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CHAPTER one: LIFE CONTINUES

	 

	Jayson slammed the door shut and wiped the rain from his face. He wrung his long hair out in tight fistfuls, creating a puddle on the floor. Stupid rain. He’d known it was going to rain too. He’d seen the forecast on the television before he’d left the house, thanks to Martin’s ritual of always having the news on every morning. As if Martin knew he was in Jayson’s thoughts, he seemed to appear from the shadows of the house and stood in the foyer, arms crossed, eyes narrowed behind his spectacles, and giving Jayson a full authoritarian glare of death. 

	“Hey,” Jayson said, attempting to act as if nothing were wrong.

	“Why are you out after curfew?” Martin asked. 

	“I know my parole included a lot of rules, but I’m fairly certain a curfew isn’t one,” Jayson said. 

	“This one is because of the symbiotes,” Martin said. He rubbed his balding head, that was more bald than not. “It started yesterday; no one out after dark or in the rain.” 

	Oh yeah, he had heard that mentioned this morning.

	“The last thing you need is to get arrested for breaking curfew,” Martin said.

	“It’s the first day; I’m sure they’re giving people warnings.”

	“They wouldn’t for someone like you,” Martin said, disdain in his tone. 

	He’d been staying with Martin for about a month, and it seemed his welcome was running out. His best friend Sarah had made arrangements for him to stay with her husband’s cousin, and the man was turning out to be a real prick, not to mention OCD about keeping the house clean. 

	“You say it like it’s a bad thing,” Jayson said. “If I get arrested, I won’t be living here anymore.”

	“Sarah is due to have her baby any day. The last thing she needs is more stress from you,” Martin said. 

	Her baby. It was bad enough Doug, Sarah’s husband, wasn’t allowing Jayson to come over to the house. He would see even less of Sarah once the baby was born. 

	“While you’re living here, obey the curfew,” Martin said. “As well as your other parole rules. And clean up that water.” He turned and left Jayson standing there looking much like a drowned rat. He bit back the crass, “yes, sir” that he wanted to utter. He really didn’t have other living options and if Martin kicked him out, he would be living on the streets. Which was also against his parole.

	He soaked up the puddle using one of his dirty shirts, then started a load of laundry. He changed clothes, not bothering to shower, since he’d gotten wet enough from the rain. He collapsed on the bed in Martin’s spare room and stared at the ceiling. His phone began to ring. He didn’t have to look at a clock to know what time it was. The caller always rang at the same time.

	He reached for his phone and slid his thumb across the answer icon without looking at the screen. He put the phone to his ear and waited.

	“You have any?” a gruff voice asked.

	“No,” Jayson said. “Please stop calling me. I’m not in this business anymore.”

	“Well, your boyfriend is in jail because you testified against him. Least you can do is keep his business going while he’s serving his sentence.”

	“I am on parole. I have a record now,” Jayson said. “I’m not doing this. Stop calling me.”

	“You don’t get to quit. Get me what I want.” The caller hung up and Jayson dropped his phone onto the bed. He’d changed his number six times since he’d been arrested, and somehow old clients kept getting his number and calling him.

	He closed his eyes and let the nightmares that haunted his restless sleep take over. He proceeded with his life in a similar daze, not really sure how he’d gone from that moment to now fidgeting in front of his parole officer. A cup of his pee sat on the desk between them. Mandatory drug testing was part of—

	“Any changes since your last visit?” The parole officer was a butch woman, one Jayson thought might be a lesbian, but he figured it was rude to ask. 

	“No.”

	“Same employer?”

	He gave the required responses. Still employed, still living with a guardian, no contact with children or people from his previous life, the last one a slight lie since people called him every night to harass him. 

	“How is therapy?”

	“I go.” Not that he thought it did much good. 

	Eight in the morning, check in with the parole officer, followed at ten with a thirty-minute session with his court-appointed therapist, a lanky woman with either Asian or Islander heritage. He thought she might be Hawaiian but, again, didn’t think it was his place to ask. 

	She flipped open the binder she kept his records in and skimmed a few lines. “Let’s talk about Jessica today.” It was the same drill every time. She would pick a different child who had lived in the house and ask Jayson to tell her about them. He knew she was fishing for signs of regret, for Jayson to finally admit he had done something wrong to those children. But to him, he had saved them. They had been living on the streets before he’d met them. 

	“I found her playing at a McDonald’s,” Jayson said. “Her parents had stepped away while she was…” He scratched his head, his long locks damp from the ongoing rain outside. “She was playing on the jungle gym thing. I think her parents were getting more food. I offered her a cookie or something. Said I had gotten it but didn’t want it. She went with me and when we—”

	“Wait.” She sat up, her eyes wider than normal. “Are you saying you kidnapped her?”

