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PROLOGUE: Fall Of The Proud
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It had been an experimental weapon. It was never supposed to be tested outside. At least, not yet. But the High Council, the Russian Parliament, had insisted on testing a potential cause of a pandemic...on the top of a rocket. But it was only one of three biologicals being developed. Iran had one, the North Koreans the other. And then there was the rumor of a fourth. Who had it was anyone’s guess. 

But at the moment, nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. The test hadn’t even begun. None of the tests had. They were only getting ready for the inevitable.

And thus, the fall was set into motion. No one knew that the U.S. was creating the fourth. Nor did it occur to any that the rumor had been true. All treaties meant absolutely nothing to any of them. If they had, none of them would’ve been creating any new biological weapons. And especially not the ones they were developing at the moment. But they would all regret it.

In each lab, the agent was pumped into an airtight vial...actually, several airtight vials. Then, a couple were rushed to the test sites. Not one had actually been clinically tested to see what the effects would be. Not one government was even remotely concerned that something horrible might happen, just that they wanted this new toy tested on a missile. 

Didn’t matter that what goes up must come down. Or that there were still lives that might be affected within the range of the tests. Only that it was something new. A genie in a bottle, so to speak. A very evil genie with long-lasting effects. 

And so the vials of untested bio-agents were zipped to the testing areas, strapped to the tops of rockets, and readied for testing. Not one ounce of conscience seemed to enter the picture. 

Three. Two. T-Minus One. Blast off. BOOM!

And the end began. First, the scientists. Then the military at the testing zones. Then the closest towns or cities. 

It was a case of the domino effect. Once started, it would be almost impossible to stop. Time had come for man to pay the piper.

Yet, there was hope. Amid the confusion, one man had the courage to seek an antidote. A cure. Something to stop the spread. Something to bring the infected back from their sickened state. Dr. Dearborn. A science teacher with a class full of eager students.

First, he took samples from infected people who’d been killed by the newly emerged ‘vampire and zombie’ hunters. And what he found shocked him. For all intents and purposes, the infected were exactly what the hunters called them...undead, vampires, zombies, and the living were lycanths. 

Appalled, he began research to find something to kill the new diseases. To hell with the FDA or any other drug agency. It was needed now! Armed with his findings, he went to his class. They had four, not one, cures to find. Each disease had its own markers. All with the earmarks of bio-engineering and government involvement. There was something fishy going on....
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“Class,” Dr. Dearborn began, “I have a special assignment for us. From this point on, there will be no homework. All work will be here in the lab. And I need you to swear yourselves to secrecy about what we’re about to work on. More than likely, we’ll be the only ones to be doing such monumental work.”

“Mr. Dearborn,” one of the boys inquired, “is what we will be doing illegal?”

“Not to my knowledge. Could be wrong, though.”

“What does it entail?” a girl asked.

“You know the new diseases we’ve seen appearing?” He responded.

“Yes,” came the unified answer.

“It has something to do with them,” he continued, “We’re going to look for a cure for each one. We’ll be testing tissue samples against different organic compounds to see if any individual compounds or combinations work. If so, then we’ll formulate the new inoculation. Sound like fun?”

“Hell yeh!” Dennis Potts exclaimed, “c’mon people, this is our chance to do something to stop what’s happening out there.” He motioned to the world outside the classroom windows. “If Mr. D. has an idea, we oughta back him all the way!”

Dr. Dearborn and the whole class looked at him amazed. Never before had Dennis Potts ever taken interest in chemistry. He had only taken Chem. I  because he had to take science to graduate from the University. Until now, he had been the class clown, but Dr. Dearborn had put up with his high-jinx. Now, he was being serious about being a part of the class and it was uncharacteristic. 

“Mr. Potts?”

“Yes Mr. D.?”

“Are you feeling alright?”

“Sir, I have watched my aunts and uncles die from those diseases. I have seen them come back to life and try to eat everyone at their funerals. I am running out of family. I no longer have any cousins. They’ve either been eaten or become one of...those creatures. I want it all to end. There’s no reason to joke around anymore. We’re facing the end of man if we can’t find a cure.

“If you’ve got some ideas, I’m behind you one-hundred percent. I think we all should. I, for one, am not going to say anything. No one needs to know. Not yet, anyway. Even if it proves illegal, I am still in. someone has to take a stand. Might as well be us.”

With this, the whole class cheered. In the next twenty minutes, they all signed papers that stated what went on in the classroom stayed in the classroom. Then, when all had signed on, the good Doctor looked soberly at them all.

