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The Living and the Dead

By Nick Wilgus

Editor’s Note

Publications in the Deadworld series are based on firsthand-survivor accounts and, as such, they are primary sources in our efforts to reconstruct the events that led to Black Monday and the arrival of the Prak-nar. As with all historical documents, attention must be paid to the quality of the narratives and the reliability of the narrator.

The first two volumes in this series, This Is How It Ends and The Living and the Dead, are based on the recollections of Billy Gunn, an American teenager living in the state of Mississippi, and one of the initial survivors of Black Monday. We have no reason to doubt the events described in Gunn’s notebooks, which were recovered by a team of researchers in the rubble of a small city known as Tupelo. We advise caution regarding technical details of the Prak-nar and their technology, which the narrator clearly did not understand, lacking as he did a background in quantum mechanics and molecular and biological engineering. His descriptions of the technology must be seen as attempts to comprehend what must have been unfathomable to a young man with limited education. Gunn, like the other survivors in the early days, was completely ignorant of the biological and molecular DNA re-engineering that led to the vast separation of species as we know them today.

Gunn’s notebooks have served an invaluable source of information regarding the timing of the arrival of the Prak-nar and subsequent events, as well as for genealogists trying to reconstruct family histories for peoples in the region. Aside from the primary date of Black Monday, for which there is other ample evidence, Gunn does not provide dates with any sort of consistency, but this is typical of survival accounts when communications are disrupted for extended periods of time. Gunn literally had no idea what day it was when he wrote most of the entries found in his series of notebooks. He was not even sure of the month. This is not a criticism of his writing; rather, researchers looking for precise dates will have to pursue other materials. We are quite confident that the events described in this current volume took place not more than eight months after Black Monday at which point the narrator would have been seventeen years of age.

Of special interest to researchers is Gunn’s encounter with Tay-yat, which led to a major turning point in the struggle against the Prak-nar. Gunn is believed to be the first human to have encountered a J’Hoven resistance leader and to have rendered invaluable assistance.

The Committee for the Preservation of Earth History has worked tirelessly to ensure the accuracy of the documents it publishes and this current volume is no exception.

Hersk Volluta

Committee secretary

NE (New Era) 4.13.86

* * * *
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Prologue
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Our world ended on Black Monday and that’s the first thing you need to know. The alien invasion, the dead bodies that would not stay dead, the massive ships that appeared in the skies, the torrential rains and massive flooding, the ensuing collapse of society and everything we knew and loved and understood, the terrible things Rory and I did to survive—it’s all there in my notebook called Deadworld: This Is How It Ends, and if you want to know how it went down, that’s the place to start.

But that was then and this is now.

I’m Billy Gunn, by the way, and just so you know, I’m not much of a writer, but cometh the man, cometh the hour, or so my dad always used to say.

Rory Wilder and I are still here. Barely. But still on our feet. We spend a lot of time speculating on what, exactly, happened on Black Monday, and continues to happen in its aftermath—and we’ve been dead wrong on just about everything. Maybe someday we’ll understand it and I’ll put it down here and try to explain it, but for now we’re just living in a great big cloud of unknowing. I try not to be too hard on myself; nothing could have prepared me for the end of the world.

Rory and I have been friends since grade school. Ironic, but we fell in love on a camping trip the weekend right before everything turned to shit. We came back from that camping trip to find everyone dead. We have each other now and we have our “kids,” Mark, Pammy, and Jack, strays we found in the wreckage of Deadworld. We take care of them as best we can though we are just kids ourselves. We make for a strange family.

As to backstory, that’s all you need to know.

So, welcome to Deadworld. I’m trying to get as much of this down on paper as I can; maybe in the future someone will pick up these notebooks and our story will live on. Or maybe the story will die with us. Could go either way. But someone needs to know what happened if only to underscore how incredibly fragile life is, and how thin the line is between civilization and chaos.

* * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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As soundlessly as I could, I eased open the front door and made my way out onto the porch and into the early morning cold.

I looked around with a bit of despair at the muddied ruin that was once the expansive and very pleasant front yard of Rory’s grandparents’ house in the country. The massive floods had retreated, leaving the landscape in shambles and strewn with debris. Preferable to the flooding, of course, but not by much. Now winter had set in and the cold was bitter and breathtaking. The wood pile next to the porch was running low; we would have to go into the forest today and bring back more. That, or freeze to death in our beds, which consisted of two mattresses in front of the fireplace with all five of us shivering beneath a mess of blankets and sleeping bags.

I was glad to be away from the others and alone with my thoughts. Rory and the kids—they were my family now, but still, a guy liked to have a bit of privacy and space once in a while. Time to think one’s own thoughts.