	Jayson paused, his brain catching up to the words he had said. “No. No, we never kidnapped anyone. She was there alone. I didn’t see parents. I remember asking her. They had left.”

	“Jayson.”

	“They had left her. Abandoned her.” 

	“Let’s move on, shall we? How is your job?”

	“Yeah… I’m a janitor at a fucking mall. It completes my stereotype quite well.” 

	“You got this job because of your friend who works in the food court?”

	“Yes.”

	“The friend you are in love with?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do you think that’s wise?”

	“I think I don’t have a lot of options.”

	 

	JJJ

	 

	Eleven fifteen, and the next chapter of his day began, this time thirty minutes late because some infected fucker had run in front of the bus and gotten splattered across the grill. The goo of the symbiote had clogged up the engine, so he’d needed to wait for the next bus.

	“Sorry I’m late,” Jayson said. He slipped his rain slicker off and hung it on the rack by the employee lockers. 

	“It’s understandable,” Isaiah said. He had papers scattered across the table in the break room as he tried to sort out next week’s schedule. Since the invasion, several people had quit or were either missing or presumed dead. Jayson’s skin crawled at how surreal it all was. 

	Jayson was the same age as Isaiah, but his opposite in every way. Isaiah was tan with short, fluffy brown hair. Jayson was pale with shoulder-length black hair that always looked greasy. Big nose, small nose, one well built, the other just wrong all over, or so society had convinced Jayson to believe.

	“It’s raining out?” Isaiah asked.

	“The storm is moving around, not a hard rain, but enough to cause delays.”

	“Maybe we shouldn’t open today.” 

	“They’ll issue a warning if the weather is bad enough people should stay home,” Jayson said. Although, shouldn’t buses hitting infected people be reason enough? 

	“How are you?” Isaiah asked.

	Jayson shrugged. “Same. You?”

	Isaiah tapped his pen on the table. “Yeah.”

	He was distracted, and Jayson couldn’t say he blamed him. He tied his smock around his waist and clocked in on the computer by the lockers.

	“I know the world has gone to shit,” Jayson said. “But we still have each other. You, me, and Sarah. Always.”

	“I know. Best friends forever.”

	Jayson bit his lip to keep from saying more. Isaiah meant so much more to Jayson. They’d met in a scare-you-straight camp both their parents had put them in. Their mutual friend, Sarah, had been in the camp as well. As a means to survive, Jayson had helped other boys in the camp have access to Isaiah, leading to multiple sexual assaults. Instead of being bitter about it, Isaiah had forgiven him. No matter Jayson’s past, he still stuck by him, determined he could be reformed. Even the most recent events, when Isaiah had learned Jayson had been helping run a brothel full of underage runaways, he still gave him a job as a janitor in the local mall where Isaiah was the manager.

	“I’m sure the rain will clear up,” Jayson said. He added a wink and grabbed the janitorial keys as he left. He went to the supply closet and pulled the cart out. He started loading supplies on it as Isaiah approached him.

	“I think we need to do an inventory,” Isaiah said as he stepped directly into the closet. 

	“Yes, boss,” Jayson agreed. He left the cart in the hallway and stepped into the closet, closing the door behind him. It held a sink, had a corner drain on the floor, and a metal shelf with cleaning supplies covered one wall.

	Isaiah dropped his pants, boxers with them, and put his hands on the wall in front of him for balance. It was only seconds from their entrance to the closet before Jayson was pushing his cock into his Isaiah’s ass. 

	He didn’t bother with prep, aside from putting a condom on. He’d found Isaiah liked it rough. He seemed to enjoy the burn from it. He’d still used some lube, and his slick fingers gripped Isaiah’s erection. 

	Jayson didn’t waste time asking Isaiah what he needed. He just started thrusting and absently jerking Isaiah off. They never fucked for long; the excitement of what they were doing aroused them both to nearly bursting as soon as they started. He felt Isaiah’s dick twitching and stopped touching him, instead concentrating on his own climax. He pulled out as soon as he finished coming and leaned against a wall as Isaiah turned around. 

	“How do you want me to finish you?” Jayson asked. 

	“Suck it.”

	“Yes, sir,” Jayson said, adding in a mock salute. He dropped to his knees and took Isaiah in his mouth. He came quickly, having already been significantly aroused. Jayson swallowed it, holding still as Isaiah poured himself into him.

	Jayson wiped his mouth and met Isaiah’s gaze as he tucked away his withering dick.

