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NICHOLAS WAS GONE. I heard it in the hush of the doctors’ voices and in the erratic beep of the life support machines. I felt it in the wracking sobs of his mother and smelled it in the stringent antiseptic odor of the hospital. But most of all, when I looked at him, I knew his body was just a shell.

My eyes were burning, and I closed them. It was too much. He was too good to go down like this. Something went horribly wrong, and no one had any answers.

“Mrs. Leblanc?”

Nicholas’ mother and I both looked up. The doctor, who looked almost as young as Dougie Houser, gave us a weak smile. “I’m sorry, but it’s time.” Two other men sidled into the room. They wore suits, but carried themselves with a military air. I hadn’t expected them to be here at his death bed. I opened my mouth to say something to them, but Nicholas’ mother stood up.

“You can’t do this, Jerisse.” She shook her finger at me.

“No,” I croaked out. Then I cleared my voice. “You knew about the DNR. You put him on life support before I could get here. I’m respecting his wishes.”

“He’s not dead,” she told me.

“He was gutted and ripped apart.” 

She flinched, but I went on.

“There’s barely enough left of him to even be in that bed.”

“Shut up,” she said, holding her hands over her ears.

“I promised him,” I said and then lowered my voice. “We swore to each other not to let the other live without hope.”

“There’s still hope,” she whispered.

“I love your son.”

She whimpered.

“If there was a way, even a slim chance, you have to know I would take it.”

“You’re not a doctor. You’re a secretary.”

“I was a sergeant before I was a secretary. I’ve seen wounds like this before in the desert. He’s hung on this long because he’s so strong. Because he’s a fighter.” I cut myself off and took a deep, shuddering breath. “He can’t fight this, though.”

“What did this to him?”

“I don’t know. His commander can’t tell me.”

“If you had been an officer, he would have.”

“I doubt it,” I said.

“I want to know.”

“Take it up with the SEALS.”

“You should have told him to retire.”

“The Navy was his life.”

“And now he’s . . .” She looked at her son lying on the hospital bed and collapsed over him. “No, no, no.”

“Sarah,” I touched her shoulder, but she flung me off.

“At least give me his body so I can bury him,” she said.

I glanced at the two men in suits.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can. You have power of attorney.”

“We both signed an agreement. We’re donating our bodies to the military.”  The suits were from a contractor called the Kostak Institute.  They would handle Nicholas’ final arrangements.

“Why?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.” I rubbed the aching pain in my forehead. 

“How much?” She straightened up and glared at me. “How much money did they give you?”

“That doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago. But the agreement is still valid. It’s what Nicholas wanted.”

“I want to bury my son, not an empty casket.”

“I want my husband back, but it looks like we’re both going home empty handed,” I snapped.

She started hitting me then, hard, open-palm slaps that I didn’t block or flinch from. I barely felt them as tears streamed down my face. Nurses were called in to restrain her and they dragged my mother-in-law out of the room.

“You’re killing him,” she shrieked at me. “You’re killing him.” She was choking on her tears, but I could still hear them.

“I’m so sorry,” the doctor said.

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

He unplugged the machines. 

I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, maybe a shuddering breath or his eyes to open. Instead there was a silence that burned into my ears and roared like blackness in front of my eyes. His chest rose once. I felt a candle of hope flicker in my heart. Maybe, he could fight it. But then I watched the monitors and saw his heartbeat slow, and his vital signs drop.

“We’ll take good care of him,” one of the men said and handed me a card.

I flicked a glance at it. Kostak Institute – For a Better Tomorrow.  Today wasn’t turning out so great.  Tomorrow wasn’t looking any better, though.

“Thank you for your sacrifice,” the other said.

I looked up, but he had directed that at Nicholas. 

“Can I just have a moment alone with him?” I asked.

They looked at each other.

“I promise. No theatrics.”

The older man nodded, and they left me alone with my husband.

“Well, shit,” I said in a watery voice. I held his hand. It was still warm. I waited for him to squeeze it, but of course, he didn’t. I rubbed my finger over his wedding ring. I was surprised they hadn’t removed it and put it with the rest of his belongings. It didn’t seem right to take it off now.

“Who did this to you?” I asked him.

I wasn’t expecting a response. I looked down at his hands. His nails were ragged, and his fingertips were stained with blood. Taking a deep breath, I peeked under the sheet and had to swallow back bile.

“Explosion?”

I let the sheet drop and had to regulate my breathing. It was unlike any combat wound I had ever seen.

The door opened, and I glared at the man who walked in. He wasn’t a doctor, and wasn’t military, so he was fair game.  He was a handsome man with jet black hair and equally dark eyes.  He wore an expensive suit and his polished shoes shone bright in the dim hospital lighting.

“This is a private room.” I got up from Nicholas’ side, ready to throw this bozo out with my bare hands if I had to.

“I’ve come to help,” he said.

We were the same height, and I leaned a little into his personal space, channeling my inner Drill Sergeant. “My husband is dying. What can you do to help with that?”

“I’m with the Kostak Institute.”

I frowned. “I told you guys to take a hike. I needed a moment.”

“Would you care to walk with me?”

“No, I’d like to be alone with my husband in the last moments of his life.”

