volcanic rock link them and form walls of the caverns. For you? It would be all your nightmares forever.”

“Yeah, you're definitely not getting my soul,” I said, and they laughed with me.

“What is high school like?” they asked.

I thought about it for a minute before describing it with as little bias as I could. The bias, I dumped on at the end. We went back and forth as the light from the sun got brighter in my room. I pulled the curtains, annoyed. I hated the sun. It made me tired, and I burned easily.

When I turned around, Lex was on their side on my bed, and I was once again stunned by their beauty. I walked back to the bed and climbed directly on top of them. They lay back, looking highly amused.

“Think of something worth your soul?” they asked.

“Argh!” I tossed myself onto my back, and they laughed brightly. The happier they were, the more their voice harmonized with itself. The less happy they were, the more dissonant it became. I could listen to them talk for days and never get tired of it. Light bounced off their collar again, and I reached for it. Their hand grabbed mine right before I would have touched it.

“No.”

“Sorry!” I pulled my hand back. “I was...”

“It's shiny, you great corvid. But only my father may touch it.” They let go of my hand, and I caught theirs before they could pull away. They looked at our hands, and I slowly linked our fingers, monitoring their feelings as I did.

“This okay?” I asked. Their amusement trailed down my arm.

“Why Gabriel, are you trying to seduce me?” they asked. A thoughtful look came over their face. “You know my true name but hide at least half of yours.”

“Gabriel Andrew Belmont,” I offered. “That doesn't give you some kind of power over me, does it?”

“No. It doesn't so much as even the playing field. I was just curious. Though, if you made up my name, do you even remember it?”

“Lexephorath.” I smirked when they sighed. “Can I just call you Lex?”

“Please,” they said. “Every time you speak my true name, it... is like tugging a leash.”

“Oh, yikes. Okay, well, Lex it is,” I said.

We returned to talking, but the space between us only got smaller and smaller until it was gone, along with our clothes, whatever inhibitions I'd had, and the loneliness we'd both been filled with. After, they lay in my arms, having maneuvered their head with practiced ease to avoid poking me with their horns. I ran my hand down the wing that was draped over the both of us, and they shivered.

“I—”

“Shh,” They sat up on their elbow and sighed “Someone is calling me.”

“Ah, yeah, work calls,” I said, a little sad for them to move away from me. Overall, I still felt better.

“It does. Thank you for the day off,” Lex said and flashed me a toothy smile, revealing they had the top and bottom fangs that I'd thought I'd felt.

“Any time,” I said.

“I wish it were that easy. You know how to call me,” they said before disappearing in a cloud of sulfuric smoke. I covered my nose with my shirt until the stink went away. The sun set with the smell still in the room, so I quickly got up to open my window and re-lit the candles I'd blown out earlier.

I grabbed a bottle of fabric refresher and hit my bed, satisfied that all the scented products should prevent my dad from getting an unwanted noseful of my diurnal activities. I felt immediately energized by the oncoming night and hoped that skipping my usual afternoon sleep wouldn't make me crash too early.

For my final act of obfuscation, I squirted hand sanitizer onto my blood circle and wiped it away with tissues. I hadn't made any kind of symbols, just the pentagram, so that part would be easy to reproduce if I wanted.

I started to grab a pen and paper to write down what I'd said, but then I thought better of it. As much as I might want to see Lex again, summoning them was an act of force. I couldn't do that to them again, and I shouldn't risk my soul, either, if the damn thing really existed.

I grabbed a mostly clean towel from the pile next to my door and wrapped it around my waist to hurry across the hall to the bathroom. I needed a shower.

 


 

 

 


		Chapter Two



 

 

I kissed Vicky good night and watched until she made it to her door before I drove away. As soon as I reached a light, I pulled out my phone to text Tiffany and find out if we were on for tomorrow at the amusement park. The next light, I texted Allison to make sure she still wanted to see the movie Sunday afternoon and then Jackie about Sunday evening. I had a party to go to Saturday night that I was nervous about, so I really hoped Tiffany was up for the afternoon. Otherwise, I was going to psych myself out of going.

I had too many girlfriends. If I was even supposed to call them that. I don't know. I knew Allison and Vicky called me their boyfriend because it had caused Michelle to go off on me at lunch, yelling that I'd said I wasn't going to offer anyone any kind of commitment, and here were two girls calling me 'boyfriend.' I didn't think that was a commitment. She did. She dumped me. I didn't care.

