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Entwined (Darklight series #3)


Prologue

THE SMILEY-FACE pancake flipped end over end before landing on the plate. Cameron handed it over to Syn, who shook her head, trying to stifle a grin.

“You gonna break the yolks to make a smiley face too, like the song?” she asked, nodding to a second pan as Cameron nibbled on some bacon. Nothing like slaughtering a bunch of vampires to work up an appetite.

The phone rang and cut off his response. Still laughing, Cameron answered, “Hello?”

“Mr. Molina, I had hoped to have heard from you by now.”

Cameron’s chest pounded. He caught his breath and his field of vision narrowed and trained only on the phone, which he somehow switched to speaker before placing it on the counter with a trembling hand. He shuddered at the voice of the man who went by only “HR” and worked for Impetus, the corporation that had abducted his boyfriend and turned him into a vampire to use in some sort of experiment involving two corporate conglomerates run by the supernatural. He hadn’t been able to respond at all, as his mouth became as arid as the desert.

“I regret I must reach out now, but we have need of your particular skill, and I am calling with a job offer.”

Cameron barely managed to say, “I already have a job.”

“Indeed, and a noble job working at a nonprofit. I know Ms. Rodriguez and Mr. Hale would likely want to be part of this discussion as well. We can offer quite an attractive compensation package. Also, we will give you information about your mother, Mr. Molina.”

Cameron’s mind raced and he eyed Syn, who appeared just as alarmed as he did. “What are you talking about?” Cameron choked out.

“Your mother is alive, Mr. Molina. And if you were an employee of Impetus, we would assist you in locating her. Do consider our offer. I hope to hear from you by close of business as time is of the essence.”


Chapter One

CAMERON

 

Cameron lay flat across the warmed, humid tiles, the sweat seeping from his pores and trickling down his naked legs, arms, and sides. The steam room of the Silver Stream Gym, run by his best friend and roommate, Cindy “Syn” Rodriguez, had become his refuge in so many ways. He reminded himself to breathe deeply as the heat initially choked him, but soon the waves of warmth worked magic to soothe.

Cameron’s mind reeled from the “job offer,” from the idea his mother could possibly be alive, and from the evening; though one centering thought remained: Nathen. The curve of the muscles of his arms and chest, his short ebony curls, his gorgeous face with those brilliant blue eyes, and his mouth—that mouth had brought him so much pleasure. He wondered how he had ever existed before he met Nathen, how he ever enjoyed being with a normal human?

His once orgasmless life was dedicated to bringing his partner pleasure without focusing on his own. Now every time Nathen sank his fangs into him, Cameron’s release was immediate, explosive. Every kiss pulled him in and narrowed the ever-present intrusive world in Cameron’s mind.

The voices, thoughts, fears, expectations of hundreds of minds that sometimes threatened his own sanity all melted when Nathen kissed him. Being a telepath was a double-edged sword, allowing Cameron to stay ever vigilant to danger and to help others subtly, though it also acted like a loud radio of thoughts and emotions bombarding him at all times, day and night.

But with Nathen’s kiss and bite, everything evaporated, including Cameron’s own doubts and self-consciousness. His negative self-talk about not being good enough, worthless, a failure—all abolished when Nathen’s tongue rolled around his own. Cameron unconsciously ran his tongue over his lips with memories of kissing Nathen and took a deep, halting breath, sniffing back tears and feeling a little stronger.

His thoughts went to the night before when he escorted his friend Kat, a blood mage, from the hospital to the private ambulance her cousin Theo, a technomage, had arranged to pick her up. Cameron, Nathen, and Syn had hired a couple of hitmen to rescue Kat from a vampire who had abducted her for blood for a mysterious ritual.

Cameron had opened a telepathic link between them. “Kat…I need to know. Can I get addicted to Nathen?”

Kat had laughed lightly as she took Cameron’s hand. “His blood is not addictive, at least not physiologically so. You won’t develop a tolerance or craving for it. But you might develop a psychological reliance on it. The rush it gives? The way it enhances your abilities and senses? I only use vampire blood sparingly when I’m doing a ritual. But it won’t hurt you to use it more.”

Cameron had known he didn’t have much time as they reached the ambulance and he watched the paramedics help Kat up into the bus and make her comfortable. He had given a silent mental instruction for them to wait, which they followed, standing outside the ambulance talking, giving Kat and Cameron privacy.

“That was cool,” Kat communicated, grinning.

“Oh. Thanks. I hope you don’t mind. I just don’t have anyone to talk to about this stuff.”

“It’s okay,” she’d said and taken his hand again, squeezing affectionately even though they had only actually met in person for the first time less than an hour before. “There are other benefits, health benefits. It will slow your aging. I also doubt you will ever get sick as long as you use it,” she imparted, her smooth mocha brow furrowing with compassion.