“I can make him speak with you.”

“What?” I reeled back. “Is this some kind of sick joke?”

“Jerisse, listen to me. When Nicholas dies, he will go to Kostak, and they will put him through a procedure that will attempt to make him into a super soldier.”

I blinked at him. “So the Kostak Institute is funding the zombie apocalypse? Get out of here before I beat the crap out of you.”

“You don’t have to believe me. Just let me make him stronger.”

“Can you stop him from dying?” I felt like an idiot for even considering his words.

“No, I’m sorry.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Ferdinand.” He held out his hand, and I shook it automatically. Then I snatched my hand away.

“What do you want to do to Nicholas?”

“I want to close up some of his stomach wounds while he’s still living.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“Not exactly.”

“They stitched him up the best they could.”

“They stuffed his intestines back in, because they didn’t think he’d need them again.”

I broke out in a cold sweat, and my stomach roiled. “Will he need them again?”

“Not in the traditional manner, but the body is a machine, and if all the parts are in working order, it makes it easier.”

“Easier for what.”

“For the transformation.”

“What does the Kostak Institute do?”

He handed me his card. For a Better Tomorrow.

I flicked it over my shoulder. “Stop with the bullshit.”

His eyes glowed red, and I blinked in surprise. “Trust me,” he whispered. “Sit down. Everything will be all right.”

I sank back into the chair, and faint alarm bells rang, but I trusted him. Which was weird. I didn’t trust anyone. I watched him pull back Nicholas’ sheet, and I pinned my eyes on the vital signs, so I didn’t have to watch as he bent over my husband’s body.

“Ferd,” I said. “What are you doing?”

“Ferdinand,” he corrected. “And I’m doing only what the Navy requested.”

“I don’t want to say good-bye,” I said. “I need him.”

“I’m sorry.” Ferd looked back at me, and I saw there were traces of blood on his chin.

Rage filled me, and I got up from the chair, but his fingertips touched me, and I went sprawling back. Clarity hit me as the fog lifted. He did something to my mind. I lashed out with my foot and took him down with a hard shot to the back of his knee. But before I could follow up, he wasn’t there. Suddenly Ferd had my shoulders pinned up against the wall halfway across the room.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

His eyes were red and burning. “Calm down. It’s all right.”

“That shit’s not going to work again. What are you?”

“I’m trying to help him.”

“He’s beyond help,” I choked out, trying to struggle, but Ferd was too strong. He didn’t look like much, but I couldn’t budge him. 

“In this world,” Ferd agreed. “But I’ve given him an edge in the next world.”

I tried to knee him in the balls, but he dodged. 

“Are you his guardian angel, then?”

“Do I look like an angel?” He raised his eyebrow with a comic flair.

“You look like a bureaucrat, but you hit like a tank. What’s going on? Is he really dead?”

“Not yet, but soon.”

“Stop it,” I pleaded with him.

“I don’t have that skill.”

“Jerisse,” Nicholas said, his voice ragged and weak.

Ferdinand let go of me. I was back at Nicholas’ side and holding his face in my hands. “I’ll get the doctors to turn back on the machines.”

“No, it’s over,” he said. “I love you. It’s okay. Tell my Mom, it’s okay.”

“I will.” I nodded. 

“Goodbye.  Have a good life.”

He sighed and closed his beautiful blue eyes for the last time. 

“No. Don’t.”

He didn’t speak again. In less than an hour, the machines stopped and Nicholas was pronounced dead. The men came back, but Ferdinand wasn’t with them. At some point he had left the room, but I never noticed. I swallowed hard and watched as they wheeled my husband out of the ICU. The younger man caught me following them after they rounded the first corner. He murmured something to the older man, who nodded and continued pushing the bed into the elevator.

“Mrs. LeBlanc,” he said, blocking me when I went to follow.

“What do you guys do with the bodies?” I asked.

“It’s classified,” he told me in a kind voice.

“You guys hiring?” I asked.

He seemed startled but shook his head. “No.”

“What is the Kostak Institute?”

“It’s a research facility in Connecticut. Your husband’s remains are going to a good cause.”

“What cause is that?” I asked again, and then gave him a grim nod. “I get it. Classified.”

He looked at his shoes and then back up at me. “You also signed a donor sheet when you were in the army.”

“Yes.”

Glancing around him, he leaned in. “You may just see your husband again.”

He bared his teeth at me in a mockery of a smile. My eyes riveted onto his teeth and his pointed incisors. I caught my breath and blinked fast, but when I looked again they were normal. 

“What...?” I started to say.

“But hopefully not for a long while.” He turned away and took the stairs.

I fumbled in my bag for my cell phone. “Hi Johnny, it’s Jerisse. I need to call in that favor you owe me.”
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ONE YEAR LATER

It was a little past dawn, and I had just tucked the vampires into their barracks for the day. I should be getting to bed too, but why bother? There would be no sleep in my empty apartment. No comfort in the lonely four walls. No Nicholas.

The Kostak Institute never closed. Not when the demand for shock troops was this high. The door to my office creaked like a bad Halloween soundtrack, someone's idea of a joke. I dragged myself to my desk, which was covered with stacks of files that needed to be summarized and put in tidy reports. Tossing the old coffee into the potted plant on my desk, I ignored the throbbing pangs in my head and the teeth aching fatigue. Strong, black coffee would bring me back from the abyss. At least, I hoped so.

