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Fugitive

The Steele Pack, Book Two

GiGi DeGraham


For Thomas


 

I am always at a loss to know how much to believe of my own stories.

—Washington Irving 


Part One


Chapter One

There was no other sound in the world like a car crash.

—Maggie Stiefvater

 

HIS EYES WERE fixed on the classic red and gleaming chrome Peterbilt emblem in the center of the hood. That oval was all he could see as 80,000 pounds of semitruck and trailer barreled out of control across the median towards them. An unharnessed scream ripped from Thomas as he yanked furiously on the steel handcuffs and chains bolting him to the van floor.

Seconds—he only had seconds.

Time stalled as Death lifted its fist to pound on the front door.

“Oh my God,” the driver yelled and jerked the wheel of the transport van hard to the right. The collective fear was as abrupt as the jolt of the vehicle. Men screamed for their lives.

The unavoidable impact was a bomb exploding, in slow motion, frame-by-frame—a force as powerful as the fist of Muhammad Ali. The collision knocked all the air out of the world around Thomas, out of him. Oxygen ripped from him in a terrifying vacuum, creating a breathless panicking void, where all he heard was the internal lack of gasping in the eighth round. Sucking desperately for denied air, Thomas was Foreman when he finally went down. Glass flew through the interior, suspended, as bodies hurled into the side of the van.

The guard in the front passenger seat was instantly ejected. There and then gone. Blood from the dying driver, who sat at the point of impact, rained, blowing back through the cargo area as the passenger van careened to the right as if propelled by a hurricane. They left the roadway, momentarily airborne, and crashed hard before flipping through the woods, tires over hood. Once, twice, and again in a blur, with the impacts breaking out the remaining windows and slamming the unbelted but chained passengers against the walls, then the ceiling, and finally the floor.

And oh, God—the screaming.

It broke the unbreathing silence—that deafened ringing in his ears as Thomas’s head struck the left side metal window frame. The inmate behind him, unnaturally twisted and flipped over, landed between Thomas and the window. His seatmate, a big guy, tatted with a heavy hand, lay over him on his right side. He had to be at least 250 on the hoof. Hot blood spat rhythmically from an artery onto Thomas’s body. For a moment, the air smelled like old patina-greened plumbing pipes. Or the smell of sweaty palms after clutching pennies to throw at your buddy’s bike wheel. Copper and mechanical mixed.

Somehow, in the chaos of the accident, Thomas had been sandwiched between a back passenger and his seatmate, now dead after bleeding out in only hot, pumping seconds. Even the big guy bled out fast in what seemed like gallons. Neither had their seatbelts on. Thomas opened one eye, and it was a meaty crimson bath inside the Econoline.

Thomas sucked in a second, at last, ragged full breath. It burned and now tasted and smelled like machine smoke and hot metal. If a nightmare could have a scent, this was it. Thomas’s heart pounded; his nose stung as more fumes mixed together. It was hard to breathe—toxic, heavy, and overwhelming. Bits of glass tinkled and clinked around him as they dropped from the now open window frames, releasing from their rubber seals just as the tumble cycle ended.

With tremoring hands, he lifted his chains against their attachment. The floor bolts and hasp jingled and clanked—his manacled hands now freed from their installation. A broken tree branch had pierced the van’s steel floor. Thomas traced the path of the limb where it kabobbed through tatt-man and the back of their shared bench seat. His head pounded with pain, and blood covered his left eye as he tried to blink it away. Gore soaked Thomas, and he wasn’t sure if it was even his own. And something was on fire, searing in his left arm.

“Is anyone okay?” Thomas cried out.

The real panic set in when there was no response. Nothing. No one screamed anymore. For a moment, he heard a gurgle behind him, a wet exhale, and then nothing. Just that heavy dripping and another steady sound. The smoke thickened, and the engine ticked even louder. Like a timed device warning Thomas with its steady tick, tick…before the boom. The message was clear.

Thomas twisted, worked his hands back beneath the behemoth slumped over him, and frantically felt for the seatbelt latch at his right side. He’d been the only one they belted. The first one picked up and the only transport from juvie. A juvenile transport liability rule had just saved his life. Jesus Christ, he had to get out of here right now.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Thomas yelled over his wet, fumbling fingers. His fine motor skills were forgotten until finally, the clasp released its deadly hold on the buckle.