“The reason for my doubt of illegality where our endeavor is concerned,” he began, “is simply this. I studied tissues from diseased bodies. The diseases look to be bio-engineered infectious agents developed without any interest of an antidote. Only one source came to mind. The government. Only a politician or a bunch of politicians could be brainless enough to authorize such agents. Exact origins are a moot point. The point is we’re dealing with something unleashed by a government or some governments which was either being tested before the true nature was known or it was a deliberate strike. Whatever it was doesn’t matter. 

“What matters is that we are successful at finding cures for each one of the agents. The survival of mankind depends on us and our ability to keep this one secret among ourselves. We will divide into four teams, each team taking one disease. I have isolated the agents in sealed test tubes, into which we will inject each possible antidote. Understood?”

“Yes, Mr. D.,” the class answered as one.

“Good. Let’s get to work.”

***
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THE LAB WHERE THE RUSSIANS had developed their Vampidoxin serum was under attack. These were no military operatives rattling their gates, these looked like hungry vampires. To make things worse, it was the middle of the night. The scientists had been trying their hardest to formulate a cure for their mistake, but had come up empty. 

Maybe it had been because they had not tested the agent before letting the High Council know of their invention. Still, now the by-product of their newly invented bio-agent was after them. Their time had suddenly come and not one of them were going to survive.  

The same scene was playing out in Korea and in Iran. The undead infected were now attacking their makers. The sad thing of it all was, not one of the labs were as well hidden as the US lab that had released the bio-agent that had created the lycanths. Nor would the US scientists suffer the same fates as their foreign counterparts. They could simply remain holed up in their underground bunker for the duration of the whole nightmare. But could they survive long enough for someone to come and liberate them from their prisons? Would their families survive long enough for them to be reunited with them? 

It was anyone’s guess. All anyone knew was that the world that had been was no more. Everything had just gotten more frightening. No one knew how long anyone would survive. Who would be bitten next? Who would end up a zombie’s meal? who would be infected next?

Pandora’s Box had been opened and no one seemed to know how to close it. Every imaginable creature from nightmares had been released upon the world. Things thought of as myth and fiction now roamed free, very real. And there were things not even conceived of by the ancients. Twisted versions of zombie-like creatures. How many more would there be in the end?

The only safe places seemed to be the tropics. Something about the humidity kept the diseases at bay. Hampered their development. And those who had already contacted them turned into a putrid goo in almost no time, or became a pile of ash in the hot sun. and those infected by the lycanth disease tended to avoid the more humid climes due to the overbearing heat. 

***
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ALMOST AS SOON AS THEY had begun, the students seemed to stay longer and longer at their assignments. At first, they went day-to-day. Then, as it grew less safe on the outside, they packed their belongings from their dorm rooms and moved into the lab. No one seemed too eager to leave. Over a few short days, they had perfected four antidotes. Each was summarily written down in a code that only Dr. Dearborn and those in his class, including the lab assistant, knew. And not one of them was going to let anyone know what was going on. Not yet.

“Are we ready to test our cures on ourselves?” Dearborn asked.

“We’re the only living subjects we have,” Dennis replied, “might as well. But the truth will be in a test on someone who’s been infected. The trick is to capture an infected subject without getting eaten or bitten.”

“Also without being seen or getting caught by someone on staff,” Dr. Dearborn added, “if someone catches us, they might let the cat out of the bag. Then we’ll run the risk of being turned in for our experiment. I will go first, so that should something be not quite right, it will manifest itself in me.”

The students all nodded, understandingly. But they would’ve gone first. They already knew that the sera they had come up with were safe and effective. No need for this added caution. But it wasn’t the individual sera Dearborn was concerned about. It was the cocktail of all four. And so, he drew the first cocktail, then injected it into his arm.

After fifteen minutes, nothing. It was then he allowed his students to inject themselves. Only two opted out, Trey Maglyn and Geoff Burnes. Dearborn knew they would probably regret their decision later, but did not insist. It had to be their free-will decision, no pressure. Fifty out of fifty-two did the injections. The fifty would prove to be important later. The two would return to the fold, desperate. But now, there were no regrets. No worries.

“Now, the hard part. Catching infected test subjects without being caught or infected.”

A small group volunteered to go ‘hunting’ for four test subjects. Another group opted to go for food and supplies. The rest stayed behind. The supplies group returned after a few short hours. The hunter group returned around midnight with a zombie...and one bitten member. 

“Put Sarah in restraints as a precaution, then restrain the test subject,” he instructed, “we’ll keep an eye on her while we test on this subject. If she should turn, then we’ll have to rethink our formula.”

All night, they kept an eye on her. As they administered the sera to their test subject, they watched to see if there was any change. But Sarah never went through the change. Nor did her bite wound ever putrefy and begin to rot as in any other victim. On the contrary, it actually seemed to begin healing quicker than normal. 