"What the hell are you still doing here, Jerisse?" Dana Flynn asked, breezing into the office like a demented sunbeam. I winced when she tugged on the blinds. They snapped to attention and crisply rolled up, illuminating the dark office. The shadows that had crept out from the corners to haunt me were beaten back.

"I'm just finishing up some paperwork." I forced myself to be at least civil since I couldn't manage polite at this early hour. I moved towards the window, like a moth to the dawn's light. I remember daylight the way you would remember a birthday party when you were nine, a tinge of nostalgia wrapped up with an adult's confusion on the big deal.

I felt Dana's sympathetic looks like icicles in my neck. She was severely sincere and, for some reason, got on my last nerve like no one else could. Maybe it was because, under that sweet girl next door exterior, she could read your mind like most people skimmed their e-mail. I couldn't fool her psychic probes, but somehow we just had to keep up the masquerade and pretend she wasn't tuning in. Please, God, just don't let her say, you look tired or something equally meaningless.

Dana's sharp intake of breath drew my gaze. Her eyes got stony, and she slammed her purse into her desk drawer more forcefully than was necessary.

Oh well, maybe I telegraphed that one. My smirk hurt as it stretched across my face. I caught a good look at myself in the mirrored image of the window. I've seen men dead three weeks look better than I did. My eyes were a dismal brown, my hair frizzing black wires as it came out of my ponytail. I felt as drab as a shroud.

Peaceful sounds of the coffee perking and Dana shuffling around the office soothed me better than a shot of brandy. I let gravity close my eyes, and I leaned my forehead against the cool glass. 

I was drifting now into a half-dream, half-daydream. In my mind's eye, I was floating over the stark, utilitarian walls of the science wing, traveling across the quad to the remodeled dorms where my own little apartment was. Since I was dreaming, I decided to pretend that my husband was still alive. Nicholas would be sitting at the kitchen table, reading the paper until I got in from work. If he had gotten up in time . . . no, wait, this was my dream. He had gotten up in time. Not only that, coffee and fresh scones were on the table. I made pretend Nicholas have cut flowers in a vase that spilled onto the floor as we made love on the table. This time my smile was genuine, and it was nice for a while.

"Is she sleeping on her feet again?"

I forced my eyes open and looked at my boss through the window's glass. "No, Trukert, just meditating."

"Have you finished the night's reports?" If he had a hat and a shovel, he'd look just like Smokey the Bear. Only you can prevent paper trails.

"Not yet, but I'll have them on your desk before I leave." It was a real pain in the rear that he was computer illiterate. That meant I had to print out and give him hard copy reports instead of just e-mailing them from home.

"Anything I should be aware of?"

"No, sir." My military training was hard to shake. It didn't help that Trukert had also been in the service. I think he had been a Major. He was a typical officer.

"How are the youngsters doing?"

"They're coming along better than expected.” I sighed. “DeStefano’s troop is looking good. Mine not so much.” I rubbed the stabbing pain over my left eye. I really should go get some sleep, but I just couldn't face the empty house. The empty bed.

Trukert frowned. "They were all raised at the same time. What makes your team so special?”

“Haven’t worked it through yet,” I said. “They looked like someone should be playing the Benny Hill theme song while they went through maneuvers.”

“Well, I don't like special. Special means unknown. Before you turn in, talk to the Deathlord about your concerns."

Dana raised her wide, brown eyes at me. I thought about puppies to hide my thoughts from her. "He's probably down for the day, too," I said and hoped it was so. The Deathlord kept to himself. I had only seen him a few times. He was a vampire consultant when things hit the fan and an executioner when the fan was on frappe. The Deathlord had been dead longer than I have been alive, and he gave me the willies. At least, that's what I think the technical term for it is.

Trukert shook his head. "No, he'll be up. Try his office. If not now, first thing tonight."

"Yes, sir," I nodded and took a mug full of coffee. I sniffed it suspiciously. Hazelnut. I grunted. Well, that was better than the blueberry surprise. Last week, Dana had shopped for coffee. It was blueberry, and yes, it was a surprise. It was also nasty and stained my favorite mug a sickly shade of blue. I sat down and started up my computer. Trukert was still standing there.

"Sir?" I washed two aspirin down with the coffee.

"Your computer will still be up at noon. You might not be so lucky with the Deathlord."

"Right." I kept the sigh out of my voice and refilled my mug.

"Jerisse?"

I turned from the door.

"Stay away from Ferdinand. I don’t want to have to write you up again.  H.R. will make me put you on a performance improvement plan.  I don’t have time for that shit."

I nodded and hurried down the hall before I said or did something that would be construed at best uncomfortable, and at worst insubordinate. If he wasn’t nagging me about Nicholas, it was Ferd.  

To be fair, when I first got to Kostak, I made a pest out of myself trying to find Ferd and then grilling him about Nicholas.  Ferd never said a word no matter how many times I ambushed him in the hallways. I eventually gave up, but not before I had been written up and sanctioned.  I hated being disciplined.  I was a rule follower.  But Trukert had a long memory. You make one mistake and it haunts you forever in this place. It pissed me off.  Mostly because I wanted to know how Nicholas’s vampire transformation had gone.

