



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Awakening

ISBN: 978-1-64890-009-9

Copyright © 2020 by Sean Ian O’Meidhir

Copyright © 2020 by Connal Braginsky

Cover Art by Natasha Snow Copyright © 2020

Published in May, 2020 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-010-5

 

Warning: This book contains sexually explicit content, which may only be suitable for mature readers, violence, sexual assault, rape, racist language/imagery/slurs, and murder.


Awakening

Darklight, Book One

Sean Ian O’Meidhir & Connal Braginsky


Table of Contents

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Epilogue

About the Author


Dedications

Connal: A dedication to the Vampire. Of the “classical” monsters, few have been as enduring as the Immortal Vampires. Their stories were whispered by our ancestors by night in every culture around the world (though they might have been cloaked in different cultural themes and myths). Of the monsters of our ancestors they are the most versatile and relevant to every century they inhabited. They have been villains, heroes, and everything in between in countless books and movies. They reflect and absorb the cultural zeitgeist they exist in and may reveal the hidden darker aspects of the author, or their heroic side, or repressed sexual desires that lay dormant in the shadows of their psyche. To gay men in particular, they take on the projections of the late twentieth century gay culture. Hidden, harbouring secrets, going out by night, and with the ever real and present danger of infecting, or getting infected by a disease that will change the life of the host. Their themes deal with existential issues that most shy away from dwelling too much about but are always brewing underneath. Life, Death, Mortality, Immortality, Divinity, Power, and Dark Beauty. The Vampire, to me, represents the quintessential mercurial archetype of Death, Change, and the Unchanging, and it will outlive us all.

 

Sean: This is our third published work. The first I dedicated to my parents who encouraged and fostered my writing. The second book was dedicated to David, my partner of 10+ years. This third book I’d like to dedicate to people who have shared love in this life.

Connal—next to David, my best friend whose love and encouragement have woken me up. Writing is like breathing, and he has brought me back to life. I have very much appreciated our journey into a wondrous land whose boundaries are that of imagination.

Angeles—my online partner and very closest confidant who knows absolutely everything about me (and has yet to run screaming). He rules with nonjudgmental kindness, acceptance, patience, quiet strength, creative dignity, and fosters and feeds my need for novelty, romance, and creation. A true dominant who wants everyone around him to grow and thrive, asking only trust in return.

Mark—a short lived whirlwind who will always remain in my heart. Our friendship grew out of play and will remain forever and a day despite the confines of the shells we reside in.

Daniel—my first partner of fifteen years who is on a separate path now. I grew up with him. I grew strong because of him. The most creative man I had ever met. I will always wish him joy.


Chapter One

NATHEN

 

Sterile. That was the name for a room like this. Brightly lit, the room had a mirrored wall reflecting the enormous, white, tempered glass-topped board table surrounded by at least forty, comfortable, white chairs. Sitting across from Nathen was a middle-aged, nondescript albeit impeccably dressed, man in a dark pin-striped suit that cost more than most people pay in monthly rent. He was sitting impossibly still with a demeanor of infinite patience and calm, observing Nathen with an unreadable expression. Behind him was a paper-thin monitor mounted on the wall that reflected the back of the man’s balding head, and Nathen. They were alone in the room, and there were two doors leading out on the side of the room opposite the mirror. What looked like an original Pollock hung between them, the only color in the room.

“Oh good, Mr. Hale. You are with us. Welcome to your new…position.” The man’s voice was as boring as his appearance, though there was something strange about the way he spoke. Nathen couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He even sounded blasé, as if he had given this speech a hundred times before. “It is good to have you as the newest member of the Impetus family.”

Impetus? Nathen knew that company. He may have only been twenty-two years old and more concerned about playing World of Warcraft than following Fortune 500 companies, but he knew that corporation had its hands in just about everyone’s pots. He became distracted by his reflection in the monitor and thought his raven hair, which was usually unkempt, looked uncharacteristically styled.

The man held up a finger as if to silence, though Nathen had not made a sound. “You have been recruited for an extraordinary purpose. And while I am certain you may have questions, please hold them until I am finished. Here is your on-boarding packet.” He referenced a single sheet as he pushed a small pile of papers across the table, sitting a mahogany Montblanc pen atop them.

“I will need you to read through this stack of papers and sign where there is highlighted space…” Nathen considered the huge stack of papers, then shook his head. Wait…he had spaced out again. How much did the man just say he was going to be paid?

“…As long as you remain with the Company, we will see to all of your needs. Of course, you are welcome to hunt as you see fit, as long as it does not reflect poorly on the Company. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Please, read and sign, and we will move to the next step. I will explain everything you need to know about your first assignment. Oh, and what being a vampire means.”

A whole slew of thoughts and emotions went through Nathen’s mind as he adjusted his glasses. The sheer amount of information was overwhelming, and because he didn’t have time to process it all. The only things he had paid attention to were the money figures and the fact they had mentioned benefits for his family. How did I get here? I didn’t sit for an interview, did I? Did I even apply for this job? And what is it about that man’s speech? He sat still for a long minute, sorting and retracing his steps after leaving the office of the psychologist. He had been there that morning after two days of testing the previous week, only to have the diagnosis of Autism confirmed, which he had not yet fully processed. The short of it was that he had a social communication deficit and didn’t pick up on everything in social interactions. It explained why he was confused when people were supposedly being sarcastic, and he never had been able to tell if someone was flirting with him. His doctor had told him he saw things as black and white but missed the rainbow. It had made Nathen laugh at the time, though the doctor hadn’t laughed with him, so he stopped. But he had found it funny that he was missing rainbows. Nathen’s eyes darted as he was sorting his visual memory.

