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Today is Sky Serum Holiday. Instead of being at the festive dinner, where everyone is expecting him, Joe is on the move. A terrible cave-in has rocked an underground water base. Joe has arrived to look for survivors. Everyone has heard of Snow-Everyone-Joe. He’s a feared member of the government organization known as the H.S.P.C. His gift of speed makes him blur like he is in the middle of a snowstorm. Joe is Karma and Rea’s hand-picked point man as well as their child. And on this day of celebration, Joe has decided he doesn’t want to be any of those things. What’s so wrong with wanting to be a regular guy? When he meets a young doctor trapped in the Northern Earth Dens, Joe discovers the joy of being “Jack.” A no one. Just a friend to a scared and lonely man.

Mather is on his way to work at his water base. In his hands are the cookie snowmen he has baked for the children in the orphanage. Right as he thinks this holiday will be like all the other days in his boring life, in the blink of an eye, everything changes. The blast that destroys his water base traps him and alters his world in more ways than one. As he starts to think he’ll die, a man appears out of the darkness to save him.

“Jack” and Mather are simply friends. What starts off as a chance meeting of strangers, evolves into acquaintances, and then grows into more. The problem is that Jack isn’t who he says he is, and Mather isn’t in any hurry to change the slow and easy love building between them.
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This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, events, incidents, and places are of the author’s imagination and not to be confused with fact. Any resemblance to living persons or events is merely a coincidence.

WARNING: The author and publisher would solemnly advise you not to attempt any of the sexual or non-sexual actions of any of the characters in this book. Any damage physical, mental, or emotional is the sole responsibility of the person/persons attempting such actions. Please be aware that this is a work of fiction, and you are responsible for yourself, and the consequences caused thereof.

Dear Readers,

Connor and Monica have worked very hard on this particular piece of entertainment. This book was brought to you by hard labor and love. Please respect an artist’s work for the enrichment we try to bring you. I humbly ask that you don’t outright steal this child born on paper and brought to you by love. If you come by this book by nefarious means and you are simply unable to give the change in your pocket for the purchase price, then take it with my blessing. But if you can purchase it and would like Connor and Monica to continue to bring you great books, please purchase a copy to support them.

Thank you,

Troll River Publications

Join the fun with giveaways, updates, and new release opportunities at: 

http://eepurl.com/dnoLrr

My dear friends,

I’m writing a little note to you about my Off-The-Rails books, but as always, I’m a slow burn. I’ll get to that. I promise. Stay with me.

When I first started writing books, it was simply a hobby with my wife, Monica. Monica and I would sit across from each other at our favorite café and create. We’d laugh about our characters, we’d play God and toss problems their way, and mostly, I loved the way her eyes would sparkle when a great idea would slip from her lips.

Nothing about that has changed. This is still our hobby, our love affair. I still sit with her, and the books can only be created with her at my side. However, as I started to get drawn deeper into this world of ice and snow, I began to learn more about myself. I think that anyone who writes knows that somewhere along the way we can’t help but pour out a little of our soul when we tell a story.

And so, the birth of the Off-The-Rails.

Off-The-Rails stories are not only male/female love stories. They can be gay, bisexual, a mix-and-match. In short... different. Things I’m exploring about myself. Things I’m exploring about life. I write these as my own experimental contemplations as well as painting a futuristic landscape that isn’t black-and-white.

Today we live in a world as varied as a rainbow flag, different in ideas, as in sexual preference, as in skin color. And since this series of books is set in the future, I can’t imagine a world that doesn’t still have gay couples, lesbians, or threesomes. To be honest, I don’t want a place where these mixes and matches are missing. It would be gray. Diversity adds color.

My Off-The-Rails stories are partly here as companion novels to the times. They add range. I will never tell my fictional characters whom to love anymore than I would tell someone on the street whom they should be with. These stories may upset your moral compass a bit, but I promise you, I’m writing the correct story for the character at hand. This is their world, their journey, as much as it is mine.

But in case you’re not a fan of the Off-The-Rails, don’t be worried. 1:05 a.m., 2:05 a.m., 3:05 a.m. etc. will always stay male/female for those who prefer it. I get that sometimes that’s just want you want to read. No one will ever have to read the Off-The-Rails to understand the main story line. Without reading the other books, you will be able to follow me as we march closer to whether Earth turns into a ball of ice floating in the universe... or warming up the planet somehow and everyone surviving. The books with the time titles will always be the ones where Monica and I move the Ice Era along, but the Off-The-Rails will have their place too. I hope you’re cool with that.

