
  
    [image: JESUS KID]
  


  
    
      
        
          Also by Kayleigh Sky

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Series

      

        

      
        ELLOWYN FOUND

        A Vampire’s Vow

        (free for newsletter subscribers)

        A Vampire’s Heart

        A Vampire’s Promise

        A Vampire’s Honor

      

        

      
        DEMON TALES AND FAIRY GAMES

        Sorcery’s Fall

        Sorcery’s Kiss

      

        

      
        Single Titles

      

        

      
        Doll Baby

        Trinkets

        Angel Dork

        No Luck

        Bagging Santa’s Elf

        On the Eve of Forever

        The Trouble with Snow Angels

        Wandering a Luminous Sea

      

        

      
        Boxed Sets

      

        

      
        Ellowyn Found

        Spun Sugar Solstice

      

      

    

  


  
    
      JESUS KID

    

    
      
        Kayleigh Sky

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Kiss Drunk Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.”

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Copyright © 2017 by Kayleigh Sky

      

      Kiss Drunk Books

      

      All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Kiss Drunk Books in writing at 712 Bancroft Road, Ste 277, Walnut Creek, CA 94598.

      

      ISBN: 978-0-9904125-7-1 (paperback)

      

      Editor: Tina Adamski, Ally Editorial Services

      

      Cover Art: Anna Sikorska, Tiferet Design

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        WALL BOUND

      

      
        1. Jack

      

      
        2. Ori

      

      
        3. Jack

      

      
        4. Ori

      

      
        5. Ori

      

      
        6. Jack

      

      
        7. Ori

      

      
        8. Jack

      

      
        9. Ori

      

      
        PRISON BOUND

      

      
        10. Ori

      

      
        11. Jack

      

      
        12. Jack

      

      
        13. Jack

      

      
        14. Ori

      

      
        15. Jack

      

      
        16. Rive

      

      
        17. Jack

      

      
        18. Jack

      

      
        19. Ori

      

      
        20. Jack

      

      
        21. Jack

      

      
        22. Jack

      

      
        23. Ori

      

      
        24. Ori

      

      
        25. Ori

      

      
        26. Jack

      

      
        27. Jack

      

      
        28. Rive

      

      
        OUT BOUND

      

      
        29. Ori

      

      
        30. Ori

      

      
        31. Jack

      

      
        32. Ori

      

      
        33. Ori

      

      
        34. Jack

      

      
        35. Ori

      

      
        36. Ori

      

      
        37. Ori

      

      
        38. Jack

      

      
        39. Ori

      

      
        40. Jack

      

      
        41. Ori

      

      
        42. Ori

      

      
        43. Ori

      

      
        HOME BOUND

      

      
        44. Jack

      

      
        45. Rive

      

      
        46. Ori

      

      
        47. Jack

      

      
        48. Ori

      

      
        49. Rive

      

      
        50. Ori

      

      
        51. Jack

      

      
        52. Ori

      

      
        53. Rive

      

      
        54. Jack

      

      
        55. Ori

      

      
        56. Jack

      

      
        57. Ori

      

      
        58. Jack

      

    

    
      
        Let’s Stay in Touch

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Kayleigh Sky

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

          Star Fall…

        

      

    

    
      THEY DROVE TO the dead lake bed to wait for the star.

      At the first blush of green in the sky, a hush fell over the gathering.

      Sitting with her husband on the hood of their car, Ione Scott lowered her bottle of beer from her lips.

      Cheers rose from her neighbors as sheets of red and green and yellow waffled through the clear blue day and threw shadows on the ground.

      Ione’s skin prickled with goosebumps at the sight, and she shivered in the strange twilight. “It’s going to miss us, isn’t it?”

      Her husband chuckled. “Of course. They’d have told us otherwise.”

      She leaned back on the warm windshield behind her and took a swallow of her beer.

      Thin ribbons of phosphorescence twirled and knotted and slipped loose again. “Those are so pretty,” she said. “I wonder what they are.”

      Her husband glanced sideways. “What what are?”

      “The ribbons.”

      “The—”

      Before he could finish, a thin pink-orange light raced across the sky from the east, followed by a corona of purple and blue that spread through the atmosphere.

      “Wow,” somebody said.

      Ione’s husband slipped to the ground. “Fuck.”

      She scrambled down the hood to join him. “What?”

      “Get in the car.”

      “But—”

      “It’s too close. Hurry.”

      Her bottle slipped from her fingers. She yanked open her car door. Her husband shouted to their friends. “It’s going to hit! Get underground. Anywhere. We’re going to the ice rink.”

      Somebody laughed. “Are you crazy?”

      But Ione’s husband had already jerked the car into gear and squealed in reverse. Some of their neighbors waved, raising beer bottles as they raced past.

      “We can’t leave them,” Ione said.

      “They’re dead.”

      She looked back through the window. Two pairs of headlights followed them. “From what?” she whispered.

      “The fires. The heat. The winds.”

      Her eyes dropped to the speedometer. “You’re going ninety.”

      “We don’t have time. I hope I’m wrong, but if I’m not, the east coast is gone. I can’t even get us to the base.”

      “The ice rink?”

      “It’s underground. We’ll have a chance.”

      An image of their wire-haired terrier flashed into her head. “Asta.”

      “Honey—”

      Wish City loomed in front of them, the taller buildings in the city center crouching like gray husks in the peculiar dusk. The two cars behind them kept up. Taillights appeared in front of them. Ione’s husband slowed and laid on the horn. Ribbons spun and turned in the orange sky. Ione looked down and saw green shadows twisting on her forearms.

      “We won’t make it,” she said.

      “We’ll make it.”

      He wove through the traffic, pounding on his horn. It was six on a Sunday, and the ice rink was closed. Ione’s husband and one of their neighbors, another soldier from the base, broke down the door. Once inside, they barricaded it. Ione grabbed her husband’s arm. “There are other people.”

      The light in his eyes receded. He looked away. “They might be okay. We can’t do anything else.”

      By the next morning, dust and debris choked a sky lit dull orange by faraway fires. People ran in and out of the stores, loading up truck beds and trunks with water, canned goods, and tools.

      Ione and her husband returned home for Asta, but she’d gotten loose. “We can’t stay here,” her husband said.

      Ione gaped at him. “Why not? We’re safe.”

      “We’re not safe. Sweetheart, we have no communications. No sunlight. Millions of people are already dead. Maybe more. Best-case scenario, we’ll see the sun in a year. If we’re alive. We need to be on base.”

      She stared at him, as though he’d spoken in a new language. “That doesn’t make sense,” she murmured.

      He wrapped her in his arms. “Just stay with me. We’ll be okay.”

      But the heat grew, and the air burned with dust, and people starved. The dark was a presence, but sometimes Ione saw ribbons floating and twisting.

      Her husband and his comrades roamed the city, imposing a peculiar order. One night, she felt the weight of his stare and turned to him in bed. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      “Something strange is happening.”

      She laughed. It burst out of her. “More strange?”

      He leaned on his elbow. “We’re following the orders of the mayor.”

      “We?”

      “The army.”

      “A mayor? Our mayor? Does that mean… Is everyone else dead?”

      “I don’t know what else to think.”

      “People keep coming here.”

      “Everywhere else is chaos. We’re keeping order.”

      The dark hung on for a year. Then rays of light struggled through the clouds and grew brighter and brighter. Strange plants burst into thick tangles. The plants grew everywhere and turned the dry desert green. They gave seeds and fruit and roots. People flooded into Wish City. They talked about another plant, a thing with tentacles and poisonous stingers that attacked out of nowhere. Ione’s husband shook when he told her about the one he’d seen. She sat him down at the kitchen table in the house they shared with two other couples.