Finally, he admitted, “I’m sorry. I’m confused as to how I got here. And I don’t remember applying for the position you are offering. Um…what is it that I’m getting hired to do?”

As the words left his mouth, he noticed something strange about how his teeth and tongue moved, as if there was something new, though he couldn’t place what was different. He reached up to his chin feeling it for pain. Maybe he had been knocked out with a punch?

The man arched one eyebrow almost imperceptibly and stared at Nathen, speaking slowly, “You are being hired for your computer prowess, Mr. Hale. We are aware of your unique abilities to find your way into just about any system you attempt to enter, either legally or illegally. You will be putting your talents to work for us, and for the greater good if I may be so bold. Your first assignment will be to assist us in defeating those who are currently threatening children and their families, a story I am certain you have heard about. I will tell you more once you have officially accepted the position.” The man tapped the on-boarding paperwork that he had pushed over moments before. “And, you did not apply. You are being drafted.”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘illegal,’” Nathen protested, his mind racing as he tried to figure out if he had done anything to worry about with his latest online endeavors.

Quickly trying to cover up, Nathen explained, “I’m paid to find vulnerabilities in systems, hired by companies to discover and report. And how did I get here? The last thing I remember before waking up here is leaving the doctor’s office.”

Nathen picked up the forms and started reading them, then glanced back up as his thoughts replayed what the man had been saying. It sometimes took him a few minutes to catch up if he wasn’t paying strict attention. “And what do you mean by ‘Vampire?’ Is that the internal project name I’ll be working on?”

The man fixed Nathen with a stern glare. “Do not play games, Mr. Hale. You are what is known by many as a ‘hacker’ and engage in a number of extracurricular activities I am certain you do not wish everyone to know about. But we do know. And that skill set makes you valuable. Please sign, and I will move forward with explaining everything else.”

Nathen thought about it, reasoning that it was a competitive salary for California and appreciated that his family would be covered. Because his mother was an attorney, Nathen knew never to sign a contract without reading it first. Trying to be polite, Nathen asked, “Do you mind if I read over the contract so I know what I am getting into?”

The man waved his hand, a gesture of patient permission, with a slight inclination of his head as a way of acknowledgement. One of his hands gently came to rest on the other, both folded in front of him atop the leather portfolio as he stared ahead, returning to a state of perfect calm.

Nathen read through the documents, his eyes flying over the pages as he comprehended at a speed he was amazed by. It normally took him a long time to sludge through boring documents like this. He assumed everything was standard as nothing stuck out as concerning. Everything was as the man had suggested, a document that outlined the mundane tasks of bureaucracy. The emergency contact form was already filled out with his mother’s information, including her cell phone. The position title was generically Analyst, which left room for a variety of tasks that were not actually spelled out in any way. Instead of a work schedule, the contract had variable.

“Oh, most of this is already filled out. That’s good because my handwriting is horrendous.” Nathen smiled at the man, picked up the pen, signed in his name on the marked locations, and pushed the stack back.

“Very good.” The man opened the leather portfolio and pulled out a keycard that had Nathen’s photograph on it.

“This will allow you access to this building and those sections of this building which you are authorized to be in. Your office is on the twentieth floor, office number 14A. Of course, with your assigned laptop you have the ability to work from home, or any other location of your choosing. We only ask that any work that you do with and for the Company is done on your assigned laptop and not your personal computer. Many of our associates never step a foot inside this building once hired. Either way, it is up to you.”

Retrieving a black leather messenger bag, the man went on in a fairly monotone way, and Nathen focused in on his strange clipped way of talking, getting lost again. Wait. Did he say something was wrong with his thumbprint and he had a company phone now? He tried to focus. “…in it is my number. Do not call me unless there is an emergency, or you have completed an assignment. Should you have mundane questions, a text will do. Feel free to use this phone for any and all calls as you see…”

Nathen wondered what kind of phone it was and started going through the various types of phones that he had used, refocusing when the man said, “…Company’s car service. You have unlimited access to this car service, and they are aware of your unique sun sensitivity, so once inside you will not have to worry about ultraviolet light.”

Nathen sat quietly, listening without interruption. He tried paying attention so he would not miss anything, but internally struggled with so much information coming at him so quickly. Did that man say something about light sensitivity?

The man set the bag on the table next to him as he continued without pause, “With regard to your first assignment, you will find it in a folder on the desktop of your laptop, spelled out in detail. As mentioned, we are incredibly distraught about this group, the Sons of Discord, and what they are doing with the computer systems and data at the San Francisco Children’s Hospital. We have had to move fast due to their imposed deadline, and thus you have been recruited. We need you to gather as much data as possible on this group and report back. I will expect you to read through all information available on this”—he patted the bag—“and work to gather and report data as you find it. Feel free to use anything and anyone at your disposal. We are aware that you have quite the extended group of acquaintances online and encourage you to reach out to them. The only thing I would like to impress upon you is to refrain from telling them that you have been elevated to your current physiological status by the Company. Indeed, vampires don’t actually exist. Officially, you are an analyst, which you may tell them. However, the nondisclosure clause you have signed inhibits you from disclosing the specifics of things you are analyzing. That said, a person of your nature investigating this on his own would not be suspicious. Now, as to being a vampire. Please pay attention…”

Nathen listened to the man talk nonstop to him about dietary restrictions, being killed by the sun, and other strange information. When he finally asked if there were any questions, Nathen looked blankly and asked, “I’m sorry, am I expected to…uh…role play a vampire only while in the office or…I’m confused. I’m also still not sure how I got here. My memory is a blank starting from the psychologist’s office up to waking up in this room. I am not sure where I am.”