Frantic, he worked to maneuver the belt off and then wiggled and slid his way out from under the impaled passenger. Thomas turned back to him to check for a pulse, but he was dead. Thomas didn’t have time to feel bad for him, but he still did. No one deserved to go out like that. He looked to the guy pretzeled half in and half out of the side window. His leg was gone from the knee down, his skin already ghostly white. His eyes were wide open, mouth frozen in a dying scream. The other three inmates were a fresh Jackson Pollock on white metal.

Thomas swallowed hard, trying to thrust down the emotions that wanted to well, and assessed himself, wiping his eye with his shoulder. He couldn’t see out of one but looked around wildly with the other. Everyone was dead, and Thomas screamed. He scared-shitless screamed. Thomas dumbly shook his seatmate with his cuffed hands, unwilling to be in this nightmare alone.

Something popped towards the front of the van, and there was a crack. A splitting of wood, and the van jerked forward in a hard punch. Thomas looked through the opening, where the windshield should have been, to where the van clung precariously at the edge of a drop-off. He was the front car fool approaching the high pause of a rollercoaster, only hearing the clicking countdown before the shit-your-pants plummet.

“Help!” Thomas tried to yell through the smoke.

Get out now, then run…from one of the voices inside his head. Thomas had heard this voice so many times before and didn’t question it now. He scrambled over the passenger hanging from the window, clinging to his body like a ladder, then slid over him and dropped to the ground. He looked around—frantic for his bag of personal property—his letters.

RUN!

Thomas screamed in horror, but he ran. The transport van made a terrible noise behind him. That van was the only mode of getting him back to Ryan, and he ran away from the crashing sounds behind him. The van tore its way to the bottom of the ravine. The extending power of the massive explosion that followed ripped through the forest, taking out trees and flinging dirt and rock, as a back-of-the-head blow knocked Thomas to the ground.

He clambered up, grasping the chain in his bloody-cuffed hands, then stumble-ran through the thick woods. His heartbeat pounded so loud and hard in his chest and throat. His stomach recoiled. God, his head hurt. Tiny dark spots merry-go-rounded at the corner of his good eye while his body played teeter-totter. He felt drunk, although he’d never had a drink in his life. Thomas’s knees hit the dirt first, then his hands as he gagged and threw up everything inside him onto the ground.

A bird chirped above him.

The rushing, whooshing sensation in his ears calmed, and he heard the warblers chatter again. Thomas panted with his forehead to the earth and heaved a second time. He spit out the hot taste when nothing was left and pushed himself up on trembling arms and legs. He shook violently as he staggered forward.

“Shock,” Thomas told himself and took in a deep breath and then released it slowly as he took another step. “Ryan…Ryan…” he chanted in a calming voice as he intentionally breathed in, two, three, and blew out, two, three—an exercise from anger management class. Ryan would have undoubtedly made a horrible joke at this point.

“See, Thomas, you did pay attention in class. And you said you’d never use this breathing technique unless you were doing something dirty to me,” Ryan would whisper to him.

Thomas smiled a bloody grin and pitched forward. He thought about his guy. His big quiet, ever-awkward other half. Ryan. Ryan, who was waiting for him to arrive this morning. Thomas just knew Ryan would have tried to comb through his curly chaos and then would have shaved his face—careful and close. He could see him tying his sneakers perfectly and tucking in his shirt. Ryan’s big hands would be nervously smoothing down the front. A thing he did when he got anxious or was feeling awkward. It had always made Thomas smile when he’d catch Ryan doing it. One of those little things you never pointed out but secretly knew about your other. Likely, he would be pacing the floor behind bars or sitting on his cot with a nervous knee bouncing in anticipation.

Thomas knew these things wholeheartedly.

And he knew Ryan would finally crack those hard-working knuckles before getting up and looking through the steel barriers again. How Thomas loved him and couldn’t wait to see him again.

Thomas had promises to keep.

