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  Dear Readers


I’m writing a 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 merely 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. Writing 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, or 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 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 who to love any more than I would tell someone on the street who 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., and so forth, will always stay male/female for those who prefer it. I get that sometimes that’s just what you want to read. No one will ever have to read the Off-The-Rails to understand the main storyline. 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.~






  
  Dedication


I dedicate this book to my dogs, West and Saint. They are both gone now, and as I work on this book, I can sometimes see them out of the corner of my eye. I miss them both, and I wish we had more time together. 
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Chapter 1


Place: Confederate Territories of North America (C.T.O.N.A.) Female Care Center in the Northern Earth Dens.
Time: 3:15 a.m.
Josie wanted Gale. Again. 
As Josie paced her spacious square kitchen, she straightened her spine. Yes, the relationship was wrong. Yes, she should leave the woman alone. Yes, she was a director and Gale was an agent. But none of those facts stopped her.
Meandering around the marble center island, she stared at the silver analog clock above the stainless-steel fridge. Gale would be here any second.
As Josie shuffled around once more, her brain shuffled in a circle. The time was 3:15 a.m. Well after midnight. That meant today was officially her fifth anniversary as a director of the Female Care Center. Josie patted her hair bun as she caught her reflection in the glass cabinet above the stove. Since today was a milestone, technically, she had invited Agent Gale here only to celebrate. For once, Josie didn’t want the day to go unnoticed like every other day in the FCC. Josie didn’t want to be alone. A silly anniversary for an unwanted job was a weak argument. Last week hadn’t been any occasion, nor the week before, yet Josie had called Gale. Tonight, Josie was simply justifying her bad behavior.
Good enough.
Nerves jingling, she headed into her dining room. She stopped next to the sizeable gleaming mahogany table. If someone asked Josie what the saddest room in her apartment was, she would say this one. There would never be anyone to take up the six chairs. So maybe Josie wanted a little company? The FCC was a lovely place to live, but the rooms left her cold. That was the real reason why she kept inviting the agent here. Josie wasn’t the never-rock-the-boat little Davis girl as everyone thought. Josie wasn’t perfect. Tonight, she made poor choices because that’s what real people do.
The knock drew her to her front entryway. She hurried to her marble foyer. Her hand went to her hair as she swept open the door. Not a single red hair escaped the elegant confines.
Agent Gale stood in the doorway. Not stood exactly, she leaned against the frame with an insolent smile. Golly, she’s beautiful. Agent Gale Wolfgang von Goethe was gorgeous, brassy, and liked to push things to their limits. Her lean body and symmetrical features made Josie think of a magnificent painting at headquarters. Every time they met, the agent took Josie’s breath away.
“You called for me, Director Josephine?” Gale’s voice held a humorous note. Josie would’ve had to be deaf to have missed the tone. They both knew why Gale was here. Neither one said the reason. To say it would make this real. Right now, they were playing.
“Please come in, Agent Gale.” Josie managed to make the words light. They were anything but. That strange feeling coursed through her, but the sensation wasn’t as if her heartstrings stirred. Golly, if only her heartstrings would move, then she could have Gale.
But no.
Instead, this feeling was something else that she couldn’t put her finger on. Usually, Josie kept her cool. Nothing ruffled her—except Gale. The H.S.P.C. agent more than unnerved her. Gale made Josie’s insides turn to lava. For all the years Josie had held a seat as a director of the FCC, no one had ever muddled her. When Gale first entered the Female Care Center, Josie’s brain became Mather’s apple sauce.
When Josie continued to stand in the doorway, Gale waved her aside. Quickly, Josie sidestepped as the agent passed the threshold. Again, Josie asked herself what in the frosted fork was she doing? Why did she call Gale? The action was an addiction. H.S.P.C. Headquarters had assigned Gale to guard the FCC directors three weeks ago. Since she’d shown up, Josie had called her in the middle of the night. They had talked at first. Then the meetings had taken an erotic turn. After that, these private moments became their entertainment. This relationship was now out of Josie’s control.