	“I take it things with the god are as great as ever?” Jayson asked. He got back on his feet and dusted his knees. 

	“How does it feel to know you fuck better than a god?” Isaiah asked. Jayson was never sure how true the god comments were about Isaiah’s boyfriend, Cooper. Cooper did have a large bit of the population convinced he was a messiah, but messiahs were a dime a dozen during apocalyptic times like this. 

	“It’d feel better if I knew someday you’d leave him for me.” Jayson looked at him for a moment, and Isaiah averted his eyes.

	“You know I can’t.” 

	Whether Cooper had powers or not, Isaiah was afraid of Cooper, and of the wrath that might follow if he tried to leave him. 

	“You said there are other gods. Maybe one of them could help you.”

	“And how am I supposed to find one of them? I’m fine. This is fine. We’re fine.” Isaiah used the sink in the closet to clean himself, and Jayson tried to search Isaiah’s visible skin for any cuts, since he knew Isaiah resorted to self-harm when he was emotionally distraught. Thankfully, he didn’t see any, but Isaiah hadn’t exposed much skin.

	 

	 


CHAPTER two: BAD CALL

	 

	Jayson’s phone rang again. He’d already told one wanker to fuck off. He didn’t want to turn it off, not with Sarah’s new baby due any day. He wanted to be reachable. He’d been there for the births of her first two children and he wasn’t going to miss the third, even if he wasn’t allowed to be around the baby once it was born, due to the whole registered sex offender thing. He could still see her and look at the baby through the viewing glass. 

	“What?” Jayson said to the unknown caller. 

	“Is this Jayson?”

	“No.” He hung up and dropped his phone again, letting it bounce on the mattress. He yanked on his greasy black hair, still wet from the rain, and wished he didn’t have to give his parole officer his number every time he changed it. He was probably the bastard giving it out to all these people who were harassing him. The phone rang again.

	“What?” Jayson shouted this time.

	“Deanne gave me your name. She said you could help me.” 

	Jayson paused. The person didn’t sound like a normal creeper. Twelve-year-old Deanne flashed in his mind. She hadn’t been at the house during the bust. She’d died of an overdose months before at the age of fourteen. Some of the other house residents had mentioned Deanne in statements to the police, so her family had been given some details of what the last few years of Deanne’s life had been like.

	“I can’t help you,” Jayson said, but he hesitated to hang up.

	“I knew her,” the man said. “We met on the streets. She said if things ever got too rough for me on my own that I could come to where she lived. She mentioned Jayson. Said you were always really nice to her.”

	The cops, this had to be the fucking cops. He’d been freed of all charges in exchange for testifying against his boyfriend and handing over a list of their clientele. But if they caught him running the business again, there was no saving him. 

	“It’s fucking scary out here. These symbiotes are all over. I don’t know how much longer I can survive. It’s raining so bad and I can see them in the water.”

	“Go to a shelter,” Jayson said. “There’s one at Saint Peter’s church. I know the pastor there. I’ll make sure he has a bed ready for you.” 

	“I can’t get there on my own. Can you give me a ride?”

	“It’s after curfew. I can’t go out.”

	“Please. I’m out here and I’m scared. Please.”

	“How old are you?”

	“Sixteen.”

	“Call the police.”

	“They’ll call my parents. I can’t go back.”

	“I’ll make sure the shelter won’t call anyone, but I can’t take you there.”

	“Please, I don’t know what else to do. These things are everywhere.” He started crying. Jayson stood in his room and listened to the teenager sobbing on the line. If this was a sting operation, they’d hired one hell of an actor. He considered asking Martin to go, but the goody-goody city council worker would probably call Child Protective Services. 

	This is what I do, Jayson decided. I do what no one else will. I help people.

	He kept reminding himself of that as he snuck out the bedroom window and drove his car with the headlights off. It became his mantra as human figures that didn’t seem quite human anymore dashed by in front of his car, hidden in the darkness and still-falling rain. No other cars were out, and although it might be his imagination, the streets seemed darker than normal, like the streetlights were off.

	He pulled up to the intersection the kid had said he was at. He flashed his lights twice and waited. As seconds ticked by, he expected three police cars to come from various directions. But wait, wouldn’t they need the kid to get in the car first? Would his mere presence at the location of where the kid was supposed to be, be enough to get him arrested?

	He shifted the car back into drive, deciding this was a stupid idea, when someone slammed into his passenger door, knocking on the window. Jayson screamed and jumped. He managed to settle his nerves as the man’s face came into focus on the other side of the glass.