Warm regards,

Connor & Monica Moore

~C.M.~ 
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I dedicate this book to light bulbs. Light bulbs, you ask? Yes. Light bulbs. In the big old building where I write, there are fluorescence light bulbs above my head. They are continually going out, and I have to buy more. Did you know they also cost money to throw out? So, I have to spend money buying them and tossing them. Here’s to a few bucks in my pocket when I need light...
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*Chapter 1*
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Place: Old United States (Now named the Confederate Territories of North America) C.T.O.N.A., Water Base Navy, in the Northern Earth Dens.

Time: 2:45 a.m.

“We don’t have an exact number on how many people were killed when the bomb went off,” Water Base Boss Langston whispered in Joe’s ear. “But we can’t stay on this base. It’s caving in. We need to get out.”

As Joe bandaged the arm of an injured old woman curled on the cement floor of the mess hall, he didn’t acknowledge the young leader. Instead, he stayed crouched and adjusted her splint.

A team of H.S.P.C. agents rushed into the area. The six-man squad had returned from hunting the underground halls for survivors after the first explosion. Agent Hugh carried two children into the long, narrow room and settled them on cots. People pushed tables against the wall to make room for the extra bodies.

From his vantage point, Joe couldn’t tell if the individuals were alive or dead. Around him, battered water base guards, bruised children from the adoption center, and folks whose homes were destroyed huddled near tiny battery-powered heaters. Everyone crowded into the rendezvous point, lost, faces caked in dirt and blood. A child of six held her tiny hand over her eye. Blood gushed from the cracks of her fingers. The ash marks across her face looked like war paint. Sadly, that’s what this was—another strategic move by The Originals in their war against the H.S.P.C.

A faint rumble rolled through the hallways. Joe lifted his head and listened. Another bomb. That made two. He prayed there wouldn’t be three.

“Keep looking for survivors.” Joe patted the old lady’s hand. He glanced to Langston and snapped, “I want a head count.”

Straightening from his squat, Joe pulled out his flashlight and switched it on. The light flashed on and off, making him hit the electric torch until it behaved. Next, he searched his cargo pocket for an extra magazine.

“Sir...” Langston hesitated as if the term “sir” tasted bitter on his tongue. “Should we tell everyone the cave-in was caused by a bomb?”

That wasn’t a question. That might be a heads-up on what Langston wanted to do next. Shaking his head, Joe slipped off the glowing blue gears bracelet that identified him as an H.S.P.C. agent.

“If we tell everyone, they’ll panic. Keep that information on a need-to-know basis.” Joe’s eyes flipped to a woman cowering near a set of flickering snowflake lights. The first detonation had been near the electrical panels. That blast had cut the power. According to Langston, the base had been without power for two hours. They needed heat and light, but it was too dangerous to send someone to fix the electrical. Also, they couldn’t abandon anyone who was still breathing.

“What if there’s another bomb? We can’t look for people in the dark.” Langston crossed his arms over his chest. “We should get out of here.”

“Use flashlights. Agents need to hunt for anyone alive.” Joe took two steps toward the exit. He was done with this useless exchange. The water base boss wouldn’t change Joe’s mind. They couldn’t leave people here to die.

“What about the water?” Langston asked. “It’s flooding. What if we get electrocuted?”

Joe paused.

Teams had reported a pipe busted from the second bomb in the water-tank room. Water had pooled near the orphanage. Two shivering children sat against the wall wrapped in blankets, their wet hair plastered to their foreheads. Yes, they would be cold, but that couldn’t be helped. Duty came before comfort. Responsibility came before everything.

“Tell your guards to dress warmly. If they have waterproof boots, wear them. Get flashlights. We look for survivors. Everyone will be fine in the water as long as we don’t turn on the power.” Joe’s eyes speared Langston when the other man opened his mouth again. Enough. It was time to move. “I want numbers. I want to know about the children in the adoption center. Get me their files. I want all the children accounted for.”

Joe didn’t know exactly why The Originals, the organization that hated the H.S.P.C., would bomb a base with mostly kids, but he figured he would find out soon enough. In the meantime, he would handle what he could. That meant saving lives. Joe was as proficient at helping people as he was at killing them.