“I’ve known him only two weeks, and I love him,” Cameron admitted, wiping a tear with embarrassment. He chewed fretfully on his lower lip. Cameron rode the wave of a flash of surface thoughts as they tumbled through Kat’s mind. Memories. One of a ravishing woman of Asian descent, naked, luminescent in the moonlight. Her raven hair trailed down past the backs of her knees and caught on the breeze as she knelt beside Kat. The woman was smiling softly around her fangs when she kissed Kat, sending a familiar sensual rush before she cradled Kat’s head and very gently bit her neck. The other memory passed in an instant, of Kat and a very large and powerful-looking man. They were on the balcony of their home in Greece, the crashing waves below them, Kat dwarfed in the man’s arms wrapped around her as he playfully nibbled her neck. A jolt of arousal ran through him with his own memories of anticipation before Nathen bit him.

Kat smiled with the memories, unaware that Cameron had seen them too. “Then love him,” she had said simply. “We mages are very long-lived and when you’re ready, I will help you extend your life even further. So, there will be no need for the blood of others. But I suggest at least another fifty years or so before we embark on that. You’ll find you look the same as you do now for a very long time. And as painful as it might seem, you will find you two may grow apart. Or maybe not. Relationships mean something different to those of us who do not need to worry about time. But you both are still so young.”

Cameron thought about that for a moment, deciding to file the information away to ponder later. “But can I get addicted to the bite…to his kiss?” Cameron had asked, trying to stay neutral and keep his mind from projecting the fact he had seen two of Kat’s more intimate moments.

“No.” She shook her head. “There’s nothing quite so good as the bite of a vampire. At least not that I’ve found. Think of it this way: Did you get addicted to masturbating when you were an adolescent?”

Cameron flushed scarlet, mentally stammered and looked away. His response to the unexpected question made Kat laugh. “The answer is no. But you enjoyed yourself, I’m sure. It’s a sensation, and a great one. But not something you need to worry about.”

“But how do I know I love him for him?”

“Ah, the difference between infatuation and true love? Time will tell, as with all relationships. Won’t it?”

*

CAMERON STRETCHED OUT in the steam room, lengthening his muscles and taking comfort from the sage wisdom of his friend. He reminded himself he had been in Nathen’s mind. A pure, kind mind devoid of malice or hatred. Nathen was not corrupted by the things Cameron knew or had seen…or had done. He hated that he had shown Nathen images like how he thought his mother had died, or the rapists and child molesters Cameron had slaughtered after he was sexually assaulted by an ex-boyfriend—an ex-boyfriend that Cameron had accidentally mentally suggested commit suicide. It was something that would forever haunt him. But Nathen had seemed to be able to compartmentalize the images, remove his initial disgust, and step away from emotions. Cameron didn’t know if it was Nathen’s autism that allowed him to sort so well. Being a psychologist, Cameron had learned to separate himself from the lives of his patients. But Nathen had stayed with him, something that still brought tears to Cameron’s eyes. How Nathen could stay with him knowing his secrets was beyond him, and something Cameron marveled at.

Cameron settled into the warmed tiles as droplets of water from the ceiling splashed around the small room. Alone despite it being morning, a busy time for the gym with people getting their exercise in before work, Cameron cheated and passively scanned for anyone interested in the steam room and mentally implanted disinterest so he could have it to himself. It was not a practice he often engaged in because he knew it wasn’t fair, but this morning…

Cameron replayed the conversation with HR over and over, as he had been doing throughout his workout. He knew they knew he was a mage. And he knew vampires hunted mages for their blood too. Cameron had come to the conclusion Impetus had not yet made a move against him because Nathen was his boyfriend. But HR had called and said his mother was alive!

This new piece of information, which he couldn’t even fathom, brought Cameron to the gym. Information so shocking, it had sent him into an emotional spiral, so he came to work out and get some clarity. Since the age of sixteen, when Cameron saw a monstrous arachnoid fae’s scythe-like arm skewering his mother, and he ran, escaping at her insistence, he had known his mother was dead. She had to be, right? He had seen her die…

The muscles of Cameron’s tense back and shoulders ached from the workout he endured. He had always hated going to the gym and exercise in general, but Nathen was chiseled perfection and he wanted to look good for him. The brutal workout had punished him physically, allowing him to turn off his thoughts for a moment. Cameron idly touched the colorful fractal tattoo over his heart, smiling at the memory of the night he and Nathen had declared love for each other and gotten them. He took another deep breath. Centered. Safe. Loved. Nathen… Throwing one arm over his eyes, Cameron frowned as his anatomy betrayed him, though covered with a towel, and he actively scanned to make sure no one would be coming into the steam room.


