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  Chapter 1


  The sky darkened, black and oily; swirling, turbulent, impregnated with vigilance. It was not a bad turn of the weather promising rain or storm or tornado. It was keenly alive.


  Silent, yet ever moving, ever alert for what was commonplace in those dark and dangerous days.


  Always with its ravenous eye upon death.


  Levi Hobbs stood on the front porch of the old house his granddaddy built on the western face of the Smoky Mountains in 1906, his eyes on the sky. The gray pall that had fallen across the panes of the windows—ones that normally gleamed bright with sunlight at that hour of the day—had brought him to the railing and drawn his gaze upward.


  Just looking at that sky—the constant swirling and swooping—caused a man to feel dizzy and disoriented, displaced on the ground upon which he stood… or, in Levi’s case, the weathered boards of the porch. It was nearly hypnotic to gaze upon.


  He flinched when he felt a delicate hand rest upon the crook of his right elbow. He relaxed, but not completely, for he recognized it as belonging to the woman he had been married to for nearly thirty-five years.


  “The nasty things are thicker than thieves today,” she said. Nell’s voice, once cheerful and full of faith and optimism, sounded weary and lackluster. “We’d best stay clear of town today.”


  Levi turned and regarded her. Despite the lines on her face and the gray in her strawberry-blonde hair, she was still as pretty as the day they’d been wed. “We’re going down,” he told her flatly and turned his attention back toward the sky.


  Nell’s skyward gaze matched her husband’s. “You know what that means when they gather so close and drift so slowly. You know you can track those blasted zombies—and how many there are—by how many buzzards follow them overhead.”


  “I know that. But we no longer have a choice. We’ve put it off too long… two weeks too long. No beans or taters. Down to the last spoonful of flour and meal. There’s no hunting to be done. Every living thing—deer, squirrel, rabbit, possum—have fled across the mountain in the wake of that horrible stench.” Levi swallowed dryly. “The children are growing leaner and so are we.”


  “It’s too dangerous. You can’t eat if you’re dead,” Nell told him.


  Levi laughed. A sour smile peeked through the bristles of his black beard. “You know that ain’t true.”


  The woman nodded. He was right.


  “We’ll be careful,” he assured her. “Get in, get what we need, get out. Lickety-split. Besides, they move like molasses on a February morning.”


  “What they lose in speed, they make up for in numbers.”


  “Maybe. But we’re faster and smarter than they are… and probably a mite hungrier, too.”


  Nell shook her head. “Nothing’s hungrier. It’s what drives them.”


  Levi turned around, irritated. “Well, I’m driven, too. By desperation… by the nagging in my belly and the sight of my children slowly starving.” He looked away from her. “Gather the kids. We’re going down.”


  Nell Hobbs nodded and turned to go in. She knew good and well not to push the subject when Levi got something set solid in his mind.


  This time Levi did flinch, at the slapping of the screen door. He sighed and cast his eyes upon the lazy, counter-clockwise motion of the buzzards one last time. Then he set about preparing for the trip to the valley.


  Chapter 2


  They came down off Hobbs Ridge in the Smoky Mountains, along the old logging road to Highway 442, toward the cluttered jumble of buildings and hotels that made up Gatlinburg. The little mountain resort town was usually bumper-to-bumper with tourists out to see the fall colors at that time of year, or do some shopping and see a show. But now it was a ghost town. The four-lane street that stretched between gaudy museums, souvenir shops, and pancake restaurants was deserted. The traffic lights swung slowly in the breeze, their three vertical eyes blind and colorless. Only the carcasses of a dozen abandoned cars—as well as those of a few devoured humans—could be seen along the empty stretch of blacktop.


  The Hobbs entered Gatlinburg slow and easy. Levi drove the big Ford flatbed logging truck, the vehicle of his chosen vocation… or so it had been before all hell had broken loose. Nell rode on the seat next to him, holding a shotgun—a Remington 870 twelve-gauge—tightly in her thin fingers. Levi had a big Ruger Blackhawk .44 in a holster on his right hip, a gift from his former son-in-law. He had thought the gun to be excessive and impractical… until just recently.


  To either side of the logging truck were the twins, Jem and Avery, named after the boys in To Kill a Mockingbird and Charlotte’s Web, two of their mother’s favorite books. Jem straddled a big Honda four-wheeler, while the other drove a John Deere Gator. Both were tall, strapping, and cocky for going on sixteen, but then so had their father been at that age, and still was in his mid-fifties.