Something in the sera was acting like a super-charged healing agent. Odd. That was an unforeseen side effect that was extremely welcomed. It seemed to prove that the sera was good at preventing someone from turning at least. As dawn broke, they began to see the proof they needed for whether or not it would return an infected subject back to normal. Slowly, their subject began to return to their normal human self. The sera was good...at least for zombies. Now they needed a vampid, one of the other undeads, and the lycanth.
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La Sorta Johnson, now in her late teens, had been raised as a Vampire hunter. For a time, her kind were not well received. Hell. They had been thought of as crazy. But they had existed as a grouping for centuries, maybe millennia. 

Now, they were popular. More popular than they had ever been. People were coming to them to take care of every kind of undead...and even lycanths. Though silver seemed to have a negative effect on lycanths, it didn’t actually kill them. Nor did it kill vampids or other undeads. You literally had to hack the zombies and their ilk into pieces and burn them in order to kill them. A lycanth could only be killed by thrusting a blade through the heart. 

It was weird, though. Sunlight actually did affect the vampids. It literally turned them into crispy critters over a single day, if they weren’t lucid enough to take cover or keep their extremities covered. Most vampids, though, allowed their thirst to override any common sense. Not at all like the vampires Hollywood had given to the film world, which seemed more complex and unstoppable, except maybe the ones in the first WES CRAVEN’S VAMPIRES movie...the one with Daniel Baldwin and James Woods. In sunlight, if they weren’t well protected, they did seem to burst into flames and reduce to ash if exposed to the sun long enough. But not seconds. More like hours. 

Perhaps that’s why they tended to wander the night time hours rather than the day. But the rest of the undeads, well, they were a different story. They were everywhere at every hour. There was no escape from them. They were a menace.

And even now, the hunters tended to have their territories. Fortunately, her’s was on the east coast at this point in time. But there was going to be a change in territories. It was inevitable. It was to be discussed at the next meeting of the hunter clans. 

But the actions of Dearborn’s students had not escaped her notice. She knew he was doing something that no one else was aware of or even seemed to care about and it had her interest. Was he working on a cure?    

***
[image: image]


COL. JOE BERNARD STOOD on the tarmac at Edwards. Things were getting weird. The whole damned world had gone crazy. There was more than one pandemic sweeping through the population of earth. In his opinion, they were screwed. There was no way to fight their way through the tide of undead. Only those on the warships seemed to be at all safe. Those in the warmer climes were only safe as long as they remained where they were. Venture too far north and you would turn if you were infected. Florida, the islands, Central and South America, the south seas islands,  southeast Asia, tropical Africa...those were the safe zones. 

Treason had been committed. He was sure of it. And it had something to do with the experimental bio-agent they’d tested. But they hadn’t been the only country to do the tests. Still, they had been to blame for one of the multitude of new maladies that had blown into a major pandemic of nearly world-wide proportions and now they were paying the price for their arrogance.

This was what they got for playing God. They had gotten too cocky, and now they had to face their come-uppance. It was only natural. What had they believed they would gain from testing an unproven agent before they had  an antidote? Hell, they had never done such a stupid thing. What idiotic thing would they do next?

In Russia, Igor Allieski was asking himself the same thing. Lao Min, in North Korea, also had the same questions as did Ali Akbar in Iran. It was gnawing at them all. And none of them could come up with the answer, but they would have it soon enough and then they would all carry the guilt of the ultimate treason. 

***
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POTTS WENT OUT WITH the hunters to catch another test subject. Dearborn monitored Sarah’s progress, and the progress of their first subject. In all total, they would test against one hundred zombies, one hundred undead of each strange classification, one hundred vampids, and one hundred lycanths. Their results would prove solidly consistent and proof positive that their sera worked without dangerous side effects.

Word passed through the Vampire Hunters that the class was working on something and the leaders of all 20,000 packs, world-wide, appeared in the lab to see for themselves. When it was learned of the sera, the packs were the first and only unrelated group who would step up and take the risk and be given the life-saving shots. No one else would even know long enough to even have a chance to receive the sera.
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Shortly after the success of the sera, Dearborn went on vacation to Yosemite. His team went on vacation as well to their own favorite spots. While they were gone, the government reviewed the data from the experiments Dearborn’s class had performed. They had been sent everything except how to make the sera. These, Dearborn had kept for safekeeping. At the revelation that there was an antidote, they suddenly wanted the truth covered up.

It was at once agreed that there had to be an air strike made upon every city. They couldn’t risk such knowledge falling into the hands of the enemy. They would simply claim that they were trying to slow the spread of the diseases that had been released, then they would bomb every major city and every town large enough to pose as a hiding place of any who were involved in the experiments. The smaller towns and villages would be searched on foot and then left behind. 