Breathe in until your lungs won’t hold any more and let it out as slowly as you can. I did this about ten times until the spots stopped dancing in front of my eyes. I was headed back into the basement. I’d take the underground tunnels to the next campus. No sense in going out into the day if I didn’t have to. Bad things happened to you during the day, just ask Nicholas. I passed a few scientists going off shift.  I nodded at them automatically, but it reminded me that I should do another observation of the cocktail infusion. If there was something wonky about the process that could be what was messing up my men.

“Sergeant LeBlanc?” Eddie Jones snapped up to his feet, stashing the comic book he had been reading as I turned the corner.

I didn't remind him that I wasn’t his Sergeant since he wasn’t a vampire. I had done my tour of duty and had been honorably discharged. And anyway, I preferred Sergeant to being called Mrs. LeBlanc. I still looked for Nicholas' mother anytime I heard that. She refused to speak to me after I honored her son's wishes in his will.

“Yes, Eddie?” I said, looking directly at the comic book on the floor. Vampire Nights. Great. Just great.

“Aren’t you off work?” he asked.

“I wasn’t aware you were in charge of logging the night shift’s whereabouts.”

“I’m not. I was just. . .” He sighed. “Good morning, Ma’am.”

“You’re guarding a bunch of dead bodies in a scientific facility about thirty feet underground. If anyone got down here without making enough noise to wake the dead, I’d be surprised. Quite frankly, I don’t care what you do as long as the vampires are all accounted for at sundown. However, I don’t think they’ll see the humor in your reading material. So I suggest that you try doing your job instead of slacking off.” I neglected to call him Private because I wasn’t a hundred percent sure of his rank before he was discharged. Sometimes I think there are more ex-soldiers in this company than there are scientists.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Wonderful, more fodder for the bitch mill. I gave him a glare because I was mad at myself for taking my mood out on him. Moving down the corridor, my soft boots made just a whisper of sound on the concrete floor and my heartbeat sounded loud in my ears. I wonder who Jones pissed off to get the job of babysitting my crew. It was pretty much twelve hours of watching dead bodies. If you were jumpy, you could convince yourself that the vampires inside were waiting for you to come in to do your rounds. And when you leaned over the bed to check the stats . . . Gotcha! Of course, the reality of it was they lost all power during the sunlight hours. I’ve been told that they’re aware of what happens around them and that they could still hear. Jeez, there was that one incident a few months ago when three scumbags decided that a pretty female vampire was there for their amusement. The next evening, was a long one. She went rogue and hunted them down. The bodies were ravaged and emptied of blood. The Deathlord had been called in to put her down. I always thought that was a damned shame. 

She had good instincts. But I can still remember the power the three deaths gave her. She was more alive than I had been. She had been...I don’t know... ultra alive— a super being. No wonder the new vamps are put through months of conditioning before they’re let out. If they decided to all turn on us, we’d be in a shitload of trouble. I put my hand on the stake at my waist.

Looking around, I was surprised that I was inside the containment building. Nicholas was here in one of these rooms. Had it only been a year? I closed my eyes and thought about it. Yeah, my year review was this Friday. One year. It was so long ago. It was yesterday. The receptionist looked up and then gave a double take as I came closer.

“I’m sorry, but you don’t have permission to be here.”

“I’m just passing through.” I pointed towards the far door. “I have to speak with the Deathlord.”

The receptionist sighed. “I’m sorry about your husband.” He gave me a pained look. “I’m not supposed to say, but...”

“Then don’t,” I snapped and moved towards the elevator. Sorry about what? Alarm bells flared through me and for a moment I almost went back to ask, to beg for more information. Instead, I took a deep breath. Pushing the button for the third basement, I pressed my palm against the pad for identification. 

Nicholas had been an officer in the Navy. So they wouldn’t need to spend any time doing military training with him. Maybe he told them to shove it. Shove their rules. I’d like to think 

that’s what I would do. If he did, he’d be chained to the wall and turned to dust at sunrise. But like him, I’d probably accept the yoke and go on. Being dead can’t feel much worse than this. 

As the elevator chugged downward, I tormented myself with thoughts of the missions they’d send him on to test his loyalties. He’d be watched carefully and killed instantly if he stepped out of line. 

“Hello,” a silky, dark voice spoke into my ear.

I had thought I was alone in the elevator, but the air became misty and started to coalesce into a human figure. Make that a vampire figure. It was Ferdinand, the Deathlord’s personal assistant.

“I was just coming to see the Deathlord,” I said, just to say something. Ferd didn’t give me the willies, just the creeps.. He never mentioned the incident in the hospital even when I made a pest out of myself. He finally had to fill out a form with Human Resources that I was harassing him. I was reprimanded and then only seen him around a couple of times, mostly in the company of the Deathlord. And since I avoided him like the plague, Ferd and I didn’t travel in the same circles. But here in the elevator, with him looming over me, it was hard to ignore him. He was good looking for a dead guy. If you liked that old European-style charm. Impeccably dressed in an Italian suit that was older than I was, he was still very chic and in style. He had olive-toned skin and dark eyes that were currently undressing me. His hair was cut close cropped to his head, and if he wore a toga instead of Armani, he’d look right at home in a coliseum with his thumb pointed down. 