The man sighed, as if anticipating the questions but hoping for acceptance without question. “Mr. Hale, this is not a game. You are in the financial district of San Francisco at our office. You cannot remember the last eight hours because you have been undergoing a transformation. Your human blood needed to be removed and replaced with vampiric blood. Since that means you will have this countenance forever unless you choose to change it, we took the liberty of grooming you—nails, hair, etcetera. You will find you have fangs should you choose to use them, and they will likely extend automatically if you smell blood. At least until you get control of that. I can see this is going to be a challenge. Allow me.”

The man called out to the room, “Agnes, please bring a glass in.” He paused and stared at Nathen for a moment before one of the doors opened. A gorgeous brunette in a pencil skirt and blousy white shirt, with styled curls that bounced as she walked, entered carrying a wine glass of red liquid.

“Mr. Hale,” she greeted Nathen warmly, sitting the glass in front of him. “Welcome!” After depositing the glass, she immediately turned and left through the way she entered.

It was the smell that hit Nathen first. Whatever was in the glass was unlike anything he had ever had, and yet so familiar. Coppery, but overlaid with something else. There was an odd sensation that Nathen had forgotten. An itch beneath his canine teeth but also slow movement. The itch itself was also mixed with an odd sense of sexual emotions: longing, yearning, overlaid with the disturbing need to devour. He shot up from the chair, causing it to fly backward and hit the floor. His left hand clasped over his mouth, as if he was using it to stop a word from coming out—in his case a scream—and he took a large step away. Nathen realized he didn’t feel his heart catch up with the emotion he was feeling: anxiety, fear, and dismay. His hand went from his mouth to his chest, discerning no familiar pulse of life. Though he was feeling the emotions and breathing quickly, the rest of his body seemed abnormally calm. His right hand still on his chest, he started pacing, his left hand making odd repetitive motions and finger contortions, eyes wide with fear.

What’s wrong with my teeth? Is this guy serious? He must be, why would he lie? What’s wrong with my teeth!? He stabbed at his canines with his tongue, they were a lot longer and sharper. Rubbing at his chest, he searched for his pulse that was not there. I can’t feel my heart. It must be a heart attack! Hand in the wrong place?

The man sat with his hands folded in front of him and watched Nathen move back and forth, his expression unchanged. After a few moments, he interrupted Nathen’s internal dialogue. “May I answer any questions, Mr. Hale?”

Nathen snapped out of his thoughts, “This has to be a dream, right?” Talking was strange with his teeth in their new position. He sounded different, his tongue was not used to the new layout so his voice had a new twang. He stopped pacing, stood still and closed his eyes. He focused on calming himself and waking up. Wake Up, Wake Up, WAKE UP! repeating the words as a kind of ritual to snap his mind out of this dream. He opened his eyes and found himself still standing in the room with the man looking at him with a serene calm. “Is this a dream?” he asked the man again. “I mean, vampires are things you kill or play as in computer games. Or perhaps you have drugged me? Slipped LSD in my drink to see how I would react?”

“What you are experiencing is quite normal. Vampires are a thing of myth, legend. But they do exist, though are quite rare…”

Nathen’s mind spun with what the man was saying and his strange stilted language. He shook his head when the man started talking about the San Francisco Children’s Hospital. “I am certain you have heard of the hospital being hijacked by a terrorist group? Well, with your new gifts, you will be able to seek out information faster and with preternatural ability. So, no, Mr. Hale, this is not a dream and you have not been drugged. Nor is this a prank or a psychotic episode. Indeed, aside from Autism, you have no other mental health concerns.”

Nathen wondered if that was true. I’m being pranked.

“Please let me know if you think you might want to speak with a therapist about this.”

About what?

“We have one on staff who can certainly talk to you about your elevation, something that I know you would not be able to discuss with a regular therapist. That said, Mr. Hale, the clock is ticking, and we do need to focus on the assignment at hand. But please, working on the correct assumption that this is real, do you have any other questions that I may answer?”

Nathen quietly picked up the chair and slipped back into it, taking and releasing a deep breath. “Can I please have a few minutes to process this?” Nathen stared at the glass with the red liquid. He surmised it was blood and noticed he was salivating.

Silently, the man inclined his head in a subtle nod and made no other movement or sound, possibly to allow Nathen his request.

The Company seemed to be offering everything he could ask for: good pay, a nice bonus, insurance for his family, and new equipment. The car service was a really nice perk as well. Nathen hated taxies and ride-shares as the drivers usually wanted to talk, which he found awkward to do with people he didn’t know. With his mind processing concerns about his routine being interrupted, Nathen picked up the glass and smelled the contents. There was the familiar metallic smell, but also something else, something he hadn’t noticed before. In his mind he had a blurry impression of a woman, maybe in her thirties. He smelled the blood again and focused. A light scent of beef tickled his senses, but no smoke or tobacco. With a sudden urge to drink it again, a lump formed in his throat which came with a mild sense of nausea. “May I drink this?”