Chapter Two

NATHEN

 

Cameron had taken off, his mind a cacophony of thoughts and feelings that had left Nathen stunned through their empathic and mental link. Cameron’s mother—alive? But Nathen also had his own concerns to deal with. He retreated to Cameron’s bedroom to curl up under the soft, warm blankets that smelled of vanilla and peaches, safe and comforting. But the environment wasn’t enough to soothe. He had killed someone. Granted that someone was a kidnaping, murdering psychopath, but still, he had taken a conscious being out of this existence and it was another vampire. Is this the norm? Did vampires just end up killing on a whim? He didn’t think so, but it had been almost instinctual.

Also, having drained Mathis of his blood, Nathen felt something else come across with it. Glimpses of the man’s memories sparked across his consciousness.

Almost an hour later, Nathen had calmed down. He had been able to process what had happened, but also Cameron had relaxed. However, he wasn’t in the apartment, he was at the gym three blocks away. Nathen rolled out of the tightly wound ball to lay flat on the bed, now grasping the concept that despite the distance he could feel Cameron—like seeing something out of one’s peripheral sight. The heat of the fire that was Cameron burned just beyond his view, though still warming him. And part of him called to Nathen—his need permeating Nathen to the core. He realized he could probably block it out as he had learned to do so with so much that overstimulated him, or he could embrace it. Go to it. Go to Cameron, his Cameron. The enticingly brilliant fiery-haired man who burst with magical light, but who carried such darkness, fueled by self-loathing, sadness, guilt and shame. Except Nathen saw the kindness, the healer of minds, the funny and sweet man who had pledged his love to him.

Daylight burned beyond the blackout curtains and Nathen dreaded the thought of walking out and potentially being paralyzed and burned by it. The umbrella? His friend Robbie had gifted him a UV protecting umbrella. Picturing himself ambling down a busy street in San Francisco clad in a parka with several layers of clothes including thick sherpa hand mitts made him giggle. His driver, Julian, could pick him up. No, he didn’t want to risk Impetus knowing where they lived, though it was a good possibility they already knew.

Nathen laughed from the absurdity spinning in his mind. Was he a Cybervamp? A Vampernet? He could interface with technology and traverse the wires and fiberoptic links of the internet and mentally reconstruct the internal functions of devices as projections of his mind. Mmm… Cameron probably had his phone close to him. I have to try! If this worked, maybe it could be a solution to his new sun problem. At least with his boyfriend.

Nathen picked up his phone and reached out mentally. The screen unlocked and the default browser opened to a blank page. Focusing, the now familiar sound of the crash of waves cascaded over and through him. A serene white noise washed out all other sounds and enveloped him before he realized he was inside the phone space—or in his mind? He opened the phone application and dialed Cameron’s number. Sending the command to call, he attached his conscious mind to the packets that were about to be sent from his phone to the cell tower.

An instant rush carried him away. His view shifted from the representation of the screen to a glider carrying him through the air on the invisible radio carrier waves used by the phone. Normally this would be almost instantaneous, but his mind slowed the vision enough for him to grasp what was going on.

Absorbed into the target he had called, he admired a still snapshot in time of two Siamese kittens curled up on a couch. The background on Cameron’s phone! He left the connection open and pivoted his consciousness from the phone to the external world. The ambient electromagnetic radiation coalesced and formed a sort of spectral body. A stray golden wave, a thread, connected to Cameron’s phone.

He couldn’t see his body, nor his hands, and though there were other guys walking around in the locker room, they couldn’t see him. He couldn’t move his legs—he had none—but after a few moments, he figured out that through will he could cause his consciousness, in this spectral body, to go in that direction.

Cameron was not in the locker room. The pool? No. The steam room! Nathen sensed when Cameron felt him before he saw him.

Now hovering within arm’s length, Cameron asked with wide-eyed awe, “Nathen?”

Nathen didn’t know how to respond, so he went to an absurd line from a movie. “Yes, it is I, your long dead boyfriend come back from the grave to visit you, to give you a message…”

Cameron laughed lightly, confused. “Where are you? And how are you doing this?”

“I used the phone system and your phone to project myself here. I’m still technically in your phone but using the EM radiation in the area to carry my consciousness. If your phone dies, I’ll probably wake up back in the apartment, though I’m not sure what will actually happen.”

Their link allowed Nathen to sense Cameron’s angst morphing into curiosity and then arousal. With a half smile, he said, “That, sir, is amazing. I-I’m sorry I took off. I just couldn’t really think straight. I—” He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Let me grab a quick shower, and I’ll be right home.”

“Do you mind if I watch?” Nathen shifted through relief, yearning, and into arousal at the sight of his boyfriend standing and wearing nothing but a towel.

Laughing, Cameron shook his head and left the steam room, holding the door open for the shimmering ball of light only he could see. He led the way through the locker room, and Nathen could hear Cameron’s random thoughts, which were focused on how many people had been diagnosed with schizophrenia who might just be mages unaware of their abilities. Unfortunately, he saw the mental musings about mages led to other thoughts of Cameron’s mom, and the revelation that she lived. Nathen wondered at their link.