	He was a white male, debatable if he was really underage. He could have been anywhere from twenty-five to fifteen. It was too hard to tell in the dark. Despite his gut telling him this was a bad idea, he unlocked the door. The kid at least didn’t look sick from the symbiotes.

	He climbed into the car and shut the door. He dropped the hoodie and gave Jayson a winning smile. “Thank you so much for coming.”

	“Yeah, don’t mention it. Seriously. I’m dropping you off at the church and that’s it. We never met.”

	“And they won’t call Social Services?”

	“No. I’m good friends with the brother of the pastor. You’ll be fine.” He started driving, keeping the headlights off, but annoyed at how bright his brake lights were every time he slowed.

	“I really appreciate you doing this. There’s no one on the streets tonight except those things.” He shuddered.

	“Yeah, there’s a curfew.”

	“No cops out either.” He said, glancing out the window. “I don’t think they are even letting emergency vehicles out.”

	“I doubt that’s true,” Jayson said, wishing he’d paid more attention to the news. 

	“I should really repay you for helping me,” the man said.

	“It’s fine.” He drove faster, wanting to reach the church sooner rather than later.

	“Why don’t you pull over for a minute?”

	“We’ll be there soon.”

	He drove faster than he wanted to and saw the steeple of the church ahead of him.

	“Deanne was a good person,” the man said. Under the dash lights, the man was starting to look older than Jayson had first thought. “Did she come to you or you found her?”

	“She was there when I moved in,” Jayson said. “I’m not sure how to she came to live there.”

	“There are so many things I want to ask you,” the man said.

	Jayson pulled the car into the far side of the parking lot. There was a visible route to the back entrance of the church. “I’ll call my friend so they’ll unlock the door.”

	“I’m pretty sure none of your answers will bring me peace.”

	Jayson paused. “How did you say you knew Deanne?”

	“She was my little sister.” 

	Jayson looked away from his phone and met the eyes of the man. “I’m so sorry.” He tried to remember if Deanne had mentioned why she’d run away from home. Abusive parents? “Did you run away for the same reasons Deanne did?”

	“Deanne didn’t run away. You and your boyfriend kidnapped her.”

	“No, we didn’t kidnap anyone. No one was in that house unwillingly.” Jayson lowered his phone and turned in his seat to stress this as the man reached across the center console. Pain lanced his abdomen and Jayson looked down to see the man’s hand pull a knife out of Jayson’s stomach, then stab his chest. He kept going at it, stabbing him over and over and Jayson realized he wasn’t going to stop. He had to get away.

	He fumbled with his door handle and the door swung open. Jayson more fell out of the car than exited. His head and back hit the cold pavement and water splashed onto his face. The attacker didn’t follow him out of the car. He heard the other door open and the splash of footsteps as he retreated. 

	His phone. He’d been gripping his phone moments ago. He searched with his eyes for the device, since his body wasn’t responding. His hands were both above him, shaking and covered in blood. He didn’t see his phone.

	He tried to lift his head to look but found it heavy. He was lying flat, his legs still in the car, and he could only watch as the rain washed the blood from his hands and mixed with his blood in the puddles. 

	He looked to the side, only moving his eyes, and watched as one of the black creatures, known as a symbiote, crept toward him. They were solid black and fluid-looking; that was the best he could describe them. This one was about the size of a bowling ball, but flatter as it rippled across the ground. Long tendrils reached out and tugged the creature along. It came closer to him until it reached the puddle his blood pooled in.

	He watched as the red-tinted water turned clear. It was eating his blood. He wasn’t feeling much pain anymore, so at least there was that blessing. He wouldn’t feel it eating him. But he was still awake. He didn’t want to watch it eat him, but he couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes.

	The tendrils started up the side of his clothes. It looked more like taffy now, sticking to him and pulling itself up. It reached his belly and was gone, likely still there, just not in his view. His world blurred and he gave into the darkness.

	 

	 


CHAPTER three: LOST MEMORIES

	 

	I opened my eyes as my thoughts slipped from my grasp. Find them. Find someone? I opened my mouth intending to speak the words aloud in the hopes they would unlock the meaning behind them, but opening my jaw triggered a fearsome lance of pain through my jaw, up my cheek, through my forehead, springing across the curved bone extending from my skull.

	I froze for a moment, unable to move as I waited for the pain to subside. Then I reached up and gently touched the tips of my two horns; one was fine, but upon touching the left, my entire body inflamed. I screamed, a retching sound that likely terrified any who heard it. 

	I may have passed out. I wasn’t certain. I needed to move. I was here to do something. Every planet has one. What did that mean? I forced my eyes open and stood upright in one solid movement, forcing myself to do so regardless of the pain. 