“I was returning to my office when I sensed your presence. Do I have to fill out a restraining order next?”

“As I told you, Pencil Neck, I’ve been instructed by my boss to talk to The Deathlord. He also told me to stay away from you. So why don’t you piss off and leave me alone?”

“Such vitriol. Such dramatics. The Deathlord should be intrigued enough to see you.”

That remark annoyed me, and I made the mistake of looking him in the eyes. He had fed, and his snake-like gaze momentarily hypnotized me. I blinked forcefully and looked down at his mouth. His fangs were retracted. 

“Watch yourself,” I returned my eyes to his.

“My mistake,” he placed a hand over his heart. “Usually when we get females down here they’re looking for an adventure of the supernatural kind.”

“As much as this makes me sound like an officious ass, I’m on company business.” I turned to the elevator doors, but they were firmly shut. I resisted the urge to jump up and down in an attempt to make the trip go faster.

“You’re very beautiful,” he murmured. “Even in that ugly suit.”

I snorted. I had been called lots of things, but beautiful wasn’t one of them. Even Nicholas hadn’t called me beautiful. He once told me I reminded him of Cleopatra, but I think he had just been trying to get into my pants. What can I say? It worked. I watched a lot of Liz Taylor movies growing up. My eyes weren’t violet, though – violent sometimes, but mostly just brown, like the color of a nice coffee. Coffee sounded good about now.

I felt the air move by my hair, and flinched back instinctively. I pulled the stake half out of the holster.

“Don’t be so jumpy. Your hair was coming out of your ponytail. You should wear it down on your shoulders. It would soften your jaw line.” He went to trail a finger down my cheek, but I stepped back.

I frowned at him. “Are you coming on to me or giving me fashion advice?”

“Yes,” he said simply.

I laughed, which didn’t make him too happy. “You’re about as subtle as a freight train. Thanks, but no thanks.”

“Would you prefer that I take you out for dinner and drinks first? Perhaps buy you flowers?” His sarcasm was icy in the small elevator.

“I’d like answers, but you already know that.”

“I can’t give you answers yet. You’ve come very far in a year, though. Maybe your patience will pay off very soon.”

“I’m not patient.”

He smiled. “I’d like to get to know you better.” He trailed a finger down my bare arm. I wanted to flinch away, but it felt nice to be touched, even if it was from an undead jerk.

“Is that a euphemism for bang me like a cheap copper gong?”

“I wouldn’t think cheap,” Ferdinand said. “But if you want to cut to the chase. Skip dinner and flowers. Yeah, sure, whatever works.”

“Oh, and you have the nerve to snitch to H.R. on me! Look, Ferd, let’s lay all the cards on the table. You can’t eat. And since blood would be the only thing you drink, no thanks again. It’s not what I call erotic. And I tend to kill flowers. Houseplants too.”

“So you’re a stone-cold killer?”

“Try me and see.”

“You see, you’re doing nothing to discourage me. I’m even more intrigued than before.”

“You’re perverse for a dead guy.”

“And how would you know?” 

“Stop flirting with me.”

“I’m having a conversation with a lovely lady. It’s you who’s flirting with me,” he said and kissed his fingers at me.

I sighed loudly. 

“Aren’t you the least bit curious?” Ferd said into my silence.

“About what?”

“About your husband.”

I saw him look at the ring on my third finger and curled my hand into a fist. I felt something snap inside of me. All that I was trying to deal with, and this guy thinks that sex is a concern for me?

“Let’s be blunt, Ferd. You’re dead. Vampires are dead. You have no blood in your bodies, except for what you are fed. An erection is blood going to the penis. You can’t get hard.”

“My, that is to the point, isn’t it?” Ferd was smiling again. “Is that your sum total of a sexual experience?”

“No, but it is the crescendo. Besides, you’re cold and clammy. There isn’t any warmth in your body because your flesh is dead.”

He gripped my arm, and I felt the heat of his fingers. He raised an eyebrow at my expression, and his mouth twisted cruelly. “You’re a lowly Sergeant in charge of children who are training to be toy soldiers. Both your life expectancy and theirs aren't long. And when you die, Sergeant, you’ll be put in the same ranks as them to fight over and over until your undead body receives too much damage to be useful and then you’ll be chained to the wall for dawn to wash you away. That is, unless you get staked first.”

I tried to pull free, but his hold was quite literally a dead man’s grip. It wasn’t that vampires were stronger than we were, but that they didn’t care if their fingers broke. They didn’t feel pain because they weren’t alive. They also weren’t supposed to feel emotion or generate heat. And Ferd was radiating both.

“Is that what’s happening with Nicholas?”

“That’s classified and you’re violating H.R.’s ruling.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“That’s what we were talking about, wasn’t it? Perhaps, you weren’t told the whole story about us vampires. What if we’re more powerful than we seem?”

“You’re asking to be staked talking like that.”

“To use your words, why don’t you try me?”

“I’m already buried in paperwork. Do you know what reports I would have to file just to push a pointy stick in your ass?”