Gale’s dark-sapphire eyes gleamed. The first thing to go was her jacket. The coat was a lightweight gray top with the gears’ logo representing the H.S.P.C. on the back and the front pocket. Josie was happy to see the garment get tossed over the kitchen counter. She didn’t want any reminders that what they did together was inappropriate. She had memorized the regulations. No fraternizing with the H.S.P.C. agents who worked in your direct vicinity, including the water bases and FCCs. Even more important than that were the directives about women. Sleeping with the same sex was frowned upon when it came to men, but same sex was a big no-no when it came to women doing it. Two of the same gender couldn’t make babies. Women were supposed to provide children as quickly as their wombs could manage. Humans were dying out with Snow Flu exterminating those who didn’t get the vaccination in time. The anti-vaccination people actively fought not to get the lifesaving cure. They claimed that Snow Flu was God’s will. Others claimed the vaccination was secret mind control by the government. And if it wasn’t all that, the perpetual snow and ice killed indiscriminately. There was an exception of two men or two women with a Conpar, a match. Sadly, Gale wasn’t Josie’s soulmate, and they both knew it.
Josie understood all the reasons the planet needed more children. She understood the rules on heartstrings, but Josie tossed out the rulebook when Gale was around. She wanted to be very, very, very naughty.
Gale sashayed past Josie. Running her fingers over the shining table, the agent sauntered toward the living room. Her hands left prints streaking across the polished top. Josie stared, mesmerized by the sway of Gale’s hips. Gale was short but muscular. Her tan skin was the color of someone addicted to the sunlamps, but Gale was all-natural. Her skin looked touchable and incredibly smooth. Josie would never know what it felt like to stroke the other woman, but she had a vivid imagination.
When Gale reached the archway to the sofa room, she stopped. With another one of those sexy grins, she put her hands against the wall. The movement raised her breasts and thrust out her rounded ass. If she was doing this to make Josie sweat, it worked.
“What can I do for you, Director Josephine?” Gale’s dark-blue eyes danced. She knew what Josie wanted. A blossom of heat started in Josie’s core and swirled outward.
“You can call me Josie.” Josie gulped a second time.
“No, no, no, Director.” Gale wagged a finger. “We’re playing Director Says, right?”
“Yes.” There was something about Gale that Josie wanted to encapsulate. Something that wasn’t hers to own. Gale was wild and impetuous. She was everything Josie wasn’t, and her last name didn’t shackle her, not like Josie’s.
That’s what she was doing with Gale. Josie wanted to hold on to the agent and keep her. That wasn’t possible. Gale would be gone like the wind along the train tracks. Agents rarely got assigned stable positions, and Gale had bigger dreams that didn’t include being stuck in an FCC wasting her gift.
Josie crossed the room to the mock fireplace. She didn’t hide how her eyes traveled lovingly over the agent’s body. Her gaze dropped to the way Gale’s waist tapered toward the gentle flare of her hips. If only she could wrap her hands around Gale’s dark-brown ponytail and kiss her breathless.
“You know what I want, Agent Gale.”
“But you have to say it, Director.” Another mocking smile graced Gale’s pretty lips. “That’s the game. Director Says…”
“Yes.” Josie gave a swift nod. “Director Says.” All her steady composure vanished. She moved to stand next to the plush leather couch. “I want to watch you strip naked. Strip naked for me.”
Gale lifted her white shirt and threw the top to the floor. Golly, nothing was as perfect as Gale.
“Take your hair down as well.” If Josie planned to ignore the policies, she might as well have her agent precisely as she wanted her. “Director says, hair down around your shoulders.”
“Yes, Director.” Gale loosened her ponytail.
While she freed the heavy waves, Josie became captivated by Gale’s breasts lifting in her bra. The nipples peeked out the top. Desperately, Josie wanted her agent completely bare, but Gale always made her wait.
Moving to sit on the couch, Josie kept her eyes on Gale. Once the agent’s hair flowed around her shoulders, the woman brought her hands to her jeans. She unbuttoned them so slowly that Josie forced herself not to yell. Instead of barking out commands, she leaned back. Why did she want to rush? This meeting would be their last. Josie should savor every minute.
Next, Gale slipped off her pants. The jeans fell into a pile of wrinkled blue fabric. The agent stepped out of them and came closer to the sofa. The smell of soap and the hint of lavender and warm skin floated in the air. Taking a deep breath through her nose, Josie closed her eyes. When they opened again, Gale smiled like she could see Josie’s lust.
“No, no, no. You said you wanted to watch, Director.” Gale’s eyebrow rose. “Watch.”