The man inclined his head silently.

Nathen brought the glass to his lips and took a small sip of the warm liquid. The intense flavor accompanied fast-moving blurry impressions of events that were not his own. He blinked as if trying to clear his mind, but he wasn’t sure if that was his imagination, or if that was imparted by the blood. It had a metallic taste, but the longer he kept it on his tongue he noticed it began to change and turn sweet. He swished it around and the flavor changed again to what he interpreted as a sweet orange taste, much like orange marmalade. Finally, he swallowed it, and something surprising occurred. Along with sense of taste, he was also overcome with emotions of excitement, sexual ecstasy, and a perverse sense of being used (and liking it). Were those the emotions of that woman? Nathen looked back at the man to see if he could get any reaction from him, but his face was blank. He took a bigger sip, then a gulp, and finally downed the glass. The taste of the marmalade was strong, and her blood ended up being incredibly sweet. He could feel it coat his throat and flow down to his stomach. He hesitated, waiting to be sick, though that didn’t happen. In fact, he realized that he felt better. His mind calmed.

“That was incredibly weird,” he said. “If I don’t like it, you will change me back? And all I have to do is find information about the guys that installed the ransomware at the San Francisco Children’s Hospital?” Nathen had learned when he was overwhelmed that the only logical course of action was to parse out the known from the unknown, as he did whenever he was working on the computer. In this case the known was that he didn’t know how he got here, but he was here now. This company was offering him a ton of money for something he was already good at. And…he was a vampire. Having no frame of reference for this last bit, he shifted that to the side to worry about later.

“Mr. Hale, I am certain you will appreciate the new senses, strength, and abilities you will come to notice in time with your new being.” For the first time, the man smiled, the gesture wolfen, almost predatory. “How did you find the drink?”


Chapter Two

CAMERON

 

Cameron sat in the Starbucks with his chai tea latte, surrounded by people talking about a horror that had hit. San Francisco Children’s Hospital, the largest research, training, and practicing hospital in the country, had been hacked the day before by “cyber terrorists” who had taken control of the computer systems, threatening a data breach of protected health information, and were requiring a ransom? Cameron wasn’t sure about this last piece because people’s minds were clouded by their emotions. He listened to the thoughts of those around him. They heard, read, saw, imagined… He shut out their emotions, which would be a monstrous distraction if he let them. Sometimes sitting in a busy coffee shop could be soothing, like being at a rock concert or a symphony. He could simply tune into all the emotions around and let them flood his senses and wash over him, around him, through him. Today though, it was like being in a death metal concert. Or acid-jazz. Man, he hated jazz.

Cameron picked up that something had happened. People were outraged because a group calling themselves the Sons of Discord had decided that a children’s hospital was the best way to get their point across. Super creative, asshats. They demanded some sum of money, but people’s thoughts were too confused to get an accurate amount and various news agencies seemed to be reporting different things. One common thing was that there was a one-week time limit, and that the hospital was supposed to run normally. Something about if authorities interfered, other hospitals would be hit. Well that’s thinking ahead Sons of D’s. Cameron frowned. He and Syn had planned to take the following week off, though they hadn’t planned on where they were going and sometimes chose staycations with marathon game nights.

Cameron’s loud groan at the whole situation drew attention from nearby people who were glued to their phones and he smiled apologetically, feigned back pain and took his leave. An overall wave of anxiety permeated the city and it was enough to make him want to skip the gym entirely. But, then, pretty much anything could make him want to skip the gym. Cameron hated the gym and working out. It reminded him of junior high and high school PE classes in what he snarkily thought of as “small town/small mind USA,” where he went from being the shortest and scrawniest to the tallest, and still scrawniest, with all the jocks being the quintessential dicks. But being a gay man in San Francisco pretty much granted him a gym membership. While he went through the litany of excuses to go directly to Trader Joe’s and to not pass Go, to not collect a ton of sweat stained gym clothes, he got a text from Syn. He sighed, knowing gym it was.

Yes, Syn. I’m on my way. he texted back.

Though at least a foot shorter than his six-foot-four frame, Syn was at times more masculine than he was, and for as much as he liked boys, she liked girls. And though she claimed she was not a mage, Cameron swore to the gods and spirits that she had a kind of strange ESP, because she always seemed to know when he was going to skip the gym! It wasn’t surprising since they had known each other since they were ten years old and Cameron and his mother had moved to the small town where Syn had been born and raised. They bonded almost immediately as Cameron was an outsider, and even though Syn was related to half the town she had always felt like an outsider too. He considered her a sister in every respect.

K was all he received in response, and Cameron laughed because he had been caught, and about-faced to Silver Stream.

Silver Stream was a small neighborhood gym but had all the requisite machines along a back mirrored wall that made way for the other two-thirds set up for kick boxing, yoga, and tai chi classes. In the basement was the real gem—two lanes of Olympic sized pool, a hot tub, and separate changing and steam rooms for men and women. Syn managed the place and taught kickboxing for “legit” funds but had never had trouble keeping them in the lifestyle they had become accustomed to due to her extra-curricular online activities. Cameron teased her that she had ruined him for marriage, and she teased that he needed to find himself a nice “real doctor” to settle down with. She often mused that his being a shrink at a nonprofit was a “phase.”