  A yard or so behind the truck was a black GMC Yukon with white-letter tires and tinted windows. It was driven by Levi and Nell’s twenty-two-year-old daughter, Kate. She sat in the cab, hands on the wheel—pale, freckled, her hair as red as rust on a gate hinge. Kate had left Hobbs Ridge after high school, married a blowhard redneck by the name of Bill Franklin, and had lived in the town of Pigeon Forge—a stone’s-throw from Gatlinburg, but a community that was equally smitten with the tourist dollar. Levi hadn’t cottoned to Bill at all. He had always suspected that the man had treated Katie badly and had confronted him on the subject several times. His daughter’s dream of going to college and becoming a nurse had dried up and died after their marriage and she had ended up making a meager wage selling tickets at Ripley’s Believe it or Not. When everything had gone haywire and Katie had seen Bill taken down by a pack of Biters, she had loaded every gun and box of ammunition from her husband’s three gun safes into the back of the Yukon and headed home to the Ridge to be with her kin.


  They drove to the third traffic light from the state park entrance and stopped. The only movement they saw on the long, cluttered stretch of pavement was a couple of buzzards picking at a dead body lying on the center line in front of a shop that specialized in airbrushed t-shirts and license plates and cedar-hewn, hillbilly-themed knickknacks.


  Their original intention was to roll into town, loot the various restaurants along the strip, and then head back for the hills. They had expected considerable opposition and had come armed to the teeth. They were no strangers to the damage that the Biters could inflict. Following the “end of civilization”—or so it had been called by the news media on radio, TV, and the Internet before the power had finally gone out for good—they had been visited by several of the flesh-eating zombies. Some of them had been neighbors and folks they had known all their lives, but whatever had infected them had changed them into something less than human. They had become things with only one goal… to sink their black teeth into you and eat until you were dead or disabled. And, if there was enough of you left, you would rise from the dead and do the same, mindlessly, without conscience or hesitation. Levi and the boys had killed a dozen or so, much to Nell’s anguish. After she grew accustomed to their ways and what they were setting out to do, she had taken a hatchet to a couple of them herself.


  But there, smack dab in the middle of one of the busiest tourist towns west of the Smoky Mountains, there was no one to fight. The place seemed utterly deserted. There were no Biters to be found.


  “What’s going on, Levi?” Nell asked him.


  “I don’t know.” He laid his hand on the door handle of the truck.


  His wife reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his shirt. “Be careful.”


  Levi grinned. “Who… me? I ain’t ending up in no Biter’s rotten belly.”


  He gently disengaged himself from his wife’s grasp, then opened the door and stood on the bottom ledge of the doorframe, peering over the roof of the truck, from right to left. Nervously, he shucked the big Blackhawk from its holster and held it loosely in his hand, his thumb on the spur of the hammer.


  “Keep sharp, boys,” he warned his sons. “They’re bound to be here somewheres.”


  Jem and Avery stepped off their vehicles, surveying the empty street. Jem disengaged a broad axe from two clamps mounted on the side of his four-wheeler, while Avery reached into the bed of the Gator and brought out a 4.7 horsepower Dolmar chainsaw.


  “You know the sound of that confounded thing will bring ’em down on us like locusts on Egypt,” Nell said through the open window.


  “I won’t crank ’er unless I have to, Ma,” Avery promised. He grasped the chainsaw firmly in one hand, while the other held the rubber pull handle, ready to yank.


  “What’s the matter, Papa?”


  Levi looked around to see Kate standing next to the Yukon.


  “You get on back in there and shut the door, pumpkin. Let us menfolk handle this.”


  The red-haired girl rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.” She continued to stand there, holding a Glock 9mm pistol in each freckled fist.


  Levi wanted to argue the point, but decided not to. If they got swarmed by Biters, he could use every hand he could get. Besides, Kate was good with those guns. Damn good. And she could fire them both at once with deadly accuracy, if it came down to it. If her brief marriage to Blowhard Bill had reaped a single benefit, it was her familiarity with firearms, as well as her ability—and willingness—to use them.


  “Are those buzzards still up there?” Nell asked.