“That’s not the target you should be aiming for.”

“Oh right, it’s your heart not your brain.”

Ferd’s eyebrows nearly rose through the roof and he let me go as the elevator’s walls rocked with his laughter.

When the doors opened, I tried not to hurry out of the elevator. Ferd glided by me and used his keys to open up the office door.

“Are you coming?” he asked, bowing me in.

“Not even breathing hard,” I muttered and caught him snickering as he followed me.

He flicked on the lights. “Maybe he’s not here.” Ferd headed for the inner office. “Although I can’t imagine where he would have gone.”

He knocked. “Warren?” He tried the door, but it was locked. “Warren? Jerisse LeBlanc is here to see you – the Sergeant of the First.” Ferd shook his head. “I’m sorry, but it doesn't look like he's in.”

I sat down heavily on the couch. It was surprisingly comfortable. “I’ll wait.” I tipped my head back. It beat going home or filling out the reports for Trukert. I had a feeling Ferd was watching me, pursing his lips in that prissy way of his. I let a smirk show. After a few moments, he said, “Suit yourself.”

I heard him go behind his desk and start to power up his computer. I heard keystrokes. I guess even the undead have to do paperwork and file reports. I drifted again. Sleep, blissful sleep. I let gravity take me and I flopped over on the couch. 

"Sergeant LeBlanc!" His voice was like a rifle shot, and I bolted upright. It had seemed like only seconds. Ferd was standing in the Deathlord's office, keys still dangling from the lock. His face looked shocked and ashen. I pushed by him and saw the Deathlord, face down on his desk's blotter. Staked through the back.
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Chapter Two
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I TOGGLED MY WALKIE-talkie on. “We have a situation at basement three.”

“You won’t get through with that. We’re too deep underground,” Ferd said.

“Then get on the phone and call building security,” I snapped. This was bad. Real bad. The stake had aged the Deathlord. He was a moldering corpse, powdering bone and dust with every vibration of our voice. Evidence was going to literally blow away.

Ferd moved like he was in a trance. I’d say it was shock if he wasn’t already dead. I moved into the office, being very careful not to touch anything.

“They’re on the way. They said you’re in charge until they get here.” Ferd sounded lost rather than bitter or insulted, as I expected him to.

“Get yourself some blood,” I told him as I sidled closer to the desk. Those nightmare thoughts that come to you when you least expect them were raising the hairs on the back of my neck. What if the Deathlord's bony fingers sprang up at me and caught me in their unbreakable grip? What if those fangs, sharper than a shark, sank into my neck? Would my blood bring the Deathlord back? Was he just playing dead?

“Blood?” Ferd blinked at me.

I cast a wary eye back at him. “Yeah. Those guards coming through the door are going to be really nervous. Get some coffee brewing, and then nuke some cow or pig juice for yourself. You need to look like a butler. You look guilty right now. And the last thing I need is two corpses. Err, two dead men. Oh, you know what I mean.”

“They’ll think I did it.” Ferd touched his chest in wonder. “But why?”

“Because you’re a monster.”

Ferd glared at me. Good, better angry than dippy.

“Blood now.”

“I don’t drink animal blood,” he hissed swaying slightly towards me.

My pistol was out and pointed at him. “Did you do it?”

His fangs retracted, and his shoulders slumped. “No, no I didn’t.” He walked back into his office and I heard him making up a tray of coffee. This left me alone with the Deathlord, fighting the urge to call Ferd back—if only to explain the blood comment. 

No vampire employed with the company drank human blood. I circled around to the back of the desk. The stake had gone in hard. Without touching the body, I was almost positive that the point was sunk into the desk. The desk was a mahogany wood, so red it was black, the color of old blood. The stake was ebony, with three white bands around the top. It wasn’t ours. We had good old hickory government issue, sanded and shellacked. Of course, there were some lunatic fringe groups – zealots who believed there were such things as “real” vampires. 

For the most part, the modern world ignored them as crazies, which helped us keep our lab-created vampires a secret. All of our shock troops were used in secret missions by the government where CNN cameras didn’t know to tread. But there’s always one asshole with a cell phone camera. I sighed. Even if information had leaked out, zealots couldn’t get passed three subterranean levels of high security. Unless, they were already here. I didn’t like that idea at all.

“How do you take your coffee?” Ferd held a silver tray, and his face was an expressionless mask. He looked like the valet that always stood in the Deathlord’s shadow. Safe, tame, a paper tiger.

“Good,” I told him as an answer to his question and as a comment on his appearance. “Put that down now until they get here. Tell me exactly what happened.”

“Well, after you started snoring, I needed to get a file from this office.”

“About what?”

“Vampire mating habits.”

“Seriously?”

“No.”

“What was in the file?” I said as if I were talking to a dim wit.

“None of your business.” He replied in the same manner.

“You can talk to me or to the investigator.”

Ferd’s jaw tightened, and he looked up at the ceiling.

I glanced up too, but I didn’t see anything very interesting.

“Warren was concerned about the time frame for the training on some of the newer vampires. The file had his analysis of the situation in it.”

“Some vampires or Nicholas?”

“You know I can’t tell you.”