He needed time—so much time to spend with Ryan—to chip away at that protective wall Ryan had built around himself and his heart. Thomas had to prove to him that he wouldn’t leave him like everyone else in his life and past had. Thomas had so many plans, such as an appeal for Ryan that Thomas wanted to start helping with. Thomas knew he had to do something to get Ryan out of prison. The new legislation had passed, and imprisoned kids with harsh or life sentences were getting new trials. He had three years left to serve…but Ryan had thirty-eight, and an appeal was their only hope.

The shaking increased uncontrollably as Thomas trudged on. He was able to work and slide his red-slick right wrist and hand through the metal cuff. One of the only times in his life it paid to be this skinny. The left one was another story because his wrist and hand were already severely swollen. Something was broken somewhere higher up on his arm. Thomas knew the deep feeling of broken bones, that specific pain. He didn’t look, fearing what he might see sticking out from his skin. Out of everything that had just happened, he honestly didn’t think he could handle that—not after the tree limb through Hell’s Angel. The top of his hand was already bruising.

Don’t think about the branch.

If he didn’t get this last restraint off now, he wouldn’t be able to. Thomas looked around. There was nothing but trees and forest for as far as one eye could see. He sat down and smeared uncertain blood—his or theirs—onto his left hand and wrist and twisted and worked the steel until he inched it painfully around the broadest part of his hand. Thomas sucked in a breath and pushed harder. His hand protested in pain, and he cried out from the shooting sensation, but the cuff and chain finally clinked to the ground.

Thomas stared at the bloody metal pile for a slow moment and looked around again. What in the hell had just happened? Thomas sucked in a shaky breath and felt a familiar stinging in his eyes. He’d been through some heinous shit in his life…

“Not the time,” Thomas choked out and decided it was better to let dead dogs lie for now. He looked down at the chains and cuffs again. Leaving this evidence out in the open was probably a mistake. He could almost see his imaginary Ryan shaking his head no.

“You’re right,” Thomas said under his breath.

Thomas picked up the transport handcuffs and links, carrying them with him as he continued to move. He tried to keep alert, looking for a place to hide them in the woods as he made more distance. It was so hard; everything was wobbly and confusing. The air smelled smokey as trees crackled in protest farther behind him as they began to burn in earnest. Tiny sparks blew by on the breeze like daytime lightning bugs that didn’t belong there.

His good old reliable friend Fire was back, but he couldn’t think about that now either. Thomas needed to focus on one thing.

Just keep moving.

He staggered and stumbled in a direction he didn’t understand but seemed strangely pulled towards. River, that damned voice whispered.

Thomas didn’t know where a river was; he just kept on to the crazy in his head. Unchecked tears ran down his face as more horrific images of the crash, his fellow inmates in ragged parts and pieces, flashed through his mind. He couldn’t keep them out. They had all been spun around in a blender and chopped to pieces—mix, puree, and liquefy—as if they were nothing. How he was even alive after that seemed impossible.

His body trembled, and Thomas felt cold all over with the need to rest. He resisted the urge to stop, not understanding this demanding need to get to a river. But that dark demon rapped again.

“Fuck you,” Thomas slurred. He had somewhere to be today. Thomas had already waited six long miserable months. He thought about going back to the crash site. He could turn himself in, get medical help, get to Ryan, and tell the troopers what had happened to everyone else.

River, it insisted, and the pull grew stronger.

He took three more steps in that magnetic direction.

Thomas didn’t make it to the river. He realized this as the ground slammed hard into the side of his face, and he lay there panting, dizzy, and confused. Telling Death to fuck off with pine needles and dirt stuck to his cheek. Thomas tried to get up. He inchwormed forward, moving his face so he could breathe. But Thomas wasn’t going anywhere. The dappled light from the forest slowly darkened as if God had slid the dimmer switch down and whispered, Goodnight.

Son. Hold on, I’m coming…

The last thing Thomas heard was a great howl in the distance and the sound of thunder coming up from the ground instead of down from the sky. Then, it was lights-out as the referee hammered the bell.


Chapter Two

Here we go.

—Charles Martinet

 

WHILE HE LOITERED in unconscious-ville, Thomas dreamed about meeting Ryan the first day in juvie, when Thomas had arrived and was an emotional wreck. He’d been terrified of his new surroundings and the unfathomable situation he found himself in. Thomas had struggled through inmate processing as the guard directed him to remove his court clothing. Yet another violation he endured before showering under an inspecting and judgmental eye.