I was supposed to care, but I didn't really enjoy her company when we weren't hooking up. I'd tried. I couldn't even get her to a movie that I wanted to see, and the mindless junk comedies that she lived on just made me uncomfortable.

Wasting two hours on scripts making fun of people wasn't my thing, so I'd resorted to spending more money than I should taking her to concerts and other places we didn't have to talk or getting stoned—the only time she was interesting. Maybe I was even relieved she dumped me. I didn't know why I didn't just stop seeing her. The light changed, and I drove home.

After Lex left, I had gone to school the next Monday and done the unthinkable: I had talked to my tablemates at lunch. I'd started with Victoria McMillan. She was the creative goth with Baphomet on her poetry.

I'd told her how awesome the sketch was, and she'd stared at me like she didn't know who I was. Normally, I'd have pretended I never said a thing, but instead, I introduced myself. That's when I learned her name, that Satanists were atheists who didn't believe in literal Satan, and that she thought I was probably some school shooter in waiting, so I had scared her for the last year just sitting at her table.

That's also when I found out that was my reputation through the whole. Fucking. School.

Again, instead of doing my usual and withdrawing to lick my wounds, I told her why I didn't reach out to anyone. She'd known my father was a vampire—of course, who the fuck didn't—but even being a baby groupie herself, she didn't want to get to my dad. She thought it was sick others had used me like that. I told her a lot more over the next week. She asked me out on Friday.

I pulled into my driveway and stared at the garage door, remembering bringing her here for the first time. It had been a test because I still didn't trust anyone. I had taken her home with me toward the end of the date under the pretense that I needed to change my shirt—which I'd spilled pop on deliberately—and left her alone with my dad. I could hear anything in the house with my door open, and she spent the whole time awkwardly making small talk no different from any other normal person.

I think I'm in love with her. Yes, two years should have given me a firm answer, but it's like my feelings are underwater. She's the only one that makes me feel like that, and if she wasn't as happy with the open relationship as I was, I might have tried exclusivity for her... but only for her.

I opened my door and put one foot on the driveway. I stopped before getting out.

I'd been getting in my own way. That was the fast answer I got by actively trying to make friends with people. Maybe it was originally the novelty of having the freaky loner seeking friends. I was afraid it was something Lex did, but as far as I knew, they only gave me the drive to fix my shit situation before I...

I pulled my leg back in the car and shut the door. My heart was racing. I wiped my palms on my jeans.

I hadn't realized how bad off I was. I knew it sucked, but I didn't imagine it was 'demons are more friend-worthy than humans' bad. It wasn't just my school I'd started hating; it was humans in general. I didn't plan to off any of them, but as soon as I recognized my issue and how much I'd perpetuated it instead of finding the right humans to fit into my life, I stopped being wishy-washy about med school.

I signed up for college classes on my own and took dual credit classes to satisfy my need to stop 'wasting time' with high school. Then I looked at what I could get out of high school that wouldn't be as easy in college.

I hadn't really taken any electives up until that point, and an overheard 'theater kids are weird' gave me the answer as to what I should be taking. With four elective slots unfilled, I got to know the theater teacher quite well.

I got a role in the spring musical with my first ever audition, and I joined Thespians as my first extracurricular club. I knew I needed clubs for college, but I had been so asocial that I hadn't even tried to join any. My fucking Junior year, and I had a lot to make up for.

Now high school was over. I hadn't exactly become popular, but I wasn't a lonely loser scaring innocent goth girls anymore, either. The social upper crust of the school had continued treating me like dirt, which was somehow comforting.

It let me off the hook somewhat for my social situation. It wasn't just me. There were still plenty of assholes that wanted to lock me out, but it wasn't the other social misfits, and they were far more interesting people anyway.

I picked up my phone and scrolled through my contacts. I noticed that Michelle was still in them and deleted her number.

Michelle hadn't been one of them. She'd been a theater kid, which was a mix of weirdos like me and popular kids that wanted the additional attention, stayed in their own cliques, and never lowered themselves to crew positions unless it was box office crew or a couple in makeup.

Michelle was the latter—makeup crew popular kid who wanted to be Hollywood royalty someday. She was pretty enough and decently talented. I didn't believe for a minute that she'd make it, but hey, I wasn't even there for anything but the fun of youth, so what did I know?

She'd asked me out. I said yes because I always said yes. It was how I forced myself to get away from who I'd been beaten down into and grown into who I wanted to be.