      “Bullets do nothing,” he said. “It broke out of the ground as tall as a house. Carlson took a fucking flame thrower to it.”

      Autopsies on the first victims revealed a deadly combination of toxin and virus.

      “Don’t go out by yourself,” Ione’s husband told her. “They’re everywhere.”

      Soon soldiers patrolled with flame torches fueled by oil extracted from one of the other plants. Stores reopened. People flocked to the movie theaters. A ham radio operator made contact with survivors on the coast. The plants grew faster and thicker and spread across the desert. Gerald Wish, mayor and CEO of WishTek Pharmaceuticals, promised a cure to the plant’s sting and a wall around the city to keep them out. Life went on.

      For her thirty-sixth birthday, five years after the star fall, Ione’s husband bought her a ticket to the baby lotto. One Death, One Baby was the motto for Wish City’s new birth control program. Ione questioned the need, but not out loud. When the wall was complete, it would enclose most of Wish City and many of the outlying towns. There was room for more people and farmland. The first year of the lotto, Ione heard rumors of people who’d sold their tickets on the black market to couples who already had children. Even Mayor Wish had another child, a little boy he and his wife had adopted.

      When Ione opened her husband’s present, she felt only dread. “I’d be afraid to have a baby now,” she said.

      Shoulders drooping, her husband dropped onto the couch in their living room. “I don’t know what else to do for us.”

      One day her husband didn’t come home. His unit had been assigned to work construction on the wall, and a plant stung him.

      Ione rented a cot in an old Safeway with three hundred other people. One night, somebody fell on her in the dark and raped her. She reported it on her way to work.

      Months later, while she weeded a row of squash plants on a farm by the wall, a thin shadow played on the ground in front of her. Straightening, she looked into the sky. An orange halo surrounded the sun, and ribbons of green floated in the air. It had been years since she’d seen the ribbons, and she gasped in surprise.

      The worker beside her stepped closer and followed her gaze. “What is it? Are you okay?”

      The color disappeared, and the sky turned flat and blue again. Ione glanced down at him. “Did you see that?”

      “See what?”

      “The light in the sky.”

      He arched an eyebrow at her. “You mean the sun?” With a smile, he returned to the weeds in his furrow.

      Ione resumed work too, but as the sun sank, it turned orange, and she stopped and gazed at it again. Pink clouds, with no ribbons now, floated in an aqua sky.

      “Watch out!”

      The shout confused her. She froze, aware of other people scattering around her.

      Then a shower of soil flew into the air as a plant exploded out of the ground in front of her—sudden and shocking, like a shout of “Boo!” in the dark.

      A handful of people ran at her with torches. Fire shot in blasts, and the plant burst into flames, but not before it stung her. The agony of the fire consumed her most of all though, the pain like the orange of a million suns. But she lived, the only known survivor of a sting.

      Six months later, she gave birth to a baby boy she named Ori.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          WALL BOUND

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 Jack

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Year 2084

      

      

      
        
        Robbery

      

      

      JACK SWIPED SWEAT off his face and surveyed the mob on the street. Well, it wasn’t a mob exactly. A few people eyed the patrol car he’d gotten out of, but most people ignored him. The air was hot and heavy, but Jack had been born the year the star fell, and he didn’t remember anything else. With a thought of winter, he gazed at the mountains in the distance. The tips that rose above the low buildings in front of him were green now, but he’d seen snow there before, cold and crisp against the deep blue sky. He wondered what snow felt like, but he wasn’t hopping the wall to find out. The memory of his step-dad’s voice followed him as he crossed the street. Don’t let the booweed getchya.

      “Asshole,” he muttered to himself.

      A couple people stared at him. They hovered at the back of a crowd that stood at the intersection, as though waiting for a signal to cross. The lights didn’t work and hadn’t for thirty years. Scowling, Jack pushed through to the curb and headed across the street.

      Wish City sprawled over land that had once been desert, but now everything was damp and green. The tallest buildings here were in the city center and Lakeshore, but most topped out at three stories and did nothing to block the blaze of the sun.

      Tugging his shirt out of his pants as he walked, Jack flapped it to get some air on his skin. Supposedly, fabric made from star plants was cooler than cotton, but Jack had no idea because he couldn’t afford cotton.

      Half a block down the sidewalk, he pushed open the door to Wick’s Bank and stepped inside.

      The sun, struggling through the tinted windows, barely lit the place. Just as well, thought Jack. An odor of mold tainted the fragrance of the vesperia tree that had wafted through the door with him. Threads from the old carpet stuck to the desiccate pad underneath. Empty desks collected dust, the cubicle walls that had separated them long gone. Wally Wick stood behind the counter, eyeing him with a bizarre look of terror.

      Jack frowned. “You’re still open, aren’t you?”

      A lock clicked behind him. He turned into the barrel of a gun.

      Fuck.

      This was cold, but it raced like fire on his skin.  His head swelled and the hole in the barrel of the gun swelled too. A gray fog swallowed the guy behind it.

      Blinking his vision clear, Jack took a step back. “What the fuck.”

      It wasn’t a question. Obviously, the guy was robbing the bank. He waved his gun at the counter.

      “Over there.”

      “Like hell.”

      “Look, you—” A thump at the door shut him up. His eyes flew wide, and Jack didn’t look away.

      A moment later, a fist pounded on the glass.

      “Hey, Wally, lemme in.”

      Jack’s heart froze this time. Ori. Of all the—

      “Shut him up,” said the robber, stepping back from Jack and pointing the gun at Wally.

      Jack didn’t need to see Wally to tell he was shaking. “I-I-I c-can’t.”

      The shadow behind the door moved sideways, and Ori leaned against the window, trying to see in. “Waaal-lyyyy!”

      Jack gritted his teeth. The robber whipped his head from Ori back to Wally. “Shut ’im the fuck up or I plug ’im through the door.”

      “Don’t even think it,” Jack murmured.

      The robber swung the gun back in his face. Jack didn’t blink this time. It was going to happen. He expected to die. He didn’t want to, and not like this, but it was going to happen. Killed in a riot. Knifed or stomped on or brained with a pipe. He was a cop, and he expected to die.

      But not in a bank robbery.

      And not today. Today, he’d expected to pull out some cash for the pool hall down the street. Enjoy a few beers. Play a few games. Find a cutie to go home with. The usual things. But staring at a gun stuck in his face while Wally shook like a booweed tentacle behind the counter and Rive’s druggie boyfriend pounded on the front door was right up there with pigs flying or holding his breath until he passed out.

      Not likely. Not expected.

      Not the last seconds of his life. Thinking that made his nerves fire. Made everything sharp. He focused on the robber and not the sound of Wally scrambling behind the counter as he dragged cash boxes off the shelf underneath. The shadows grew still and flat on the walls. A bus chugged by and the scents of biofuel and vesperia blossoms stole in under the door. On the sidewalk, Ori shifted from foot to foot and pounded on the door again.

      The robber jerked and shot a look at Wally. “I put the goddam sign on the door. Don’t it say closed?"

      “You’re talking,” said Jack. “The kid isn’t deaf.”

      The robber glared at him. Movement flickered in the corner of Jack’s eye. Ori leaned in against the plate glass window, trying to peer through the space between the door and an advertisement for the Star Fall Festival. He cupped his hands near the spot where the tail of the asteroid streaked to the bottom corner of the poster. “C’mon, Wally. Lemme in.”

      Strung out, maybe.

      “Fuck,” muttered the robber.