He’d been given a uniform of sorts to dress in. A plain Hanes, a white short-sleeve button-up over that, and dull gray Dickie pants. The slide-on tennies made their own statement, thwarting any ideas about offing himself by shoestring and bunk rail. There was no belt, but he tucked his shirt in at the guard’s direction. They’d taken him into an office where he’d been fingerprinted, photographed from nearly every direction, and asked uncomfortably invasive questions. The mechanical stamp the intake officer slammed onto his file cover with a heavy palm made a resounding sound before its inkpad lifted, revealing the quick-dry Processed on manila.

He’d still been reeling over the traumatizing satisfaction of the crime he’d committed. The blur of a bench trial, his mother’s testimony against him, and the sentencing. Six years. Thomas had looked around as he followed another guard. He clutched at the sheets, a thin-excuse pillow, and the additional uniforms in his arms. He held them tight to his chest in an effort to hide his fear.

Concrete walls.

Cinder block joints.

Tiny wired windows.

Foot-shuffle floors.

Doors made of sturdy steel.

Painted bars echoed as they clanged closed. It was the sound of finality and fuckery. Each one locked tight behind them as they proceeded through one after another as he and his jailers transitioned him deeper into the unknown. As they moved him towards his future for the next six years of his young life, a sense of resigned helplessness overcame him. Thomas blew out a breath. At least he was finally out of that house of childhood horrors.

“You alright, buddy?” one of the guards asked as he pointed to an empty top bunk.

“Yes,” Thomas said.

“This is your space; put your uniforms in your cabinet. Keep it neat. We do daily inspections,” the man said. He wasn’t unkind, just mechanical.

After Thomas correctly put his things away, they escorted him to a common room. His head was down as he followed the officer, but Thomas’s side-eye told him what deep in his gut he already knew. Thomas was outsized by the fifty-nine pairs of eyes that tracked his movement to the last table—one of those jobs with an attached bench, so chair-throwing wasn’t an option either. The guard flicked a finger, and Thomas stepped over the seat and lowered himself as the uniform carried on, leaving him there alone.

The murmuring and muffled laughter began as Thomas dared to glance up once before staring again at the rigid plastic tabletop. He tried not to see the crudely scrawled Fresh Meat carved into the surface. Thomas squeezed his eyes shut tight.

Do not cry. Don’t you fucking do it. He knew if he let one tear roll, they would chew him up and spit him out in a heartbeat. And probably pick their teeth with his skinny-ass bones too. Thomas opened his eyes after fighting the weakness he felt, only to see movement coming at him from the left side of the large room. A man-boy the height of a doorframe and likely one day as wide stalked towards where he sat alone.

“Here we go,” Thomas sighed.

Thomas clenched his fists as an instant silence spread. It was as if someone had flipped the light switch on sound. Bench supports quietly creaked as it seemed the occupants of the whole room leaned forward to see what would happen next. The guy’s steps moved closer, like drumbeats compared to the silence. A large palm landed on his shoulder, a vise squeezing as the guy pressed his lower body into Thomas’s back, and Thomas locked his jaw for the fight. He wouldn’t go down without things getting scrappy first. Don’t be a pussy.

Even in the fog of coma-land, Thomas smiled at the memory. How Ryan had scared the crap out of him that first day with his big show to the other assholes in juvie, only to lead him over to where Ryan sat and whisper the plan the other boys had in store for Thomas. Ryan had saved him, prevented the unfortunate induction night and those boys’ bets from being won. It had taken him a little while to see it, to understand just what Ryan had done for him, but once he got it, Thomas’s loyalty to Ryan could never be broken. Ryan had been the only person who had ever saved him.

And that was what had started it all. The foundation of two completely opposite and insanely different teenage boys becoming best friends. Ryan—with his quiet strength and size. Skinny Thomas—with his sometimes squeaky voice and bony body. Two guys couldn’t have been more contrasting or closer friends. And hadn’t that led to so much more. More than Thomas had ever thought, imagined, or dared to dream as a possibility.