“It’s the blood bond coupled with his abilities.”

Despite not having a body, prickles cascaded throughout his system as Nathen stopped, flooded with confused panic.

“What’s going on, babe?” Cameron stopped as well, studying Nathen with concern.

“That was really weird. I think I heard someone. I think it was Mathis, answering an internal question I just asked myself. Did you sense anything strange just now?” Nathen asked, turning in a circle to look around.

“I heard you answer your own question. And I think you’re right,” Cameron said.

Nathen protested in confusion. “It…it was me, but it wasn’t.” It was an intrusion of someone else’s thoughts, or memory, into his consciousness—not altogether unpleasant so much as distracting.

Cameron asked, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just need to figure out what’s going on. Unfortunately, this didn’t come with a manual.” He laughed. “Though maybe those books have some answers.” At the statement, somehow Nathen knew he was right and the books of blood magic held so many more answers. Despite his desire to race back and delve into the books, he said, “Thought you were showering?”

Cameron chuckled and grabbed a shower caddy from his locker and a towel from the pile the gym kept near the showers. After choosing a larger stall at the end, he shimmied, and the towel hanging low around his hips slipped to the floor as he stepped in to savor the warm water. Nathen could tell Cameron was torn between giving some sort of sensual show and quickly washing off so he could make his way home. Settling on a combination of the two, he ran the bar of soap slowly over his chest and abs, keeping his eye on Nathen.

From his vantage point, Nathen enjoyed the visual stimulation of Cameron’s hands moving over his rock-hard abs and then lower to cup his heavy sac and semi-aroused member. Though no one else watched, the exhibitionistic and forbidden nature of it increased his own arousal. “You should hurry home.”


Chapter Three

CAMERON

 

Nathen’s urgency summoned a grin from Cameron, and he quickly finished up, bidding adieu to the glowing ball of light, and soon was dressed and heading back through the now busy San Francisco streets to their apartment. Cameron counted himself lucky to live in the beautiful city with the diverse population, amazing food, and nearly perfect weather. He nodded to the security guard stationed on the first floor of their apartment building and decided to forgo the elevator, instead running up the six flights of stairs. Opening the door, a streak of fur rushed past. He caught him in one arm and cuddled as he kicked off his shoes before depositing Hansel, the Siamese ruler of the house, next to his sister on the couch. He sensed Syn deep in sleep in her room on the right side of the living room and Nathen in his bedroom on the left side of the apartment, past the dining room.

“Hi, gorgeous, I’m home,” he mentally called, pausing at the doorway of the darkened bedroom with its blackout curtains, always drawn, one of several accommodations made for Cameron’s insomnia that also helped with Nathen’s little allergy to the sun.

Nathen lay nude, waiting for Cameron to enter. He beckoned him to the bed, then when he sat, tickled his fingers over his back. “Did you want to talk about what happened? Or I can help you relieve some stress first, and then we can talk about it?”

Cameron tugged his shirt off and sent it sailing into the corner toward the clothes basket lost in the darkness. “No, please. I can’t talk about anything right now. I really should sleep before thinking again. Sleep resets our brains, you know?” He fell into doctor mode, about to expound the specifics of the suprachiasmatic nucleus and melatonin but stopped himself. Stretching out beside Nathen, Cameron ran his hand over his hardened smooth chest, toying playfully with a nipple. “Can I choose option B, add some sleep, and then talk when I wake up?”

Nathen’s eyes subtly glowed in the dark room, and Cameron could all but feel them moving over his form. He jolted when Nathen used his vampiric ability to assist in completely disrobing him in half a second. Finding his semi-erect cock in Nathen’s hand, Cameron shivered, becoming fully engorged.

“What did you have in mind?” Nathen’s mental tone had a wolfish quality.

Inhaling sharply at the attention, Cameron cupped Nathen’s face in one hand, staring into his otherworldly luminescent eyes. “You know, I’m at a distinct disadvantage here since I can’t actually see all of you.”

A smile colored Nathen’s tone. “You don’t need to see; you just have to feel.”

“Oh God,” Cameron exhaled, rolling onto his back, closing his eyes to let Nathen take over as warm full lips engulfed his cockhead. A tickle of sensation worked in small circles down his shaft to his jewels and back up again. He had never met anyone who liked using their mouth as much as Nathen did, and somehow, he had perfected his technique with only one partner before Cameron. While he usually enjoyed watching his lover pleasure him, Nathen’s feral eyes were a bit disconcerting poised over his lap, so Cameron opted to sink into the pillows, one hand behind his head and the other encouragingly petting Nathen’s curls.

Their connection communicated to Cameron when Nathen emotionally disconnected from his troubles, feeding on their pleasure as he continued his ministrations. Cameron’s breath hitched when Nathen gently massaged his balls and spikes of pleasure roiled over his half-swallowed cock.

