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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real-world events or locations is entirely coincidental. This work is intended for entertainment purposes only.


Dedication

I usually dedicate my work to my incredible wife and daughter. But this book is for Pearly-girl and Piggy-poo—my two English bulldogs who gave me everything they had, just when I needed it most.

They weren’t just pets. They were family. Each passed in my arms as I begged God and the universe for one more day. Today, August 28th, 2025, the second left me—and took with her, a piece of my heart.

I love you both. I always will.

Night of the Wolf



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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The First Drive

The late afternoon sun poured molten gold across the winding Montana highway, turning the Mustang’s chrome into a living flame as it climbed into the mountains. Caleb Rainer pressed his face to the open window, the wind slapping his cheeks—sharp, wild, alive in a way the thick, restless air of New York never had been. He drew in a lungful of pine and something sweet, something he couldn’t name, and let it fill him until his ribs ached.

Mountains pressed close on either side, jagged peaks knifing into a sky so blue it seemed to go on forever. Pines crowded the road, their branches flickering green and shadow as the Mustang swept past. Each curve sent a fresh thrill through Caleb’s chest, excitement and nerves tangling together. The world here felt impossibly huge, as if it could swallow him up and still have room to spare.

The Mustang’s engine rumbled beneath him, steady and sure. The car smelled of sun-warmed leather, old oil, and the crisp tang of mountain air. Caleb ran his fingers along the dashboard, feeling the cool metal, the faint vibration of the road. This car belonged here, he thought, even if he didn’t. Not yet.

Jack drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the window. His eyes moved from the road to Caleb, checking for a reaction. Caleb caught his father’s small smile, a combination of pride and worry. Jack watched the road, watched the trees, never fully relaxed. Even here, in the wildness, he was a man who had learned to expect the world to shift beneath his feet.

A hawk circled overhead, its shadow gliding across the hood. Caleb spotted a flicker of movement in the trees—a flash of gray, gone before he could focus. He shivered, telling himself it was just the wind, but something in the woods felt alive and alert.

They rode in silence, the Mustang’s hum and the rush of air filling the space between them. Caleb tried to soak in every detail: the scent of the mountains, the feel of the road under the tires, the vastness that stretched in every direction. He wondered if this was what freedom felt like, or if the newness of it all would ever fade.

The road twisted higher. The air turned colder, the trees thinned, and sunlight painted stripes across the dash. The smell of woodsmoke drifted in, mixing with pine and earth. Jack’s grip on the wheel tightened as the road dropped toward a valley. “You alright?” he asked, voice nearly lost in the engine’s growl.

Caleb nodded, arms hugged to his chest. His heart pounded, but he kept his feelings to himself. He glanced at Jack, wanting to ask if he felt the same, if he sensed the edge they stood on, but the words wouldn’t come. He let the silence grow, content to listen to the steady song of the car and the wind.

As they climbed higher, the world opened wide with every turn. Initially, Caleb let himself believe things could change here. He watched the mountains stretch out before them, felt the road carry them forward, and held on to the hope that this place might let them begin again.

Flashback—Restoration and Farewell

Restoring the Mustang (1,000+ words, technical, and emotional detail)

It hadn’t started this way. The Mustang was once a battered shell, stripped of pride, more rust than paint. Jack found it buried in the back of a friend’s garage, a so-called “easy project” that promised little and delivered less. He studied the lines of the car, saw through the dents and missing parts. Hope flickered in him, stubborn and sharp. This car could be more than a machine. It could be a reason to work with his son, a reason to stay up late, a reason to build something that city life could not take apart.

On the first night, the garage was thick with dust, the air tasting of old gasoline and metal. Jack’s voice guided Caleb — patient, instructive, sometimes rough around the edges but never truly harsh. “Lefty loosey, righty tighty,” he repeated, until Caleb’s hands remembered it blindly. Some bolts refused to move, and Caleb’s knuckles split more than once. Tempers flared, but never for long. They returned night after night, the radio low in the background—old rock songs drifting between laughter and curses that bounced off the concrete.

Jack spent hours on the internet, hunting down specialty parts from obscure forums and junkyards in states they’d never visit. Caleb watched him pore over diagrams, torque specs, and paint codes; his father’s brow furrowed in concentration. Jack bought tools constantly, each one a small investment in the future he was building. A torque wrench for the engine; a set of metric sockets for the transmission; a polishing wheel for the battered chrome. The garage was filled with boxes and receipts, each labeled in Jack’s careful hand.

They started with the rust—grinding, sanding, treating the metal with chemicals that stung their noses and left their hands raw. Caleb learned to wear gloves, to respect the bite of wire brushes, to work methodically. Jack showed him how to check for soft spots, how to patch holes with new metal, how to weld seams so the car would be strong enough to carry them west.

The engine was next. They tore it down to the block, cataloging each part on the workbench. Jack explained the mysteries of timing chains and valve clearances, the delicate balance of torque and compression. Caleb learned to read the click of a ratchet, the subtle shift in sound when a bolt was tight enough. They rebuilt the carburetor, replaced the gaskets, and polished the intake until it gleamed.

The transmission came out in a shower of grease and curses. Jack let Caleb guide the jack, his hands steady under pressure. They replaced the clutch, checked the gears, and filled it with fresh fluid. When they lowered it back into place, Jack’s pride was a quiet thing—a nod, a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, warmth that grew with each problem solved.

Piece by piece, the Mustang changed shape. They tracked down an original grille after months of searching, stretched new upholstery until it matched the old specs, repainted the body a deep, unimaginable blue. Jack’s pride showed in a small way — a rare smile, a story about his own father’s hands, a night spent just sitting in the finished car, listening to the engine idle.

Elena sometimes stood in the doorway, arms folded, a smile on her lips. She teased them about the grease that never washed out of their clothes, but her eyes lingered on Jack, searching for the man she remembered beneath the tired lines of his face. The garage light caught her hair, and momentarily, the worry faded from her features.

But as the Mustang came together, something else was coming apart. Jack worked harder, longer, pouring himself into the car and his job. He was aware — painfully so — that his marriage was standing still. He watched the distance grow between himself and Elena, felt it in the way she lingered at the window, her voice softer, her laughter less frequent. He tried to build memories with Caleb, tried to anchor himself to family, but the city pressed in from every side.