Rousing from his dream state, Thomas didn’t have the strength to cry out as his wrecked body was lifted from the ground. He dangled limply in a pair of strong arms, his cheek mashed against a hard chest, aware of the steady inhalation and exhalation of whoever was carrying him and that they moved with easy but hurried steps. Oh, but hadn’t he been held like this by that fireman.

Thomas couldn’t bear to think about that night. His revenge, yes. The aftermath, he’d just as soon never relive it again. Thomas struggled to open his eyes, evergreen treetops and hints of blue peeking through. Streamers of light ricocheted through the pines, and they continued moving as he slightly jostled in that firm grip.

Thomas tried to ask where they were taking him, assuming emergency response personnel had rescued him. Police and paramedics. That was good. Patch him up and get him back on track to prison, back en route to Ryan. His question gurgled out as he coughed up blood and began the shakes again. There was no response as they placed him in the back of a vehicle, hard and flat, on his back. And now he could hear it. The sound of water flowing by wherever they were. Whoever he was with.

The river.

He’d made it to that body of water the voice in his head had told him to find. That damn voice he rarely listened to. His brand of insanity earned him more than one hefty prescription, twice-weekly visits with his assigned psychiatrist, and that lovely little tic of clamping down his back molars when they kicked in good. Time-release, my ass. Those pills were a big fat “Hi, how are ya?” before the ride whiplashed at full speed.

Thomas coughed again, spewing, and someone cursed above him as hands began to wrap injuries on lifeless limbs.

It hurt.

Everything hurt, and Thomas wanted to drift back off to Ryan Island, where the pain was more manageable.

“Hold on,” a man demanded over him.

Thomas wanted to agree. He tried to tell the guy You got it, buddy. I’m a fighter.

But the life drained out of him, his energy waning. Rear double doors slammed shut, and a needle stabbed pain in his arm as the vehicle jerked forward onto the asphalt. Hands held him steady and still until the tires seemed to run smoother and the speed increased. Thomas listened for the sirens to start up but only heard the constant hum of radials on the roadway as the men began to argue. Thomas wondered why, but that was his last thought as he let whatever they injected him with take him under. This time, Death went to squint in someone else’s peephole.

Time was drugged as the nothingness took hold—Ryan’s image. The only thing he could latch onto was this.

Ryan.

His everything. An only one. The only person who mattered to him. Images played on a movie reel, endless looping of Ryan laughing at something Thomas said. Ryan’s look of such confused but profound love. The intense and innocent intimacy they shared. Their fingers touching. Secret smiles and Ryan’s soft curls wrapped around Thomas’s finger. Their hopes, plans, and dreams of being together. Ryan’s warmth and his safe heat beneath Thomas’s always cold body.

The body that always felt so wrong his entire life. The one he was stuck with and endlessly betrayed him, keeping him thin and sick, weak and too fragile for Ryan. Other parts he didn’t hate and were a part of Thomas that Ryan accepted and loved also. His long hair and his nearly hairless sensitive skin. The underthings he desired to wear and the clothes he always wanted to be able to but never could because of his home life and then his incarcerated life. His desire to sometimes wear things boys weren’t supposed to.

Thomas woke slowly but couldn’t see anything as his body gently rocked from the steady movement of the vehicle. The pain was just as constant as the rhythm of the ride.

“We’re almost home,” the man whispered.

Thomas focused on his breathing until strong arms transported him again, and he held tight to that same broad chest. A warm body that smelled distantly familiar—like a memory—which strangely smelled the way his father used to. Thomas hadn’t smelled it in years.

“Dad,” he whispered.

The arms gripped him tighter. “Yeah, son, I’ve got you,” his father impossibly said above his head.

“Dad…it hurts,” Thomas cried.

“Shh, I know. Just hang on. We are almost there,” Malcolm Mitchum said with a strained voice.

Thomas was sure he had died, and his dead father was now carrying him to the place they would spend eternity together. It felt more cold than hot, so maybe it wasn’t hell after all. He doubted the Devil had much use for another arsonist. So, some in-between place for the undecided. His father’s movements told him they were going down a set of stairs, his footfalls heavy against a hard floor. Echoes rang all around them. A door opened, and strange people spoke in hushed tones and hurried around Thomas as he was settled down onto another flat surface. This one was softer.