After their individual workouts and showers, they met up in the small lobby. Cameron had opted to dress back in his work clothes, button-down shirt and slacks, rather than wear gym clothes out and about.

“Sad about the hospital,” Syn remarked, knowing of course Cameron had heard about it.

“Yeah, fucking jerkwads,” Cameron said aloud. Even though when they were together, he could open a channel to speak mentally with Syn, when in public they decided it was better to actually talk out loud so as not to draw attention to themselves by suddenly laughing for no apparent reason.

“Tell us how you really feel, carrot top,” she jibed, ruffling Cameron’s well-kempt ginger hair.

Cameron laughed and ducked away, running his hand through his hair to smooth it back into place as they dodged other city dwellers on their way to their favorite dim sum restaurant. It was cheap and good, right on the edge of Chinatown. The sky was a deep, clear blue with a cool, crisp, light wind that tickled across his skin and felt great after the workout. Cameron was often reminded that they lived in heaven and were blessed in so many ways.

“How was your day, dear?” Syn teased.

“Just a couple of CPS evals,” he switched to speaking mentally so as not to divulge possible private information in public. “One for a little kid who was removed from his home and is struggling. Probably exposed to meth in utero. The other was a mom who has mental health stuff, but surprisingly no drug problems. I don’t think she should have custody, but definitely visitation. She’s gotta stop having kids. Three kids in three years and she’s eighteen? Come on.”

After they were seated, Syn ordered for the both of them when the waitress arrived and then openly checked her out as she walked away before returning her attention to Cameron. He loved Syn for her subtleness among other things. “Whackado sterilization program,” she commented more than asked.

Cameron groaned. Syn had serious thoughts about who should and should not have children and was not open to people having the right to procreate without a license. Of course, considering where she came from, Cameron didn’t argue. “What about you, dear?” he asked with a smirk, sipping the delicious jasmine tea the waitress had brought after she took their order.

“Well the Sons can lick my hairy nut sack,” she started with a sweet innocent smile, summoning a wet choke from Cameron. “They’re terrorists, that’s all. They want to hold themselves out as these great revolutionaries, but seriously fuck, fuck, fuck them. And their sisters.” She waggled her eyebrows.

They talked for a little while longer, and Cameron was grateful she waited until they were almost done until she started in on him. “So, Grindr?”

It was a constant discussion. Syn wanted Cameron to have a “rich and full” sex life, like she had; but he considered himself a hopeless romantic. Cameron often pondered on their gender role reversal. He had had two relationships in his life. The first was at sixteen with Tommy who had promised to visit “someday” after he moved back to New York after they had turned eighteen, but someday had not yet come and it had been five years. They were now Facebook friends, but nothing more. Cameron’s other relationship had been with Frank, another doctoral student who was ten years his senior and never let him forget just how “young” he was. Cameron had been nineteen to Frank’s twenty-nine when they first met. Frank had been working with his master’s degree for several years before returning to school for his doctorate. Fundamentally they were different from the get, a strictly physical relationship. In the beginning, Cameron had enjoyed hanging out with Frank and studying together. He hadn’t liked how Frank talked down to him and needed to put everyone down, reminiscent of the bullies in the backwater town of Texas Cameron grew up in. He also didn’t like how resentful Frank was when Cameron finished his classes, then dissertation, then his degree before Frank did. Frank had broken off the relationship to “focus on me” with the promise to get back together once he was done with his degree. They used to occasionally get together for a slice and hookups. Frank got nastier and nastier after Cameron got licensed and the last time they were together was on Frank’s birthday.

“No thanks, Syn-ister,” Cameron said sarcastically and got the check. They switched off paying for meals, though Cameron knew Syn had entirely more money than he did.

“It’s gonna shrivel up and fall off,” she quipped, chucking him on the shoulder and he simply nodded at the game they played.

Their apartment was large for the city: a two-bedroom, two-bath, with a shared common area. A short hall with a coat closet greeted visitors. It led down to a sunken living room with three steps up to the dining room. An arch in the hall revealed the kitchen with an island that opened to the dining area. A door off the kitchen concealed the laundry area. There was a door to the left off of the dining room which was Cameron’s room and bath, and a door to the right off the living room leading to Syn’s room and master bath. Along the back of the living room was a floor to ceiling window with a sliding glass door to the balcony that overlooked the city. Both of their bedrooms also had private balconies. Cameron never asked how his friend had acquired the rent-controlled palace in the middle of San Francisco. Syn also had the place wired with every technological gizmo and doohickey imaginable: smart cameras, smart doorbell, smart vents, smart thermostat, cameras that allowed them to check on their cats from their phones during the day, and probably a dozen other things Cameron didn’t know how to work.

The living room had a couch and lounge chair that faced a huge television and multiple gaming consoles. Of course, there was the cat tree in the corner next to a small table that held wine bottles below. One of the things Syn and Cameron bonded over as children were video games, and they had about every game console that could be imagined and spent many evenings engaged in some sort of play. Cameron often reflected on how ironic it was that Syn was such a technophile and he never actually got technology. While he could work a controller, and they played all the time, he was grateful he could bring his phone to her for basic updates.