Cameron read Nathen’s arousal in solely pleasing him, and he let out a low groan, his hand tightening in Nathen’s hair, and suddenly he wanted more…needed it. Sitting up, he gently maneuvered Nathen, then tumbled on top of him, pinning him underneath his weight, instinctively finding his lips. A shiver encompassed Cameron when their tongues met and once more he fell under the spell Nathen’s kiss provided. It never ceased to amaze him how the kiss scattered all other concerns, and he understood this must be what fairy tales were written about; the kiss of his prince was profoundly magical and healing. His body naturally ground against Nathen’s, their cocks slipping against each other as Cameron crushed Nathen to him, one hand found its way into Nathen’s hair to firmly hold on as his kiss intensified with his need. He projected a question, and as Nathen agreed and complied, he reached to the side of the bed, flicking open a drawer and fumbling for a small bottle.

Mentally reading Nathen’s preference, Cameron moved to the side and allowed Nathen to roll over onto his front. He threw one leg over Nathen to straddle his rear as his huge cock naturally embedded itself in the cleft between Nathen’s cheeks. Realizing he had never had the chance to simply explore Nathen’s back, he placed a stream of kisses across his shoulders as he traced the ridges of Nathen’s muscles. Kneading slowly, Cameron applied techniques he had learned during a summer massage therapy course he had taken. He swiped his forearms down Nathen’s back before returning to kneading outward, spine to side, all the while rocking his hips in gentle grinding motions, sliding his cock back and forth. Following his hands, Cameron peppered small kisses down Nathen’s spine, sliding back so he could kiss Nathen’s tailbone before squeezing his rounded glutes.

“You have the best ass I have ever seen,” he mentally growled as he dribbled some lube into his hand and began to stroke himself, pouring waves of desire into his lover. Nathen squirmed when Cameron teased his star with his shaft and was immediately cuddled close, Cameron leaning over to kiss him again. As their lips met once more, their tongues warring around each other, Cameron forced his way in.

Pausing, he took time both to relish in the tightness of Nathen’s perpetually taut ring and to give him time to adjust before pressing in deeper. Excruciatingly slow, easing inch after inch into Nathen, he purposefully halted as he rolled his tongue around Nathen’s, accepting the amative nature of the kiss which he knew chemically lowered his defenses. He could “hear” all of Nathen’s thoughts cease as his only focus switched to the sensations of Cameron’s weight crushing him and widening as more of Cameron entered him, lost in the physicality. Propelled by Nathen’s mental prompt, Cameron thrust slowly, grinning at Nathen’s moans as he dragged against his spot. Leaning on his elbows positioned to either side of Nathen to corral him, Cameron rested his forehead between Nathen’s shoulder blades sighing softly as Nathen relaxed beneath him.

Nathen’s sudden clutch on his hips, yanking him forward into him solicited a gasp from Cameron, who had always prided himself on his fortitude and ability to give lovers what they wanted, both forgoing his own desires and making his main aspiration that of pleasuring his partner. But the impassioned link they shared made it very difficult and soon Cameron acquiesced to Nathen’s eagerness and found himself thrusting wildly, sucking air through his teeth as he ground fully into Nathen. Cameron reached under him, caught Nathen’s cock in one hand, and braced on his elbow. Then, he slipped his other arm in front of Nathen, offering him his wrist as his rhythm began to increase.

Even though anticipation loomed, Cameron was never prepared for the rush of euphoria that seized him when Nathen’s fangs sank in. Losing control of all ability to be mindful, his body thrust into Nathen, exploding as wave after wave of orgasm washed over him, sending a thick stream deep within Nathen’s channel. His hand clenched on Nathen’s rod, then stroking, pumped without mercy.

Lost in the world only Nathen could provide, all thought, all worry, all doubt was abolished, and only the frenzied exhilaration that subsumed him remained. He trembled as a second, and then third orgasm was wrenched from him though he had no more fluid to offer, his body unable to stop pounding into his lover.

Cameron collapsed, a final violent shudder coursing through him when Nathen lapped the wound on his wrist closed. He moaned with a combination of exhaustion and overwrought pleasure, slowly exiting Nathen’s ruined hole and falling to the side, his hand still caught under Nathen. He struggled to think, so settled for letting out a confused laugh.

Nathen brought his blood-stained lips to Cameron’s, giving him a soft kiss. “I love you.”

Cameron captured Nathen’s head with his free hand, returning his kiss deeply, the metallic flavor of his own life essence subtle compared to Nathen’s intoxicating flavor. “My God, I love you too.”


Chapter Four

NATHEN

 

Nathen had gotten used to staying on the computer while Cameron slept, or else meditating near him in bed. But now there were multiple options he had to contend with. Was it option one, ruminating on killing another vampire; option two, reading the books he “acquired” from Mathis, the vampire he killed; or option three, turning on the laptop and learning more about whatever SpArk was?