Audition for the play? Yes. Join Thespians? Yes. Join Scholars Club? Why not? GSA? Let's do it. Science Olympiad? What the fuck even is that? Yes, I can do any of the medical categories—I can learn those others. Hey, that one's useful to college admissions. Cool. 

It had some drawbacks. Tutoring ungrateful jocks, for instance. That's where I gave myself back the power of no. No, I would not help people who didn't respect me. I didn't care how “disappointing” that was for teachers who “thought” I was “starting to really become a team player.”

I deserved some sort of acknowledgment for the control it took not to tell them to fuck off with their bully-enabling bullshit, but I settled for self-protection. I dealt with exactly one attempt at physical bullying that ended when I crossed the parking lot, lifted his car onto its side, turned to face him, and asked if he'd like me to help him with his car or if he just wanted to fight.

Funny how no one wanted to fight me after that.

That stunt got me Tiffany. She followed me to my car after I righted the asshole's, climbed into the passenger seat, and asked me where we were going. I took her roller skating. I knew her from Sophomore English, and she'd talked about growing up roller skating a lot during some presentation I otherwise barely remembered. That led to my first car sex and gratitude that I'd started putting condoms in my glove box when the weather wouldn't damage them. Speaking of…

I grabbed them to take inside because even at night, it was too hot to leave them in the car in the summer. I looked back down at my phone. I had a text from Allison confirming Sunday's movie.

Vicky and Tiffany had stayed with me this whole time, but Allison was my newest, so it surprised me that she was one of the 'offenders' to label me. Tiffany called me her “ride” to anyone who asked. “Gabriel? He's my ride.”

I laughed every time she said it, too.

Allison Harris was my most traditional dating experience. I took her to dinner, the movies, some of her brother's basketball games, things like that. I met her in GSA. We were both bisexual. We had, up until that point, nothing else in common, but then she convinced me to join choir with her.

She'd asked me out in January because I was known as an easy date to get. She stuck around because she liked me, I guess. We always had a good time.

Jackie's text popped up next, just a quote from Rage Against the Machine that looked like she was arguing, but I knew it was a confirmation.

Jackie Davis was my friend with benefits. She would come over sometimes for the whole weekend and hang out. We seldom got tired of each other. She was the scene girl at the lunch table with blue hair, skinny jeans, thick eyeliner, band shirts, and facial piercings. When I'd opened up to Vicky, Jackie had opened up back.

We started hanging out, and I think she tried to respect Vicky's claim to me even after Tiffany and other girls that had come and gone. It was halfway through our senior year, during one of her weekend sleepovers at my house that she had whined about being horny and asked me to get her off.

She offered to return the favor, and we hooked up sporadically since, only when she wasn't dating anyone else. This Sunday was our gaming night, and since it was summer, I was expecting her to stay until Tuesday at least.

When I say I have too many girlfriends, it isn't that I want to be rid of any of them or they take up too much time. It's that I have zero boyfriends. The two gay guys I went to school with were both biphobic jerks. The other bi guy wanted exclusivity. Totally fair but not for me.

Still nothing from Tiffany. Vicky had texted asking me to let her know I'd gotten home safely, so I complied.

I hadn't expected the relationship situation I found myself in, but I wasn't about to let it go. My mom told my dad that it was his fault because he fucked his pets, but I hadn't even known that until she said it. Dad shrugged it off.

I had no idea my parents had an open marriage before that. Apparently, Mom even had a boyfriend. I had this whole 'my life is a lie' month following that exchange before I got over it—with Vicky and Jackie's support.

I was grateful, but I wanted to know what it was like to be with a guy, too. So, this Saturday, I was biting the bullet and going to a gay club that was advertising a party. I had my shiny new ID advertising my ascension to the magical age of 18 to let me into adult spaces.

There weren't places for gay teens, really, which sucked. But I was close enough to drive downtown and hit up one of the gay clubs that wasn't a bar. I was also scared half to death of the whole thing, largely due to the biphobic dicks from high school.

I stared at my blue-gray garage with its white door for another few minutes before calling Jackie with my unlimited night and weekend minutes.

“Yellow,” she answered.

“Can you come over tonight?”

“Tonight? Aren't you with Trick?” she asked. 'Trick' was what most people called Victoria. She preferred Vicky, but she didn't like other people knowing that. It was too 'cute' for her reputation as dark and witchy.

“Just dropped her off.”

“Did she not do that thing you like?” Jackie teased. I could hear the smile in her voice. “Oh, shit, she didn't dump you, did she?”