“I’ll get the files.” The water base boss nodded, but before he turned away, he stopped. The young man didn’t uncross his arms. “You’re putting me and my guards at risk if we stay, sir, I know you don’t care. You’re Snow-Everyone-Joe and all, but some of us have families we want to go home to.”

He didn’t care. No matter how many people said that or what nickname they’d given him, they didn’t know him. Joe had a heart. Even if people whispered about his icy demeanor and his soulless black eyes, they were wrong. Joe did feel. No one ever saw that. Maybe he didn’t have emotions when he was a child, but he certainly did now.

“I’ve been helping people since before you knew how to walk.” Joe snatched Langston’s arm. “I’m not scared, and just because you are, doesn’t mean we’re going to ditch people to save our own asses. You say I’m the one that doesn’t care?” Joe shook his head. “You’re the one who wants to leave survivors to die. Wow... I mean really... wow.”

“But what if there’s a third hit? What if the person who did this is still on the base? Maybe there are bombs everywhere.” Fear laced the other man’s voice. “I am scared. I don’t want to die.”

Joe had only been here an hour. Langston had a point. This could be the start of many explosions. There could be someone on the base setting more bombs even as they spoke. A chill raced down his spine at the thought of a pile of dead children.

“Keep the info that the cave-in was because of bombs to only the agents.” Once again, Joe started for the exit. “You’re in charge until I get back. Stay here and stay safe.” Joe reached the door that let out into the hall. “I’ll look around. When the next set of agents arrives, move everyone onto the platform. Rea and Karma sent us our own train straight from H.S.P.C. Headquarters. Get everyone loaded.”

“Wait,” Langston called. “What if you don’t come back? There are still areas collapsing.”

“I’m not scared of anything.” Joe had the urge to roll his eyes like a nine-year-old. “Do as I say. Get everyone on the train. I’ll keep looking. I don’t quit.”

Not waiting for Langston to respond, Joe used his gift of speed to head out into the smoky hallway in a blur. He agreed with Langston. There could be booby traps set up in many locations that would maximize the damage. The next thing he needed to do was look around before a blast collapsed all the underground tunnels. If that happened, no one would get out alive. Another explosion could also derail a train. Maybe that’s what The Originals wanted. Maybe not. It was a desperate act to use explosives underground.

Traveling at top speed, Joe ran down hall after hall. He searched. Tripwires were often along floors and in doorways. If he discovered a preset trap, he could dismantle it before detonation. He’d done that many times before.

His light illuminated wide sections of the cement walkways and shattered snowflake lights from Sky Serum Holiday. There had been many crude booby traps he’d found while hunting Original members. The markers were noticeable, and Joe had more training than the other agents. They were so young. He had— what? —at least ten years on those guys. What was Langston? Pushing nineteen?

Listening for survivors, Joe jogged toward the barracks. A scream echoed off the walls. Cracked halls and broken cement greeted him at every turn. The adoption center still had billows of black smoke coming from the doorways. He pulled two injured guards from under a collapsed cement column. Bits of silver and blue streamers littered the ground, their hair, and their uniforms. Once Joe had the men back at the meeting point, he went out again. He was fast, but he wasn’t a doctor. Skilled medics would help the injured he found.

Hour after hour, Joe followed halls and opened doors. Some areas were still intact but smoky and wet. The layout of all the subterranean homes was crystal clear in his mind. Rea, his father, had all the water bases built from the first plans Grandfather Keith had constructed. This base was new. His dad had built the place six months ago. Running his hand along an area of charred brick, Joe thought it a shame that the halls were now scarred with The Originals’ hatred for the H.S.P.C.

Coming to a halt, his light lit up a mound of broken stones, blocking his advance. Continuing this way didn’t seem doable, but this was the last corridor, and failure would haunt him if he didn’t search everywhere.

Spotting a long, wide ventilation shaft, he pulled his pistol and shot the lock. The metal clasp rang and dropped. Joe yanked a paper snowman out of his way. The grate swung open. Holstering his gun and shoving his flashlight into his cargo pocket, Joe grabbed the grill.

Kicking his legs, he climbed until he entered the conduit. As Joe shimmied through the metal vent, he chewed over the idea that explosives could be hidden in the pipes and vents. Checking all of those would be time-consuming, but it should be done. A thought hit him. What if he did find a live one on the premises? He wasn’t equipped to handle everything. Joe’s uncle, Gears, had taught him some basic information, but he wasn’t a specialist. He tried to think of an agent who might be gifted with being bombproof. No one came to mind.