My thoughts this morning were especially bleak.

I had my reasons.

I hugged my arms around my chest as I tried to get warm. The cold was biting and miserable, the sort of cold that gets down into your lungs and makes you wish for death. Had to be about Christmas time. I had lost track of the days. We all had. Could be Monday. Or Tuesday. December. Or January. Or maybe it was still October. One day blended into the next until you fell down into an exhausted sleep just to wake up and do it all over again.

I had gotten into the habit of coming out onto the porch each morning to see if the world was any different. It never was. Some childish part of my mind wanted to believe I would wake one day and find myself back in my own bed in Port Moss, a normal teenager worried about trig tests and skate boards, my little brother and sister in their beds in the rooms across the hall, my parents in their own bed downstairs, my life not interrupted by the mind-numbing madness that had been unleashed on Black Monday.

Each morning, though, the world was still the world. My mom and dad were dead. My brother and sister were dead. Rory’s mom was dead. Most everyone else we had known and loved were dead, dead, and dead.

Or not.

The dead had a way of not wanting to stay dead and props to anyone who could figure out the reason why; Rory and I had drawn a complete blank. We had come across all kinds of folks who were deader than door nails, or ought to be, only to find out they were anything but.

Which was why I had gotten into the habit of being quiet. Why we all had. Dead heads were not the sharpest knives in the drawer, not very coordinated and not very fast, but their hearing was incredibly sensitive. As was their sense of smell. Every dead head within a hundred yards would immediately stop and look at you if you so much as cleared your throat or farted.

We had learned that lesson the hard way.

Another thing we had noticed: Their vision was based on movement. If you stopped dead in your tracks, they seemed to lose interest, as if you had somehow disappeared. They could be standing five paces away from you and not seem to understand you were still there—as long as you remained still. They would shuffle off, in no particular hurry, like you had never existed at all.

My science teacher had taught me about that. We were familiar with the flight or fight instinct that seemed to be bred into our very genes, but he said there was a third instinct: freeze. Animals either fight, or run away, or freeze, depending on the situation. “Deer in the headlights” was a good example of the freeze instinct, and also an example of how some instincts fail in novel situations.

This morning, I noticed with some relief, there was no sign of dead heads prowling the property.

Off to the left of the house was a path running into the vast forest beyond, the path we would take on our fire wood expedition. It went faster and we collected more when we took the kids, but they were loud, impulsive, apt to draw attention. Perhaps Mark and I could do the run today, I thought.

I had to smile when I thought about Mark. He was eleven going on 800 and convinced he was more than a match for any dead head we encountered, and quite certain he had this new world completely figured out. Rory and I first met him shortly after Black Monday. He had used his baseball bat to beat the brains out of a dead head, amply proving his usefulness. But he was still, for all that, only eleven years old. Lately, he had been having nightmares and would wake screaming for his mother.

To the north, in the direction of Memphis, I could see a black, alien obelisk outlined in the early morning light. It was extremely far away, probably more than a hundred miles, but the obelisk was so massive that it appeared closer. It was like a tall, fat javelin stuck into the earth. Its sides were perfectly straight as it marched up into the clouds. It seemed about five miles across, a sort of giant skyscraper, everything about it mysterious and unknowable. What was its purpose? Why had the big ships dropped it? Was it going to do something, or just sit there? Were there alien lifeforms inside it? Was it some sort of shelter or house for them? Was it a terra-forming vehicle? Was it collecting data on us? Was it a communication tower? A science experiment? A storage device of some kind?

Several of these obelisks had been dropped and, for all we knew, they could be scattered over the entire surface of the planet. They were so colossal, they had no doubt triggered tsunamis and earthquakes in some spots. Their weight alone would surely be enough to send most normal tectonic plates into free fall.

Like the ships that dropped them, they spoke of technology employed on such a vast, grand scale that we were helpless to genuinely comprehend it. We were proverbial ants scurrying about in the dust beneath the feet of an elephant herd. Compared to such vastness, our only hope was to stay out of the way and pray we went unnoticed.

The thought made me feel small and incredibly vulnerable.

I was just about to turn around and go back inside when the early morning stillness was suddenly shattered. A scream rang out from inside the house.

It sounded like one of the kids.

I ran to the front door. My footsteps were loud on the boards of the porch, but I paid no attention. I flung open the door and—

What the hell?

Jack was crouched over Pammy, who screamed and beat her hands against Jack uselessly. Jack was hunched over her and seemed to be biting her. Rory was struggling to get to his feet, a look of fear and panic in his eyes. Mark stumbled out of the bed too, his face full of confusion.