  Levi looked above him. The constant circling of large black birds, several dozen or so thick, continued directly overhead. “Yeah, we’re still in the Zone.” Puzzled, he looked at the two carnivorous birds picking at the naked arms of the corpse in the road. So why is it just the pair? Why isn’t the whole damn flock down here, fighting over that poor soul’s carcass?


  Levi studied the pair carefully. They pecked and worried over the flayed arms of the dead body, but avoided its upper torso, neck, and head. He knew for a fact that scavengers like carrion crows and buzzards tended to work on the head of a dead animal first, especially the eyes. They regarded the tender orbs to be a sweet bonus, like eating dessert before the main course. But these two were keeping their distance from the dead man’s head.


  Levi lifted his eyes from the two birds and looked off down the street. He squinted and thought he saw movement at the far end where the Ripley’s Aquarium was located. “Avery?”


  “Yeah, Papa?”


  “You got the binoculars?”


  Avery shook his head. “Jem’s got ’em.”


  “Here you go.” Jem tossed the pair over the cab of the truck to his father.


  Levi laid the .44 Magnum on top the truck and took the rubberized binoculars in both hands.


  He was lifting them to his eyes, when a car horn began to blare.


  Chapter 3


  Levi peered through the lenses of the binoculars, bringing the far end of the street into focus.


  He knew now why they had encountered no Biters upon entering the town limits. They had congregated three hundred yards away… perhaps forty of them in all. They surrounded a small car—a silver Volkswagen Bug from the looks of it—and were clawing and gnawing at the metal and glass of the vehicle. A couple had butted their heads against the windshield and side windows, causing the safety glass to fissure in cloudy cobweb patterns. A few more blows and the barriers would give way.


  Levi worked the focus adjust with the ball of his thumb, bringing the ugly picture a bit closer. Through the windshield, he could see the face of an elderly man—bearded, spectacled, and as pale as a bed sheet. In the seat next to him was a gray-haired woman. Her head was lolled back and her eyes were closed. She was either unconscious or dead.


  Lowering the binoculars, he hopped down out of the truck, the rubber soles of his work boots slapping against the pavement. He looked through the open door at his wife. “Scoot over here and drive behind us, slow and easy. There are folks down there who need help.”


  Nell said nothing, but the look in her eyes said the words that echoed in his own mind. Leave them be. Loot the restaurants while the Biters are occupied and let’s get back home. It was a natural thought, born of self-preservation, but it was also a selfish one.


  Levi reached out and took her hand as she positioned herself behind the steering wheel. “We can’t, Mama. It’s not our way.”


  Nell nodded grimly. “I know.” She handed him the twelve-gauge. “Here.”


  Levi took the shotgun and jacked a shell into the breech. “There’s a .357 Magnum in the glove box, if you have need of it. Just hold it in both hands like I showed you. And, remember, it kicks like a mule with chiggers on its balls.”


  The woman reached over, opened the compartment, and laid the big, nickel-plated revolver on the seat beside her. “Let’s get to it.”


  Levi turned and regarded his sons and daughter. “There’s a man and woman down there with about thirty-five or forty of those sick bastards bearing down on them, looking for a free lunch. Spread out and be careful. And, no matter what, don’t let ’em get hold of you and take a bite.”


  His children nodded. They waited until he took the first step and then followed.


  They started down the street, six feet apart, their attention centered on the commotion at the traffic light of the fifth intersection coming into Gatlinburg from the west. As Levi approached the feeding birds, he waved a lanky arm. “Y’all git!” he hissed, loud enough for them to hear, but not enough that his voice would carry. “Head to the heavens with the rest of your scavenging bunch!”


  The two buzzards—slick and black, except for their featherless, pink heads—eyed him balefully and then reluctantly took flight. Levi watched them ascend as he walked past the corpse… and nearly paid for his inattentiveness.


  Before he knew what was happening, the dead man reached out and grabbed his ankle. Levi expected the attempt to be feeble, but it was anything but. There was some real strength in that decomposing muscle and sinew, fueled by the instinctive hunger that possessed their kind. The Biter—a middle-aged man with graying hair and a lower face ravaged with decay—sat up and craned his neck toward him, mouth open. His teeth were black and fuzzy and teaming with tiny motion, as if they were covered with gnats without wings.


  Levi tried to pull away, but the thing’s fingers—stiff and bony—refused to let go. With a grunt, Levi lowered the muzzle of the 870 toward the Biter’s forehead.