Jack’s days began before sunrise and ended long after dinner had gone cold. As a forensic accountant, he spent his life untangling fraud, chasing money trails for cases that spanned entire companies or government agencies. The work demanded precision and swallowed his attention. Elena called it living in parentheses. Their real lives seemed to happen only in the gaps between his absences.

Elena wore a smile for the neighbors, but the strain showed in the lines around her eyes. The city had taught her to treat friendships like window displays—polished and bright for show, empty once you stepped inside. She watched status replace sincerity in every conversation and felt herself growing tired of the cost.

Caleb drifted under the city’s shadow. His walk to school kept his head low, his vision fixed on the pavement, as if blending into the cracks might keep trouble at bay. When classmates asked what he liked or what he did for fun, he shrugged. He gave no details, never invited questions, just another kid trying not to stand out.

Their families stayed in Ohio, close enough to picture over coffee but too far for Sunday dinners. A weekend trip could shrink the distance, but never without careful planning. The thought lingered in Jack’s mind, an off keynote in the background of every busy day.

Jack searched for jobs—quietly at first, then with growing urgency. He found one in Montana, a position with the state government as a forensic accountant. It was a leap, but he took it. He bought a house sight unseen and presented the idea to Elena. She was thrilled—not just because she saw Jack trying, but because she knew something had to change. New York was not a place to raise a child, not anymore. Caleb felt like just another kid, lost in the crowd, and the weight was heavy on them all.

Packing and Goodbye 

The apartment felt smaller with each box that vanished through the door. Caleb watched Jack tighten the straps on the flatbed trailer, his father’s focus with intent as he circled the Mustang. The car gleamed beneath its cover, a silent promise trailing behind their U-Haul. Every bolt and curve carried the memory of late nights spent side by side, wrenches in hand, music humming low from a dusty speaker. Jack’s hand lingered on the fender, pride flickering in his eyes. He had found a new job, bought a house, and rebuilt the car. This move was his chance to fix what had slipped away.

Elena passed through the kitchen, her hands careful as she wrapped dishes and tucked them into boxes. The city’s noise pressed against the windows, but inside, a hush settled between the clatter of tape and the dull scrape of cardboard. She paused at the window, sunlight catching the rooftops, and pictured Montana’s wide sky. The house waiting for them would be the first they truly owned. She imagined unpacking boxes in a kitchen brimming with laughter, the three of them together in a way New York had never allowed.

Caleb’s room emptied fast. He tucked a battered model Mustang into his backpack, fingers tracing the chipped paint. He tried to picture forests instead of traffic, mountains instead of buildings. The thought made his stomach flutter. He wanted to see the world beyond the city, to find a place where he might belong.

When everything was packed, the family gathered on the sidewalk. The U-Haul idled at the curb, the Mustang gleaming behind it. Neighbors stepped out onto stoops and sidewalks, waving and calling goodbyes. Mrs. Harris from next door handed Elena a small loaf of banana bread, her eyes filled with kindness. “Safe travels,” she said. “Montana’s lucky to have you.” Mr. Patel pressed Jack’s hand, wishing him luck and promising to watch over the mail. Children from the building ran up to Caleb, offering high fives and shy smiles. For a moment, the street filled with warmth, the city’s hard edges softened by the simple ritual of farewell.

Jack climbed into the driver’s seat, Elena settled beside him, and Caleb squeezed in between. The truck rumbled through city streets, past the corner store and the park where Caleb had learned to ride a bike. Neighbors waved from windows and stoops, their voices fading as the U-Haul turned onto the avenue and the city slipped behind them.

Highways stretched ahead, the landscape shifting from concrete to fields to open sky. The Mustang followed, a silent guardian under its tarp. At every stop, Jack checked the straps, Elena smoothed Caleb’s hair, and Caleb looked west, searching for the first glimpse of wildness.

Jack’s hands stayed firm on the wheel. He pointed out landmarks and mile markers, pride warming his voice. Elena leaned her head on his shoulder, her laughter softer but more frequent as the miles rolled by. She talked about paint colors and garden plans, about dinners in a kitchen filled with sunlight. Caleb watched the Mustang in the side mirror, imagining the day he would drive it through open country, windows down, the air clean and wild.

They stopped only when they had to, grabbing quick meals and stretching their legs under strange skies. At night, Jack drove while Elena hummed along to the radio and Caleb counted stars through the windshield, each one a promise that the world was bigger than the city had ever let him believe.

The journey blurred into a rhythm of hope and exhaustion. Caleb drifted between sleep and waking, dreams filled with pine forests and distant mountains. He listened to his parents talk about the future, about the house waiting for them, about second chances.

When they crossed into Montana, the sun rose over a landscape that felt endless. The mountains loomed on the horizon, sharp and blue, and Caleb pressed his face to the glass, breath fogging the window. Jack’s hand found Elena’s, and for an instant, the cab filled with a sense of arrival and possibility.

They pulled into the driveway of their new home; the Mustang shining behind them, the last piece of the old life and the first promise of the new. Caleb stepped out, the air crisp and fresh, the sky stretching above him. Hope settled in his chest, steady and real. This was the start he had been waiting for.

The Facility

Saturday afternoon stretched golden as the Mustang wound deeper into the mountains, the trees pressing close and the road narrowing beneath the tires. Caleb watched the world shift around him, nerves and hopes twisting together as he remembered that on Monday, he would start school in Montana for the first time and Jack would begin his new job at home. The thought gave him a rush of excitement and a pinch of anxiety. He leaned into the wind, humming with the engine, the rhythm of the road, a promise that things could be different here.

Jack kept his eyes on the road, the map in his mind at odds with the land’s twists and turns. He trusted the Mustang to find its way, but each curve felt unfamiliar, each stretch of gravel a reminder that this was new ground for all of them. He glanced at Caleb, caught his son’s wide-eyed wonder, and felt a surge of pride. This move was more than a change of scenery; it was a chance to repair what years of distance had worn thin.

The trees broke apart, and the road spilled them into a clearing. Ahead, a sprawl of low concrete buildings sat behind a chain-link fence, windows dark, walls faded by years of storms and sun. The place looked forgotten, left to rot at the edge of the world. Caleb craned his neck, searching for any sign of life, but saw only the glint of something metallic above the main entrance.