His curiosity tugged him to the books, but more: a buried sense of pride, an awe at possessing something from Mathis’s bag, and it wasn’t entirely his own. He waited until he heard Cameron’s breath steady into a soft rhythm before quietly extricating himself from Cameron’s embrace. For a moment, he stood next to the bed, gazing down and taking in the image of his nude boyfriend peacefully unconscious and fast asleep.

Making his way to the foot, he gingerly opened the trash bag that housed the leather satchel they’d recovered from Mathis. It was covered with blood, and some other things he didn’t want to dwell on, though he wasn’t squeamish. In fact, the smell tantalized and slightly intoxicated him. He willed himself to focus on getting to the books instead of his ever-present hunger.

Carefully removing three thick volumes, he turned the first, a red leather-bound book with oddly textured pages, over in his hand. It had no title Nathen could discern, except for a copper symbol on the cover: a circle with a line dissecting it. He turned to the second black leather-bound book, which Nathen recognized as he leafed through was a journal of some kind. Written in ornate script, it included various drawings of what appeared to be geometric shapes and drops of blood with names scattered around the pages. Neither of the first two books were in English, though oddly Nathen somehow identified the words. The last volume, a modern hardcover journal, was in English, and Nathen instinctively knew it was Mathis’s work.

Placing the books in a neat stack, Nathen reached into the bag again to retrieve a bundle of something wrapped in a black silk cloth. Long and heavy, he laid the object across his lap to unwrap it and revealed a silver weapon of some kind. Three monstrous humanoid faces leered at him around the pommel and a canine head stuck out at the top. The dagger, or stake, came to a sharp three-faced point but looked impractical for cutting anything. Setting the weapon aside, Nathen rooted around the bag but found nothing else.

Nathen relocated the books and dagger to a small desk littered with papers and bills and realized the sparsity of the room. Was this what a “bachelor pad” was meant to look like? No nightstands, no headboard, stuff on the floor instead of in drawers… A thought tickled the back of his mind: We need to go furniture shopping. And… Oh great, I’m nesting, which made Nathen smile.

The books would have to come later as he figured out more about what they were, and how he could read them. He hoped Mathis’s journal would help him unravel the languages.

As was his way, he mentally hopped from option to option, retrieved his laptop, laying on the floor near the bed, and crept back into bed to Cameron’s side, careful not to disturb his sleep.

Propping himself up on his pillow against the wall, he flipped the top of his laptop and started the virtual image. It booted into a Linux prompt that he logged into and found SpArk, a preinstalled program. Nathen shook the memory of the explosion at the warehouse where they recovered the drive.

Nathen had not interacted with the AI—if that’s what it really was—much after they discovered it. He hadn’t had the time since he kept finding more information that introduced so many different paths for him to explore. All the topics interested him, so he struggled with focusing on just one.

He wanted to find out more about what it was, so he opened it in read-only mode using a text editor in binary mode. This let him read parts of the program’s internal structure without running it. He did find something that piqued his interest: a section of the file that included instructions for its Help section with a copyright. SpArk stood for Sapient Personalized Artificial Research Knowledgebase or just Sapient Artificial Knowledgebase.

Human readable commands were listed for starting the program, which included some that could be used to modify its behavior, but the basic concept seemed to be it scanned the hard drive for readable or processable data, which it then cataloged and made available in a conversational way.

Nathen mused, But, if it is conscious, this program would essentially build an ego out of its knowledgebase.

Nathen had many philosophy, art, and classical music books, as well as lectures and videos in his library. He paused, considering. What if I scan those books from Mathis and added to the collection? Creating a shared volume on his computer with the virtual desktop would let the program inspect the data and it could conceptualize them in a more accessible way than he could by reading them in one go.

Creating a folder structure clearly defining their contents, he gave folders names like Philosophy, Mathematics, and Classical Art and created links to his library. He then turned on the sharing feature and from within the virtual desktop mounted the share.

When he clicked into SpArk, the program began, found the new directories almost instantly, and started to traverse the folders.

Nathen marveled with a wide grin. It’s feeding.


Chapter Five

CAMERON

 

After a solid five-hour nap, Cameron groped around for Nathen and grinned at eyes hovering above, a glowing beacon in the darkness of his bedroom, the only source of any illumination. “Morning, gorgeous.”

“It’s almost 2:00 p.m.” Nathen responded, ever the literal one.

“It’s gotta be morning somewhere. My cock thinks it’s morning,” he teased, pulling back the covers to show himself at half-mast. Cameron loved waking up next to Nathen more than anything. The fact Nathen didn’t have to sleep made his remaining at Cameron’s side when he slept that much more endearing. He sent waves of adoration and arousal up to Nathen, enticing him to lay beside him, Cameron’s light touch exploring his back under his shirt. The waves of passion coming from Cameron were meant to both comfort and arouse and their emotions began to feed off each other.