Shrugging, he continued forward. If he found explosive tripwires, he would take care of the problem. That’s what he did. Joe cleaned up messes. He would search until the last person was safely off this base.

Wiggling on his belly, Joe turned a sharp angle. He tried to conjure what room was directly below him. Back at HQ, he’d looked at plans for water bases hundreds of times with his dad, but Rea had never talked extensively about ventilation.

Mostly, Joe didn’t have the tolerance for building, so he didn’t stick around to learn. As time marched on, he hadn’t shown the ability to slow down and learn things in the H.S.P.C. That was one of the biggest reasons he was no longer an agent. Doing odd jobs and cleaning up chaos was fine with him. The strict chain of command was never his favorite. Rea and Karma were the only people in his life he was willing to listen to. It made him chuckle. His parents could boss him around. And his friend, Arrow.

Joe’s hand scraped across an air screen. Rolling to his side, he fished out his flashlight. He probably should’ve done that before he’d gotten into the conduit. Too late now.

Right as his hand clasped the handle of the light, another blast somewhere on the base shook the duct. The rumble vibrated the tube and then rolled like a wave.

“Well, shit.” Joe had a pretty good idea what was about to happen next.

The metal made a foreboding whine. The moan came again. Yeah, this wasn’t the place to be.

A clank accompanied a drastic jerk as the entire vent rattled. The grid dug into his palm. Everything stilled. For a heartbeat, everything was fine. Joe sighed with relief. Then, the conduit crashed down.

Joe clung to the rough lattice trying to gain purchase. His arm got wrenched, and he lost his grip. Suddenly, Joe was hurled into the darkness. Sailing, and then the wind was slammed out of his lungs. Gravity works. The ground hurts.

Groaning, Joe rolled over on his back and took a deep breath. Shit, he would feel that tomorrow. After this, he would need to visit Luna, his healer.

Sitting up, he muttered a curse as he worked to roll his shoulder. His arm was out of commission. Another curse hissed from his lips as pain shot through his arm. Joe was getting older with every passing year. His work came with a price. In moments like this, he asked himself why he kept doing this job when there were younger agents chomping at their leash to replace him.

He knew the answer.

Joe did this because deep down he wanted to help people, and dealing with pandemonium was the only thing his gift could accommodate. Duty was the most important thing in his life. Even when people said Snow-Everyone-Joe was a cold, unfeeling ice-spike, he knew he cared. Also, Joe faced the fact that it was impossible for him to slow down. And he didn’t just mean his gift of speed. Sitting at H.S.P.C. Headquarters or managing a water base as a water base boss was impossible. That type of serenity wasn’t in him. Move, go, rush constantly harassed him like a thousand ants directly under his skin.

Rolling to his knees, Joe peeled a chunk of mud out of his hair with his working arm. Staring into blackness, he ran his fingers over the floor. More mud. As he rose, Joe got out his flashlight hoping the tool wasn’t broken. When the light switched on, his eyes scanned the training ring for the water base guards.

Glancing up, he followed the light. The vent straps had given up the fight. The ceiling in the training room was easily ten feet high. The duct lay broken on the floor in two pieces. He wouldn’t be getting out the way he’d entered.

Well, shit.

“Wow, top-notch,” he spoke to the empty space.

Listening for another blast, Joe considered his choices. He strode to the main entry door. Having one working arm might slow him down a little. Rarely did an injury make him put on the brakes. Pain throbbed, but he thrust the ache out of his head as he tried pushing on the massive oak doors. They didn’t move.

Joe turned around. To his left sat the door to the training-wing office and storage. He should get the keys from the desk in case he needed them. There wouldn’t be any way out from that room, but he could check for survivors and any items he could use later.

To his right sat the door that led into the locker room and the showers. Following the general direction of the explosion, Joe marched swiftly toward his new goal. He might be walking into fire and chaos... but that’s what Joe did.

Marching swiftly toward his new goal, Joe decided the locker-room exit was his best option. There would be possibilities in there. There also might be someone who needed him.

As he started forward, Joe’s light wavered and then flickered off.

“Well, shit.”
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*Chapter 2*
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Darkness.