      Before Jack could say anything, the guy backed up, flipped the lock, and yanked the door open. Ori charged in. In a flash, Jack took in the strip of skin between his pants and shirt, the bare arms, the bracelet on his wrist, the silver rings in his ears and belly button, the long tangle of beige-colored hair, and the flinch when his gaze met Jack’s.

      He licked his lips and winked. “Hey, Jack.”

      “Yeah. Hey,” said the robber, sending Ori into a spin. His breath rattled in and out before he muttered, “Holy shit.”

      Snagging his elbow, Jack pulled him to his side. His gaze caught the raggedy scratches on Ori’s skin. The kid was here to score something most likely.

      He let his gaze drift to Wally before Ori’s voice sank in. “You’re robbin’ a bank?” He laughed, and Jack squeezed his elbow. “That’s fuckin’ dumb. You start showin’ up with nice new things an’ somebody’s gonna turn your ass in. You know you can’t go nowhere with it.”

      “Shut up,” said the robber.

      “I’m just sayin’. You’re stuck here, an’ you’re gonna get turned in. People like us can’t buy things.”

      “Quit,” Jack said through gritted teeth.

      The robber shoved the gun straight into Jack’s face. “Shut your mouth up.”

      At first, the order confused him. Jack wasn’t the one talking. Then he realized. It wasn’t his mouth he was supposed to shut up. It was Ori’s. Your mouth. As though Ori was his. As though everybody could see that. Not in a million years, he thought. But what he said was, “The kid’s got a point.”

      “Yeah,” said Ori. “You ain’t got no place to go to.”

      The robber stepped closer, swinging his gun from Jack to Ori.

      “Don’t hurt him.” Wally rattled a cash box. “I’ve got your money. Please don’t.”

      The robber frowned, focus still on Ori. “Two heroes. I gotta tell ya, kid. I ain’t seein’ the appeal.”

      Ori grinned. “I put out.”

      “Christ,” Jack muttered. The robber blinked. Then he scowled. “Not interested. Keep your trap shut.”

      “Fuck you.” Oh, Jesus. Jack stepped in front of him, but Ori circled around him again and said, “Hop high, asshole, cuz the only place for you to go is over the wall. A tasty fuckin’ treat for booweed.”

      The robber snapped his gun sideways and slammed it into the side of Ori’s face.

      Jack lunged at the same time the kid dropped onto his ass but stopped short at the press of the gun barrel to his forehead. Wally froze too. “Try me,” the robber murmured. Then a complaint warbled from the floor. “Asshole.”

      The guy backed away, and Jack jerked at the grip of fingers on the inside of his thigh as Ori dragged himself up his body. Standing again, he planted his chin on Jack’s shoulder and dug his fingers into his shirt. “You okay?” Jack asked.

      Ori’s chin moved against his shoulder, breath warm on his neck. The kid was light as air. Sharp bones and hot skin. Jack swiveled his gaze to him, and Ori straightened, fingering his puffy jaw. “Fucker. I can’t shave like this.”

      He looked ready to cry, and Jack’s gut twisted.

      The robber grabbed a bag off the counter. “You ain’t gonna be able to breathe you don’t shut up.”

      Wally banged open another cash box. “Don’t hurt him. Ori won’t talk.”

      Confusion flickered in the robber’s eyes. Then he frowned. “Wait a minute. Ori? The Jesus kid?”

      Ori shoved himself off Jack’s shoulder and pointed a finger at the guy before Jack hauled him back. “Don’t fuckin’ call me that.”

      “Just take your money,” Jack said.

      The robber ignored him. “Ori the Jesus kid? That you? Little savior boy?”

      Jack had never heard Ione Scott preach, but supposedly that was the story she’d told about her kid for years. Hopefully, it was bullshit because Jack figured if the world had to count on Ori for salvation, it was fucking doomed.

      “Take me with you,” Ori said, pushing against the arm Jack threw in his way. “Maybe I can save you when that booweed tentacle wraps you up.”

      The robber laughed. “Maybe I’ll just plug you instead.”

      “Let ’im be,” said Jack.

      “You too. One less cop.”

      How the hell did the guy know Jack was a cop? He stiffened the arm Ori dug his fingers into and said, “Give it up. You can’t go anywhere. You can’t use the money.”

      “Won’t matter.” The robber shrugged the pack off his shoulder. “We’ll distribute it. You can’t arrest all of Angel Valley.”

      Ori dug his fingers in deeper, and Jack resisted shrugging him off, struggling to think this out. We’ll distribute it? The Civic Reformation Society was the only thing that made sense, but their thing was robbing food storage warehouses, not banks. “You’re a civie?”

      “Never heard me say it.”

      Bending carefully, the robber unzipped his pack and pulled out a bundle of biofuel tins attached to wires and a clock.

      Wally piped up from behind the counter. “Hey, wait a minute. Wait. Can’t you do that outside?” He wrung his hands as they stared at him. “I like it here,” he said. “This is my best location.”

      The robber laughed with a bemused shake of his head. “Don’t worry. You got the Jesus kid here to take care of you.” He waved the gun at Jack and Ori. “Get behind the counter.”

      Ori pushed himself off Jack’s shoulder. “Asshole. Y’ain’t no fuckin’ real civie.”

      The gun swung back, and Jack launched himself. In the background, metal crashed. The cash box. Empty but loud. The robber jerked, looking toward the sound long enough for Jack to grab onto his gun hand and push him across the room where they hit a wall and bounced off again. The robber staggered back into Ori’s arms. Jack kneed him in the balls. He doubled up, and Ori slid off. Rushing in again, Jack hooked a fist under his chin and snapped his head back. His next blow hit the guy in the gut and toppled him onto the floor. His arms flew wide, and Jack dropped onto his chest with both knees. Wally stomped on his gun hand, and Jack choked him with an arm across his neck. The robber bucked underneath him, mouth opened wide, sucking at nothing.

      Ori scrambled closer, but Jack ignored him. A reel in his head unspooled the same picture—a gun clouting Ori in the face. Over and over. Stupid thing to care about. Not the law. Not getting out of this dying city. Not the fallen star, or the killer booweed, or the bomb. Only Ori. The junkie boyfriend of Jack’s best friend.

      Somebody shook him. A voice echoed. “Jack… ack… ack.”

      Rearing up, he released the guy’s neck, half deafened by the blood whooshing in his ears. Wally’s voice floated in from far away. “Is ’e dead?”

      Swallowing air, Jack shook his head. He looked into Ori’s panicky face. The kid stared at the robber and clawed red streaks down his arms. Jesus, was he worried about the guy?

      “Ori?” A startled gaze flew up. “Know how to use a radio?”

      “Yeah.”

      Straightening, Jack pulled his keys out of his pocket. “My car’s outside. Across the street. Call it in.”

      Ori scrambled up and grabbed Jack’s keys. As he swung away, a glimmer of green light pulsed from the scratches on his arms. But it disappeared in the flood of sunlight through the door as Ori hurried out.

      Locking up behind him, Wally returned. “Is that set?”

      Jack glanced at the bomb. “No.” He went through the robber’s pockets. When the guy stirred, he took a handful of hair and whacked his head on the floor.

      “I want you to know,” Wally said to Jack as he crouched to gaze into the robber’s face. “Uncle Bleek will be grateful to you for this.”

      “As soon as I can arrange it, Mr. Wick, I’m going to arrest your drug peddling ass.”

      Wally shifted slowly, turning his face to look into Jack’s. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m a banker.”

      “An’ Ori’s here to make a deposit.”

      “I sourced a book for Ori to give to one of his friends as a birthday present. That’s why he’s here. But he could’ve been here to make a deposit. He has an account.”