Almost an hour later, Cameron whispered, “God,” gathering Nathen to him in a loose and weak embrace. “That is the best way to wake up,” he imparted, his emotions raw.

“This is the first time I’ve had morning sex…or, well, sex after just waking up. Or at least…” he trailed off, and Cameron sensed Nathen’s mind starting to whir with the need for no sleep.

“First time for everything,” Cameron hummed, cuddling for a time and nuzzling Nathen’s neck as he breathed in the scent of his shampoo and worked to summon his mind back to calm.

After he recovered, and the couple had showered and dressed, enjoying the time in intimate silence, Cameron finally admitted it was time to call. He had avoided it all morning, telling himself after his workout sleep would help him think straight. Then, procrastinating with his boyfriend took precedence. Emotionally wrought, he tried to avoid thinking about HR, the job offer, his mother…

Hand in hand, Cameron and Nathen stepped into the living room where Syn sat playing online. She looked up expectantly and nodded to Cameron’s unspoken instruction. Together, the three sat around the kitchen table with the phone between them.

Nathen asked, “Are you sure you want to do this? This could be a snare, a way to get you to do what they want… Though, of course, I will support whatever you choose. I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

“What other options do we have? Either we meet with the man and find out what he has…or not. If he does have anything worth following up on, then go down that road. I’ve been what-iffing myself all morning. What if this is a trap? But what if my mom is actually alive?” He looked helplessly at Syn, who nodded, finishing his thought.

“It’s his mom. If she’s alive we have to find her…” she trailed off, and Cameron saw she was lost in her own thoughts of the night his mom had allegedly died, and their lives had changed forever.

Before he could talk himself out of it, Cameron dialed the number on the black card with silver embossed lettering HR had handed him. It rang twice before a familiar voice said, “Mr. Molina. I am glad you decided to call. Shall we meet tonight, then? My office? Or a place of your choosing?”

Cameron’s stomach flipped, and despite having not eaten all day, a wave of nausea washed over him. “Yes. Let’s meet at 7:00 p.m. at George’s Bistro in Union Square. I’m sure you can get reservations for the four of us?”

“Indeed. I look forward to the meeting.” The line went dead.

Cameron let out a long breath, watching as the phone clicked off.

“Well, there it is,” Syn said with a shrug. “George’s, huh? Nice!”

“Well, if it’s going to be our last meal…” Cameron said with a half-smile, his voice devoid of mirth.

A sudden flutter of apprehension from Nathen took Cameron by surprise. “I have some things to tell you guys. This probably isn’t the time, but it really can’t wait. I was going to tell you when I found out, but then HR and…” Cameron got lost for a second in the swirl of thoughts Nathen was trying to grasp hold of. “First, I went through the books Mathis had. One is in a language I recognize but can’t read. I think when I drained Mathis, something came into me, along with his blood, because I get fragments of his memories and sometimes I hear him in my head.”

Without pause, Nathen went on. “My laptop was modified; it has a true random generator add-on. At the time, I didn’t think anything of it. But when I ran the image… Well, I think there is an intelligence to it, beyond just programming. It’s using the true random hardware while running, and it appears highly ordered. It’s not following scripted programs. It seems to be learning by itself and changing itself as it does so. If I had to guess, it is some kind of AI. It uses a modified deep Q-learning model on top of the hardware interface layer that is also unique. “

Cameron blinked in confusion as Syn asked, “First off—you’re hearing voices now? And second—do you think this AI program a plant? Something by Impetus or Paradigm to spy on us?”

Nathen shrugged. “It’s like occasional commentary that comes randomly. And with regard to the AI, I don’t know. I don’t have enough information, but if it belongs to the companies, they are about to become really rich. This has been the holy grail of computer science since Alan Turing’s time. From what I could tell, though, it’s very young, as in…a few days old.”

“I don’t understand,” Cameron began. On an academic level, he accepted it made sense if a vampire kills another vampire he could have somehow gained that vampire’s essence. But the whole AI business was beyond him. “Come again?”

“Your boyfriend said there’s some sort of artificial intelligence, which only exists in science fiction, alive and well on his computer,” Syn explained dubiously.

“What?” Cameron asked, turning his attention to Nathen.

“Think of it as a young Data from Star Trek: The Next Generation. It doesn’t have a robot body, but if given enough time, access to information, and resources, it could build itself one.”

Understanding dawned. “Oh…how did it get there?” Cameron asked.

Nathen rolled a shoulder. “It’s on the hard drive we got from the explosion that almost killed us. Only…it’s trained data file is only a few days old. So, either Theo installed it, or something else is going on that I don’t see yet. But I don’t think Theo would do that. So…”

“Is it safe to…mess with?” Cameron raised an eyebrow as Syn shook her head in response.