Mather rolled onto his stomach. More darkness. Smoke filled his lungs, and he coughed. How long had he been sprawled here? After a few minutes, he caught a clean breath and pushed down his rising terror. After hacking up another lung, he drew himself up on all fours. His palms scratched the rough stone floor of the water base hall.

What just happened?

“Help!” Screams echoed down the corridor, but Mather couldn’t see anything without the illuminating wall sconces. Someone cried. A child, maybe a girl? The world had gone black. The pleas were muffled. When the blast had gone off, his hearing took a beating.

“Over here.”

There was more yelling, but Mather couldn’t pinpoint where the noise was coming from. Even if he could get up, his limbs respond sluggishly.

As he fumbled, his palm hit the clear-plastic case he’d been carrying. Oddly, the box was a comfort. Like a teddy bear or a blanket, Mather drew the container of cookies into his arms as he stood.

A beacon of hope glimmered ahead in the form of a flashlight. The beam struggled to cut through the thick smoke. Mather stumbled toward what might be help. He tripped over broken rock, righted, and stopped. Mather shoved his Sky Serum snowmen cookies into his bag before he staggered down the hall. As he moved near the light, the outline of a tall young man brought relief. Someone else was with him. The stranger’s tiny lamp illuminated his dark-red hair and a little girl with him.

“Hello?” Mather called, but the redhead didn’t look his way. Too focused on the child, the stranger grabbed the girl and tugged her over broken fragments.

“My name’s Joe.” The man’s menacing tone didn’t soothe Mather at all. “Agent Snow-Everyone-Joe.” The redhead with the headlamp gripped the kid’s shoulders. There was another hard jerk. “I’m an important H.S.P.C. agent. Come here.”

When the girl was in his arms, he pulled a needle out of his pocket. “What’s your name?”

The child wept but answered. Mather couldn’t hear the muffled response.

“Hey?” Mather coughed. The agent glanced around the hall but then focused back on the child.

“No.” The girl fought to get out of the stranger’s arms. Sunglasses fell from the agent’s pocket and shattered on the stones.

“Hey, Joe?” Mather called. “Agent Joe? Snow-Everyone-Joe?”

A second blast split the air. A force like an invisible train hit Mather square in the chest. Before he could gather his wits, he was thrown backward. Mather hit a stone pillar. Panic got the better of him. Once more he was on his knees. One hand gripped the strap of his backpack as his other hand struck a door. Thank God, a handle. The smell of fire assaulted his nostrils, and he hacked. A foreboding rumble shook his entire body.

Death was here.

Grabbing the metal knob, Mather tossed the door open and threw himself into the next room. The propulsion sent him forward wildly. Another crash tore through the air. Something struck the door that he’d scrambled through. The wood slammed shut.

Mather legs hit a solid piece of metal. He tumbled and landed flat on the floor.

“Geeze.” As he rose, he grabbed his bruised shin. His hand smoothed over a bench.

He yanked on the door, but the entrance didn’t budge. Showers, benches, hooks, tiles. This must be the locker room for the water base guards. He walked in circles feeling like a caged animal.

Mather had no clue how long he’d been looking for a light or a way to escape. He found a switch. Clicking it did nothing. This was the end for him. He pictured his End-Of-Life ceremony with an officiant saying, Doctor Mather Stone died trapped in a locker room on a water base. That’s what they would say. Dead and alone on Sky Serum Holiday. This day was supposed to be about being thankful for life. The irony did amuse him.

Finally, he sat. Cold tiles greeted him. Fishing out his holiday container, Mather popped the lid. A blue snowman with thick icing and a plastered smile laughed at him. Mather bit the head off the baked good holding back a sob. He kept eating the heads of snowmen to keep the tears at bay. It wasn’t manly to cry. When he was a child, his dad used to say man up to him and his two brothers. In all the years of working high stress as a surgeon, he’d never felt this need to fall apart.

A single tear slid down his cheek as he bit another cookie. There was no point in removing the drop. No one could see him.

Shoving away the sugar treats, Mather pressed his head against the cool wall. He wished he’d said goodbye to his ma. He could’ve gone to see his older brother more. He should’ve invited his younger brother to visit. His empty life paraded across his mind in cruel detail. Geeze, he didn’t even give a proper farewell to his colleagues before he moved off Water Base Cure.