“No, no. I'm freaking out about tomorrow night.”

“What's—oh, you said you were going to a gay club? What's to freak out about?” How could she sound so casual about this?

“Can you come over and say that? With a full references section for why I shouldn't, maybe?” I pleaded.

“Chill out. I'm already packing my bag.”

“Thank you so much,” I said.

“Who would you call if not me?” she teased.

“Jordan.”

“Excuse him, this is my job,” she said, her voice more animated now. “How dare you even suggest that he could fill in for me?”

“You asked who I'd call. I never said that he could sub for you.”

“The idea that you'd talk to a straight about going to the gay club. I'm offended.” She sounded affronted enough to make me laugh.

“Desperate times.”

“You are not desperate.”

“Getting there.”

“For someone to talk to or the D?”

“Can't really answer that.” I listened to her start singing about being horny and got out of the car. “See you in a few.”

“Yep,” she agreed, and I closed my phone, hanging up. I hurried inside and called out a greeting to my mom.

“Hey, Gabby,” she called back from the kitchen. “Have a good date?”

“Always,” I answered. “Jackie's coming over, so can you toss a couple frozen pizzas in the oven? I'll take 'em out.”

“Yeah, sure thing,” she said. “I thought Jackie was coming over on Sunday?”

“She was going to, but I needed friend time, so she's probably just going to stay all weekend.”

“I'll throw some fake chicken wings in with the pizzas,” she said as I walked into the kitchen. She smiled at me and pushed her glasses back up her nose.

Her eyes were blue-green, but the glasses somehow made them just seem kinda gray. Some weird tint on them. I was glad I didn't have to deal with that. I hit the buttons to preheat the oven while she grabbed the pizzas and a bag of barbecue chicken nuggets from the freezer.

I put both my hands on top of her blonde pixie cut and set my chin on top of them, pretending to drop all my weight on top of her. She laughed and hugged me before pushing me away and fanning the air in front of her nose.

“Go take a shower. You smell like a locker room,” she complained.

“That was the plan,” I agreed as I scooted across the room, vaguely embarrassed. I tried hard to stay clean, especially with having a vampire for a father. He seldom said anything, but his eye twitched when I was particularly ripe.

My mom, on the other hand, had no compunctions about telling me I smelled. When I was younger, I had been avoiding her sending me off to shower as much as not making my dad's eye twitch, but now, sometimes I got even by hugging her under my arm when she griped. I couldn't live in the damn shower.

I came out to Jackie and mom chatting comfortably in the kitchen.

“...in the garage. Gabby seems to think the whole thing belongs to him.” Mom's tone was annoyed, and I immediately knew what she was complaining about.

“It is not unreasonable of me to expect enough clearance to get my bike in and out of the garage. You don't complain about Dad's.”

“You already have a car. What is the point of a motorcycle, too? Your dad doesn't have a car of his own. He just borrows mine,” she said. “Your dirt bike was at least stored out of the way when you weren't using it.”

“Hey, you promised I got to be the first one to ride with you when you got a real bike,” Jackie reminded me.

“And you will be. I've only ridden it around a few times. It's been too hot and sunny, and Mom whines about me riding it at night,” I said.

“You aren't as visible on a motorcycle, and don't you point out that your dad rides one because he's a vampire, and he has already survived being scraped off the pavement after being hit by a car. You won't.” Mom put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. I rolled my eyes and turned to Jackie. Her visible eyebrow was an impressive distance from her eye. She had a short forehead.

“She whined at me for racing dirt bikes as a kid, but she was still in the stands cheering for me and ran to the pit to encourage me to get back out there after I wiped out. How she's still going on about this after twelve years is beyond me,” I told Jackie.

“It's all your father's fault,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Him and his damn bike and encouraging you and...”

“Like the bike isn't part of how he got you,” I teased her and grinned when her sand-colored skin went pink.

“Oh, is that what it's about?” she teased right back. “Like you don't have enough girls in your car, you needed a motorcycle to get more?”

“Maybe he's looking for a biker daddy,” Jackie said, and I turned to her in horror. My mom burst out laughing.

“Do boys do that?” Mom asked Jackie, making everything all the worse. “Go out looking for men like their fathers?”

“Why not?” Jackie said, shrugging. “I mean, the alternative is that he's looking for girls who like guys on bikes, so he's looking for—”

“Why do you hate me?” I yelled over her. She rewarded me with an evil ass grin and threw devil horns at me.