Thumbing her phone, Syn crooned when it connected, “Sheeeeelah, how you doing girl?” She flopped onto the couch with one leg thrown back over the arm.

Cameron guessed where that would lead so he gathered Hansel and Gretel, their rescue Siamese siblings, and sequester himself in his room where he could do research. The cyberattack and data breech on Children’s Hospital bothered him more than he’d consciously acknowledged, and he’d found himself drifting during dinner. While he didn’t quite understand the whole thing about a cyberattack, there was an internal pull of annoyance. Why was he so upset? Cameron went back and forth with himself, finally realizing he related cyber terrorists with bullies, and that was something that always bothered him. He had been bullied, but once his abilities came online, he realized that bullying came from a place of weakness. People put other people down to make themselves feel important. Terrorists were bullies on a much greater scale and hid behind masks. And to be doing this at a children’s hospital where families were already terrified of losing their children made Cameron feel like he was going to be ill. Maybe he could get in there and help to calm people? Maybe there was something else he could do?


Chapter Three

NATHEN

 

Nathen smiled at the man. Through his life, he had learned to smile back at people who smiled at him, though sometimes he forgot and looked at them blankly. What came instinctively to others, was something he had learned, like programming. “It tasted like blood at first, but then changed to be sweet, like a sweet orange? I thought I was going to be sick, but I actually feel good. But this whole thing is weird… I mean, I just drank blood.”

Though the man was stoic and almost emotionless, he seemed a little more relaxed as he said, “Blood is life. You will find that every donor is different. That was blood type O from a young woman. You may find a preference for type, gender, or other…”

Nathen lost track again, nodding as he tried to process the weird images that had appeared in his mind as he’d swallowed the blood. Nathen had experienced a rush of arousal that was confusing. Along with the confusion and arousal was a rush of euphoria the likes of which Nathen had never experienced before.

He hesitated over whether to mention this to the man, but in the end decided he’d never get an answer to it unless he asked.

“I…uh…felt something. Like emotion that wasn’t my own, as I was drinking. Is that…uh…normal? And, was the woman who brought the glass the same woman who gave the blood?”

“Indeed, it was. Her name is Agnes, and in addition to being an administrative assistant, she is also a donor. There are a few donors who work here and a few vampires, though for the most part there are humans with no knowledge of the rest. The blood you receive from the cafeteria will be from a private blood bank. The older the blood, the less likely you will be able to pick up anything about the donor. Agnes donated before you woke up. That is why you were able to pick up so much. If you hunt, you will find the emotional connection much stronger. If you disdain such, then utilize the blood we provide. If you wish to meet the other donors that work here, let Agnes or your floor administrative assistant know, and it will be arranged. Please do not ask other people who work here though; as I mentioned, they may not understand what you are talking about.”

“Oh, that’s good to know.” Nathen started comparing all the knowledge he had about vampires from Hollywood movies and TV shows. “If I bite people will they remember that I bit them or feel pain?” As his canine teeth retracted, he brought his hand to his mouth again. The motion and the itching sensation were a bit jarring but also kind of pleasurable.

“It will depend on how you feed. If you do it in the course of a sexual act, you can usually disguise it and they will never know. In fact, they will extremely enjoy it. Of course, you can bite to inflict pain by tearing the vein open and leaving a wound that cannot be healed, if that is what you prefer.”

Nathen blanched and changed the subject. “Can I see my office and look around the building? I won’t lie, I’ve always wanted to know what was inside here. You guys have a lot of misinformation and honeypots on your network; it’s hard to know what’s real or made to look real.”

“Of course. If we are done here, Agnes will show you around. Are there any other questions for me?”

“No, no other questions. I’m to find information on the terrorists and report to you. If I have other questions, I should text you or ask Agnes,” he reiterated his understanding and received a nod of acknowledgement. “Fine. I’ll start my digging later tonight. I have a few ideas already.”

The man slid the laptop bag and leather portfolio over to Nathen. He noticed that N. Hale was engraved in a little nameplate on the leather portfolio. As the man stood, Agnes returned. Offering a big smile, she said, “Mr. Hale, I’m so happy you have accepted the offer. Please will you allow me to show you around?” She stood politely as the man exited.

After the man left, Agnes quietly shut the doors and walked slowly to the opposite side of the table from Nathen, standing with her hands clasped in front of her. She tilted her head, saying softly, “The answer is yes, in case you were interested in having me donate directly. I can also teach you how to do it without hurting someone. If you like?” She smiled broadly, having not moved.

Now that he was paying attention, Nathen could pick up much more about her. The first was the scent of the blood in the glass he had drank. He knew instinctively he could pick Agnes out of a crowd from her scent. He could also pick up a sexual tension that exuded from her though she stood in a completely professional manner. Underlying the libidinous energy was also a small wave of healthy apprehension like one would get when approaching a predator.

Nathen smiled nervously, “Um…thank you. I would love to see the building and the office. I would also like to learn to bite someone without hurting them, but that can wait till after the tour maybe?” He stood awkwardly, not sure where to put his hands, so he stuck them into his hoodie’s pockets. He never knew how to respond to women, especially how to make it clear to them he was gay.

“Very good, Mr. Hale. Please remember your new bag and folder.” She nodded toward the items on the table, and after Nathen collected them, ushered him out into the hallway that extended in both directions.