A swish-swish cut through his demoralizing thoughts. Maybe he’d imagined the sound. There was nothing to see in the dark room. His eyes ached from the unshed tears, the smoke, and the strain. Weak and tired, he took a deep breath. No one was here for him.

“I’m going to die alone on Sky Serum Holiday.”

“Look what I found.” A husky male voice slammed into Mather. “You sound scared stiff.”

“Can you help me? I’m trapped.” Shaking with excitement, Mather came to his feet. He shoved his container into his backpack and stayed to the wall. Hope spun him up while his bruised shins reminded him to stay focused. Falling over again didn’t appeal to him.

“Wow, okay. Let’s see what I can do.”

“Please? Sir?” Mather scooted toward the deep voice. A light, airy feeling lifted his spirits. Joy bubbled up like a spring. Maybe he wouldn’t die alone after all.

As he shifted, his long coat caught, as if the material was conspiring against him. Exhaling a puff of frustration, he yanked. Cold water sprayed him in the face.

“Geeze.” While he fumbled for the shutoff handle, Mather tugged on his coat. In seconds, his jacket, scrubs, and shoes were completely drenched.

“No need to shower on my account.”

“Sir, can you help me?” Mather tipped his head one way and then the other to gauge the stranger’s location “There’s something wrong with the doors.” The spray beat him with no mercy.

“Don’t call me sir. I work for a living.” A hefty chuckle followed his sentence as Mather got hold of the handle and turned it the right way till the spray ended. “Is your altogether all together?”

“What?” Mather ran his hand over his sopping face.

“Are you hurt?”

“No, but—” Mather started, but he cut off the rest of his answer when a heavy hand touched his chest.

“No butts, huh?” The stranger laughed. “Wow.”

As shivers and water raced down his spine, Mather stood like a statue. His own hand shot out from the wave of dizziness, connecting with warm, dry fingers. This could be fear. Or it could be cold. He could have stood too fast.

His heart raced and his hands tingled.

No. Mather wasn’t scared of this stranger. He was merely terrified this man, this rescuer, would leave.

“Please,” Mather whispered. “I need to know you’re here.” At least, he would die with someone.

“Hey.” The owner of the meaty hand slipped his palm to Mather’s shoulder and squeezed. “I’m here.” The calm tone seeped into Mather’s bones. “I’m here.”

Just as Mather exhaled his tension, a loud boom jolted his insides. His stomach dropped to his wet sneakers. The stranger tossed his body toward him with a cussword and an oomph. Mather was pinned. Shaking, he dipped his head into the hard male chest. He embraced the huge muscled frame. Fear seized his whole body. He didn’t even care if hiding under this stranger was childish.

“I’m here.” Again, that husky, reassuring tone chased the fear from Mather’s brain. “It’s you and me against the world.”

“Thank you.” Mather’s lips lifted in answer to the teasing. How did this man make him relax in such a dire situation?

As fast as he was enveloped by the rock-hard flesh, the human shield was gone. Tossing out his arms and finding nothing made the fear edge closer.

“Sir?” Slowly, Mather came to his feet and reached into the darkness. “Sir?”

“I was looking around.” A warm steady hand palmed Mather’s chest.

“Looking around?” In the dark void, strong fingers dug into Mather’s hand. “Are you gifted? I’ve heard about this woman who can see in the dark. Her name is Karma Something. She’s famous. Can you do that?”

“Wow.” There was that upbeat chuckle again. “Really hoped for that, didn’t you?” The stranger’s hand stayed firmly in his. Even if Mather was slightly annoyed at this person’s overly confident attitude, he was happy to have him. “No, I can’t see in the dark. I know the layout of the locker room. I’m sizing up the vent. I’m going to walk away.”

“Sir?” While he mentally kicked himself for his weakness, Mather clung to the thick fingers. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” There was a pause. “Unless...” There was another pause. “You know anything about this cave-in.”

Mather expected a chuckle. When the laugh didn’t come, he realized that the stranger wasn’t making another joke.

“Why would I know anything about this?” Irritation dropped over his face. “I just live and work here. I’m a surgeon.”

“Wow, I got under your skin.” There was a quick squeeze to Mather’s fingers. “I believe you. You work here.”

“Yes.” Mather exhaled his annoyance.

“Well, if you’re sorry that you’re holding my hand, it’s okay you’re scared.”