  Jem walked over to his father and lifted the shotgun’s barrel with one hand. “You do that and that whole bunch will be off that car and on us quicker than a horny jackrabbit. I’ll take care of it.”


  Levi nodded, lifted the Remington to his shoulder, and leaned back a bit. Jem’s axe swung downward, cleaving the Biter’s arm in half at the joint of his elbow. The blade struck pavement and threw sparks as it hit. Levi stumbled away. Disgusted, he reached down and wrestled with the forearm and hand that held him, careful not to touch the exposed flesh that the buzzards had been picking at. Finally, he pried it free and tossed it away. It rolled across the pavement, the fingers flexing and clawing, before finally growing still.


  That seemed to anger the Biter to no end. He lurched, rocking back and forth, trying to get his legs and his good arm beneath him. Before he could get leverage and rise, Jem swung the axe again. The blade split the zombie’s head open from scalp to neck bone. The two halves divided, revealing a half-devoured brain, purple-black and as moist and stringy as pumpkin guts. Amid it all swarmed a multitude of the tiny black things, spilling out onto the street, spreading like motor oil that should have been changed a long time ago.


  “Avery,” Levi called to his other son.


  Avery laid his chainsaw down and grinned. He walked over and took a can of lighter fluid from side pocket of his overalls. Dousing the ruined head of the Biter liberally, he then took a box of sulfur matches and struck one. The boy stared at the guttering flame for a long second and then tossed it. The upper half of the dead man burst into flames, causing the spreading blackness to grow even blacker as it burnt to a crisp and then rose in the smoke in tiny pinpoints of cinder.


  “Y’all steer clear and don’t breathe it in,” Levi instructed. “We don’t know if that stuff is as dangerous dead as it is alive.” He turned and regarded Avery, who bent to pick up his chainsaw, his eyes still glued to the flames. Avery was peculiar in that way; he loved fire and explosives. Levi used to frown on that flaw in his son’s nature, but lately it had become downright handy.


  Again, the four started down the street. They could hear the throaty rumble of the logging truck as Nell remained a steady twenty feet behind them. They were nearly upon the crowd of frantic Biters before they were noticed. A woman with matted blonde hair and a McDonald’s uniform turned, spotted them, and then unleashed a shrill cry and shambled toward them. Two or three left the disabled Volkswagen and followed her.


  Levi nodded to Avery. His son lowered the chainsaw again, took a bundle of three M-80 firecrackers from his pocket, and lit the short fuse. He tossed it, underhanded, and it rolled past the Biters’ feet and under the front bumper of the car.


  It went off almost immediately. The concussion knocked a dozen zombies to their knees and lifted the Bug clean off its front tires in the process. The little car slammed back down, shaking the other Biters off balance and startling the old man behind the steering wheel.


  Levi and his children stepped in and went to work. Levi fired the shotgun as fast as he could pump it, decapitating the standing Biters with blasts of double-ought buckshot. Kate stood, lean arms outstretched, firing the twin Glocks in rapid succession. Within a span of fifteen seconds, eighteen had fallen.


  Jem and Avery went to work on those who had been driven to their knees by the explosion. Jem welded the broad axe deftly, severing heads between the third and fourth cervical vertebrae. Avery cranked the string pull of the chainsaw, sending it into roaring, sputtering life. A cloud of blue gasoline fumes billowed from its engine as he stepped from one Biter to another, cleaving off heads and limbs, sawing torsos in half, crossways. Avery’s siblings regarded him uneasily. Of the three, he had always been the wild card.


  After all of the zombies were down, heads rolled on the pavement, snapping and snarling with angry red eyes and black-coated teeth, Kate calmly strolled among them, putting a 9mm slug above the bridges of their noses or directly through the crowns of their skulls. She was shucking a spent magazine from the butt of one pistol and replacing it with a fresh one, when she spotted movement behind the Bug. A tense smile crossed her freckled face, but her eyes grew as cold as stones.


  Puzzled by the expression on his sister’s face, Jem turned and watched as a large Biter rounded the back bumper of the VW and staggered toward them. “Well, look at who’s come a-visiting.”


  “Bill,” Kate said. Her eyes narrowed as he approached in a lurch.