Another man, muscular with a crew cut, who was dressed in black loose-fitting pants, black tee-shirt, jacket, and combat boots, was in the hallway. The weight of the man’s stare made the hairs on the back of his neck raise, but since Agnes didn’t say anything, Nathen didn’t either. She turned to the right and walked briskly down the hall, prattling information about the building and the location of Nathen’s office, most of which Nathen didn’t attend to.

As she showed him to the bank of elevators, she explained that there were over seventy other companies sharing the building. Nathen glanced at the man who had stepped onto the elevator with them, but then turned his attention politely back to Agnes. “The first stop is the cafeteria that only our company has access to. Also, it is on the other side of the underground garage, though most people do not have access to the garage from the cafeteria. Your card will work for it since you have garage privileges, in case you come in during the day. Incidentally, you’re always on camera.” She waved and smiled at the back mirrored wall of the elevator they had stepped into it. Nathen became distracted by his own reflection in the mirror and didn’t hear the rest of what Agnes was saying. His blue eyes now seemed to have a subtle internal glow, and his dark curls were styled in a swept back way, instead of his usual messiness. He traced the edge of his chin as he noticed that his features were more defined, and his normally unshaven unkempt look was more refined. He thought he looked like an idealized version of himself.

Agnes continued as they stepped out into the cafeteria, “…all food is free for employees. Of course, if you bring guests they may be expected to pay.” She led Nathen to the place where there was a sign for Order. “Hello John, this is Mr. Hale. Can we get him a sample of the Special A please? This is his first day.”

There was a small Asian man behind the counter who looked from Agnes to Nathen. He adjusted his glasses and nodded, ducking out a back door. Nathen could smell him too: a combination of subtle human body odor and fried food. The man appeared a few moments later with a small plastic cup with a lid and straw and handed it to Nathen. “Thank you,” Agnes called. “Now, for those important meetings or work you might want to do down here where there are several private rooms.” She led Nathen to a bank of four doors along one wall. All the doors were open, and she went inside, shutting the door after Nathen. The room held a leather couch and small round table with four chairs. “You might want to use one of these rooms to meet a donor if it doesn’t feel right to eat in your office. What I ordered you is blood type A. Mine is O. Go ahead, taste it. I’m curious what you think.” Agnes smiled and slid onto the couch, looking at Nathen expectantly.

Nathen cleared his throat and nervously stuck the straw into his mouth to comply with Agnes’ request. The blood was thick and cold. It didn’t taste as metallic as he expected it to. Instead it took on the taste of something sour and he could not ascertain any other distinct flavors.

“It’s like a tasteless lemonade. I liked the blood in the glass more.” He smiled at her, realized his canines had extended and that his mouth was probably red and quickly closed it. “Sorry!”

“Well, it may be the type that tastes sour. I hear that different types have different flavors. The blood in the glass was fresh, never refrigerated.” She giggled. “And there is the benefit, for some, of the things you can detect from fresh blood. Some others do not like the connection that comes with it. So, while that”—she nodded to the cup in Nathen’s hand—“will definitely fulfill your need to eat, it seems like you probably have other preferences. If you like, I can get samples of the others for you to try?”

“Oh, thank you, but no. I’m full for now,” Nathen considered, trying to detect his physical being. “At least I think I am. I don’t feel hungry.”

“Very well. When you come down here, tell the attendant you want Special A, B, or O. That’s code,” Agnes stood and took the cup from Nathen, opening the door and tossing it in a recycling bin before calling the elevator again. As they stepped in, the man who had been in the hallway followed. Nathen wondered who he was but had never been one to initiate contact unless he needed to. As they ascended, she told him more about each of the floors and pointed out that they had a fully functional gym with dry sauna.

On his floor, Nathen saw that behind the reception desk, studiously working on the computer, sat a small mousy looking man with large spectacles. “Bryan, this is Mr. Hale,” Agnes called congenially.

The small man looked up from his desk with a slight grimace, stood, and nodded, “Ms. Katz. Mr. Hale, it’s good to make your acquaintance.” He was wearing a pressed, crisp-white shirt, blue tie, and black slacks.

“Bryan,” Agnes began, “I’ve been showing Mr. Hale around. We’ve done a full tour except this floor and his office. Should I show—”

Bryan cut her off, “I can take it from here, Ms. Katz. You can go.”

“Oh,” Agnes looked affronted and stood up a bit taller. “Mr. Hale, will that be all, or did you want me to show you your office and go over the other procedures we were talking about?”

Nathen looked from Bryan to Agnes, considering the options. “Um, well Agnes began the tour. I’m okay with her finishing it, and we did have a few other things to talk about.”

Agnes gave a Bryan a triumphant smile. “Very good, Mr. Hale, right this way.”

Bryan eyed both of them and sat, resuming his work in silence. Nathen wondered why Bryan was being mean to Agnes but decided against asking. He was often confused by why people seemed mean to others and had learned long ago to steer clear of them because he didn’t like confrontation.

Agnes led Nathen through a door that needed his keycard to open it, then down a hall to his office as she discussed the layout of the office floor. He was happy to note that the man from the elevator had stayed behind in the lobby. The only thing about the tour that Nathen paid attention to was the location of the restroom and breakroom, though he wondered if he would need the restroom now that he was…“undead”… He laughed at the absurdity of it. Agnes noticed and paused, looking at him questioningly. The thought was amusing, because of how absurd it sounded to him, but since he couldn’t do anything about it, Nathan reasoned that he should move on. “Oh, sorry, I’m just…this whole thing is amusing. I’m a ‘vampire,’ and I’m getting a very polite, and seemingly routine office tour.”