Jack slowed the Mustang, letting it idle as they rolled past the gate. The air shifted, heavy and watchful. Caleb felt it too, a prickling along his arms, as if the forest itself were waiting for their next move.

Jack eased the car to a stop just beyond the first building. He stepped out, running his hand along the Mustang’s warm fender, eyes sweeping the compound and the silent tree line. Caleb followed, his gaze darting between the empty windows and the tangled undergrowth, the silence pressing in on all sides.

A burst of static cracked through the air.

“Halt.”

The word dropped from an unseen speaker, cold and mechanical, stripped of any trace of humanity. It offered no choice. Jack stiffened, senses alert, every nerve on edge. His instincts screamed for flight, but years of hard lessons held him still. Whoever watched them now had prepared for this moment.

Caleb stood frozen beside the passenger door, heart thudding, hands clenched at his sides. His eyes darted to Jack, searching for answers. Jack met his gaze, gave a subtle shake of his head, then slid behind the wheel and turned off the Mustang. The engine’s silence pressed in, leaving only the restless wind and the heavy certainty that they were being watched.

The gate shuddered open, metal scraping against metal, the sound drawn out and harsh. Soldiers stepped from the shadows, rifles raised, their faces set in hard lines. No flags or names marked their uniforms—only the sharp glint of rank at each cap. They moved with practiced unity, forming a wall that closed off any hope of escape.

A captain advanced, boots crunching on gravel. His voice cut through the stillness, clipped and cold. “Pull it through. Kill the engine. Keys out. Drop them outside your door.”

Jack complied, guiding the Mustang past the fence. He switched off the ignition, dropped the keys onto the asphalt, and listened as they struck the ground, the sound sharp and final.

From the steps of the nearest building, a figure emerged. He stood tall, his frame lean and angular, silver streaking his hair at the temples. His skin seemed thin, stretched, eyes sunken and pale, practically luminous in the shadow. He watched them with a gaze that lingered too long, a smile flickering at his lips, brittle and empty. Jack felt a chill run through him. The man’s presence carried a cold hunger, something that hovered between life and shadow.

The figure nodded once, then retreated into the gloom.

The captain’s rifle shifted, now aimed fully at Jack and Caleb. “Move.”

Soldiers closed in, their steps measured and deliberate, flanking father and son as they were marching toward the steel doors yawning open ahead. Caleb’s legs grew heavy, terror settling in his stomach. With each step felt forced, the world shrunk with every stride.

Behind them, the Mustang’s engine roared to life. Jack turned, catching sight of a soldier sliding behind the wheel, a mocking grin on his face. Tires shrieked, gravel flew, and the sound of the car tearing away chased them into the cold, echoing dark of the facility.

Steel doors slammed shut, sealing off the last breath of mountain air. Caleb glanced at Jack, desperate for comfort, but found only the same fear and grim resolve in his father’s eyes. The new beginning they had hoped for had vanished. In its place waited the unknown, thick with menace and shadow.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Into the Facility

The steel doors slammed shut, the echo ringing down a corridor scrubbed of all warmth. Sunlight and mountain air vanished behind a wall of metal, replaced by a chill that stung Caleb’s skin and made his eyes water. The corridor stretched ahead—white, bare, and sterile. Fluorescent lights glared overhead, reflecting off polished floors and walls that ran in unbroken lines to the vanishing point. The air reeked of bleach and the metallic tang of machinery humming somewhere out of sight.

Jack hovered close to Caleb, hand hovering near his son’s shoulder, fighting the urge to pull him nearby. He tried to project calmness, but every muscle in his body screamed danger. The guards split them apart with practiced efficiency. One gestured on the left; the other right. Their faces remained blank, eyes flicking between father and son for a split second before snapping back to duty. The taller guard’s grip on Caleb’s arm clamped down, as if he feared the boy might vanish.

Caleb’s heart pounded. He met Jack’s gaze and saw the look his father gave him before every doctor’s visit—steady, brave, a silent promise. Caleb tried to hold on to it, but the guard’s grip steered him away, unyielding.

Jack watched his son disappear down a corridor that matched every other—white, endless, stripped of comfort. He wanted to call out, but fear made his throat tight and dry. He forced his shoulders back, remembering how to look unafraid, even as the world closed in.

Caleb’s sneakers squeaked on the floor, the sound echoing in the empty hall. He counted steps, clinging to the rhythm—one, two, three, four—anything to keep panic at bay. The walls pressed in, lined with identical doors. The air burned his nose, thick with chemicals and something scorched.

A door slid open, and the guard nudged him inside. The room was a cube of white, stripped of windows or color, a single fluorescent bulb buzzing overhead. The only break in the blankness was a rectangle of black glass, glossy and cold, watching him with an unblinking stare.

A metal table sat in the center, bolted to the floor. Two steel chairs faced each other. On the table, a tray waited: sandwich, chips, soda, a bruised apple, a slice of cake. The food looked normal, but here it felt like a trick, a reminder of birthday parties and road trips twisted by the clinical glare.

Caleb hovered by the door, arms crossed tight over his chest. His muscles ached to move, to run, but the room offered no escape. He listened for any sound from the hallway—footsteps, voices, a cough—but only the electric buzz and the thump of his own heartbeat filled the silence. The quiet pressed down, thick and heavy, distorting his sense of time.

He pictured his father in another room, right beyond the wall. Was Jack scared too? Was he being brave for Caleb, the way Caleb tried to be brave now? Caleb pressed his palm against the cold table, grounding himself. He remembered the Mustang—the purr of the engine, the warmth of his father’s hand guiding his own on the wrench. He wished with every part of himself to be anywhere but here.

He eyed the tray. Hunger twisted in his stomach, but suspicion kept him away. He did not have faith in the food. He did not trust the room. He had no confidence in this place.

He rested on the metal chair, denim biting through to his skin. The seat felt colder than the air, as if it could draw the warmth out of him. He counted the tiles on the floor, then the seconds between flickers of the light. He tried to remember everything Jack had taught him about staying calm when afraid: breathe slowly, notice everything, don’t let them know you.