  It was Bill Franklin, Kate’s husband, but a horribly altered version of the man. Part his face had been chewed away, revealing stark bone and a half-grin of exposed teeth, and one of his eyes lay flat and useless in its socket, the fluid having leaked out after hungry teeth had punctured it. Much of his shirt had been torn away, revealing pale muscle that was still toned, even after death had claimed him three months ago. A tattoo of a naked Bettie Page straddling a Harley Davidson shown on the tricep of his left arm, resembling a child’s crayon doodle on stark, white paper.


  As the man drew nearer, Kate turned to her brother and held out one of the Glocks. “Trade?”


  Jem eyed her warily. “Sure, Kate.” He took the pistol and handed her the axe.


  “You boys stand back,” Levi told them. He stared at his daughter as she stuck the second Glock in her jacket pocket and tightened her grip on the hickory handle. “Give your sister room to work.”


  Kate planted her feet and stood ready. “Come here, Bill. Come here, you sorry son of a bitch.”


  Although no recognition shown in his eyes, Bill shambled toward her, arms outstretched, grinning that skeletal half-grin of his.


  When he was nearly upon her, she swung the axe, chopping his right arm off at the shoulder. Ink black blood spurted weakly from the severed artery, then slowed to a sluggish trickle. “Treat me like shit, will you? Put me down, humiliate me, call me a bitch?”


  Her father and brothers watched as she swung the axe again and again, whittling Bill Franklin gradually down to size. Levi turned and looked toward the truck. Nell sat in the driver’s seat with tears in her eyes.


  “Beat me… burn me with your damn cigarettes… tear off my panties and rape me when I told you I wasn’t in the mood?” Again the blade hit cold flesh, sinking, pulling loose with a loud suck. “Punch me in the stomach until I miscarried… until I sat on the commode, bleeding, with my baby hanging between my legs!” She swung low, taking his legs off at the knees, sending him crashing to the pavement.


  Bill squirmed in the road, teeth gnashing, his single eye rolling like that of a mad dog.


  “Kill our baby?” The axe came crashing down on his skull, crushing, mangling, time after time after time. “My baby… my poor… sweet… little… baby girl!”


  By the time Levi reached her, she was crying, her narrow chest hitching with deep sobs. Gently, he took the blood-splattered axe from her hands. “My baby…” she muttered mournfully. “Oh God…”


  Levi held her for a long moment and kissed her forehead, feeling his heart ache. Granddaughter? She had never told them… never breathed a word. When he released her, she turned and climbed into the truck. She snuggled closely to her mother and cried into her shoulder.


  “Papa?” said Avery. “The folks.”


  Levi turned and walked to the Volkswagen. He stood at the side door, looking at the little bald and bearded man who stared back at him, his blue eyes magnified behind the lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses. “Sir? Are you alright?”


  The man nodded and feebly reached for the door’s handle. As it swung wide, he slipped off the seat and fell out. Levi was there to catch him before he could hit the pavement. He gently lowered him until he was lying flat on his back.


  “I’m sorry,” the man murmured in a thick foreign accent. “I haven’t eaten in two days. I’m a little weak.”


  “That’s okay,” Levi told him. “We’ll get some food and water in you soon enough.” He looked over and saw that Jem and Avery were carefully lifting the woman from the passenger seat. “Your wife?”


  “Yes,” said the elderly man. “Agnes. She’s diabetic. Her insulin was in the trunk, but we couldn’t get to it.” He craned his head and looked at the slaughtered forms around him. “They wouldn’t let us.”


  “How did you end up here?”


  “My name is Abraham Mendlebaum. I was a biological researcher in Oak Ridge… a scientist, if they still call us that these days. We left the facility there, intending to cross the mountains. Agnes has family in North Carolina… in a town called Hendersonville, near Asheville. We reached Gatlinburg and ran out of gas. I got frustrated and cranked the engine a few times. They heard us. We were trapped… couldn’t get out.”


  Levi turned and called to Nell. “Bring some water.”


  A moment later, his wife appeared with a bottle of purified water in her hand. She unscrewed the cap and brought it to his lips.


  Mendlebaum turned his head aside. “What is the lot number of that bottle?” he asked cautiously.


  “Lot number?”


  “Yes, it signifies the date and facility that it was processed at,” he explained. “If it was bottled before June of this year, it is safe. If not, it is probably contaminated.”


  “We’ve been drinking from the same case,” Levi told him. “So, I’d say that it’s okay.”