      Jack laughed, but the sound erupted like something blown out of him by a gut punch. He couldn’t picture it. Ori buying a birthday present and wrapping it up? Hoping somebody liked what he’d done? What a joke. The kid was no damn good, and Jack shouldn’t hurt for him. He had no reason to wrap his fist around Wally’s shirt and drag him close enough to feel the heat of his breath. “You hurt that kid with your shit, an’ I will kill you.”

      Wally lurched backward, jumping up at the pounding on the door. He flipped the lock, and Ori pushed in through the doorway.

      “Okay,” he said. “I got somebody. I asked ’im to get Rive too.”

      He bounced from foot to foot, pants loose and low on his bony hips. Jack stood. Then, when the robber groaned, he put a foot on the guy’s chest. “Stay down.”

      “Will ’e get tested on?”

      Jack jerked his head up. Ori scratched at his arms again, picking at his skin. Jack didn’t know why the question and the timbre of unease in Ori’s voice bothered him. He didn’t think they experimented on anybody anymore, not even prisoners. At least he’d never seen any, and he’d done most of his cop training at the complex. “I don’t think they do that anymore.”

      His comment returned the Ori he knew. The kid laughed, his smart-ass grin splitting his plain face, lighting up his brown eyes. “Yeah, right.”

      In the distance, a siren whooped, fell silent, whooped again. Ori went to lean on the counter while Wally went behind it, stooped, and came up with a package that got him a smooch on the cheek. Wally shifted his weight, and Jack knew he’d pointed a toe out in front of him. It was a weird stance, as if the guy was marking the space around him. This is mine.

      Shaking his head, Jack took his foot off the robber’s chest and turned at the knock on the door. Wally unlocked it and let in Rive, whose gaze took in Ori and the robber rolling onto his side before he looked at Jack. “You doin’ okay?”

      Jack nodded. “Sure.”

      But that wasn’t exactly true. Outside of the guy with a gun and a bomb, there was something else triggering the alarm bell inside him. Something about the slow way Rive dragged his hands through his hair. Something worried Rive that wasn’t Jack and Ori. He’d been edgy for weeks, but whenever Jack asked him about it, he denied it. “Wrong? Nothing’s wrong.”

      Now he dropped to a knee beside the robber. Behind him, another cop arrived. Franks, Jack thought his name was.

      “Need medical?”

      The robber was sitting up now, massaging his throat. He swallowed with a grimace, and Rive stood. “Prob. Better take ’im to the clinic before you book ’im.”

      Jack jerked his chin in Ori’s direction. “He jumped the guy.” The kid was scratching at his head now, hooking his straggly hair behind his ears.

      “Gimme a minute,” said Rive, and Jack nodded.

      He leaned against the wall and watched Rive go over and pull Ori’s arms down. The kid’s face was blank. Rive said something to him, and Ori reached behind him for the package on the counter then faced forward again. He said something too, and Rive glanced at Franks. “We’ll get his statement later.”

      “No prob.”

      Hugging the package to his chest, Ori headed across the lobby. But he didn’t leave. Instead, he skirted the robber on the floor and strode to Jack. Watching him approach, Jack frowned. He didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t Ori shoved against him, smashing their lips together, molding his warm flesh against Jack’s. Shocked, Jack froze. The scent of flowers stunned him. Green flashed against his eyelids, and he sank into the soft, slippery pleasure of Ori’s mouth. Seeing his fingers go around Ori’s neck baffled him. He struggled to unlock his grip. A second later, Ori gagged, and he let go.

      Jesus. What the hell was wrong with him? His lips burned, and his lungs ached to inhale Ori’s warm breath again.

      Rive glared at him. “The fuck, Jack?”

      He shrugged and swiped his mouth with a fist.

      Outside, a vehicle pulled against the curb, then the door swung open, and light flooded in with the smells of dust and flowers and unwashed bodies.

      Ori backed up. He grinned at Jack. “You saved me,” he said.

      Jack didn’t know how to respond to that, but he didn’t have a chance to anyway. Ori turned and disappeared out the door in a flare of green.
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        Just A Day

      

      

      ORI JUMPED OFF the rolling bus and hit the sidewalk to squealing brakes. The driver bellowed—“Goddam it!”

      But Ori couldn’t wait for the bus to stop. He flew down the block and around an old Arco station. Three blocks away, a five-story warehouse crouched on the corner. Before the star fell, the old stone building had been the home of a design business that sold carpets and drapery and high-end furniture. Now every floor was humid and green. Ori had worked at the Blossom Farm Co-op for close to three years, except for the time they’d put him on leave over his lousy reviews. He was a hard worker. They couldn’t say he wasn’t, but he didn’t really like the idea of having to work at a set time. It seemed silly to him. It wasn’t like the plants were going anywhere.

      And today… Well fuck, his shift was almost over.

      What was that going to get him? Another month off? He didn’t think he could take it. His share of the rent was a hundred and fifty bucks, and he didn’t have even close to that saved. Well, maybe Wally would help out. He’d wanted to give Ori the money for Kip’s birthday present, but Ori wouldn’t let him.

      His steps slowed. Old Moe stood at the door, staring at the sky, and Ori had a stomach-churning sense he wasn’t out taking a break.

      The clouds above the warehouse absorbed the color of the stone. It was a gloomy day. A gloomy night. The telltale purple tinge of darkness was already seeping into the sky.

      Ori took a deep breath and sauntered the rest of the way. His gaze roved the crabgrass and the bud of a dandelion growing in the cracked walkway before it rose and settled on Old Moe’s chagrined frown.

      “Hey, Moe.”

      “Ori.”

      “Crazy out today.”

      Old Moe sighed and stretched a bag out to him. “Lettuce. Some squash. A nectarine. Don’t give that nectarine away. It’s yours.” Ori didn’t want the bag. “Take it, Ori.”

      “I’m fired?”

      “You know I don’t hire or fire.” Ori waited. Moe met his stare. “Look. I had to call in somebody else.”

      “That ain’t right.”

      It was, and he’d known it was coming, but he felt bullied by it anyway. Damned if he was gonna cry though. He bent his head to peer into the bag and let it hide his face. The scent of the nectarine was sweet and sunny. Like vesperia flowers.

      “I was in a bank robbery yesterday.”

      “Is that—?” Moe didn’t touch him, but his gaze lit on the right spot on Ori’s face. “That bruise?”

      “Yeah. An’ that’s why I was late, Moe.”

      “You’re late all the time, Ori. You’re almost four hours late now.”

      Ori looked at the dull, sunless sky. The building loomed above him. The inside smelled of flowers over the fecund green. Flowers Ori couldn’t hope to afford in a hundred years. His plants at home had been throwaways. Almost dead things Moe had given him to nurse back to life.

      He wadded up the top of the bag. “Yeah. Okay.”

      Moe reached out, sliding tentative fingers down his arm. “Be good, Ori.”

      Ori snorted. Still wasn’t gonna cry about it. He wandered off down the walkway with his bag in his hand and chewed on his lip. The sky turned slate, and like the dummy he was, he thought of Jack and his storm-colored eyes. Maybe it was a good thing Jack was already disappointed in him. It wasn’t like he could fuck things up anymore than this.

      A little pollen would be nice right now. But Jack won’t like that, a voice in his head said.

      Well, Jack don’t think about you now, does he?

      At the bus stop, he leaned against a pole and rubbed at the scratches on his skin with a shaky kind of worry.

      It couldn’t be pollen causing this god-awful itch, could it? Lots of people took pollen. It was practically legal, though he wasn’t dumb enough to get high anywhere around Rive. The guy was a cop, after all.