“Jack!” I shouted.

I rushed inside the living room.

Only then did I see the full extent of what Jack had done—and was continuing to do. He had bit Pammy in the crook of her neck like a half-assed vampire. Blood pulsed from her throat in abandon. She was frantic, terrified.

“Jack!” I shouted again, galvanized into sudden action. I grabbed him by the arm and tried to drag him off Pammy, but he only hunched down further, tightening his body into a little ball, his mouth fastened to Pammy’s neck. He was oblivious to us.

“Jesus!” Rory exclaimed.

He was dazed.

I grabbed a handful of Jack’s pitch-black hair and yanked, hoping to pull him away, but he refused to budge.

Mark came into view, baseball bat in his hands, a grim look on his face.

Jack had always been odd, and, as time had gone by, had become increasingly withdrawn. Rory and I had rescued both him and Pammy from a pair of older men who clearly did not have good intentions, but that had been months ago. He was not related to Pammy, but lived in her neighborhood. Jack had never once said a word to us. As to age, we guessed he was six or perhaps seven. Physically, he seemed to be fine, although he had weird marks on his body that were suggestive of an encounter with one of the alien lifeforms that now populated the landscape. Squid-like in appearance, these aliens used their long tentacles to grab at things and propel themselves about. They were oily-black in color and most were about the size of a large dog. They seemed harmless enough but we knew they could attach themselves to humans and drain the life of them. Or worse. Some seemed to use humans as hosts or a sort of food source. Rory’s mother had one growing inside her, which had killed her. Like everything else, they were a mystery we were no closer to solving.

Jack did not appear to have an alien growing inside him, at least not any sort of alien we understood, but when you looked into his cold, soulless eyes, you knew something was happening. He had reptilian eyes, the sort that gaze at you with emptiness and disinterest. There was something alien there, otherworldly, unnerving.

Rory and I had tried not to make too much of it. Yet, his behavior was odd. He ate very little, made no effort to communicate with us, seemed oblivious to us and to his surroundings. There was always an air of expectancy about him, as if he were waiting for something. Preparing. Looking, paying attention, observing, but always silent.

And now...

I grabbed Jack’s small body with both hands, trying to catch him up into a bear hug and forcibly drag him off Pammy, who was now covered in blood and completely silent.

I felt like I was in a nightmare.

Heart racing, adrenaline shooting through my body, I yanked on Jack for all I was. He let Pammy go and suddenly we were flying backwards. I landed in an undignified fashion on my backside, hugging Jack to my chest.

He tried to bite my arm.

Holding him was like holding a bag of snakes. More than that, he was far stronger than any little boy his age could possibly be. It took him only moments to bound up from my grasp and jump to his feet.

It was at that precise moment that Mark swung his baseball bat.

I could hear the bones crunching in Jack’s face.

Blood splattered everywhere.

Jack went down.

Mark racked up another home run.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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I was devastated—we all were. For months, we had been a small family and had fought side by side through one bit of madness after the next. Rory and I were parents—sort of. We were all just kids, really. Kids left to fend for themselves in the hellscape that had become our lives.

I wanted to bury the bodies of Pammy and Jack, but the ground was frozen. In the end, we decided to wrap their bodies in sheets and place them as lovingly as we could in the old barn out back. Rory and I carried the bodies to the barn. Mark followed at a distance, his face full of unhappiness.

“I’m tying him up,” Rory said. He nodded at Jack’s body, now shrouded in an old, paisley-colored bed sheet. “I’m not going to be able to sleep at night unless I know he’s tied up and can’t get back on his feet. You ask me, we should burn his body and be done with it.”

I said nothing.

Rory had a point. Just because someone was dead did not mean they would stay dead.

“And I’m sorry to say it,” Rory went on, “and I love her like she was my own little sister, but Pammy...I think we should burn both of them. I don’t want to take any chances. We need to be sure we’re not going to have any more trouble.”

Mark and I listened to this in silence.

Rory had a point.

I was not sure I could bring myself to do what he wanted. To disrespect these two children in that fashion. But he had a point. After what we had seen, what we had experienced, burning their bodies made perfect sense.

“And, you know,” Rory added, “my mom.”

He said no more; did not need to. Mark and I knew what he meant. His mother had died—we thought. We saw her body on the bed in Rory’s house. But death was not the end for Mrs. Wilder. Something had impregnated her and, while she lay on the bed apparently dead, that something had grown inside her. An alien hybrid.