  The old man nodded. Nell tipped the bottle and he drank. Mendlebaum took a couple of swallows and strangled. He coughed violently for a moment, then took some more.


  When he finished, his eyes sharpened. “Where is Agnes?”


  “On the far side of the car with my boys.”


  “Does anyone know how to give an injection?” he asked.


  No one did.


  “Bring her to me and I will do it,” he said urgently. “There is a black duffel in the trunk. It has her medicine.”


  Soon, Agnes Mendlebaum and the black bag were within Abe’s reach. He sat up weakly and began to work, drawing pale liquid from a vial and injecting it into one of the dark, protruding veins in his wife’s left hand. “I only pray that it’s not too late. I don’t believe that she has lapsed into a diabetic coma, but she is close.”


  “You’ve got a helluva lot of food packed in that trunk, Mister,” said Avery.


  “We’ll gladly share, if you’ll shelter us until Agnes is back on her feet,” the biologist told him, a ring of hopefulness in his voice.


  Nell patted him on the shoulder. “Our home is yours, for as long as you have need.”


  Abe took her hand. “Thank you, dear lady.”


  While Levi and Jem looted a pancake house, a Mexican restaurant, a Starbucks, and a Burger King, Avery siphoned gas out of a Nissan Altima and filled the VW’s tank to the quarter mark. “We’ve got more gas up at the house,” he assured the old man. “Papa buys it by the tankload, for his logging business. You know, chainsaws, log splitters, generators and such.” He took a plastic Ziploc bag full of dried meat from his side pocket and handed it to Abe Mendlebaum. “Deer jerky? Might perk you up some.”


  The elderly scientist eyed the offering skeptically.


  “Weren’t nothing wrong with the animal it came from,” the boy assured him. “I’d say it was healthier than I was.” As he replaced the Volkswagen’s gas cap, he glanced into the rear of the car. “I see you’ve got an AR-15 in the back seat. Where’d you get it?”


  “At the installation back in Oak Ridge,” Abe replied. “I took it off the body of an MP… right before he turned.”


  “Got right ugly back there, did it?”


  “Oh, yes.” A shadow born of uneasy memory fell across the old man’s angular face. “Extremely ugly.”


  “When these Biters surrounded you, why didn’t you just cut them down?” Avery asked curiously. “You certainly had the firepower.”


  Abe eyed the boy. “Have you ever tried to maneuver in the front seat of a Volkswagen Beetle with an assault weapon half as long as yourself? Opening the door would have been like ringing the dinner bell. Sometimes to survive, you simply do nothing at all.”


  “Yeah, I get your point. I reckon you did the right thing.”


  Soon, everything that could be found was packed into boxes and lashed to the bed of the logging truck. They carried Agnes Mendlebaum to the Yukon and laid her across the back seat. She was beginning to come to, moaning and squirming, but she was only semi-conscious.


  “Think you’re up to driving?” Levi asked the old man.


  “I believe so,” he said. “The jerky that Avery provided seems to have fortified me.”


  “You’re bound to know more about what’s safe and what’s not than we do,” Levi said. “Maybe you can share that information with us when we get to the house.”


  “I certainly will.” He patted the duffel that was slung over his stooped shoulder. “I have a full catalog of contaminant-free lot numbers for most manufactured food and water in the United States.”


  Levi walked to the logging truck and looked in at Kate. “Darling, are you up to driving?”


  The young woman smiled and nodded. “I’m okay, Papa.” Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry about what happened… you know, back there with Bill.”


  Levi’s work-hardened hand lifted her chin until her eyes were level with his. “The bastard deserved everything you dished out.” He thought about the last horrible accusation she had made against her abusive husband. “And I’m sorry about the…” The word stuck in his throat. He couldn’t bring himself to say it.


  Kate leaned over and kissed him on his bearded cheek. “I know, Papa. Sorry I couldn’t tell you.”


  Soon, everyone was in their vehicles and ready to go. Levi lingered outside the logging truck and studied the sky. The buzzards seemed twice as thick as before. They circled furiously and erratically, as though impatient to the point of madness. Just looking at them made Levi’s head swim. They had a hard-on for the carnage Levi and his family had left in the middle of the street, that was for sure.


  “Should I torch ’em, Papa?” Avery asked.