He looked at the black glass again, wondering who watched from the other side. He wondered if his father could see him too. Every second stretched thin, sticky and slow. Caleb hugged himself tighter, waiting for something to happen, resisting the urge to cry, refusing to give in to the fear that gnawed at the edges of his resolve.

He pressed both hands flat against the table, feeling his throb in his fingertips. He focused on the rhythm. Breathe in, breathe out. He prevented them from seeing him break.

Interrogation—Caleb

The silence in the white room pressed so hard on Caleb’s ears he thought he might choke. He pressed his palm to the cold metal table, feeling the frantic beat of his pulse in his fingertips. He tried to call up the rhythm of his father’s breathing, Elena’s gentle voice reading to him at night, anything to anchor him in something real.

A sudden click broke the stillness. The lock disengaged, sharp and final. The door slid open with a hiss, letting in a breath of air tinged with antiseptic and a metallic bite. Footsteps followed, slow and deliberate, the soles of the man’s shoes whispering over the polished floor.

The man in the doorway wore a spotless white coat. Silver streaked the hair near his temples; his face was lean and pale. His eyes, so washed-out and cold, seemed to drain the color from the room. He moved with the assurance of someone who expected the world to bend to his will. Caleb’s skin prickled.

“Hello, Caleb.” The man’s voice sounded smooth, virtually gentle, but a weight hid in every syllable. “I’m Dr. Voss.”

Caleb’s mouth turned dry, his tongue heavy. He sat up straighter, arms locked across his chest. “Where’s my dad?” The question slipped out, just above a murmur.

Dr. Voss’s eyes flickered, a glint of amusement passing through them. He nodded toward the wall, his gaze never leaving Caleb’s face. “He’s close by. We’re making sure everyone is safe and knows where they are.” He took the seat across from Caleb, folding his long, pale hands on the table. They stayed perfectly still.

The silence stretched. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead, filling the room with a faint, relentless hum. Caleb stared at Voss’s hands, wishing he could see through the black glass behind him, wishing for a glimpse of his father’s face.

Voss asked questions. His tone stayed soft, but each word landed with precision. “Your name? Your age? Where are you from? What do you like to do with your father?” Every question felt loaded, as if the wrong answer would trigger something unseen. Caleb answered quietly, his voice echoing in the sterile room, keeping his replies short, trying not to let his fear show.

Voss smiled, polite and thin. His eyes never warmed. “You must be hungry,” he said, gesturing to the tray. “You can eat if you like.”

Caleb turned his head, jaw clenched. 

Voss leaned forward, his eyes narrowing just a fraction. “You’re a brave boy, Caleb. We’ll have you back with your father soon.”

The words sounded like a promise, but they landed in Caleb’s chest like a stone. Fixing his gaze on the black glass, he refused to let Voss see him cry, refusing to give him the satisfaction.

Voss stood, tidying the front of his coat with a measured gesture. “Thank you, Caleb. Someone will come for you soon.”

The door slid shut behind him. The silence that followed felt even colder, as if the room itself had been emptied of air. Caleb hugged himself, resisting the urge to cry, forcing himself to focus on the rhythm of his breath. He would not let them break him.

Interrogation—Jack

Jack sat rigidly in the metal chair, the frosty edge biting into his legs. His hands curled into fists beneath the table, knuckles pressed white. He had counted the seconds since Caleb’s footsteps faded down the corridor, each one stretching longer than the last. He forced his gaze forward, jaw clenched, determined not to let fear show on his face.

The door opened with a subtle mechanical sigh. Dr. Voss entered, his white coat immaculate, his movements measured and deliberate. The air shifted, tinged with a faint scent of antiseptic. Voss’s eyes swept over Jack—clinical, assessing, as if he were nothing more than a specimen to be catalogued.

“Mr. Rainer.” Voss’s voice came smoothly, and soothing, but every word carried the weight of control. “I’m Dr. Voss. Thank you for cooperating.”

Jack flexed his jaw, resisting the temptation to spit back a retort. “Where’s my son?”

Voss offered a thin, professional smile, his eyes never warming. “He’s safe. We’re simply making sure everyone is settled. I have a few questions for you.” He sat across from Jack, folding his hands on the table, fingers long and pale, perfectly still.

Jack leaned back, shoulders stiff. He answered the questions—name, occupation, destination—with careful precision, revealing only what he must. He watched Voss’s eyes, searching for any flicker of humanity, but found only calculation and a cold hunger for information.

Voss’s questions pressed closer, shifting to probe for weaknesses. “How long have you been in Montana? Why did you leave New York? Does your son have any medical conditions?”

Jack felt his gut twist. He maintained a calm voice, forcing himself to breathe slowly and deeply. “We’re just passing through. Looking for a new start.”

Voss nodded, jotting a note on his clipboard. The pen tapped once, a small, deliberate sound that made Jack’s skin crawl. “We’ll have you and your son back together soon. Please eat if you’re hungry.” He gestured to the tray on the table, but Jack ignored it, refusing to break eye contact. He did not rely on food. He did not believe in the man. He trusted nothing at this place.

Voss rose, patting down the front of his coat, the gesture practiced and precise. “Thank you, Mr. Rainer. We’ll speak again soon.”

Once the door shut behind, Jack let out a slow, shaky breath. His heart pounded, the sound echoing in his ears. His hand went to the icy surface of the table, grounding himself in the chill. He pictured Caleb’s face, staring and, and Elena’s voice calling them home. For a moment, his mask slipped. He let the fear and anger move through him, then pushed it down, rebuilding the armor he would need for whatever came next.

Voss’s Truth Revealed

The door was pushed open with a sharp metallic clack. Two soldiers entered, boots thudding in rhythm, their faces unreadable. One stepped forward, voice flat and rehearsed. “Mr. Rainer, you need to be restrained and escorted to Director Voss’s office.”

Jack’s pulse hammered. He glanced at Caleb, jaw set, and nodded. “Fine.”

Cold metal closed around his wrists, biting into his skin. He flexed his hands, testing the cuffs, but they held firm.

In the hallway, four guards formed up—two in front, two behind—closing around father and son. Their movements were precise, the jingle of gear and boots echoing down the corridor. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. The air tasted of chemicals and fear.