Nathen admitted, “I don’t know. It was still dormant, but seemingly conscious when I went inside the system. It seems to be safe, but it’s technically a living being, a program that thinks for itself…though very young.”

“Kill it,” Syn said, standing. Cameron could feel Nathen’s shock and dismay. “I’m telling you, nothing good can come of it. But whatever, I’ve got a class to go teach.”

Cameron frowned, waiting until she had left to reach over and pet Nathen’s knee. “I think she means, just…you know, be careful?”

Nathen nodded. “Of course. Listen, I don’t know who created it, but if I am right, this is incredible!”

*

THE REST OF the day was spent quietly. Syn left the boys alone to hold her evening kickboxing class at the gym; Cameron worked on reports for his students, reminded he was expected to return to work the next day; and Nathen continued to investigate artificial intelligence.

As the time got closer, the three reconvened and took a taxi to Union Square, where they arrived at the high-class Spanish tapas restaurant. Cameron had established their three-way mental link in the car so they could communicate in private and potentially run if needed. Much to Cameron’s dismay, the hostess indicated another member of their party had already been seated. She showed them to a round table in the back where the nondescript older gentleman, dressed in a tailored suit, waited holding a highball glass with amber liquid. He stood as the three approached. c

“Mr. Molina, Ms. Rodriguez, Mr. Hale, so good of you all to join me tonight.” He gestured to the empty seats. Cameron immediately sat to HR’s right, indicating for Syn to sit across from the man, in the farthest seat from him and incidentally closest to the door. After the group were seated and received menus, a waitress was immediately upon them with obviously preordered drinks: water for Nathen and beer for both Syn and Cameron. When the woman had left them in silence, HR apologized. “I’m sorry, Mr. Hale, but this establishment does not cater to your particular needs. Now, I’m certain the three of you have questions, and I am more than happy to answer them.”

Cameron and Syn exchanged glances.

Nathen took it all in stride, saying, “It’s okay. I already ate.”

“What do you mean you have information about my mother?” Cameron asked, jumping right to the point as the sound of his heart pounded in his ears.

The man gave a curt nod, bending over and pulling a file out of a leather briefcase set on a low stool next to him. “Surveillance photos from a location in Texas where your mother currently resides with three other women.”

Cameron snatched the file, thumbing through it quickly with Syn having scooted her chair over to look at them as well. There was no denying the photos were of Maria Molina, Cameron’s mother, each of them time stamped for the month prior. Cameron struggled with his emotions, his mind spinning with desperation, disbelief, fear, and sheer agony as he fought to hold back tears.

Syn pointed out: “These are security photos.”

“Indeed,” HR responded simply.

Nathen stood and took hold of his chair with the intention of dragging it around the table to Cameron when HR put a steadying hand on Nathen’s arm. He stood and offered his chair to Nathen with a subtle gesture, stepping aside to give him access by changing chairs with him.

Cameron reveled in the silent emotions of love and support he was blanketed in from Nathen, and he numbly slid the file to him.

Syn demanded, “So, tell us about these photos. Where are they? How did you get hold of them?”

HR nodded assent. “We started investigating Mr. Molina once we learned our asset had interest in him. That uncovered more unanswered questions than we were comfortable with. This has nothing to do with your skill, Ms. Rodriguez. You covered your tracks quite well. So well, in fact, let’s just say only extraordinary skills could have found any information at all. And, indeed, we did. There is much more to be learned. However, I am only willing to divulge said information, including the answer to your first question regarding location, upon agreement to join us.”

Rage seethed in Cameron, though he sat quietly.

Through the link Cameron had open, Nathen mentally imparted, “Are you okay? Did you want to leave and talk outside? I’m sorry for getting you into this.”

Shaking his head at Nathen’s suggestion, “We can talk with each other right here, and he can’t hear us. As far as I know.” He glanced at Syn.

“Let me get this straight.” Syn sat back, her shoulders squared and fire burning in her eyes. “You’re saying Cameron’s mother is alive. That she is living, and from what it seems, quite comfortably with a few other women, and you’re not willing to give us any more information unless Cameron sells his soul to you?”

HR’s features were serene. “That is a bit dramatic, Ms. Rodriguez. What I am offering is a job as Junior Director of Threat Management for our San Francisco location. The position would be a two-year contract with an option to extend. It comes with a handsome salary three times what you are making at the nonprofit clinic, benefits, resources, and the information you seek. You have a very unique set of skills, sir, that can help us in many ways.”

“I do not agree with your ways,” Cameron growled, clutching Nathen’s hand tightly and protectively. “You abduct unsuspecting people, kill them, making them into vampires, all without their consent, and then murder them when they don’t get with your program. And that’s only the surface of what we know you do.”
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