  “Naw. Leave ’em be.” He climbed into the cab of the logging truck. “Let’s head out,” he hollered loud enough for everyone to hear. “Those black devils will be down here and ready to chow as soon as we start rolling. And I don’t want to be in their way when they get here.”


  Chapter 4


  They were a mile up the winding logging road to Hobbs Ridge when Levi stopped the truck, climbed out, and trained the binoculars on the main street of Gatlinburg.


  The sky had lightened considerably, but the little town appeared dark from where he stood, as though covered with a thick layer of soot. Buzzards had descended to clean up the mess they had left behind. Dozens of scavengers lit upon the bodies of the disabled Biters—picking, ripping, rending, and pulling at muscle, tendon, and vein with pale yellow beaks and hooked talons. They were a sociable bunch, Levi gave them that. After each had eaten their fill, they retired to the eaves of the buildings or the taut black lengths of telephone and power lines, allowing the others to partake while they digested the cold meat and tissue that lay in their bellies.


  “Those birds stink as badly as the Biters,” Nell said. “The stench must be horrific down there.”


  “You better believe it. The wind’s carrying a generous helping all the way up here. It’s like Hell without the flames.”


  “Maybe this is Hell.”


  He turned and looked at his wife, but said nothing. Nell had once been a strong, God-fearing woman, but what had happened in the world had tested her faith to the breaking point. At home, her Bible gathered dust on the nightstand and she never protested when they failed to say grace at the supper table.


  Levi climbed back into the cab of the truck and they continued up the face of the mountain. They were nearly a half-mile from home, when Nell ducked her head and looked through the top of the windshield. “We’ve got more buzzards.”


  He looked toward the sky beyond the treetops and saw twelve or thirteen birds circling overhead. “Well, it’s not a herd up ahead, but it’s more than one. Keep your eyes peeled.”


  Onward the truck climbed, followed by the twins on their vehicles, the VW Beetle, and Kate’s Yukon at the rear. Levi took a hairpin turn in the road and there they were… a group of Biters. Or rather a family of them. A man, a woman, and three children—a little girl and a boy, and a teenage girl with long, honey-blonde hair. They were pale and blood-stained, their faces sunken and their teeth as black as charcoal.


  “It’s the Macolmers,” said Nell with a groan.


  She was right. It was their closest neighbors, Ed and June Macolmer and their young’uns—Missy, Timmy, and Sarah. Levi’s stomach clenched as tightly as his fingers on the steering wheel. He hadn’t seen the Macolmers in months, not since the Fourth of July, when they’d had them over for supper and fireworks afterward. He still remembered the women sitting on the porch, laughing, while the little young’uns chased fireflies in the yard. He and Ed had downed a few beers and gave their two cents’ worth about the handling of fireworks, which had been unnecessary, given Avery’s proficiency with such things. Levi also remembered Jem and Sarah sitting beneath the big oak out front, holding hands and talking quietly. Although the boy had never said anything, Levi knew he had a crush on the girl.


  He turned and looked at his wife. “What should I do?”


  Her eyes were dull. “Run them down.”


  Levi knew that was the correct response, but it went down like a bitter pill. When he began easing on the brakes, Nell grabbed his forearm. “If you don’t and you drive past ’em, they’ll pull Jem and Avery right off the Honda and the Gator, and tear into them. We don’t have a choice.”


  Levi nodded and stamped on the gas.


  The big diesel truck surged forward, plowing over the Macolmers. Ed went under and the truck lurched as its tires rolled over him. The front bumper caught June and she flipped, head over heels, and landed on the hood. Her face hit the windshield, sending a thin fissure across the glass. She leered in at them, showing none of the good humor or compassion she had once been well regarded for. Her bloodshot eyes seethed angrily and her teeth, coated with swarming black motion, snapped hungrily at her two neighbors. Nell looked at her for a long moment and then turned her head.


  Levi stamped on the brake. June Macolmer went spinning off the hood and slammed into the lurching bodies of Missy and Timmy, knocking them down. He sped up again and crushed the three beneath the big tires of the truck. Then he was coming up fast on young Sarah. The flawless skin of the pretty girl’s face had sloughed away, leaving denuded bone with two bright, blue eyes shining feverishly from sunken sockets. Levi glanced in his side view mirror. Behind him, Jem rode the four-wheeler, standing with his fists on the handlebars, craning his neck to get a better look.