Caleb brushed against Jack as they walked. Jack wanted to reach out, to reassure him, but the guards kept them apart. He tried to send comfort with a look: I’m here. I won’t let go.

They stopped outside a wide office door. Voss waited inside, standing behind a desk, hands folded. The room smelled of paper and disinfectants.

“Sit,” Voss said, voice warm, eyes cold and watchful.

Jack guided Caleb into the chair beside him. The guards stayed close, rifles ready.

Voss leaned forward, fingers steepled. “Jack, how much do you know about the experiments during the Second World War?”

Jack’s shoulders tensed. “Enough to know nothing good came of them.”

Voss’s lips twitched. “Ambition outpaces morality. Hitler wanted super soldiers. His methods were crude. He tried breeding a gorilla with a woman, thinking it would create a hybrid of strength and intellect. The women died. Every attempt failed. But it was the beginning of genetic ambition.”

Jack’s fists tightened. “You’re still chasing that dream? What does this have to do with us?”

Voss’s gaze shifted to Caleb, then back to Jack. “You and your son found a place devoted to progress. Not politics. Not race. The work matters. Evolution matters. We have no loyalty to the politics of a madman. Race is noisy. Hitler may have carried Jewish blood. He hated black athletes after Jesse Owens humiliated his ideal in 1936. Petty grievances. Not science.”

Jack moved to block Caleb, voice low. “You’re not using him.”

Voss’s eyes never left Jack. “We care for the work. Progress. Morality is an accessory. Convenient for some. Disposable for others. When the goal is evolution, sentiment slows the hand.”

A door closed somewhere in the corridor. Jack felt the sound in his chest.

Jack’s voice was tight. “Why are you telling us this?”

Voss paused, eyes weighing the question. “Isn’t it obvious?” His gaze slid from Jack to Caleb. “What we need are subjects.”

Jack’s mouth tasted like metal. Machinery hummed somewhere behind the walls.

Voss continued, voice steady. “Before you picture crude interspecies arrangements, we are far beyond such fumbling. Science has mapped the human genome. Every sequence catalogued. Every flaw exposed. Every doorway identified. That map allows us to filter, to alter, to graft other traits onto the human frame.”

The office felt close and heavy. Jack was aware of his own heartbeat. Caleb’s breathing sounded quick, the way it did after a nightmare.

“You’re going to use us as test subjects,” Jack said, his own voice distant.

“Yes,” Voss replied, without hesitation. “And you may. We have achieved breakthroughs that would revise your definition of being.”

No one moved. The fluorescent light buzzed above them. Jack caught the chemical sting in the air. It was the smell of a place where flesh was just another material.

Voss leaned closer. “You and your son have wandered into a rare opportunity.” His eyes stayed fixed on Jack.

Jack stepped in front of Caleb; the motion was instinctive. “You’re not touching him.”

Two guards shifted, boots scraping the floor. The room tilted toward violence.

Voss’s smile was faint and cold. “No one touches in the old way. We have cleaner tools.”

Jack’s pulse thundered. The guards moved. Cold hands pinned his head. He twisted, teeth bared, but the needle slid into the skin above his ear, burning cold. He heard Caleb cry out, voice sharp with fear.

Jack strained against the cuffs, reaching for his son. Their eyes connected for a heartbeat. Jack tried to speak, but his tongue felt thick. The lights blurred. Caleb’s face was the last thing he saw before darkness closed over him.

Darkness swallowed everything.

Experimentation and Aftermath

Caleb drifted in a place without shape or weight. Sometimes he floated, sometimes he sank, sometimes he vanished altogether. Sounds pulsed through the void—a low hum of machinery, a voice calling his name, his heartbeat, sometimes loud, sometimes distant. He tried to move, but his arms and legs refused to listen, as if they belonged to someone else.

Heat built inside him, swelling until sweat beaded on his skin. The fever faded, replaced by a chill that made him shiver. Sometimes, he ran barefoot through pine needles, breath clouding in the dark. Other times, he dropped through black water, unable to call out for help. Images flashed and vanished: the Mustang’s dashboard, sunlight on his mother’s face, the steady grip of his father’s hand. He remembered the bite of a needle, the sharpness of fear. Voices—sometimes Jack’s, sometimes Dr. Voss’s—called his name. Caleb reached for them, but the darkness pulled him back.

Far away, the door slammed. A woman’s voice, soft and gentle, whispered, “Hang on, Caleb. I’m here.” He wanted to answer, to tell his mom he missed her, but the words would not come. The voice faded, replaced by the consistent drone of machines.

He drifted, never sure where he was. His skin prickled with cold, then burned with fever. His heartbeat was in odd patterns—racing, then fluttering, then thumping slow. He caught the sharp scent of antiseptic, the bitter tang of metal, the salt of sweat and fear. He tried to remember his name, tried to remember the promise of school and home, but everything slipped away.

He wanted his mom. He wanted to wake up and see her face, to hear her say everything would be alright. He wanted to tell her he was scared. He wanted to believe he would see her again.

In the darkness, Caleb clung to the hope that morning would come, that he would return, and that the world outside still waited for him.

Across the wall, Jack fought his own battle. Pain shot through his limbs, then faded to a dull numbness. His senses flickered; sound and color sharpened, then blurred, then snapped back into focus. He caught the faint scrape of rubber soles on linoleum, the metallic click of a lock far down the hall, the uneven rhythm of his own breathing. His body ached, but under the pain, something new pressed at the edges—a restless, unnatural strength that made his skin feel too tight.

He attempted to call out, but his mouth stayed dry and heavy. He struggled to speak. All he could do was hold on to the memory of Caleb’s face, wide-eyed and afraid, reaching for him as the world went white. He clung to that image, forcing himself to stay awake, to survive, for his son.

Fear for Caleb gnawed at him, sharper than any pain. He pictured Elena; her face tight with worry, calling every hospital, every station, refusing to rest until she found them. He wanted to tell her he was sorry that he had failed to protect their boy. The thought twisted inside him, leaving him raw.

The drugs pulled him down, stronger than his will. He drifted into a storm of fever dreams and broken memories. His mother’s voice sang a lullaby, soft and distant. Rain streaked the windshield on a night drive, wipers beating a steady rhythm. The taste of blood filled his mouth after a schoolyard fight, the memory sharp, then slipping away. Everything jumbled together, bright and painful, then dissolving into darkness.