“My father is an accountant,” Mom continued, oblivious. “Nothing like Marcus. Well, not in most ways. He let everyone know my mom was the best thing that ever happened to him, treated her like she was his whole world.

“When she died, he just... stopped. Stopped laughing, stopped with the fun things he use to do, stopped doing anything but going to work, asking how school was, trying to make dinner... He never looked me in the face after she was gone. I think that's one of the reasons I fell for Marcus.”

“Because he looks you in the face?” I asked, confused. Mom laughed and shook her head.

“Because he survived losing his last wife. Andria was fifteen, and your dad just... made the world all about her instead. He kept living, kept finding things to live for. I know that when I die, it won't destroy him. He'll mourn and keep things that make him think fondly of me, remind him of our love, and keep finding happiness,” she said. I smiled and put my hands over hers.

“Well, that's fucking beautiful,” Jackie said, resting her chin on her fist. She pushed out her snake bites one at a time, her eyes a little unfocused. My mom radiated happiness and love with only a little sadness in the back. I could tell the sadness was for Grandpa, though. Jackie sat up. “Is it weird that your stepdaughter is older than you?”

“It's so weird,” Mom agreed.

“How old were you when you met Marcus?” Jackie asked. I wrinkled my nose. It was always weird to me when she called him by his first name, but my parents had never objected. He was 'Mr. Belmont' to all my other friends. Well, Vicky called him Gabby's-Dad. That was how she addressed all her friends' parents.

She and Jackie were the only ones who called me Gabby. Probably because they spent the most time at my house. At school, I was just Gabriel. 'Gabe' to the people who didn't care that I didn't really like that nickname.

“Nineteen,” Mom answered Jackie. “Met him when he stopped a mugger from grabbing my bag, of all things.”

“Oh, yeah, he's a cop. I forget,” Jackie said. Mom wrinkled her nose.

“He's not that bad,” Mom said, and Jackie cackled. “But he stopped the jerk, scared him off, asked if I was okay. He was tall and handsome, and yes, there was his damn bike right there, and I just blurted out, 'Are you a vampire?' Like I hadn't just seen his fangs out at that mugger!”

“He laughed and assured her that he was, and she asked if she could thank him with dinner,” I continued, knowing this story well. Both Mom and Jackie laughed. The oven beeped, so I hopped up to grab the pizzas and pull them out.

“You didn't!”

“I did! He took me up on it, and I gave him my phone number, told him to call me whenever, and he called me that Saturday, asked if he could return the favor and get me dinner. Before I knew it, we were dating, and far too quickly, I was pregnant with Gabby,” Mom continued as I set the pizzas on the counter and started cutting them. They were the crispy crust party pizzas like the skating rink had always sold. My favorite. Absolute junk.

“Whoops,” Jackie said. Mom made an agreeable noise.

“He asked me to marry him as soon as I told him. I said no,” Mom said. I pulled the chicken out of the toaster oven and dumped them on a big plate. I grabbed two small glasses and filled them partway with ranch and hot sauce respectively as Mom went on. “He wasn't pushy. He asked if we could still date, and I agreed. I was about six months along when I turned to him and said, 'You know what? I think I will marry you if you still want to.' He said he did, and here we are.”

“What changed your mind?” Jackie asked.

“He told me about his last wife and asked me to meet his daughter. He had all these home videos. It was sweet, and I realized that I wanted that kind of family. Andria teased him mercilessly about me, and I think that's what really did it. He just sighed and rolled his eyes and then hugged her and patted her head, and it was this... this great, healthy, happy family thing that I wanted in on.

“Also, when I told him that I was young and not sure I was ready to settle down with one person, he said it was okay if I still dated if I didn't mind him doing the same. I didn't expect that from a guy who proposes to legitimize his baby, ya know? So, I snatched him up. Never regretted it.”

“Gabby was so upset when you told him about having a boyfriend,” Jackie said. Mom turned to me and raised her eyebrows.

“My life. Lies. All lies.” I threw my arms out with a dramatic flourish. Mom rolled her eyes. “Also, you could have not phrased it the way you did. If you'd said dad dated his pets, maybe it wouldn't have been so traumatizing.”

“You left a used condom in its wrapper in your jeans last week.” Mom met my eyes to deliver that revelation and sipped her water as she maintained the suddenly horrible eye contact.

“Ew!” Jackie stared at me like I'd committed some grave and terrible act.

“At least I use condoms!” I yelled in protest. “Also, sorry. I'll check my pockets better in the future.”

“You've been saying that since it was candy and crayons,” Mom teased.