      You oughta cut back. Y’ain’t got the money for it anyway.

      But going without scared him too. He used a lot. More than most. Without Rive protecting him… Well, he’d probably be in an orange jumpsuit on a jail crew swabbing out sewers by now.

      But he hid it. He was two days clean too, and the star-bright colors that usually filled his head had dulled into the everyday shades all around him. The colors of a sun-bleached, half-dead city.

      The roaring bus blew hot wind at him. Ori climbed the steps and sat on the aisle. It was full dark by the time he got off. He passed between the people sitting on the steps of his apartment building and climbed to the third floor. A lantern hanging from the ladder behind Kip threw a glow into the hall and painted Kip in shadow. Ori stood and watched Kip drag a spatula-shaped tool down the wall.

      “Whadda you doin’?”

      Kip barely glanced at him. “Scraping the paper off the walls.”

      Ori rolled his eyes. “I know that. How come?”

      “It’s moldy.” Wetting a rag in the bucket at his feet, Kip squeezed it against the wall. “Billy can’t breathe.”

      Mold.

      Everywhere.

      In Ori’s imagination, Billy’s breath rattled like a broken fan. Goosebumps shivered across his skin, and the inside of his head fell dark. He couldn’t fix Billy’s lungs no matter what people said about him. The Jesus kid, ha. He was a junkie without a job and a tramp looking for a dick up his ass.

      Moving behind Kip, Ori set the bag Old Moe gave him on a rung of the ladder and pressed himself against Kip’s back. “Come out with me tonight, an’ I’ll buy you a beer for your birthday.”

      “My birthday’s next month.”

      “Come anyway.”

      “Goin’ out with my girlfriend.”

      Ori snorted and rolled away to lean against the slightly damp wall. “Yain’t got no girlfriend, Kip. Not a real one.” Kip grinned. “Inflatable maybe,” Ori added.

      Kip guffawed.

      Ori knew there were toys like that around, but he could never afford any. Not that he wanted a fake girlfriend.

      “You’re ’posed to try it with guys.” And not break the baby lotto. People said Ori’s mom had broken it, but Ori thought something else must have happened to bring him into the world. His mom was big on following the rules. It annoyed him she’d passed that on to him. Well… As long as the rules made sense he followed them.

      “I like girls,” said Kip.

      Sighing, Ori reached for the rag and soaked it again. “You know that plan the mayor has to poison all the regular plants? Well, I was wonderin’… I’m against it mostly, but I was thinkin’, maybe it’s gonna help Billy?” Kip didn’t respond. Ori watched him wipe a gummy smear of wet paper off the edge of his scraper and let it drop to the floor. “You know what I’m talkin’ about? That erada… rada—” Ori’s tongue wound itself up in a knot. He tried to pronounce the word in his head a few times, gave up, and said, “That erada thing. To get rid of the plants? Not my plants though, right?”

      Kip threw a scrunched look at him. “Eradication, and yeah, yours. Only food plants stay. An’ any plants in the park an’ their part a town get to stay. Ever wonder why booweed never attacks in their neighborhoods? Bet anything they have some kind a real poison out there.”

      “Well, that don’t make no sense. We wouldn’t have no booweed then.”

      Kip snorted. “Yeah, we would, but you can bet they won’t be killin’ any of the plants where they live. Just ours. They want their districts green. You can breathe out there. The mayor doesn’t give a flying fuck about us. Killin’ the plants won’t dry the air out. It’s just supposed to make him look good, an’ keep people off the real issues.”

      Ori rolled his eyes. “You don’t make cures for people you ain’t tryin’ to help.”

      “What cures are you talkin’ about? HIV? That one? The one helps people have worry free sex, so they don’t have to waste time thinkin’ about how fucked up they are every other way?”

      “Don’t work on you,” Ori muttered.

      “I care about shit, that’s why.”

      “Nothin’s gonna change.”

      “You make change.”

      A thrill of nerves jolted Ori’s heart into skipping a beat. “The civie in the bank had a bomb.”

      “A dud,” Kip said. “And who said he was a civie?”

      “It wasn’t a dud.” Ori remembered the wires and the clock. He remembered the look in Jack’s eyes. Phantom fingers pressed warm and strong against his skin where Jack’s had been. “I saw it.”

      “Whadda you know about bombs, Ori?”

      Ori pushed away from the wall. “They go off. Boom. I die.”

      “You didn’t die.”

      “I’m gonna go get fucked tonight. Come with me.”

      “Stop tryin’ to impress me with your assholery. You’re scared, Ori. You got caught in the middle of somethin’ cuz you were someplace you didn’t belong.”

      “I don’t need an invite to go to the fuckin’ bank.”

      “Stop that.”

      Kip jerked his chin at Ori’s arm. Ori glanced down at the scratches on his skin, and his face went hot. Stupid not to notice the things he did to himself. He shook his head. “Well, I’m goin’.”

      Kip didn’t comment.

      On his way to the shower, Ori veered into the kitchen and filled a cup with water for his plants. His favorite was the string of pearls on the ledge over the window. He’d brought it with him the day he’d moved in here. It was four years old, and the tips of its long, pearl-studded vines brushed the floor. He watered every plant, took a shower, then hugged Kip from behind before he ran out and hopped on a bus at the corner.

      He leaned against a pole because he was only going to the next stop, but if he stayed on for four more, he’d be at Rive’s apartment. Jack’s apartment. Closing his eyes for a moment, he rapped his head against the pole. Why was he so hung up on the guy? Yeah, he was good looking. His hair was like sunshine and honey all mixed together—you could make up a song about that—and he had a cleft in his chin and a strong nose. But a lot of people were good looking and didn’t actually hate him. Maybe that was why Ori was hung up on him. Because Jack despised him for having some good in him Ori wasn’t doing anything with, and it pissed him off. At least that’s what Ori told himself. That the Jesus kid in him made it to the surface sometimes, though that was the last thing he should want. That, and Jack finding out Ori had been fired. Loser.

      A couple people rose as the bus slowed and pulled to the corner of Lincoln Circle. Lincoln was a curvy street that wasn’t a circle at all. It ended in a small bar on a lot surrounded by picnic tables and tall trees. Lanterns hung from the porch eaves, and people moved around in the shadows. Inside, Ori swung the strap of his bag off his shoulder and wove through the packed tables to the one in the corner where Rive and Jack sat. Of course, it was busy. Cops and their wives and girlfriends celebrating the hero, Jack. Even though it had been Ori who’d jumped on the robber’s back. Forget that part.

      By the time he’d made it to the table, where he dropped his bag on a chair, his mood had plummeted. Not that it was stellar to begin with.

      Jack gave him a stare, took a drink of his beer, and looked away.

      Ori sighed. What the fuck ever. “You got any money, Rive? I need something to drink.”

      “Order what you want. I’ll pay later.”

      The beer wasn’t cold, but there was something about the metal in the kegs that kept it cooler than the water in the pipes. The first swallow ran down Ori’s gullet like ice. He breathed out a noisy sigh and got a grin from the cop at the end of the counter. Zeke. Ori liked Zeke. He thought Zeke liked him. He worked his way over. “Hey.”

      “What’s up, Ori?”

      “Nothin’. Wanna fuck?”

      Zeke laughed. His rumble rose over the racket around them. Ori grinned. His offer couldn’t be a big surprise. Zeke had fucked him half a dozen times already. At first, Zeke had been a little shocked because of Rive, but Ori had explained Rive was his best friend and always would be, and sure, they fucked too sometimes, but it never meant anything. Sometimes Ori spent half the night on the roof, letting guy after guy come to him. Something about that always left him a little punch drunk. Too loopy to feel.