  “Damn!” cussed Levi as he drove the truck forward, knocking the girl down and grinding her beneath the wheels. Although he couldn’t hear it, he could sense her bones breaking and her body collapsing.


  When he had driven past, he brought the truck to a stop and sat there, breathing hard for a moment. Then he and Nell climbed out and stood on the roadway. Ed was done for. A tire had gone over his skull, flattening his head into a black, gelatinous ruin. June and the kids were still moving. They were unable to get up, but still squirming and snarling and hankering to sink their teeth into those who stood around them.


  Levi looked at Jem. The boy was crying as he stared at the blonde-haired girl lying in the road, her pelvis and legs shattered.


  “I’m sorry, son,” he told him. “It couldn’t be helped.”


  Tears streamed down the sixteen-year-old’s face. “I know.”


  Levi pulled the Blackhawk from its holster. “Everyone stand back. I don’t want this black mess splattering all over you.”


  He had cocked back the hammer and was about to put a round through the top of June Macolmer’s head, when a wet, phlegmy bark sounded a few yards in front of the truck. Then the bark lowered into a rattling growl and Levi heard footfalls on the road behind him.


  “It’s ol’ Red,” said Avery.


  Levi turned to see the Macolmer’s redbone coonhound, Red, running toward him in an uneven pace. He was shocked, for he had never seen an animal other than a human being that had turned with the awful infection—or was it infestation—that had damned eighty-eight percent of the earth’s population. Red was emaciated and riddled with mange and weeping sores. Most of his hair was gone and his paper-thin skin clung closely to the bone. One of his eye sockets was empty and the blackness, like swarming ants, danced where a keen eye had once stalked coon in the moonlight. Canine teeth, long and equally dark, snapped like whipcracks as his pace quickened.


  Lifting the Magnum, Levi fired. The .44 slug hit Red square on the tip of his nose and tunneled completely through, exiting as a flattening wad of lead out of his ass end. The dog’s legs collapsed beneath him and he dropped to a long skid on the road, traveled a couple of yards farther, then flipped and lay still.


  His face like stone, the patriarch of the Hobbs family did the same for June Macolmer. He paused a long moment, then ended Missy’s and Timmy’s misery. He was making his way to Sarah, when Jem stepped forward. His eyes were red and wet, but his jaw was firmly set.


  “No, Papa,” he said, his voice cracking. “Give me a moment with her, then I’ll do it.”


  Levi nodded. “Okay, son.” He motioned to the others and they returned to their vehicles. “We’ll wait for you down the road a piece.”


  “Thanks,” the boy said dully, although there seemed to be no gratitude in his tone.


  They drove a hundred yards farther on and parked. Levi watched in the truck’s big side view mirror. Jem knelt next to Sarah’s squirming body, talked to her for a minute, then stood and swung the axe earthward. Levi looked away right before the blade struck. Then Jem climbed on the Honda and joined them.


  “Get it done, son?” Levi asked him when Jem pulled up next to the cab of the logging truck.


  The boy’s face was rigid and pale.


  “Let’s head on home.”


  Together, they continued upward to the top of the Ridge.


  Chapter 5


  They reached the house by dusk. The sky grew vivid with brilliant hues of orange, pink, and purple, but none of them found any enjoyment in the sunset. All eyes roamed the verge of twilight for dark forms sailing and swooping in crisscross, circling patterns. Fortunately, no buzzards could be seen and, for now, they rested easy.


  Quietly, they unloaded their vehicles and brought the supplies they had scavenged into the house. As they did so, Abe Mendlebaum surveyed the Hobbs property. The two-story house sat on a sloping ridge of stone interlaced sparsely with grass and tall stands of oak, long-leafed pine, and silver poplar. At the back of the old house stood a three-bay garage big enough to hold the logging truck, the Yukon, and a red Ram pickup truck that had been left behind on their excursion to the valley. On one side of the garage were two three-hundred-gallon tanks—one for diesel and one for regular gas—while on the other stood a shed holding the tools of Levi Hobbs’ trade: chainsaws, cross-cut saws, log splitters, broad axes, and dynamite for blasting stumps. In a small lean-to at the rear of the house were two large gasoline generators for electricity, which the family only used for a few hours a night.


  They carried Agnes Mendlebaum to an upstairs bedroom. The elderly woman seemed to be improving, although her return to consciousness was a slow and fitful one. Kate agreed to stay with her, while the others
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