	I was surrounded by woodland. Green, lush plants, and others with brown bark and sprouting leaves higher than I could see. So the planet wasn’t dead, that was good. But I was fairly certain I wasn’t here for a plant. I would be near the… the thing. I was confident in that. Even if that was all I was certain of.

	My clothes fit snugly, damp from something, all black and made of materials I wasn’t familiar with. I blinked one eye as a liquid blurred my vision. I didn’t dare reach up and touch it. I moved my feet, one after the other, slowly, testing their strength. There were no set paths, so I went in the direction my instinct told me to go.

	Time was meaningless in my condition. I could have walked for minutes or hours. My boots, yes, they were called boots, stepped onto firm ground with a click. I tapped my foot, my high heel making a pleasing sound against the surface. The path was larger than what a person would need. I could lay across the entire width and not touch both sides. What was it for? I walked to the center and looked one direction, then the other. But it was too dark to see anything.

	This was manmade, so following it would lead me to civilization, right? But which way? I closed my eyes and tried to remember what the thing was. Would it be in a city? I mean, why would I be in the woods if I was seeking something that wasn’t in the woods?

	The last few hours had been muddled. Confusing. I couldn’t remember what I’d been doing five minutes ago, let alone who I was or how I’d gotten to where I now stood. 

	A man ran past me; I sidestepped out of his way and smelled the fresh blood on his hands. Death. I followed the smell until I saw a man lying in a puddle, and creatures as black as the man’s hair crawled all over him. I reached out and ran my fingers across the slippery creatures and fondled them in my hands. 

	I didn’t know much, but I knew these creatures were conduits. They weren’t actually living. They removed life from one creature and passed it to another. Whether or not I would remember that fact in five minutes, I didn’t know. Something had happened to me, and my memories were so hard to hold onto now.

	The man had several stab wounds on his chest, the creatures were absorbing his life, the nutrients from his blood and, well, I wasn’t sure what they were intending to transfer the nutrients to. I knew, but I couldn’t remember. 

	Save him. Save him. I squeezed one of the little creatures, as if it could understand me, and it popped, turning to black ash in my grasp. The flecks fell down on the man and glimmered, like it had become glitter. Four more that had been on him exploded in a similar manner and the man gasped, his wounds healing.

	Had I done that? Had I commanded them?

	By the time he was speaking words to me, I’d forgotten why I was kneeling next to him. 

	His words were odd, and I couldn’t make sense of them. He kept speaking and somehow the more he spoke the more I understood. 

	“The Greek alphabet,” I said. “Such ugly languages.”

	His jaw dropped. 

	“You can understand me?”

	I stood and took a deep breath. My head hurt and I kept having to wipe blood from the left side of my face. 

	“Jayson!” A door to a nearby building was thrust open and a figure stood in it. “What are you waiting for? Get in here!”

	“He’s right. It’s dangerous. Come on.” He reached for me and I stepped away from him.

	“I don’t know you.”

	“Yeah, but you just helped me. And you can’t stay out here. Not in the dark. Not with those things. Come on, the church is a sanctuary. You’ll be safe. Matthew is good people.”

	I had helped him? 

	“I can’t remember things.” 

	“We’ll talk inside. Please.” He looked worriedly about, and I saw the blood on his clothes. We were both covered in blood. Perhaps he was right. It wasn’t safe.

	I followed him across the parking lot and up a flight of stairs. How could I know the names of all these things, but not my own name? 

	Matthew closed the door behind us. “What happened?”

	“I’m fine,” Jayson said. “It’s all her blood.”

	“Mine?” 

	“Your head.”

	I touched it gently. It hurt. “I don’t remember.” The world grew dark and I slowly sank to the floor.

	 

	JJJ

	 

	“Is she who you were calling about?” Matthew asked. 

	Jayson wasn’t about to admit that that person had tried to kill him. Especially since he wasn’t certain he could or should explain what had happened afterwards. 

	“Yes.” Seemed the simplest lie. He helped Matthew carry her to a cot in one of the back rooms.

	“She needs a hospital,” Matthew said. 

	“Isn’t that basically what this place is?” Jayson asked. “Can’t Cooper heal her?”

	“We don’t even know what she is.” Matthew gently wiped at her face with a damp cloth. 

	“She looks human to me.”

	“Except for the horns,” Matthew said sarcastically. 

	She was big, like an Amazonian or something. Her skin was dark, one of the darkest shades he’d ever seen. And two equally dark horns adorned the top of her head, and they curled like those on a ram. Black swirls of hair entangled with them, knotted from the blood clotting. She wore basic clothes, black tank top and dark jeans. 
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