Gale turned around and unsnapped her blue bra.
“Dog gone it. Turn around.”
“Soon.” Gale laughed. “You don’t want to hurry the entertainment.”
That is what this was to her. This was just some fun for Gale. But that’s not what it was for Josie. Gale meant something more. No matter what anyone whispered about Josie, she wasn’t a machine or a heartless ice-spike like her father. Josie didn’t live for service to the H.S.P.C. She was a human with needs. And she was never more human than when she was with Gale.
Josie leaned forward. Her fingers dug into her knees.
Gale’s thumbs hooked into her pale-blue panties. The woman pulled them to her knees. When she bent over, Josie got a glimpse of pink folds. Once the agent stood again, Josie decided this might be her favorite part. Gale would now face her. She loved it when she could stare at the small dark-pink nipples and all her delectable skin.
Glancing over her shoulder, the agent gave Josie a sassy come-get-me look. She flipped her hair. Her thick waves acted like the strands caressed Gale’s shoulders exactly like Josie wished she could. Josie’s hands slid to her thighs.
Gradually, Gale turned. The movement made Josie want to scream. Finally, the agent stood before Josie with nothing obstructing her view. Even Gale’s hair was along her back. Josie could admire the rosy nipples that topped her breasts and the sprinkling of dark hair that dusted the area between her legs. Josie could stare all night, or at least the rest of the night.
She tried to commit every inch of Gale’s body to memory so that, after this, she would never ask the agent to visit again. She couldn’t ask the agent to strip for her after today. Josie needed to get married. This strange affair was ending. Tonight.
“What else do you want me to do, my director?” Gale’s pink tongue darted out, and Josie felt the movement inside her body.
It was how she said my director as if the title was a sexy endearment between them. The purr of Gale’s voice caused chills to run down Josie’s back. No one had ever used an endearment on her. This was the closest she would ever get.
“Director says…”
“Director says?” Gale urged.
Josie frowned. What did she want? She wanted sex. Hot, crazy, fucking. Right now, Josie wanted a romp with everything attached and then some. She craved the disorder, the sweat, and the sting of losing her virginity. Josie pictured holding Gale and ensnaring those lips. She would memorize this woman using her fingers and tongue. The agent’s pretty face would contort with ecstasy. She wanted Gale to lose her sassy confidence and melt.
“Sit and face me.” Josie couldn’t say the things that paraded through her brain. What she had with Gale would have to be good enough. That’s how Josie’s life was. Always good enough.
Gale obeyed. She always did what Josie told her to do in these sessions. There was a heady feeling having Agent Gale at her command. The woman sat on the floor and grinned.
“Director says, spread your legs.”
Gale did.
Josie stared at the lighter pink folds. In this position, Gale’s exposed lips glistened. The difference in color against Gale’s darker skin was exotic. She dropped her eyes to her own hands folded in her lap. Josie’s skin was white. The color was that of porcelain with not a mark. She would love to see the contrast if she could run her hands up Gale’s thighs.
“What else, my director?” Gale’s voice held a note of impatience.
“Director says, touch yourself.” Her eyes scanned Gale’s delicate frame as she arched her back. She looked like she was waiting for Josie to lick her. If only she could have a taste.
“Whatever you want, my director.” Gale grinned as if amused that she got Josie to say the words. Gale always acted like getting Josie to break from her prim shyness was loads of fun. If only Gale knew how much Josie was dying to break out of her dull life.
Running her hands over her nipples, Gale then let her fingers drop down to the shiny lips between her thighs.
The sound of her fingers dipping into her body reached Josie’s ears. Immediately, she became hypnotized. Gale’s fingers slid and then disappeared. Golly, Josie swore she could feel the agent’s hands on her. Josie’s skin came to life. All her body begged to be touched. Biting her lip, Josie stopped herself from telling her agent to sit at her feet. She wanted more, so much more. She wanted to lick her, taste her, hold her.
Gale’s left hand joined her right. In and out, her fingers moved in her soaked channel. All around the room, the agent’s moans filled the space. Gale’s whimper of pleasure was music. Josie’s breath turned into pants. Her eyes were glued to the exotic scene.
“Come for me.” Josie wouldn’t wait a second more. “I want to watch.”
Gale obeyed. She swished her fingers faster and dropped backward until she was flat on the rug. Her legs spread wide for Josie to watch. Gale’s voice became eager. The moans were insistent. It was as if her voice brought out her orgasm.