      Maybe with Jack, though….

      No. Not with Jack.

      Ori resisted the pull to turn and look behind him.

      Zeke took the final swallow of his beer. “Sure. Let’s go.”

      Ori rushed for the stairs, pushing out the door at the top onto the roof. He stripped off his pants as he walked, stumbling and hobbling to the parapet-edge. Zeke’s chuckle wrapped around him, warm as the night air. “I know what you’re doin’,” Zeke said.

      “I’m getting fucked.”

      “Naw. I think I am.”

      Kicking his pants away, Ori twisted to look behind him. Zeke swung a lantern as he approached. “Oh. Good idea,” said Ori.

      He dropped to his knees and put his arms behind him. The cuffs clinked before they clapped shut around his wrists. He took a breath. A moment later, a belt trailed over his shoulder and around his neck. Zeke leaned in close. The lantern light brushed one brown arm. The rest of him faded into the dark.

      “Now what would you do if I didn’t have my cuffs on me?”

      “I’d make do.”

      Zeke laughed again and flattened Ori onto the parapet. “Where’s your jelly?”

      “Pants pocket.”

      Jelly was always warm. People said lube in the old days was cold. Ori wouldn’t have liked that. Maybe the star plants did wreck the planet, but they gave back things too. And the smell of jelly made his mouth water. Like vanilla, he’d heard.

      The slide of Zeke’s dick in his ass pushed out a low groan. He hung over the ledge and stared into the orange seep of light through the windows below. Soft, hot gusts of air buffeted his sweaty skin. Zeke tugged on the belt across his neck, and he struggled forward, scraping his knees on the gritty surface underneath him.

      Laughter and shouts rang out in the bar below.

      The belt loosened, and he slumped lower over the ledge in front of him. His head swam, and the rough stone rasped at his nipples. Zeke slammed into him, threatening to tip him over the edge. Vibrations rolled through him in colorless waves. “Yeah… Oh yeah….”

      Beneath him, the bushes came to life, undulating in the dark. He blinked, and they stilled, gold-edged leaves taking shape beneath the windows.

      He groaned, trying to twist his wrists in the cuffs. “C’mon,” he moaned. “Touch me.”

      With a grunt, Zeke knocked into him again and tugged on the belt around his neck. He strained against the pull and wiggled back into the stretch in his ass. Finally, Zeke worked a hand around him, stroking his chest, brushing his aching cock.

      “Yeah. Squeeze it. Hurt me.” A crash of hips threw him forward and scraped his skin against stone. Fire lit him up inside, burning like the fingernails he raked across his own skin. “Fuck, yeah.”

      Zeke chuckled.

      The scent of booweed floated by, green and warm like the smell of rocks in the sun. It came on the gusts of air from the complex. Strays too young for stingers popped up daily in the city’s bare spaces, and workers burned them into the ground every morning.

      Ori tugged at his wrists. Rive’s bracelet bit into his skin under the metal cuffs that held him. He thrashed, his dick in free fall, nothing touching it. “Goddam it.”

      With a gasp, he overshot the edge of the roof, his thighs resting on the ledge. His stomach lurched and his heart raced. He breathed in shallow pants. The cuffs slipped on his wrists.

      “Fuck,” he whispered.

      His ass was empty. Pebbles dropped in a shower as Zeke leaned on the ledge beside him.

      “Like this?” Zeke asked.

      His voice was low, curious. Ori swiveled a look at him but couldn’t see the expression on his dark brown face. The sky was black behind him, the lantern hidden by his body. Ori turned away. Looked down. Zeke was a cop. He worked with Rive. He wouldn’t drop him. Would you?

      Ori licked his lips, blood pounding into his head. His heart drummed, as though it beat inside an echo chamber. “You stopped,” he complained.

      “Thought you liked a good high.”

      “Not… high up.”

      Zeke laughed, and Ori slid off the ledge, knees on the roof again. The belt tightened across his throat, and Zeke pushed back into his ass. Pressure swelled in his belly, and he humped into Zeke’s fist, his skin growing hotter. A buzzing sound filled his ears. He panted.

      “Oh, fuck… Gonna… come.”

      In the next second, fireworks flashed in his eyes and exploded at the base of his spine. Zeke’s weight crushed him, smashing his hands against the small of his back. He jerked and groaned, spurting cum against the hot stone. Zeke stroked him, squeezing and milking him as he thrust in deep. He shook against Ori’s body and pressed him down, pinning him to the ledge. In the distance, the darkness slowly softened with a faint green pulse. The color dimmed and spread out like a dot of dye dropped in a puddle.

      Zeke settled on his heels and released Ori’s neck from the belt. “Want me to send somebody else up?”

      “No,” Ori murmured.

      “What is that?” It took a moment for Zeke’s comment to register. Ori slid off the ledge, sitting on his bare ass, still cuffed. “What’s what?”

      Zeke moved his chin, a wordless gesture to Ori’s arms. He swiveled, and Zeke reached behind to uncuff him. A moment later, Ori brought his hands up front. The color was the same as the soft pulse fading in the sky. Fading under his skin. A pale green spreading out from the insides of his elbows and wrists, dissipating as it spread through his veins.

      “Yeah,” he murmured. “My mom was like this.” It wasn’t from pollen. It couldn’t be. Unless he’d used too much. But he couldn’t say that.

      “You better see a doctor anyway. Get it checked out.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, probably.”

      “See ya downstairs.”

      He rubbed his wrists, watching as Zeke crossed the roof and disappeared into the stairwell.

      Cuz of my mom. She’d preached about him often enough, pissing off people who didn’t think a skinny kid like him had any hope of saving the world. “Look around, lady. God don’t care about us.” But she’d never talked about God, just told them Ori was going to save them from the plants. Not how. Not why. Just that he was. It wasn’t true, of course, and after she died, he’d stopped thinking about it.

      Until his veins turned color.

      Switching off the lantern beside him, he stared at the empty stairwell then let his gaze drift sideways. The green haze pulsed in the dark, shrank to a trace. It had come from the direction of his apartment. He frowned, but it didn’t resume again, and he headed downstairs.

      A mural of the asteroid on its way to Earth, flames curling behind it like tentacles, decorated the wall behind Rive and Jack. Shadows wobbled across its surface like the shade from cosmic clouds. Ori hummed a song to himself as he approached. “Rocks like jewels, purple and blue….”

      Jack met his stare, took a swallow from his mug of beer. Leaning against Rive’s side, Ori wrapped an arm around his neck.

      “Play us a song?” Rive asked.

      Ori watched Jack swipe foam off his lip with the tip of his tongue, and the kiss from the bank stirred in his balls again. A muscle twitched in Jack’s jaw. Ori was aware of how his open shirt stuck to his sweaty skin and his pants hung low. But Jack gave no sign he cared about Ori’s look. He set his mug down and stood.

      “Back in a minute.”

      Ori watched him cross the room and head out the door to the toilet stalls. Then he glanced at Rive. “Whadda you wanna hear?”

      “You pick.”

      He opened his bag and pulled out his recorder. A moment later, he sat on the stage, playing a song. The bar noises dulled into a faraway hum. In his head, a delicate twist of green floated in the air. He shifted his fingers on the smooth wood of the flute, and the pale green ribbon split into a second one. His fingers flew, and the hum of sound grew louder.

      “… Over here… Get your own….”

      The noise broke through his concentration. Was this withdrawal? Two days without drugs and no star colors bursting in his head like fireworks.

      Jitters bubbled in his belly, coalescing into formless fear.

      “Sing something, Ori.”