The last time Dearborn would see his students, they all stood in the sanctuary of Yosemite. 

“See you when I return to school,” he had told them, “until then, keep a low profile.”

He had no idea that many of them would go to war, believing the government’s claims that they had been attacked by their enemies. They would later find that the enemy resided within their own congress and within the capitol buildings. It wasn’t those from another country. But by then, it would already be too late. There would be no country left and those to blame would have already become victims of their own creation. 

And then the bombs began to drop. After the President and congress had fled and all important dignitaries were gone, D.C. was the first target. L.A. New York City. Miami. Des Moines. Dallas. 

Every city and town fell. The ones which weren’t bombed were searched. Then, when it was apparent, at least in their minds, that Dearborn was either dead or turned, they turned their weapons against the rest of the world. The last World War had begun. Every country struck at their neighbor and against their former allies. Treaties ceased to exist and all out war, and the chaos of war, raged uncontrollably. Fires burned where towns once stood, the dead rising again to feast upon the wounded.  

Watching it from the sanctuary of Yosemite, anger and disgust burning in his heart, Dearborn remained where he was. He knew that, by now, his wife and child were already dead. She had not been able to get time off and, with much trepidation, he had left them both and gone off alone thinking he could use the time to perfect the sera a bit so that they would work almost immediately. And he did...at least on paper. But, in the end, it had cost him everything. He would never forgive those who were to blame for any of it. He couldn’t. not now. Not after them killing the only family he had left.

The only student who remained with him was Sarah. To her, he was more than a teacher. She had formed a crush on him and it had quickly grown into much more. Now, with no school to go back to, the twenty year old knew that there was no longer any rules against an affair with him. Then he received the devastating news of the death of his wife and child. No one stood in her way now, either. As long as his wife had been alive, she knew she never stood a chance of seeing the fruits of her feelings for him. But, now...now  she could make her move, offer herself to him in his grief. And she did.

In his grief, he took all that she had to offer. And he grew to love her as he had his wife. But he knew he had to find a safe place for her. The world was no longer safe, not here. Not now. Now was the end of the world as they knew it. They were each other’s family now. Time to put away the formulas. Their time would come later. Now was a time to become fighters. They had to learn how to destroy the undead to stay alive themselves.

Together, they learned how to use swords, knives, bows and arrows, crossbows, pikes and pole arms, and guns. They learned the easiest ways to avoid detection by the undead...like smelling dead yourself to throw them off your scent. Together, they became a deadly team, slicing their way through undead and outlaw alike. They learned to burn the carcasses so as not to allow the spread of the diseases. They became assassins, their ultimate goal to bring those responsible for the deaths of their families and for the diseases-that now spread without anything to stop them-to deadly justice. 
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LA SORTA HAD BEEN BITTEN twice since the inoculation. Neither time had she even shown symptoms. In fact, she had healed quicker from everything including cuts and scrapes. But, then, such accidents-though usually fatal-were expected from one who was a novice. But now, she had been given a chance to make such mistakes and live without fear. Not that she was taking anything for granted. She wasn't. She was more thankful than anything. 

It wasn’t as if she was getting bit or scratched or anything like that on purpose. She wasn’t. hell. She wasn’t really trying to tempt fate at all, other than being a Vampire hunter. But that was what she had been born into, not a thing of choice.

She was like the rest. Always on call. Willing to die in order to save others. A born fighter. 

She was also born to lead the pack. Her mother and father led now, but they would get too old and she would be left the pack. Then, she would have to choose a co-leader. Someone who complimented her, in style and thought, as a leader. Someone who thought like her. But they had to be a male. It was the code of the packs. 

Who cared what the sexual preference of the pack members were, the pack always had a dual leadership of male and female—yin and yang. It was an ancient law, never to be broken. The co-leaders didn’t have to be married, but it helped. It didn’t work all that well when both co-leaders were homosexual, though. But La Sorta was not. She had her eye on a young man within the pack. His name was Pieter Giovanni, an Italian with an easy-going demeanor. He would do. She smiled.

She knew that there wasn’t that many packs that had homosexual co-leaders. In fact, there hadn’t been any for some time, at least not that she knew of. Not that it mattered. Just kind of hard to be homosexual and leave a blood heir to take over partial leadership. In those cases, they had to elect someone to replace the co-leaders. Whatever went on with the others was their business. Her ideal co-leader was Pieter. 

***
[image: image]


PRESIDENT SAMUEL P. Cranston stood in the secret conclave where he now had to call home, pondering what he and congress had just done. First, they had released a bio-agent that had no antidote. Then, they had attacked their own cities, then accused the rest of the world of war-like acts. Then
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