I use words like impregnate and grown but that’s just a convenience. Mrs. Wilder was clearly dead, yet her belly had grown big like any pregnant woman. She looked pregnant. Enormously so. Perhaps the alien hybrid growing inside her had merely used her body as a food source. Or something.

“A fire would attract the dead heads,” I said into the silence.

Rory bit his lip.

“We could put them in that big old freezer in the garage,” Mark offered. “Ain’t like the electricity’s going to be turned on any time soon, you know. We could lock them in there.”

I glanced at Rory.

“I don’t care what we do,” Rory announced, “as long as we do something. I won’t be able to sleep at night unless we do.”

“We could duct tape the freezer shut and make sure they never get out,” Mark added.

“I don’t like it being so close to the house,” Rory said.

“We’ll move it to the barn,” I said.

The matter was settled.

I said nothing about the thought of those two bodies being inside the freezer when summer came back around and the weather got hot. Did not want to think about that. What it would smell like. How it would feel to know Pammy and Jack were inside that freezer. That was a problem for another day.

As quietly as we could, we manhandled the freezer out to the barn and put the two little bodies inside it. Rory overdid it with the duct tape, but I said nothing. By the time he was finished, the devil himself wouldn’t have been able to get out.

Afterwards, we went back inside and sat by the fireplace and said nothing.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Later that morning we made a firewood run. It was tricky business, had to be done quietly, and was complicated by the mud and debris left over from the flooding. The soil had become so saturated during the flooding that many trees fell over where they stood. Much of the good fire wood was stuck in the frozen waste. We collected what branches and wood we could find or cut, but each time had to go further into the woods—and then carry it back. We brought saws but were hesitant to use them because they made so much noise. An ax was out of the question.

We walked single file down the path and were soon swallowed by the forest.

Fire wood was an immediate, pressing need. If we couldn’t keep the fire going, we would freeze to death. But we were running low on supplies as well, which meant a trip into town—always far more dangerous.

But, I told myself, one problem at a time.

Mark stopped suddenly and stood staring off to the left of the path.

“Is that a deer?” he asked, incredulous.

Mystified, we peered into the dense forest.

It was.

It was the first bit of wildlife we had seen. The birds, squirrels, rabbits, possums, deer—they were all gone. We were used to silence out here in the woods. The only time that silence was broken was when a dead head came stumbling along.

“Oh, my gosh,” Rory whispered.

The deer seemed to be shambling in our general direction.

“I wish we could shoot it,” Mark said. “Venison!”

We hadn’t had fresh meat in a long time. The thought made my mouth water.

Mesmerized, we stared as the deer came our way. It was a buck with a huge set of antlers on top of its head. It had a funny gait and it seemed as though its head was too heavy for its shoulders, given the way it shambled about as if trying to keep steady.

“Guys,” I whispered.

Rory and Mark ignored me.

“Guys!” I said again.

The buck was now about fifty yards away. He was a big old fellow though he seemed scrawny. Probably hadn’t been eating well. But the way he moved—

“He walks like a dead head,” I whispered.

Rory frowned.

Mark chuckled.

“I’m serious,” I said.

The deer did not look at us, but was coming straight for us. There was something determined about its movements. The closer it got, the more ungraceful its movements seemed. Then it turned its face toward us and stared, and we knew. Its mouth and the front of its pelt were reddish. As if covered with blood.

“I don’t think that’s a real deer,” Mark said, no longer smiling.

The deer moved quickly now, shuffling and shambling as if it required great effort to lift its legs and propel itself forward.

“That’s a fucking dead head deer,” Mark said in a panic.

Rory lifted the shot gun and took aim.

“Don’t shoot it,” I whispered. A shot would rouse way too much attention.

“You got a better idea?” Rory demanded.

I glanced about, had no clue how we would defend ourselves.

The closer it came, the more I realized how large the animal was—and how much its mouth and front were stained with blood.

“Jesus!” Mark whispered. “Do something!”

“Give me your baseball bat,” I said.

Mark looked at me like I was crazy.

“Hurry up!” I ordered.

He handed it to me and I charged toward the deer.

I don’t know what got into me. Self-preservation. An instinct for survival. The fight in fight or flight. But I ran up to that deer and swung that baseball bat for all I was worth, catching the deer alongside its head. I saw the side of its head cave in as it stumbled to its knees and flopped over in a very ungraceful fashion. Its body jerked and spasmed. For a long moment I stood there and trembled, unnerved.

Up close and personal, I was struck by how unhealthy the deer looked, Skinny and scrawny, for the most part, with the exception of its belly, which was much larger than it should have been. The deer stopped moving—but the belly did not. I realized there was something inside the belly and backed away in horror.