He blinked open his right eye, and the watery image of his father looking down at him with a haggard expression alarmed him. His father placed a hand on his foot from the end of the bed and nodded at him. The strangers surrounded him, so many hands poking, prodding, tugging at him.

“Try to be still. You have many injuries, Thomas,” his father said quietly.

Thomas inhaled a shuddering breath and let it out with a raspy shake. The pain was so great, the coming-back power of it all-consuming. The snick and chill of hair clippers buzzed above his left ear, moving across the side and to the top of his head in long steady swipes. Thomas closed his eyes and reached out his right hand for his long-dead father.

There was movement, and a large comforting grip encompassed his thin fingers and cold skin. Voices spoke in medical terms: compound fractures, sutures, blood loss, head injury, concussion…before they faded into a heated confusing sensation spidering up his arm, bee-stinging through his shoulder, spreading throughout the rest of his body. And Thomas had the ridiculous regret of having never used illegal drugs before as all the pain just went away, and he closed his eyes, feeling nothing for once in his life.


Chapter Three

No, I am not shitting you.

—Arnold Schwarzenegger

 

THOMAS WOKE UP in a quiet and small room. It wasn’t like any hospital room he’d ever seen before. Solid stone made up the walls and ceiling, not a stacked manmade material. He saw no mortar joints like every building he’d been housed in during his incarceration. No, this was old earth stone. Something ancient. Nothing but pressure, water, and time had made this. He knew a thing or two about rock.

Thomas lay in a comfortable bed in a room with modest furnishings. His father slept in an oversized chair, leaning uncomfortably. Conduit and light fixtures ran along the walls and windowless room, and medical equipment sat near his head. An IV line was in his arm, and a sheet and warm handmade blanket covered him.

Thomas rolled his head to the other side, wincing at the pain in his neck and shoulder. A door, only half open, led to a hallway with the same stone walls beyond his room. With effort, Thomas rolled his head back to the left and stared at his father’s harder face. His features differed slightly from Thomas’s childhood memory, not an old man but not as he had looked before he died.

Or didn’t die.

His hair, still light and straight like Thomas’s, was pulled back in an exhausted ponytail that appeared to be about to come undone. He wore faded jeans and big worn black steel-toed shitkickers. A clean, plain T-shirt stretched tight across his broad frame. How Thomas wished he’d taken after his father and not his mother.

Thomas licked his dry lips and swallowed. He blinked a few times, realizing his left eye was taped closed and covered. He tried to reach up, but his left arm was immobilized in what felt like a heavy cast. It felt numb and like a dead weight. Thomas realized he really could do nothing but just lay there. That knowledge also brought on the thankful feeling that he was alive.

“Dad,” Thomas whispered. He watched as his father’s legs stretched long, and he lifted his cheek from his palm and blinked a few times.

“Thomas,” Malcolm got out. He shot from the chair and headed to the door, where he barked out for someone to come, that his son was awake. And then he was at Thomas’s side.

“Don’t move around. How’s the pain?” Malcolm asked.

“You died,” Thomas said, and Malcolm hung his head just as a woman in scrubs came in. Their attention turned to her; Thomas assessed that she looked like a hugger.

She smiled down at Thomas. “We almost lost you there. But I’m happy to see you decided to stick around.”

She went over each injury and checked the status of the machines near his head. Thomas, ever-leery of anyone or anything medically related, noticed how the equipment looked very old. Her hand moved to the bottles hanging from the IV pole, glass, and with handwritten labels. Very old, he decided and turned his attention back to the nurse.

“Everything looks as I expect it should,” she said. “You were quite banged up but healing nicely now. There was an old break in your left arm that we reset from the second fracture during the accident. You’ll be in this cast for a few weeks.” She folded down the blanket so he could see.

Thomas blinked down at his arm, which was encased to his shoulder. Only his blue-and-purplish fingertips protruded from the end of the white plaster. He moved them, but they had a fat lip feeling. Two of his fingernails were entirely missing. The ugliness stood out starkly against the white sheet.

“Your eye… Well, dear, we’re just going to have to wait and should know in a few days if your vision will be alright. Glass from the accident,” she added. “We got it out. And you cracked your head pretty good, honey. Sorry about your hair, but you’ve been stapled and stitched. It will scar for now, and the hair will grow back.” She smiled at him sympathetically.