Time slipped away, difficult to measure. Caleb and Jack went in and out of consciousness, sometimes sensing each other nearby, sometimes lost in their own darkness. The world faded to a haze of pain and confusion, with the steady hum of the facility as its sole interruption. Nothing outside those moments seemed real or reachable.

Awakening and New Abilities

Caleb woke slowly, as if rising through deep water. Light stabbed at his eyes, cold and sharp. The world came together in broken pieces: the harsh glare of fluorescents, a white ceiling, the faint echo of machinery somewhere out of sight. His body felt wrong. He was heavy and light at once, skin prickling with agitated energy that would not settle.

He tried to sit up. Muscles trembled, refusing to obey. His heart thudded, too fast and too strong. Every sound pressed in—the hiss of the vent, the low drone of electronics, the scratch of his own breath. He blinked, struggling to focus, but the room kept shifting, as if the edges of reality would not hold.

Fragments of memory flickered. The frigid grip of guards. The sharp pain of a needle. His father’s voice calling his name. Panic surged. “Dad?” His voice scraped out, hoarse and thin.

No answer. Silence pressed in, dense and absolute. Caleb forced himself to move, swinging his legs off the cot. The floor was icy against his bare feet. He shivered, hugging himself, feeling the strange pulse of something new—something wild—moving just beneath his skin.

Within the facility, Jack battled his way back to awareness. His head pounded. Every nerve screamed. He turned onto his side, gasping for air. The world felt brighter, sharper, each detail turned up too high. He tasted metal, smelled antiseptic, and heard the distant click of footsteps in a hallway he could not see.

He reached for Caleb, but his hand closed on nothing. Fear cut through the fog. He forced himself up, fighting dizziness, scanning the room for any sign of his son.

Caleb placed his hand against the wall, desperate for a hint of his father’s presence. His senses stretched thin, as if he could hear voices through concrete, as if he could smell something beyond the sterile air. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing himself to stay calm, to remember the noise of the Mustang’s engine, the tenderness of his father’s hand.

A speaker crackled overhead. “Subject is awake. Vital signs elevated. Begin observation.”

Caleb jerked at the sound, heart hammering. He searched the room for cameras, for any sign that someone was watching him. The sensation of being hunted settled over him, cold and absolute.

Somewhere, Jack heard the same announcement. Rage and fear twisted inside him. He staggered to his feet, every muscle tight, ready to fight if given the chance.

Dr. Voss’s Announcement

A speaker crackled in the ceiling above each room. Dr. Voss’s voice filled the sterile air, cold and precise.

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

Caleb sat up, heart pounding. The voice echoed from somewhere unseen, impossible to escape. Jack stirred in his own cell, shoulders tense, eyes searching for the source.

“I want to congratulate you both,” Voss continued. “Your bodies have accepted the DNA enhancement sequence. The side effects should fade soon, and we will begin testing your new abilities.”

Caleb’s hands balled into fists. He wanted to shout questions, to demand answers, but his throat felt tight and dry. Jack clenched his jaw, anger, and fear twisting inside him.

Voss’s voice pressed on, steady and unhurried. “Jack, your body allowed us to introduce a single DNA strand—grizzly bear. Caleb, your youth, and resilience let us introduce three: wolf, jaguar, and tiger. We are eager to see what emerges.”

Neither Jack nor Caleb could reply. The intercom offered no way to speak back, no chance to break the silence that followed.

Voss paused, then finished. “We will speak more soon. There will be time for questions later.”

The speaker clicked off. Caleb looked at the ceiling, his thoughts racing, dread settling in his stomach. Jack placed his palms on the table, breathing hard, steadying himself. Alone in their separate rooms, both waited for answers that would not come.

Testing and Communication

The world felt wrong. Some sensations cut too sharp; others faded into numbness. Caleb perched on the edge of the cot, shivering. His skin tingled with a restless energy that carried no comfort, only uncertainty. Every sound seemed heightened, the drip of water in the pipes, the hum of machinery, the distant thud of a door. He clapped his hands to his ears, but the noise only grew, as if it came from inside his head.

He tried to stand. His legs trembled, muscles in his calves pulled tight enough to snap. His hands shook as he flexed his fingers; the movement felt alien, as if his bones shifted beneath the skin. Panic surged. He urged himself to breathe slowly and steadily, clinging to the memory of his father’s voice — steady, calm — reminding him to focus on what he could control.

He scanned the room for anything familiar. The cot, the tray of untouched food, the vent humming above. He reached for the apple, pressing his thumb into its bruised skin, needing to feel something real. The fruit dented under his touch, deeper than he expected. He could not tell if it was nerves or something new inside him.

Across the facility, Jack struggled on his own. Pain throbbed in his bones, a deep ache that pulsed with every heartbeat. His joints burned, muscles twitching and cramping in patterns that made no sense. He pushed himself upright, bracing against the wall when his knees threatened to buckle. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Each breath tasted of antiseptic and fear.

Colors blurred at the borders of his vision, then snapped into sharp relief. Shadows deepened; light glared. He caught a scent beneath the chemical tang, something animal, something old. He pressed his palm to the wall, feeling the vibration of the building’s mechanical heart. He squeezed his eyes shut, reaching for his son with a sense beyond words.

Caleb felt it too—a flicker of connection, a warmth that cut through the fear. He put his hand to the wall and whispered, “Dad, I’m here.” He did not know if Jack could hear, but the act gave him courage.

A speaker crackled overhead. “Subject is mobile. Begin phase two.”

Caleb’s heart hammered. The door slid open. Two guards entered, faces hidden behind mirrored visors. “Come with us,” one said, voice flat.

Caleb hesitated, swallowing fear. He nodded and squared his shoulders, feeling a strange confidence rise inside him—a sense that, whatever happened next, he would not face it alone.

The guards led him down the hall. His steps felt uneven, muscles slow to obey, as if his body was still learning how to move. He glanced at his hands, as though he expected claws or fur, but saw only trembling fingers.