“In that case, you'd think you'd be used to it after all these years,” I returned.

“Maybe don't make your mom do your laundry,” Jackie teased.

“I don't mind. I prefer it to him running the wash fifteen times for one load because he keeps forgetting it. Also, sweetie, you can bring yours over, and I'll do it, too,” she said. Jackie shrugged.

“I got Mom to give me money for the budget this month, so I'm doing okay, but thanks, Tammy,” Jackie said and reached out to pat my mom's hand. Jackie sometimes stayed with us to get away from her house as much as wanting to hang out with me.

Her mom didn't know where she was most of the time, and that's how she needed it to be. We were her safe house. I hadn't ever met either of her parents, and she assured me that it was best that way. Her dad was in jail off and on, so she didn't see him with any regularity.

“Wish you'd just move in here,” my mom muttered so quietly that I didn't think Jackie would be able to hear it, but she surprised me.

“Sometimes I do, too, but I like it when Mom's disappeared or has a job and I get the house to myself.”

“When Gabby's off in California, you are entirely welcome to his room,” Mom offered. I looked at the stairs to my room and decided that was fair. Jackie could have it if she needed it.

“I'll think about it,” she said, shooting me a questioning look.

“I'm cool with it,” I confirmed.

“Well, maybe,” she said.

“You could go to college that way,” Mom added. Jackie shook her head.

“Money's not there, and I'm not going into debt at eighteen,” she said. “Gabby got a scholarship. Tell me he'd be going to Stanford if he hadn't.”

“Almost all Stanford students do,” I interjected.

“He would have to take out a lot more loans,” Mom said.

“Okay, we established that you're adopting Jackie when I'm gone, but I need her tonight, so we're going upstairs now. Night, Mom.”

“Night, kids,” Mom said. I grabbed food; Jackie grabbed a two liter of pop from the fridge, the jug of sweet tea, and two plastic tumblers, and up we went. I needed her tonight more than she realized.
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Throbbing pain in my head woke me up. I opened my eyes and cringed, curling up in the bed. I covered my face to escape the trickle of sunlight in the room. I didn't know where I was for a minute, and then the night before flooded back into my memory. Oh. That's right. The party at the club. The cute guy with the gray eyes, shadow on his fine jaw, and a perfect ass.

I rolled over and sat up on the edge of the bed. There was a note on the end table that thanked me for the night before, said he'd left to get breakfast, check out was at 10, and just leave the key in the room if I didn't want to go to the front desk.

There was also an unopened bottle of water, so I grabbed it and tossed it back. My headache started to recede immediately. Dammit, I hadn't stayed hydrated at the club. Too much dancing for that kind of neglect.

I was less sore than I expected as I stood up and stretched. 8:26. So damn early. But that meant I had enough time to shower before I headed home. I made a beeline for the bathroom and used the toilet on the way. I felt weird.

The water pressure sucked, and I wished I'd just waited until I got home as soon as I was standing under it. I sighed and sniffed the shampoo before I started washing up. It smelled good at least. Sweet, like a scent Allison would wear.

I stared at the drain, letting the water pour down on the back of my head and back. At least it was actually hot.

I felt empty, and I didn't understand why. The sex was okay. I'd enjoyed myself. But something was off about everything. It wasn't like I hadn't picked up gods know how many girls like that and snuck off to fuck and felt just fine afterward. Why was this bothering me? Owen had been attractive, nice, knew what he was doing well enough—certainly better than I did—and had been everything I was looking for.

So, why did I feel like I had before I'd summoned Lex two years ago? No, not two whole years. It had been October. Halloween had been part of what got the idea in my head. It was only July now. Lexephorath. That was their name, their whole name. It comforted me. I thought it any time I got down, and, like a magic word, I was flooded with the memories of that day.

I turned the shower off and wrung the water out of my hair. I ran my fingers through it, shaking it out as I did. I rubbed the fuzzy sides of my scalp where it was shaved and watched a fine mist fly off. I smiled at it before I grabbed a towel.

I needed Jackie again. The movie with Allison wasn't until 2 p.m., so I could go home and dump on Jackie before that. The thought invigorated me. I got dressed as quickly as I could, found my phone was dead—not surprised—and grabbed the key card to take to the front desk.

I wasn't a kid, and I wasn't ashamed of last night. No reason to hide from it. The front desk girl didn't even care. She was friendly and all smiles, and then I was on my bike, which I'd ridden to the club, pulling on my helmet.
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