“Aren’t you scared?” Mather asked. “We’re buried alive.” With his other hand, Mather wiped at a tear that streaked down his cheek. “This isn’t how I thought I’d die. Alone and buried on Sky Serum Holiday.”

“Did you want to be buried on a different holiday?” the deep voice snickered.

“No,” Mather huffed. “I mean that I have no one. I’ve one friend and my ma. That’s my whole life.” His voice clogged with tears, and he coughed to keep from making a fool of himself. “I never thought this would be my last day alive.” This man would think he was a child and not a thirty-five-year-old accomplished doctor if he didn’t get his emotions under control. He took a steadying breath. “Sorry. I’m normally good under pressure. I guess facing death has a way of making a grown man cry.”

“I’m not scared of anything.” His rescuer brushed closer to him. “And you’re not alone. I’m here. Don’t be sorry.” The stranger’s hand traveled from Mather’s fingers to his arm. A sturdy grip warmed him. “This won’t be your last day alive. I’ll get you home for some fun Sky Serum festivities.”

“You will?”

“I’ll get us out faster than you can call me Jackrabbit.”

“Jackrabbit,” Mather quipped as a smile spread across his mouth. He didn’t know where the happiness came from, but the feeling surged inside of him. This man’s good humor rubbed off on him. “But we’re still in here.”

“Wow, smart-ass.” The stranger’s fingers intertwined with Mather’s. “Okay, if you’re not going to let go, then you’ll have to follow me.”

Mather nodded and then realized that was pointless. “Where are we going, sir?”

“Do you have a suggestion? Or did you want to keep groping the shower nozzle?”

“Groping? Geeze. My coat got caught on the handle.” Mather absently ran his free hand through his wet hair.

“I wish I’d seen that nail you in the face.”

The other man’s smile was so loud, Mather could hear the smirk. An answering grin twitched his lips. The way this person talked, like the whole world was a joke, made Mather trust him. His devil-may-care attitude buoyed him. That light, airy feeling lifted him like weights had been removed. Maybe this situation would work out as long as they stayed together.

The other man tugged on his arm, and Mather walked through the darkness. Mather’s shoulder bumped a locker with a clang, and he fell forward. The awkward stumble forced him to spread both hands across the man’s back to save himself from hitting the floor. His fingers slid on thick corded muscles under a shirt covered in goo.

“Is this mud?”

“It’s my beauty routine.” There was a snort. “I’m going to open these lockers and see if I can find a flashlight. Mine’s busted.”

“They’re locked.” Mather removed his hands from the muddy back and rubbed his dirty palms on his pant leg. “I’ve tried that.”

“How long have you been in here?”

“Long enough to eat snowmen cookies, reevaluate my life, and cry like a five-year-old.”

“And to take a shower.”

“And take a shower.” Mather set his palm on the other man’s back as his lips tipped up at the corners.

Jingling, muttered swear words, and metal grinding on metal cut into his thoughts. Mather pulled his hands away from the broad back.

“Hold this.” His rescuer grabbed Mather’s hand. A cold metal bar was placed in his palm. “And this.” A soft towel was shoved into his arms next. “Use it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Stop calling me sir.”

“I don’t know your name. Unless I really should call you Jackrabbit. If your last name is Rabbit and your parents named you Jack, they have a bizarre sense of humor.”

“My parents are a real comedy act. My brothers are Bunny and Hoppity.”

“Jack Rabbit isn’t the oddest name I’ve ever heard,” Mather muttered as he toweled his face. “But it’s up there.”

While Mather dried his arms, Jack must’ve walked away. After Mather juggled the crowbar and the towel, he threw out his hand. He hit nothing but air. Further away, metal tinkled.

“Are you opening all the lockers?”

“Only as many as I need.” There was a quick flash. “We have ourselves a smoker.”

The flicker of a tiny flame from a small hand-lighter wavered in front of the shadow of a solidly built man. The guy was easily two hundred pounds of pure muscle. There wasn’t a lot of Jack that Mather could make out other than his size. Shuffling closer, Mather worked to get a better look at his rescuer. Jack handed the mini light to Mather.

“Hold this next to the doors.”

Lock after lock, they stepped down the aisle. Mather noticed four things about the man next to him. The first thing was that Jack only used one hand to open the latches. Second, the stranger was younger than Mather had first guessed. Twenty maybe. His savior was caked with mud, and his hair was black and slicked back. Third, this guy was all power and strength, almost in a frightening way. He wasn’t tall, a little shorter than Mather, but he was built like one of the cement columns in the Northern Earth Dens.