“My Josie.” Body trembling, Gale’s back arched. Her legs shook. White cream gathered and dripped.
The agent climaxed for her.
Gale’s voice became a breathy gasp. Josie matched her sound for sound. She swallowed and tried to get her head together enough to speak. That was beautiful in a raw, primitive, uninhibited way. She wanted to watch it again. Dog gone it, Josie desired many things, but she couldn’t have them. She wasn’t in charge of her life. There were too many responsibilities that couldn’t be ignored. She didn’t have Gale’s boldness. Even if there were days when Josie wished she had the agent’s risk-taking attitude, Josie was simply Josie.
Getting up from the couch, Josie hurried to the kitchen. She grabbed the tray of fresh-cut fruits out of the fridge. Maybe food would soften the blow. Every time Gale was here, Josie and she ate together after she’d orgasmed. She hoped they could do that one last time.
After watching the agent, Josie’s favorite thing to do was talk with Gale. Gale had lived all over the Northern Earth Dens with her father and brother. The woman was audacious and had a fearlessness that was attractive to Josie. Agent Gale also had a whole different view of the world. Gale believed rules were suggestions, not set in iron. She took risks, consequences be damned. Agent Gale was all the things that Josie was not.
Josie returned to the living room and heard Gale in the bathroom. As she waited for the agent to return, she asked herself what in the frosted fork was she doing? What about her marriage to Sky Davis? Everyone wanted Josie to do the ceremony. Everyone in the Northern Earth Dens would watch. The H.S.P.C. was under fire because of the creations of the Female Care Facilities and those who were pushing back against the vaccination. She knew that the anti-vaccination movement was bringing about a resurgence of Snow Flu. She also knew the part she needed to play in solidifying Arrow and Nova’s position. If she didn’t get married to Sky Davis, her family would be disappointed to say the least. She was a blood MacBain. And to be honest, she was okay with the idea of being with Sky as well. She liked men. Men appealed to her in many ways. Except she was also attracted to Gale. She’d never thought about a woman before but couldn’t get Gale off her mind.
After a few minutes, the agent appeared still naked. There wasn’t a timid bone in Gale’s body. Dropping to the center of the rug, Gale rolled onto her belly and stacked her hands under her chin. Gale was like a feral animal Josie wanted to tame and take home.
“I have something for you to eat.” Josie was shy and docile, and she lived to please her family.
Complete opposites.
After setting down the tray, Josie resumed her spot on the couch. Gale grabbed a handful of sliced apples and rolled over onto her back. Her skin looked dark against the pale pink of the thick rug. After Gale popped an apple slice into her mouth, she made no move toward her clothes.
“Don’t you want to talk?”
Josie stared at the painting above the mantel. Yes, that’s what they did. They talked. After Gale climaxed, they learned about each other. Josie shared with her agent in a way that she couldn’t share with anyone else. But now, the relationship was over—all of it. It was time to go back to her so-called perfect life.
Blinking back her tears, Josie lifted her chin. One minor breakup wouldn’t kill her. After all, Josie was a Davis. She needed to remember that she was Snow-Everyone-Joe’s eldest child and had Karma’s blood running through her veins.
This relationship was just some game. The entertainment was over tonight.
“I don’t want to talk tonight. I want to…” But Josie didn’t want to. “Director says, we have to break up.”
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Chapter 2


Place: Harvester’s Paradise.
Time: 3:15 a.m.
The town of Mexicali was called Harvester’s Paradise. Vin thought the area should be nicknamed Satan’s taint. 
As he walked down the narrow dirt road between metal sheds and trash piles, he scanned for his old home. The small building was a few yards ahead of him, past a tire fire. The shack had tattered white siding with the paint peeling into the mud. This dumpy house wasn’t any worse than the other homes he’d passed, but Vin thought the place looked trashier than he remembered. It was eerie that so little had changed in the last ten years.
The ground was uneven, and he stopped to shake a rock out of his tennis shoe. There were so many holes in the canvas that he didn’t think removing the pebble would make a difference. A new one would show up in a minute. After Vin got moving again, he squeezed between the tightly packed metal buildings.