      He stirred, looking up to see smiles on the faces of the people in front of him. But Jack was threading his way through the room, and Ori couldn’t look away.

      He met the slide of Jack’s frown as he passed.

      Sweat trickled down Ori’s chest. He pulled his hair off his neck, forced his voice out over the noise around him, and sang.

      “Hey, come pour me a beer.

      —Come take a seat.

      —Come tell me you still love me dear.

      —Come gimme a kiss.

      —Come hold my hand.

      —Come—”

      But the next words drowned in the blare of sirens. He fell silent in shock. Booming whoops echoed a moment later.

      “Fuck,” someone said.

      “Booweed.”

      Ori jumped up, knocking his chair off the back of the stage in his haste. Jack shot him a stare, but Ori ran past, shoved at the people trying to cram their way through the door and found Rive outside already, staring in the direction of the siren. People scattered on the gravel lot.

      But Ori didn’t see a fire. Just a glow. A green glow. A cop siren whoop-whooped in the distance.

      “Where’s it coming from?” somebody asked.

      “Acacia?”

      Ori bolted.

      A moment later, footsteps pounded behind him. Rive’s, he guessed, but he didn’t stop. He ran down the street and across a wide boulevard before darting into a dark alleyway. The green in the sky wove through the dark in the shape of a ribbon. Coming out of the alleyway, Ori burst out onto another street and dodged a cop car that blared its horn at him. More sirens wailed in the distance. Gasping, Ori grabbed onto a street sign and wheeled himself around the corner and staggered.

      There in the dark, lit by occasional slashes of lamplight from the windows, was a booweed. It swayed above the roof of Ori’s three-story building. Long roots trailed from a basement window. It shrieked, and Ori clapped his hands over his ears.

      Green and purple and blue tendrils wove in and out of a woody stalk. Feathery orange petals, bright as flame, blossomed at the top, and black tentacles sprouted from the flower’s center.

      Its colors filled Ori’s head like an exploding sun.

      Streaks of green traced the dark as the tentacles spun in frenzied circles.

      Ori floated, rising toward the colors.

      Then the duller orange of a fire cut through his vision as flame shot out of a torch, and the booweed ignited. Horror froze him in place. The plant spun, engulfed, a whirlwind of destruction.

      With another loud whoop and whoosh, fire raced up the apartment wall.

      Hoses lay across the pavement, and a cop shot another burst of orange out of a torch.

      The booweed shrieked again, its wail at a pitch that pounded through Ori’s head. The fire on the side of the building reached to Ori’s window, and the living room curtains burst into flames.

      He ran for a door already colored in fire but didn’t make it. Something hard hit him from behind and lifted him. He didn’t know what it was for a moment until he realized somebody was holding him off the ground. Then he gripped a forearm with one hand and jabbed back with his other elbow. Somebody grunted. In front of him, Rive appeared and caught his face in his hands. “Ori. Stop.”

      Rive?

      Then who was holding him?

      In another burst of flame, the fire crawled up the building, a bloody orange wherever tentacles attached to the outside.

      Ori’s head pounded with sirens and shouts and the rush of water. Dizzy with it, he leaned against warmth and muscle. This was a glimpse of a coming nightmare. His death loomed here, and he lifted his gaze to a yellow-orange sky, inky black above, starless. Fire swooped over the ceiling of the apartment below his.

      He gasped. “My roommates.”

      Rive released him. “Wait for me. I’ll check.”

      Wanting to see who was behind him, Ori tried to turn, but couldn’t. Whoever was holding him carried him across the street and let him go in front of another building. Hands gripped his shoulders and turned him.

      “Jack?”

      He couldn’t see Jack’s face, just a dark shape with flames behind it. Explosions rocked the building on the other side, and the squares of shattered windows glowed bright orange. His gaze dropped to his arms, and a wisp of green slipped away. He hugged himself. But Jack didn’t look at his arms. He stared into Ori’s eyes.

      “My friends,” Ori whispered.

      “Wait for Rive.”

      Water arced now, steaming and sizzling on the dead plant and gutted building. He coughed on the smoke, and Jack edged him a few more feet away.

      “You saved me,” Ori whispered.

      Jack didn’t answer. But his fingers tightened, and Ori shivered against the weight of the warm palms on his shoulders. Then, at the slap of shoes on pavement, he pulled free, stepped off the curb and met Rive.

      “Tell me.” His voice croaked.

      “It’s okay,” Rive said. “They all got out through the side entrance.”

      “Jesus,” he moaned.

      Rive hugged him for a moment before letting him go.

      “That damn thing stinks,” said Jack.

      Under the smell of smoke and biofuel, a sour, putrid stench filled the air. It wasn’t sharp and fresh like living booweed. Booweed wasn’t sweet like vesperia or herbal like stella vine. It was like fresh water, summer air. But dead booweed—

      Ori pushed out of Rive’s arms and wandered into the middle of the street. Streams of water still arced through the air, and the flames still clawed at the dark. An ache spread up Ori’s arms, and he looked down and noticed the recorder clutched in his fist.

      He shivered at the touch of a palm between his shoulders. “Come sit down,” said Jack.

      His voice sounded empty. Cop-like. Doing his job. But Ori nodded. He sat on the sidewalk, put his recorder to his lips and played. Then another sound grew underneath the notes. Like a whisper. A slither. Is that booweed? A shadow swooped across the light, and a tentacle wriggled across the pavement. He reached for it just before a spurt of flame hit it, and it spun in an orange spiral before collapsing a foot away. Ori crept over and crouched in front of it.

      “Hey. Don’t.”

      But before Rive pulled him away, a faint glow of green seeped out of the charred tentacle and floated on the streams of orange water, curling around his wrist before it slipped away like a shadow.
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      JACK TROTTED UPSTAIRS with a cup of the stuff people called coffee, though it wasn’t coffee and probably didn’t taste anything like coffee, but it was what grew here now so he drank it. It was strong and kind of floral the way most of everything that came from star plants was and had a good buzz that woke people up.

      On the top floor, Jack headed down to Rive’s apartment. His place had windows on two sides, looking out across the city and a part of the mountains in the distance. Both this building and the one across the street were favorites of the cops from the Angel Valley station. Not because they were especially tall or luxurious or surrounded by parks like Lakeshore and Muriel Estates, but because they offered proximity to the station and a view from the roofs. It wasn’t a great view because the wall was almost ten miles away, but there were no buildings in front taller than these two. On their time off, some of the cops hung out with their radio setups on the off chance somebody would one day answer them again. But it had been close to ten years since they’d lost contact with the coasties. Not that either group did anything for the other, but knowing they’d had company on this planet had felt good.

      Switching his coffee to his left hand, Jack reached for the door but froze at the sound of Ori’s recorder. The hollow notes were faint but audible. It wasn’t a song he’d heard before. He hadn’t expected to hear anything, but of course Ori would stay here. Where else could he go?

      Was he okay?

      What do you care?

      I don’t.

      But his lips warmed, as though Ori’s still pressed against them, breathing the sweetness of his life into Jack’s mouth.

      Fuck.

      He swallowed some coffee, grimacing at the bitterness.

      He didn’t usually knock, but the first time he’d seen Ori, the kid had been sitting buck-ass naked on Rive’s bed. Rive had been quick to explain, lifting his palms in the air, as though to ward Jack off. “Nothing’s going on. I’m just giving him a place to stay.”