The fourth was Jack had never asked Mather his name. With a shake of his head, it dawned on him that he hadn’t introduced himself either.

“Top-notch equipment.” Jack’s jet-black eyes jumped to Mather’s across the flame. With a poof, his protector blew out the lighter.

“Why did you do that?” Frantically, Mather swept his thumb over the tiny wheel to start the flame again.

“We don’t need it.” A bright yellow glow illumined the space between them. “Normally, I’m faster than this.”

For the first time, Mather and Jack stared at each other’s faces.
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*Chapter 3*
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Joe hit the button on the miniature lantern he’d fished out from the bottom of the locker. The glass had a crack that spread out like a spider’s web, but the bulb and the batteries worked. The yellow light bathed the frightened man in front of him. For the first time, Joe got a decent look at the trapped surgeon.

The wiry young man with black hair had dark rings circling bright hazel eyes. The stranger was an inch or two taller than Joe. Backpack straps dug into his lean shoulders. The grimy light-blue scrubs clinging to his trim frame stuck to his torso, and his wet coat looked like it weighed more than the doctor.

As Joe held the lantern between them, beams glinted off the man’s long fingers digging into Joe’s forearm. Though he wasn’t fond of clingy men, he didn’t mind that the guy wouldn’t or couldn’t get his hands off him.

“We need to head to the hall. The vent is too small to fit through. Hand me the crowbar.”

The surgeon’s hazel eyes dropped to his hand. He gave Joe the bar in a daze.

As the doctor toweled off his hair, his black locks broke free and stuck up like he’d been shocked by electricity.

Neither one seemed to look away from the other.

“What’s wrong with your arm?” The doc motioned his chin to Joe’s shoulder.

“I yanked it out of the socket when I fell out of the ventilation shaft.”

“What?” The lamp was snatched from Joe’s hand. “You were in a vent shaft? Geeze, Jack.” He set the lantern on the bench. “Let me look.”

“I’m fine,” Joe responded out of habit. He never asked for help unless it was absolutely necessary. He had Luna and Gears at home. Both of them were gifted healers in their own right. Joe wasn’t worried. Instead, he considered the name “Jack” that the surgeon had used. The name had been a joke. Something made him pause from correcting the mistake.

“You’re not fine. I’m a doctor.” Intense hazel eyes squinted as the doctor took off his backpack. “Now, do you want two arms or not?”

“Wow, you’re a ballbuster, Doc.” Joe grinned. “I thought you said you were a surgeon. What are you now? Switching professions?”

“I was a surgeon in the ER on Water Base Cure for a few years. Then my ma got sick, and I moved here to care for her after my dad died. She’s doing better now.”

The surgeon firmly guided Joe toward the bench between the lockers and came around to stand in front of him.

“Right now, I work in the orphanage as a physician for the children.” With more force than Joe thought the guy had, he pushed until Joe sat. “At least, I did work there until this happened.” He adjusted the light and continued, “I liked the work here. The kids are fun. The clinic is less stress and hustle than the ER. I hate to rush. Ready?”

Joe grunted, and the doc adjusted Joe’s shoulder to take a better look. The low light hid his wince. Thank God for small miracles.

“But sometimes I think I’m more scared of going back to Water Base Cure than I am of dying here. I can be surrounded by people at the hospital but feel totally alone.” The doc stepped back. “I don’t know why I told you that.”

“Neither do I.” Joe tried to laugh, but the words came out more heartfelt than intended. He gripped the bench with his uninjured hand. The doctor’s comment struck a chord in him. There had been many times, especially lately, when the idea of facing hostile Original members seemed preferable to another empty night at Headquarters. He couldn’t face the way his friend, Arrow, looked at him like he would be alone for the rest of his life.

“This is going to hurt.”

“Story of my life.” Joe braced for the pain.

The doc pulled on his arm. As his shoulder popped back into place, Joe cursed.

“You get hurt a lot?”

“I don’t know if I’m going to answer that.” Joe rubbed his aching arm.

As a general rule, he never talked about his life, but what would it hurt? In his line of work, being honest was a liability, but

















































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
2:45 AM. .%\n (Off Th
L IRV

’ W77






d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png