He glimpsed his father—Jack upright, moving with effort, posture tense. Their eyes met. In that instant, Caleb understood that whatever changes had begun, they were still themselves, and they would fight their way through it, together.

First Tests

Bright lights glared down as guards marched Caleb into a wide, sterile chamber. The floor was marked with yellow lines. Cameras watched from every corner, their lenses glinting. Caleb’s chest tightened. He glanced back and saw Jack entering behind him, flanked by guards. Jack’s face was pale, jaw set, his posture rigid with pain and determination. Seeing his father upright, even unsteady, gave Caleb a flicker of courage.

A row of men and women in lab coats stood behind a glass wall. Clipboards in hand, eyes cold and clinical, they watched in silence. Dr. Voss stood at the center, hands folded, gaze fixed on father and son.

A voice crackled from a hidden speaker. “Subject one. Step forward.”

Jack moved, but his steps were uneven. Each stride sent pain through his body. His muscles twitched; his bones ached. He tried to roll his shoulders, but a deep soreness stopped him. Briefly, the room spun, and colors sharpened, then blurred.

A tall man in tactical gear entered. His face was hidden behind a visor. He carried a padded baton. He moved with the tranquil confidence of someone who had won many fights. Caleb’s stomach twisted. He knew this was no demonstration; it was a test.

Jack nodded at Caleb slowly and deliberately, hiding his grimace.

The man lunged. Jack dodged, but not fast enough. His body lagged behind his will. The baton swung. Jack tried to grab the man’s arm, but his grip slipped, too strong one moment, too weak the next. The baton hit the floor, not because Jack overpowered him, but because the guard lost his balance.

They circled each other. Jack’s breath came ragged. A surge of strength shot through him, then vanished. His limbs trembled. The room spun. Sweat stung his eyes. He smelled the guard’s sweat, the distinct smell of adrenaline, and it made his head swim.

The test ended. Jack staggered back, barely staying on his feet.

“Subject two. Step forward.”

Caleb’s heart hammered. Guards pushed him into the middle of the room. Another man stepped forward, smaller but quick. Caleb’s body moved, but it felt strange, as if his limbs belonged to someone else. He ducked, stumbled, then darted aside with a burst of speed that left him dizzy. His muscles pulled tight, then slacked. His bones ached, as if stretching from the inside out.

His breath was audible to him, loud and uneven. He dodged another blow, then tripped and caught himself. Pain shot up his arm. The man hesitated, eyes wary. Caleb felt heat in his chest, tingling in his fingers. Exhaustion dragged at him. His legs shook.

The scientists scribbled notes. Dr. Voss’s mouth curved in a thin, satisfied smile.

“Again,” the voice ordered.

The tests went on. Run. Jump. Fight. Endure. Abilities came in flashes—speed, strength, hearing—then vanished, leaving only pain and confusion. Caleb’s mind frayed, battered by light, sound, and the relentless pressure to perform.

At last, the voice called an end. Guards moved in, guiding them to the door. Caleb’s legs trembled. Jack caught his arm, steadying him.

“You did great,” Jack whispered, voice rough but proud. His hands shook.

Caleb nodded, too tired to speak. He leaned into his father’s strength as they left the chamber, the eyes of the scientists burning into their backs.

Return to Cells, Morse Code

The door slammed shut behind them, locking Jack and Caleb into separate cells. The echo lingered, vibrating through the metal and concrete—a cold reminder of how quickly hope could vanish.

Caleb collapsed onto his cot, every muscle aching, skin stretched tight over bones that felt wrong. His heart hammered from the tests, confusion, and adrenaline still running through him. He stared at his hands, flexing his fingers, almost waiting for claws or animal hair. Only trembling, only his, but nothing felt familiar. He put his hands over his eyes, willing the dizziness to fade.

The new room felt colder. The vent hummed louder; the light seemed harsher. The smell of metal and bleach settled in his nose. He tried to focus on the ordinary, grounding himself in the steady pulse of the machinery above.

A faint tapping reached him through the wall. Caleb sat up, breath catching. He pressed his ear to the concrete, feeling its chill, and listened—three quick taps, a pause, then two more. His father’s code. A memory flickered: Jack’s hand guiding his, teaching the rhythm for nights when fear crept in. Relief burned in Caleb’s eyes.

He tapped back: three, pause, two. “I’m here.”

On the other side, Jack leaned against the wall, pain radiating through his body. His chest ached, tormented by the image of Caleb, forced into violence for the amusement of strangers. Every limb felt too heavy, every joint raw. The code steadied his breathing, the familiar rhythm of a lifeline.

Jack tapped, slow and carefully. “Are you hurt?”

Caleb hesitated, then replied. “No. Just tired. Are you?”

Jack answered after a pause. “I’m okay.”

For a while, they transmitted messages through the wall—simple words, reminders that they were not alone. Caleb found comfort in the ritual, the steady beat of his father’s presence just beyond reach.

He lay back, staring at the ceiling. Exhaustion pressed down, heavier than sleep. Beneath it, something wild simmered—a turbulent power that would not. He wondered what the scientists had done to him, what he was becoming.

Jack too lay awake, haunted by the same questions. He thought of New York, the Mustang, Elena’s laughter in their kitchen. He promised himself that, no matter how thick the walls or strange the changes, he would protect Caleb.

In the silence, father, and son drifted toward uneasy sleep, each clinging to the cadence of the code, the only anchor left in a world that no longer made sense.

Elena’s Grief

Just thirty miles down the winding mountain road, Elena Rainer stood in the sheriff’s cramped office, knuckles white around her phone. The air smelled of burnt coffee, old paper, and the slight scent of. gun oil. The dispatcher’s voice droned behind the glass. A deputy’s boots thumped across the linoleum. Every inch of this place was familiar now. She had come here every day since Jack and Caleb had vanished.

She repeated her story, voice flat with exhaustion. Yes, she saw them that morning. Yes, Jack was driving. Yes, Caleb was with him. No, there was no fight. No, they would not just disappear. The sheriff listened, his patience thinning. His eyes flicked to the clock, to the open case files, to the stack of flyers with her family’s faces.

“We’ve got the search teams out again, Mrs. Rainer.” His voice was soft but distant. “We’ll cover the north trailhead and the river bend. If they took a wrong turn, we’ll find the car. But these mountains swallow things, Elena. Sometimes for days.”