      The kid had looked nowhere near eighteen. He’d been close, come to find out, but still. Jack took a breath and reminded himself Rive and Ori weren’t really boyfriends. He wasn’t a third wheel. Again. It wasn’t Rive and Ori together the way it had been Dobbin and Rive. Or the way it had been his mom and the dirtbag who’d become his stepfather. Jack wasn’t on the outside. Not this time. Rive was his friend. Ori was—

      Gritting his teeth against a flush of blood in his chest, Jack smacked the door with the side of his fist. So much for getting back to normal. Ever since he’d walked through the door of Wick’s Bank the other day, he felt like he’d stepped back out into a changed world. Not a lot of change. His surroundings looked the same, but there was an edge, a depth to shadows that should have been light. He took another sip of coffee just as the door opened. And… Yeah. The kid was naked.

      “Hey. Come on in.”

      Ori ambled off and Jack stared. His ass was dimpled on top and looked as sweet as a real peach. Rounder than Jack would have thought on such a skinny kid, but Ori usually swam in his clothes, so it was hard to tell. He plonked himself down on a stool at the counter and went back to playing his recorder.

      But Jack was aware of his attention.

      Forget about him.

      He veered to a window and stared at the wall in the yellow haze. A whiff of smoke tickled his nose. Was it coming off Ori’s skin? Maybe that’s why he was naked. The clothes he’d worn the night before probably reeked. His others… burned.

      Jack looked over his shoulder. “Where are your roommates?”

      Ori lowered his recorder. “Lookin’ for a place in a barracks big enough for all three of us.”

      “Good luck. Those go to families.”

      “We’re a family.”

      He put his recorder back to his lips. Sweet lips. Warm and earthy like fennel. The old-time weed grew all over the city, sturdy as the star plants. As Ori was. He’d been stung by a booweed before he’d been born. Maybe that made him at home on this planet in a way Jack couldn’t be. Maybe that’s why he sputtered and turned red whenever anybody called him the Jesus kid. Maybe he liked it here.

      “For fuck’s sake,” came Rive’s voice. “Put some clothes on.”

      “I ain’t got none,” said Ori.

      Jack turned and watched Rive pull his wallet out of his pocket and step into Jack’s line of sight. “I forgot,” Rive said. “Get whatever you need. Wear some of my stuff in the meantime.” Watching them, Jack frowned. Exactly what was Rive hiding from view? Ori lay on his back for any guy who wanted him. Rive didn’t care. And why would he? There were practical considerations to Ori attaching himself to Rive because Rive wasn’t somebody it was a good idea to screw with, but they weren’t anything but friends and occasional fuck buddies.

      He watched Ori reach for the money, but Rive grabbed his arm and held him still for a moment. Then Ori pulled away and folded his arm over his body. That was weird. It was also strangely private, so Jack took the last swallow of his coffee and said, “I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

      “Be right there.”

      After stopping off at his own place to deposit his cup inside the door, Jack continued downstairs. Rive caught up with him in the lobby, and Jack pushed outside.

      A wall of furnace-like air hit him. “Jesus, it’s hot,” he muttered.

      “Yeah.”

      The flame torches didn’t help. Every day workers came out and incinerated anything green that looked like booweed. Or anything green Jack sometimes thought.

      Food and merchant booths blocked off half the street. The costs of things here fell between black market and store-bought goods and attracted a mob from the surrounding neighborhood. Lentil and rabbit pies scented the air, and a bus blowing biofuel fumes crawled by. Next week Jack and Rive would be back on graveyard and not have to deal with the crowds. But now they pushed through the bodies to the shady side of the street and strolled down the block to the corner. The crowd thinned the farther they got from the booths. People slipped easily around them.

      “You okay after last night?” Jack asked.

      Rive shot him a frown. “Whaddo you mean?”

      “That was… crazy.” Rive’s frown deepened. “The booweed wanted Ori,” Jack said.

      Rive burst out laughing, but it didn’t ring right. “Jesus, Jack. That sounds like Ori.”

      “You saw it.”

      Rive shook his head. “A lot was happening.”

      “Well, you know what they say. Ori’s the cure.”

      Rive grinned. “You won’t hear him saying it.”

      They fell silent, skipping the bus and walking the two miles to the station. Jack wasn’t going to get anything out of Rive this way. Something was wrong, but sometimes Jack thought he didn’t want to know and wondered how he could explain to Dobbin how he’d let Rive go so wrong.

      But then again, he had nothing to do with it. You left him, Dob. Not me.

      The sun was still low enough long shadows stretched out across the garden in front of the station. Small birds chattered and bounced from spot to spot around the rim of the stone water fountain in the middle of a square of grass. Rive strode across the grass while Jack followed the walkway and circled the building to the back. The edges of the building were pocked, showing sections of rusty rebar. The place wasn’t old. Wish City had been built over several existing towns before the asteroid hit, but much of it had been new construction. Though desert once, only green surrounded them now. Lush and blurred with damp heat.

      Inside, a crowd of people pushed to the counter. The place rang with the slam of doors, shouts, and the crackle of radios and walkie-talkies.

      “Hey, wait.”

      Jack glanced at the counter. The cop there waved at them. “Captain’s lookin’ for ya, Jack. Said go right up.”

      “We late or something?” Rive murmured.

      “Right on time.”

      Upstairs, they turned off the landing into a large open room where a group of people waiting burst into applause.

      Jack froze. Rive glanced back at him with a slow smile.

      “What’s this?” Jack asked.

      A big guy with long dreadlocks put two fingers in his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. “Taking the civies out single-handed. Yeah, baby.”

      Jack rolled his eyes as his coworkers converged and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Good job… Teach them… Oh hell, my six-year-old coulda taken that guy out… Yeah, yeah… Just another day on the job, right?”

      While Jack got his back pounded on, Rive sat on the edge of his desk across the room, arms crossed over his chest and legs stretched out in front of him.

      As the room cleared out, Nate, the guy with the dreads trailed behind and leaned closer to Jack. “Captain wants you to wait here. I think you’ve got a commendation comin’ from on high.”

      “Who up high?”

      “That info I didn’t get.”

      Nate left, and Jack headed across the room to a coffee pot on a table against the wall. “Want some?” he asked Rive.

      “Sure.”

      Ori drank tea. Stop thinking about Ori. Fuck.

      Rive was at a window now, worrying the bracelet on his wrist. The string of beads wasn’t the one Dobbin had given him. It was a cheap knockoff like the one Rive had given Ori.

      “Here.”

      Rive took his cup and lifted his chin at a scene out the window. Jack stood beside him and watched the slow passage of a car across the pitted pavement. It was long, and its black paint glossy. A small American flag fluttered above the hood ornament. The car circled to the rear entrance and drew to a stop. A few seconds later, the driver emerged. A big guy with a fringe of dark hair around a bald head. He opened the back door, and another guy in dark slacks and a short-sleeved shirt stepped out and glanced around. From the other side of the car, a third guy emerged. Short and droopy-looking. After a moment the first guy reached into the car and came out with a jacket. Close-cropped gray hair.

      “Recognize ’em?”

      “No. Supervisors? That’s a nice car. Kept up.”

      “Think this is who the captain wanted us to stick around for?”

      “Looks like it.”

      Rive took his coffee to his desk and sat. A short time later, footsteps boomed in the stairwell. Jack turned away from the window. Rive stared at his desk and brushed at the dust. A moment later, the captain’s voice filled the space. “Good. There you are. Come on over here, Jack.”

      The small group entered. The guy in the lead sported a grin. The captain skirted around him and dropped an arm across Jack’s shoulders. “This is him, Mayor. Officer Jack Doll.”

      Jack twisted to roll his eyes at Rive, but Rive sat frowning into his coffee cup. Jack returned his gaze to the two men standing in front of him. The big one stuck out his hand. “Officer Doll. I’m Gore Wish, and I’m delighted to meet you. This is Supervisor
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