“It’s got something inside it,” I said when Mark and Rory came to stand with me.

They could see for themselves. The skin around the belly kept moving and bulging outward.

“What the fuck?” Mark asked.

“Language,” I said to him.

“But Billy—Jesus!”

“Let’s keep our distance,” I suggested.

We backed up a few steps and, as we did so, we saw a tentacle lift itself up and wave about in the air. The tentacle was coming from the deer’s anus. As we stood rooted to the spot, another tentacle slipped out and lifted itself. The deer’s body began to convulse. Slowly, tentacle by tentacle, an alien hybrid oozed out of the deer’s backside.

“Use the shotgun,” I whispered to Rory.

Rory already had the shotgun ready. His hands were trembling.

“Do it now,” I urged. Enough of the hybrid had come out for a good shot. It was, at least momentarily, unable to defend itself.

But Rory just stood there.

“Shoot it!” I hissed.

He took aim and pulled the trigger. The deer’s backside exploded.

In the silence that followed, I stared at the remains, but nothing moved.

“Christ in a sidecar,” I said.

* * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Since we were down to three cans of beans and two boxes of stale cereal, we decided on a Walmart run the next morning. We didn’t want to go, but had no choice. Going was risky. Going meant using valuable gasoline and having to find more to replace it. Going meant the possibility of running out of gas or having some sort of misadventure and getting stuck out there. In Deadworld. We were relatively safe and comfortable at the farm. The outside world was another matter.

The ground was frozen and the road slippery in spots, but we made good time on the county road that led into Fulton. Rory drove. Mark sat beside him in the passenger seat, shotgun clutched in small hands. I sat in the backseat with three baseball bats and a machete.

The trees outside our windows were bare, stark, empty of life. We were alone in a vast canopy of trees and silence. As we rounded the bend just past the Marston farm, we saw something in the road ahead.

“What the hell?” Rory asked, bringing the car to a quiet stop.

The road was blocked by a string of bicycles. Propped against one of the bicycles was a sign that said: We’re at the Old Theatre.

“Who’s ‘we’?” Mark asked.

“What’s the Old Theatre?” I asked.

“They must be talking about the Metro in Fulton,” Rory said. “Papaw used to take me there when I was little. It’s shut down now.”

“Should we go?” I asked.

Rory frowned.

“We should go,” Mark opined. “There could be other people!”

“And it could be a trap,” I said.

“We’ve made it this far on our own,” Rory said.

“But there could be other people out there,” Mark said. “Like my mom.” He pushed shaggy brown hair from his eyes.

We had no response to this. Mark’s mother had been working at the Walmart in Tupelo that weekend before Black Monday, and it wasn’t likely she had survived. That did not stop him from thinking about her.

“I don’t like the thought of driving in downtown Fulton,” I said. “Walmart is right off the highway and we can be in and out in a flash, but driving around downtown and looking for that theater—we could be ambushed.”

Rory licked his lips.

“We should go,” Mark urged.

I looked at the Marston farm house, set back off the road and surrounded by frozen mud. We had raided the house already. Twice, in fact. Had someone taken up residence there? I could see no signs of disturbance.

“We need help,” Rory said softly, glancing at me. We’d been all right so far, but were pushing our luck. If there were others, other survivors, someone out there aside from us—if there was a community where we could live—we had discussed these possibilities numerous times.

“Let’s go to Walmart first,” Rory said. “Then we’ll have something to offer. Or, at least we’ll be stocked up and ready for...whatever.”

We got out to move the bicycles to the side of the road before continuing on.

“Maybe somebody knows we’re at your papaw’s farm,” I said to Rory. “Maybe they left that sign for us.”

“They’d have no way of knowing we were out there,” Rory said confidently.

“I think it’s cool,” Mark said. “There’s got to be other people out there!”

There were. Rory and I both knew that for a fact. And some of the ones we had encountered had turned out to be bad hombres.

“We don’t know who those people are,” Rory cautioned. “We don’t even know if they’re still there. Don’t get your hopes up.”

“When we get to Walmart, I need batteries and new games,” Mark added. He had a Nintendo Switch that was battery-operated.

Rory and Mark bickered over finding more video games until we pulled into the large parking lot in front of the Walmart. Rory cut the engine. It sounded suddenly very quiet. The glass to the entrance doors was shattered, leaving the store exposed to the elements. The store was much the same as it had been the last time.

“Come on,” Rory said. “Let’s get this done.”

We approached the store warily. The cold bit at me. Fortunately, there was no wind or it would have been much worse. Still, my feet hurt from the cold and my fingers were numb.
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