Pausing, he looked out over the slum. If only he didn’t have to come back here, but returning to his childhood home couldn’t be helped. Harvester’s Paradise was the only spot he could think of to hide. He hoped his mom would let him stay. They hadn’t been close, but Maggie was his mother. That should be enough to get one or two nights in the hovel.
After Vin kicked off the dust that had collected at the bottom of his poorly fitting jeans, he trudged onward. The thought of his uncomfortable cot cheered him. Even if a bed of nails might be softer, his mom’s place was safe enough to close his eyes. Maybe Maggie had food. His stomach growled.
Coming around the corner, Vin studied the buildings hushed by the darkness. No one was up yet. The cantinas closed at two, and everyone would’ve crawled back to their huts by three. 3:15 a.m. was a great time to be here if he wanted to skip talking to people.
Vin groped for the entrance to his old place. There was a slim pole near the door. The light bulb at the top gave off a glow and lit up a silver lock on his front door. Merde. Maggie had locked their piece-of-shit home.
Shaking his head, Vin slipped a bobby pin from the back of his hair and began to pick the lock. He chuckled that he’d thought the word home. What a joke. This town was just where he grew up. There were only places where people lived or stopped. Essie taught him that. Vin wasn’t a fool to believe in something so antiquated as home.
What Vin believed in was himself. Essie had taught him that survival was his religion. There was nothing else, no one else to think about but himself. His best friend had reminded Vin of that every day.
Vin popped the lock. He opened the door with a flick of his wrist.
“Maggie?”
When there was no answer from the darkness, Vin grinned. This was fine. Essie would say this was fantastique. Maybe he could stay here for a few days without his mom. His mother only ever wanted him to steal garbage from the surrounding areas. Maggie had constantly hounded him to get items to sell. Vin wasn’t here to do anything that might get him in trouble. His mentor had told him to hide if he wanted to survive. Essie had said to stay off the radar. He didn’t know what a radar was, but stealing wasn’t a way to fade into the background.
Sniffing the air, Vin reached for the lamp next to the door. A pungent odor attached itself to the inside of his nose. What was that? The air reeked of cold bacon fat and sour vomit. Vin’s hand landed on the lamp switch. He dodged the small clock perched on the stand.
When the light flickered, the glow cast the room into a macabre scene.
A person was on the floor, but not a whole person.
“Merde.” Shock surged down his spine. Someone had smeared blood on the walls like deviant art. A blood pool made a tiny lake on the floor. In plastic sacks, he spotted hacked parts of a body. Feet, arms, and legs looked like they were left for bagging.
Vin had the insane urge to turn off the light like that would make the horrible situation disappear. He wanted to pretend this had never happened. Taking three steps back, he stumbled against the door. The latch closed. The small round analog clock on the stand rocked and toppled over with a thud.
The smell clung to him—rotting flesh and disinfectant were at war. Flies buzzed in front of his eyes. He waved his hand over his face.
“I gotta get out of here.” Vin turned back to the exit. “This isn’t hiding.” This was—Murder? Insanity? If Essie were with him, his only friend would’ve advised him on what to do. Save himself.
Sweat popped out on his forehead. If an H.S.P.C. agent found out that Maggie had killed someone and cut them up, that would be le désastre. This gruesome scene was so very wrong, and he couldn’t deal with a dead person. Essie’s voice in his head whispered, Run, mon amie.
Vin reached for the door handle and gripped the knob until his fingers hurt. He blew out the smell to dislodge the stink. Hopefully, no one had seen him enter. Before he could escape, he stopped. Was the dead person his mother? Maybe this was Maggie? It had been ten years since he’d been home. His mother could’ve lost weight. Someone could’ve killed her in her own home. Now that Vin thought about it, he hadn’t check skin color. An inner battle started. Should he look for a head? The stench made his stomach roll. The darkness off the room pressed in.
No. Vin should run. The only person who mattered was him. Then again, once upon a time, Maggie had given him food and a place to live. He wasn’t a complete ice-spike.
Check? Don’t check?
“I didn’t think you’d be back tonight.” The muffled words came from his mother.
Vin froze. When he heard the familiar voice on the other side of the tin wall, he closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure if he was happy or disturbed that his mom was outside. Maybe Maggie didn’t know the dead person was in here. He laughed silently. Of course, Maggie knew a dead body was in her house. She’d locked the door.
With his ear pressed to the exit, he heard a male respond.