Nathen sat behind the desk and noticed a minifridge under it. He opened it and saw glass bottles with printed labels identifying specific blood types that made him frown for a moment, and then remembered it made sense that a vampire would have blood instead of sports drinks. He looked up, realizing Agnes had stopped talking and was standing by the door expectantly.

“Umm, I missed the last part,” Nathen said, his patent response for when he had accidentally tuned someone out. He never meant to, but his mother had often yelled at him for not listening to her, which he realized was true.

“I was asking what you would like to do now, Mr. Hale. Get started on the project, or go over some of the…things we were talking about earlier?” Nathen noticed the sexual tension she had exuded earlier return, and he stared, realizing that if he concentrated, he could actually see the blood moving through her body now at a faster pace.

“Well, I don’t want to hurt people when I bite them, and I figure if I am a ‘vampire’”—he air-quoted—“I might as well embrace the nature of being one. I just think killing or hurting someone is rarely morally justified.” He looked at her with an awkward smile, “If you wouldn’t mind, I would appreciate if you could show me what I am supposed to do?”

“Of course, Mr. Hale. Please have a seat on the couch, and I’ll be right back.” She left for a few moments and returned with what turned out to be two white terrycloth towels and a package of wet disposable wipes. Despite what he assumed considering her physiological reaction was an attraction to him, Agnes maintained a pure air of professionalism as she took a seat next to him on the dark leather couch. Her tone was instructive and precise, “There are three types of blood vessels in the human body…”

Nathen became distracted by how close Agnes was sitting. He didn’t like when people were close to him or touched him, though he had learned to tolerate it. Her scent was overpowering: a mixture of something floral combined with the tangy flavor of her blood rushing through her veins…or was that arteries, capillaries? He couldn’t quite remember what she had said and blinked at her when she pulled her hair to the side and tilted her head, running her finger down the side of her neck. “And the femoral artery, here.” Agnes stood and pulled the hem of her skirt up slowly, turning her leg to the side to show her inner thigh that she ran a finger up to indicate where the artery was. Nathen could see a thick river of blood under the skin running up her leg and beneath her skirt and looked away with embarrassment. He had no sexual attraction to her at all and didn’t know how to handle knowing she was attracted to him and was now pulling up her skirt. What was even more disturbing was his canines extending. He could sense that if he were hungry, it would be difficult to resist biting her and was distracted for a moment with the thought of self-control as he was currently fighting a new internal instinct.

She began talking about “hunting,” and Nathen reminded himself it was impolite to look at the floor when someone was talking to you, so he forced himself to look back at her face, purposefully ignoring that she had sat down with her skirt still raised so it was barely covering her, her legs left exposed. “…HIV, and pass it on to the next person you bite if you have not cycled out of all of your blood.”

At the mention of the sexually transmitted disease, Nathen started and interrupted, “Is there a way of telling if someone has an STD or HIV before you bite him?”

Smiling apologetically, Agnes shook her head, “Only if you ask. If you do hunt, if I may make the respectful recommendation to come to me or Bryan and let us know. We will take a little sample of your blood and test it and let you know if you’re safe. Much like if you were sexually active without protection. The good news is that if you do catch something, you simply refrain from biting for a few weeks, eat from the cafeteria, and it will be out of your system so you don’t inadvertently pass it on to someone else. Now both the inner thigh and the neck are two of the most pleasurable places to be bitten, and with practice you can learn to drink a little. Extending it out will be incredibly pleasurable for both you and your donor or partner. And it does take practice because when you bite someone you might not actually want to stop. Which is why practicing when you are full is wise.” She offered a big smile and gently touched Nathen’s arm reassuringly. He inwardly cringed but mirrored her smile as she went on talking about blood vessels.

Nathen was reminded about a biology class he excelled at. He got lost in thought about how much he enjoyed learning about systems and how they connected with one another.

His eyes grew wide when Agnes rolled up her sleeve, holding her arm between them, “…biting my arm first and then quickly licking it?”

Anxiety tugged at Nathen’s core. What had she been saying? Guess it didn’t matter now, she was expecting him to…bite…her…arm. He stared at the proffered limb, then back up, forcing himself to make eye contact. “I have never actually bitten someone before…” He reached up to feel his jaw, his teeth were fully out now and making it awkward to talk. He put his hand on his lap again and looked down at her arm, “Should I lick the skin before biting?”

“Oh!” Agnes smiled compassionately, taking Nathen’s hand. “Of course, you haven’t bitten anyone! You were just awakened today. It’s why I offered to practice with you, so you don’t accidentally hurt anyone you love.” She rolled her sleeve up further to reveal a bandage across her inner elbow where she had withdrawn blood earlier. “Just take my arm in your hands and bite here. When you’re done, lick the bite, and it will heal. If you would like to lick my arm first, you may. The saliva has healing properties for wounds you make and slightly intoxicating effects if you were to say French kiss someone. It makes them more ingratiated to you, an aphrodisiac if you will. But on the skin without a wound it doesn’t really do anything but make the skin wet.” She smiled encouragingly at Nathen, holding her arm for him.
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