Her jaw tightened. She wanted to scream, to grab the sheriff by the collar and drag him up the mountain herself. Instead, she nodded, every muscle coiled with frustration and fear.

Outside, the morning air bit her skin. Her hands shook as she dialed Jack’s number again, listening to the endless ring. She left another message, her voice cracking. “Jack, please. Call me. Just let me know you’re okay. Please.”

She drove the same loop she had driven every day: up the main road past the gas station, out to the border of the national forest, back through the town square. Her eyes searched every ditch, every pull off, every patch of trees for Mustang chrome or a flash of Caleb’s jacket. At the trailhead, she parked and walked, calling their names, her voice echoing back from the rocks and pines.

At home, boxes were positioned in corners—Caleb’s books, Jack’s tools, her cherished bowls. She could not unpack, not just yet. She perched on the edge of Caleb’s bed, grasping his pillow, inhaling the delicate fragrance of his shampoo. Sometimes she whispered their names into the shadows, a pledge: “I’m here.” I’m not giving up. I’ll find you.”

On the kitchen table, her notebook lay open, filled with badge numbers, timelines, names, and details she compelled herself to remember. Each morning, she started afresh: additional phone conversations, more inquiries, further expectation that today would provide the voice she sought the most.

The mountains towered outside her window. So near she could reach there within an hour, so immense and hidden they might as well be a different realm. Elena walked back and forth through the kitchen, the living room, the porch, unable to relax. She was frantic, exhausted, but she persisted. She was kept upright by her feelings of love and fear.

As night fell, she stood at the edge of the driveway, staring at the darkening ridgeline. Somewhere up there—close yet distant—her family waited for her. She would not stop. Only after she brought them home.

Endurance and Change

Night inside the facility settled like a weight—no stars, no moon, only the steady hum of hidden machinery and the faint glow of security lights pooling under the doors. Caleb lay on his cot, staring at the ceiling, every muscle sore and restless. Sleep came in fragments, broken by cramps, fever chills, and the deep ache of bones becoming something new.

He pressed his palm to the wall, feeling the cold concrete, listening for the code—three taps, a pause, two more. The sound finally reached him. Relief swept through his chest. Jack was awake too, just beyond the wall. Together, they tapped out a rhythm that belonged only to them.

“How do you feel?” Jack’s code came, slowly and carefully.

Caleb hesitated, then tapped back. “Strange. Strong, sometimes. Hurts. You?”

After a brief pause, Jack responded: “Same. Watch. Wait. Heal.”

Days blurred together. Guards brought food, always the same bland tray left wordlessly on the table. Their routine never changed: wake, eat, endure tests, then return to the cells. Sometimes the tests were physical—run, jump, lift, and endure. At other times, they were psychological - flashing lights, blaring sirens, strangers in lab coats asking questions that confused or frightened.

The changes came in bursts. Caleb would catch a guard’s whispered conversation through the wall, words sharp one moment, dissolving into static the next. Jack’s grip might crush a metal cup one day, then tremble with weakness the next. Their bodies felt like battlegrounds—pain, confusion, and brief flashes of unnatural power.

Jack watched everything. He learned the guards’ routines, the sound of their boots, and the way doors hissed when they unlocked. Each night, he pressed on the vent, checked the screws, mapped every crack in the floor. Caleb did the same, counting footsteps, memorizing the pattern of lights in the hall.

The hardest part was the waiting. Something bigger felt close, a presence neither of them could prepare for. Caleb sensed it in his bones—a restless, coiled energy, a hunger that did not feel like his own.

One night, as the facility’s hum faded into uneasy quiet, a new sound drifted through the concrete: a distant, hollow howl, muffled but unmistakable. It could have been the wind, or a trick of his mind, but it sent a shiver through Caleb’s body. He pressed his ear to the wall, heart pounding, and tapped: “Did you hear that?”

Jack’s reply came steadily. “Yes. Stay ready.”

Hope and Planning

Time folded in on itself. But something had shifted for Jack and Caleb. The ache in their bones lingered, muscles cramped and unpredictable, but their minds felt sharper. Each night, after the guards’ boots faded, and the lights dimmed, they sent messages through the walls—sharing what they noticed, what they guessed, what they hoped.

One night, Caleb put his ear against the concrete and tapped, “Guard shift at midnight. The new guy limps left.”

Jack answered, “Saw him. He’s young. Watches, doesn’t talk.”

They watched the new guard closely. He was barely older than Caleb, with nervous eyes and quick, darting glances. He lingered near the doors, sometimes pausing as if listening to something. During the test, Caleb caught his gaze through the glass and saw something flicker there—not cruelty, but discomfort. Even regret.

The next evening, during the meal drop, the young guard hesitated outside Caleb’s cell. He set the tray down and, as he turned away, let a folded scrap of paper slip from his sleeve. It landed just inside the door.

Caleb waited until the footsteps faded. He snatched the note, hands shaking. The paper felt thin and warm from the guard’s skin. The handwriting was rushed and uneven.

If you’re reading this, I’m sorry. I can’t help much. But not all of us want to be here. If you need water, ask for “extra ice.” I’ll listen. — M

Caleb’s heart pounded. He tapped the message to Jack.

Jack’s reply was just one word: “Hope.”

That night, they planned in whispers and taps. Caleb watched for the young guard, testing the “extra ice” code. When he asked, the guard gave a tiny nod, barely a flicker, and the next day, Caleb’s water cup came with a plastic spoon, something not standard issue. He hid it under his mattress, hands trembling with a mix of fear and excitement.

Jack worked quietly in his cell, using the spoon to loosen a vent screw, pausing at every sound in the hall. Caleb counted the guards’ steps, memorized which ones checked the cameras and which just hurried past.

Their bodies still ached, their abilities flickered and failed, but something new was growing between them—a silent trust, a sense of purpose. They were not just test subjects anymore. They were learning the shape of their cage, waiting for the moment to strike.

For the first time, they didn’t feel entirely alone.

Escape

Days blurred together—tests, pain, endless waiting. But now, every hour felt charged. The plan was finally in motion, thanks to the trembling courage of “M,” the young guard who had helped.
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