“I had to get more plastic bags. Can’t find any. Where were you?”
“Cantina,” Maggie slurred.
“You’re still a drunk.”
Vin’s muscles bunched. He wanted to run out of the room and throw up. Equally, he wanted to ask his mom what had happened in this house. On second thought, he would like to never know about this murder. There was a saying that Essie used about ignorance and bliss. Stick to survival.
“Better a drunk than a killer.”
Vin didn’t know who spoke to Maggie. Vin had lived in this shithole from the age of three until he ran away at thirteen. Back then, he had known everyone. This person must be new to Harvester’s Paradise.
His curiosity won. Slowly, Vin turned the knob. The metal opened a crack. Pressing his entire face to the wall, Vin scanned the outside.
There wasn’t much light. His mother’s back was in front of him. Vin cursed Maggie’s fat, broad frame. Because of her mass, he couldn’t see anything. His mother was dressed in a dark-brown shirt and pants as well. Unfortunately, the soiled fabric matched her dark-brown skin color. She was now a colossal blob blocking his view. Fantastique. After taking a deep breath, he shifted. He pressed his nose to the open space.
“Are you done in there? We need to move. Out here, the H.S.P.C. will catch you. Agents pop up. They’re like cockroaches.” Maggie spat. “H.S.P.C. ants.”
“Don’t lose your shit,” the male voice scoffed. “I’m always one step ahead of the H.S.P.C., and this time, I’m one step ahead of The Originals too.”
When Maggie took a step forward, Vin had an opportunity to see the stranger. The sight of the other man shook him to his core. His hands trembled. The air in his lungs seized.
The stranger with Maggie was a mirror image of Vin. Vin’s heart pounded so loud that he thought someone might hear it. A part of him screamed that this was too much. Run, leave, get out of here. Vin didn’t have a sibling.
“Wait one damn minute. You never mentioned The Originals. Is that guy—” Maggie pointed at the door. “Did you kill a member of The Originals? If you killed one of them, then there’ll be no place we can hide. The H.S.P.C. holds the Northern Earth Dens, and The Originals hold everything south of Santa Anna. We will be fugitives.”
Maggie lunged toward Vin’s look-alike. She grabbed the front of the other man’s gray shirt. When Maggie’s beefy hand brought the other man closer, the light hit them. Vin studied his doppelganger. The stranger had brown skin, the same shade as Vin. Besides that, the other man had short black hair cut neatly. He was lean, tall, and the same height. Everything was exactly like Vin. If they stood side by side, no one could tell the difference. Vin scanned his mirror image for anything that didn’t match. He had to find something. Vin didn’t have a twin or a sibling. That is, he thought he didn’t have a twin. Maggie could be a rotten liar.
No surprise.
Vin plastered himself to the door so hard that his cheek got indented by the metal. When his double shoved off Maggie’s hand, his head tipped upward. The new angle gave Vin the perfect view of the other man’s eyes. The murky brown color was like dirt after a rainstorm. That was different. Vin’s eyes were silver. Essie said the color was more like shiny gunmetal. He sighed with relief.
“Calm the fuck down. That’s an H.S.P.C. agent in there. He’s not a member of The Originals,” the brown-eyed man said. “And do you think I’d screw you over? We are almost family.”
“Family.” Maggie puffed. “Like hell.”
Vin tried to process the information. He didn’t know Maggie had a brother or cousin or anything remotely like family. She’d never mentioned a relationship of any kind. Between the raging alcoholism and the passing out, his mother never had time for conversation.
“You’ve screwed me over before, Felix. I got kicked out of the Northern Earth Dens, and then you left Kelvin here with me. Having to care for your son screwed me over big time.”
The conversation gave Vin a headache. He put both hands up to his temples and tried to rub away the pounding. He couldn’t deny that he looked exactly like Felix. Vin didn’t look like Maggie’s hulking three hundred pounds of flabby goo that pretended to be skin over her bones.
“Kelvin ran away. You hardly had to put up with him. Don’t give me that.” Felix smoothed the front of his shirt. “You never cared about my kid.”
My kid.
Vin put his eye back on the crack in the door. So, Maggie wasn’t his mother? That wasn’t shocking. First off, they hated each other. Second, Maggie didn’t have one mothering bone in her body. Felix, his real dad, also looked exactly like him, except the age wasn’t right. Of course, it wasn’t unbelievable that his father had a youthful ability with all the gifts in the world. Essie was like that. His best friend never aged. Vin didn’t even know how old Essie was.