“That’s an answer,” I said, finding it suddenly hard to swallow.

He moved in and placed a hand on my shoulder. I was struck again with the warmth coming from him. “Ferd, why are you radiating heat?”

“Ferdinand,” he corrected.

“Just answer the question.”

“So you think I’m hot?”

I had an idea, but it seemed too fantastical and too dangerous. But I had to know. “It’s because of the human blood, isn’t it? You weren’t joking. You really drink our blood.”

He nodded. “I assure you it’s all perfectly within the rules and regulations of the Kostak Institute. Ask Trukert if you don’t believe me.”

“I will.” Trukert was going to get an earful. “Are you the only one?”

“I can’t answer your question at this time,” he said and removed his hand.

“Ferd, after this is all over, you and I are going to have to have a long talk. H.R. be damned. I’m not liking what I don’t know about my own men.”

“Monsters.”

“I’m sorry?” I looked at him in confusion.

“Your monsters, not men.” There was an iciness to his tone that made me check his fangs again.

“First of all, I don’t snore.” His eyebrows rose again, and I saw his lips twitch. “Second of all, where do you get your blood? And thirdly, don’t talk about my men that way.” 

“You snore like a freight train.” His superciliousness was back. Good, at least one of us was feeling normal. “And I feed on willing participants. Human participants, preferably lovely women such as yourself.”

And the pervert was back as well. “It’s against company regulations for vampires to drink human blood. I’ve seen a vampire hopped up on human blood. You don’t look anything like that. Besides that, drinking too much human blood would burn through your body, and you’d go crazy or die.”

“I’m not one of your lab created nightmares.”

I rolled my eyes. “I see. You’re a real vampire.”

“That’s right.”

I waved my hand to dismiss his nonsense. “Anyway, you went to get the file. How did you get in? The door was locked.”

“I have a key.”

“Why didn’t you use it before when I was awake?”

“There was no need. Warren wouldn’t have locked himself in his own office.”

“So the murderer locked it behind him.” I nodded slowly. “Who else has a key?”

“Just Warren.”

“Are we sure that’s Warren? For all we know, it’s some vamp wearing his suit,” I said.

“Who else would it be?”

Someone was going to have to frisk the body. I’d wait until the security team got here. The body would go to ashes as soon as the stake was removed, and we could sift the remains to see if he still had his keys on him. I was hoping he didn’t because that would mean someone locked the door behind him after they killed him, instead of something getting in and out via a locked door. Someone who could turn into vapor. I glanced at Ferd. There wasn’t any sign of trouble, but he did just admit to me about drinking human blood and thinking he was a real vampire. I started to rub at my temple, but I realized my head no longer hurt.

“How long was I sleeping?”

He checked his watch. “About eight hours.”

“No shit?” I said in amazement. That was the first time since Nicholas died. So, it was about two in the afternoon. I moved out of the office and poured myself a cup of coffee, sniffing suspiciously. It had a slight vanilla aroma.

“I put a vanilla bean in with the coffee grounds,” Ferd said defensively.

“Can’t anyone make a plain cup of Joe anymore?” I drank it black and stared at the door in annoyance. I had reports to file before the vampires woke up.

“Do you think I did it?” Ferd asked as if the answer didn’t matter to him.

“No.”

“No?”

“Why wake me up? You could have drained me completely and stuffed the body. By the time I came up missing, you could have done whatever nefarious plan you had.”

“That’s just it, why kill him at all?” Ferd clutched his fists in anger. “He was your company’s lapdog. He killed who they said to. He turned who they said to. All he wanted was the chance to do his research and be left in peace.”

“What was he researching? And what do you mean, he turned who they said to?”

“Sergeant, where do you think your new recruits come from?” 

“Dead people. Dead soldiers like Nicholas who signed an agreement that read like science fiction for a nice chunk of cash.”

Ferd snorted. “Some of them, yes. There are not that many soldiers dying that fast to keep up with the government contracts we’re getting.”

“What are you saying?” 

“Face it, Sergeant, you were sold a bill of goods and you bought it unquestionably.”

“Where are they offering the cash for corpses outside of the military?”

“Cash?” Ferd smirked. “No, we don’t pay them. We use criminals sentenced to death row. They can get the needle,rot in prison, or they can have a whole new life.”

“We’re making psychopathic vampires? Am I the only one who sees the stupidity of that?” I felt rage start to burn along with another emotion that I refused to name as fear. The vampires were stronger and faster. If they were already criminals...

“They don’t come to your level to be trained until they pass their psych exams. And they don’t get put into the field until they’ve been thoroughly tested.”

“That’s not very comforting, Ferd,” I said. “Sociopaths can hide their madness very well.”

“The vampires the Deathlord made were completely subservient to him.”

“Theoretically,” I said, taking deep breaths to stop from hitting my fists against the wall.

“The Deathlord killed any vampires who didn’t obey.”

“So he turned the prisoners by forcing them to drink the Kostak cocktail?” I frowned. “I thought the cocktail only worked on dead bodies.”

“He turned them by biting them,” Ferd said.

“Bullshit. That’s science fiction. We deal with science.”

Ferd shrugged. “Believe what you will.”

“What I believe is that the Deathlord was killed by one of these murderers.”