Essie’s warning was in his head again. None of this mattered. Stay out of it. Run, mon amie. Vin needed to take care of himself. Step one, get out of the hut. Step two, get out of town altogether.
“I don’t even know why you brought that pissant to me. What a fucking waste of time that kid was. I was happy when he ran off.” Maggie’s words were a growl. “You should’ve left him with his mother.”
Vin waited for the revelation to hit him hard. Nothing came. Maybe some deep part of him always knew this woman wasn’t his mother. She had so little care for him. He recalled his moments in his youth when he’d yearned for her love. He wasn’t a child anymore. Now, the words didn’t have the power to hurt him. He wasn’t a child trying to get Maggie’s love. He didn’t care about family, a real mom, or anything that sappy. Essie had helped him see that he was his own best friend. And Vin was an adult. In fact, Vin was an adult who could look after himself. He could make his own decisions—decisions like the best way to sneak out of here and never come back.
Maggie still blocked the door. The need to escape made his feet shuffle. Running, that’s what Essie said was best. Leave the pain behind. Never stay anywhere.
Vin glanced behind him. Instantly, he wished he hadn’t done that. There weren’t any exits in that direction, and now the body parts were in his head again.
Merde.
“You should’ve seen his mom when I took her baby boy. That whore was so messed up. I enjoyed every minute of watching her beg. I still like it when the harvesters tell me King Winsor is looking for him.”
Once more, Vin peered out at his father. Felix smiled. The creepy look was perfect white teeth and crazy eyes. Vin’s hand curled into a fist. He might not abide by many rules, but he didn’t steal children just to watch their moms fall apart. The idea that he shared DNA with this dirtbag disturbed him.
When Vin looked beyond his dad, he noted the sun was turning the sky a light gray. Soon, the rays would peek over the horizon. He needed to get out of here.
“While you were enjoying that, I had to feed the brat. I was stuck here in this stink-hole waiting for you.” Maggie kicked the dirt.
“And that’s why I’m here. You and I are going to have the life we deserve.”
The life these two deserved was dismemberment. Merde. If Felix could do that to an H.S.P.C. agent, what would he do when he found Vin?
No. Vin would get out and do it with all his body parts intact.
“And I need a hacked-up dead man to live the good life?” Maggie asked. Weren’t they done with this already?
“We will use the parts to get the H.S.P.C. off my trail.” Felix smoothed the front of his shirt again. “This dead man makes the killer look insane, and besides, cutting up people is satisfying.”
Vin agreed with the part about the killer being insane.
“No way. This plan isn’t going to work. You’ve got holes in it.”
“Not the way I see it,” Felix tossed out. “The way I see it, the H.S.P.C. will be looking for a man who looks exactly like me. I’ve already dropped Kelvin’s name all over the equator. They’ll be hunting for him, and I’ll leave pieces of that agent like crumbs for them to pick up. They will think Kelvin is out of his mind. They will search for him. I finally have a use for my kid.”
Vin shuddered. His father was a monster.
Maggie pulled Felix closer when two boys staggered next to the tin hut. Vin hoped that the interruption would make Maggie and Felix leave. He didn’t have a plan for if they entered the house. As he considered his next move, he glanced down at what he wore. Vin would run for it as soon as the opportunity presented itself. His fingers toyed with the button on his shirt.
After the strangers passed, Maggie lowered her voice.
“What if the H.S.P.C. catches Kelvin right away? He’ll say he doesn’t know anything. They might let him go.”
“I don’t think so.” Felix wagged his head back and forth. “But if that happens, it won’t matter. By then, we’ll be done with our business with The Originals. After I sell the flash drive that I stole from the agent in there—” As Felix spoke, he took a small black plastic square out of his shirt pocket. He held up the flash drive before dropping the device back into his pocket. “We will have enough money to live like kings.”
Vin considered the distance between him and his dad. He calculated what it would take to sell the device. Who did he know in The Originals? Who had a computer? If the drive was worth a lot of money, then stealing it might be worth the risks. Enough money for two people to live like kings sounded worth Vin’s effort. Essie could help him with the sale, and then they could split the HOCs.
“Why do we have to wait? I’ll
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