“It’s not possible to break the control of your Master.”

“Who is the Master of the vampires who drank the cocktail? The Kostak Institute?”

“Their Sergeant or any other authority figure,” Ferd waved his hand dismissively. “It wasn’t one of them. None of them have the power or the drive to act beyond getting their next bag of blood. This had to be done by a bitten vampire.”

“One of the prisoners that you’ve assured me passed his psych exam?” I arched a brow at him.

He shook his head. “No, Warren has turned every bitten vampire on this base. They would not be able to harm their Master.”

“What if the Master is dead? Who has the controls then?”

Ferd got a deer in headlights look. “Oh. Oh my. I see what you’re saying. His vampires couldn’t have killed him because he wouldn’t allow it. But now that Warren’s dead, then these prisoners have no Master. No one to force them to behave.” He moved over to his computer. “Perhaps, I should prepare a list of all the vampires Warren turned.”

“Ya think?” I said and let out a huge sigh. It wasn’t my job to find out who murdered the Deathlord. It wasn’t my area to track down all the crazies either, but if the vampires believed they were free from the Deathlord’s control it was just the same as if they actually were. “Find out if any of your “bitten” vampires are in my unit.”

“I thought you didn’t believe they were created by being bitten.”

“I don’t. I’m just being cautious.” I paced around the room. “So Ferd, you said you don’t drink from unwilling people. Where do you find the donors if no one volunteers?”

“Human Resources finds them for us.”

Why wasn’t I surprised? “Hookers?”

His lips twisted in a grin. “Sometimes. Other times, company personnel who are looking to walk on the wild side get sidetracked down here.”

“That’s why you were coming on to me like a ton of bricks,” I said.

“Why else would you be down here after your shift when you’ve been threatened with disciplinary action for harassing me?” 

“Trukert wanted me to speak with the Deathlord about some interesting new traits that my recruits have been showing.”

“Such as?”

“Such as things I don’t feel comfortable discussing with his secretary.”

“Do you think I was always a secretary?” he asked.

“Let me guess, you fought at the Battle of Waterloo?”

“Bonaparte had the right idea. I was a Colonel in the British army when you upstart colonials decided to revolt.”

“Do you expect me to salute?”

“Why would I expect that? Your laws state that we can never outrank the lowliest human Private. No matter what achievements we had in life. I wonder what your husband will think of that? He was a Lieutenant in the Navy before he came here. SEAL team, if I’m not mistaken.”

“What do you know about Nicholas?”

“I saw him take his last breath. And his awakening into a greater world.” Ferd spread his arms out expansively in an utterly sarcastic gesture.

“In the hospital that day. Did you bite him?”

Ferd shook his head. “I should have. He wouldn’t be on the brink of being staked at dawn if I had.”

Finally. Finally. Some answers. “How did he mess up?”

“He didn’t follow orders. He has a problem with authority that’s going to get him killed.” He looked at me and swore in a Slavic language. “You bitch. You tricked me into saying that.”

“You keep believing that.” I barely made it to the couch before my knees gave away. I would’ve spilled my coffee, if I had anything left in the cup. This was too much information. Too fast. And, of course, the security team took that moment to arrive.

“What’s the sitch, Sarge?” The commander, Michaels, asked me.

“The Deathlord has been staked. Office was locked. Check to see if he has his keys on him. Send the weapon to research and see if we can pinpoint if it’s one of the known cults. We’re printing out a list of suspects right now that we can forward to the investigator in charge.”

“I’m on it.” Michaels brought his men in for the cleanup. Ferd winced and had to look away. He joined me on the couch. 

When he went to speak to me, I held up my hand. “Not yet and not now.”

Ferd played his part perfectly. The list had finished printing before they were through. Thankfully, it was only one page long. Looking at the names, two of them, Hickory and Lincoln, were in my group. The rest were in Brigg’s and DeStefano’s units. There were three vampire troops training at all times. We had that much demand. The security team did their CSI routine, paying Ferd as much mind as they would if he was a coat rack. They even snagged some cookies off the tray as they were leaving.

Michaels flashed me the stake. “Ugly piece of work.”

There was a tri-beveled blade attached to the end. It had made hell out of the antique desk in addition to what it did to the Deathlord. 

“Unique enough to track I hope,” I said, touching it through the protective bag. “I suppose it would be too easy if there were fingerprints.”

“There wasn’t a sign of a struggle.”

Michaels and I shared a grim look. “Which means something snuck up on the Deathlord,” I said. “If that’s even the Deathlord.”

“If it was, it was someone he knew,” Michaels flashed a look at Ferd. “You’re not planning on leaving the campus tonight?” It was an order disguised nicely as a question.

“Where would I go, Commander?” Ferd’s voice was calm. “My life is here. I will serve the new Deathlord as I did his predecessor.”

Michaels nodded, “Good, I’ve got a few questions I’ll need to go over with you. I’ll be back. He turned to me. “You coming up, Sarge?”

“Not just yet. I’ve got a few things to do before I can let Trukert see me.”

He grinned, “I’ll let him know you’re on top of things.” 

“I’d appreciate that.”

Michaels and his team finished up taking pictures and vacuuming up the ash.
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