Thomas reached up with his good hand and ran it over his shaved head. He looked to his father. “My neck hurts,” he admitted.

She glanced quickly at Malcolm and then smiled again at Thomas. “I’m sure everything hurts. You’ll be black and blue for some time. Quite the tumble, but I suspect you’ll recover completely. It’s just going to take a bit of time and a lot of rest. Now, more importantly, for you to heal, we need to get some weight on you.”

She pointed to a tube that disappeared beneath the blanket, then frowned a bit and gave Thomas a severe look. “I understand you haven’t had a pleasant past. I also understand things are probably very confusing for you right now. But your body is too weak to heal on its own, so this will have to be in place until we can get you healthy enough to be on a regular diet. Do you understand?”

Thomas was compelled to say “Yes, ma’am” to this ample figured woman, who was kind, honest, and didn’t sugarcoat. She was pleasant but straightforward, and Thomas respected that. She was the tough grandmother type. One of those who would bake you cookies and ground you at the same time. Thomas smiled at her again. He couldn’t help not immediately liking her.

She smiled, nodded once, and fixed his blankets over him. “I’ll check on you again soon. Rest and recover.” She pointed to a side table. “And you can drink all the water you want.”

Thomas nodded, and his father poured water from the pitcher into a cup with a straw. He held it out for him to drink from.

“My name is Grace—Thomas; it’s nice to finally meet you,” she said and patted his good hand lightly. Then she pulled the door half closed as she left them alone.

Thomas looked back expectantly at his father.

Malcolm sighed and turned from him, sliding the big chair over with a single hand. He sat down, shook his head, pinched the bridge of his nose, and squeezed his eyes tight. There was a long silent pause between them where neither one of them knew what to say.

“I’ve found,” Thomas started and swallowed hard. “When you dread saying something, it goes better when you just rip off the Band-Aid and spill it. Like Grace there, a real straight-shooter.”

His father let out a light laugh, shook his head again, and sighed. “Alright, but it’s a lot.”

“I can handle it,” Thomas motioned to himself at the state he was in. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“I had no choice. I left and faked my death. Your grandfather died, and I had left our group here back when I met your mother. He was in charge for many years. When he died unexpectedly, that responsibility fell to me, and it wasn’t something I could refuse to take over. Your mother didn’t know about any of this. It wasn’t something I could tell her or she would ever understand. It wasn’t a place where she would be accepted. So I chose to leave. I would have stayed with you and your mother until the end of your lives, but things didn’t work out that way. I couldn’t see you or her. We have rules and laws that can’t be broken. Breaking them endangers our entire pack.”

Malcolm took a deep breath but kept staring down at his boots. “It hurt to leave you. So much happened, all of it out of my control. My hands were tied—first with the fire and then you being sent to jail. I couldn’t do anything to help you and it nearly killed me. Then, you were in the accident. I felt it because there is a death bond between a father and his son. It’s in our blood, our bloodline. We were coming, but it was so far away. I knew you were seriously injured and would likely die, but I couldn’t lose you again. So, I broke our laws and bit you; that’s why your neck hurts. Then, I brought you here to our homeland, our packhouse, back to Grace for medical treatment. You’ve been declared dead in that wreck, and you won’t be able to ever go back into the human world, Thomas. You are part of my pack now.” Malcolm sucked in a lung full of air before adding, “We are Wolves.”

Thomas blinked and then grinned. “Grace, more morphine, please.”

His father fought a smile but soldiered on. “We are human, but not. We shift to the Wolf and back to humans, but we don’t live among humans. We do engage some for supplies, but it is minimal. Our pack is very old-fashioned—think nineteen forties and never-changing. We live by the old ways, apart from humans. It has kept us safe for generations.”

He directed his attention at the ceiling and scratched at his chin. “We have strict laws. Our four gods—the Pillars—aren’t forgiving. Violating our laws means punishment, banishment, war, and often death. That’s why we aren’t supposed to mate with humans either. It’s against our laws because the offspring…it’s unpredictable if they will even survive. They aren’t born with what is needed to shift to the Wolf. That’s why you are the way you are. It’s my fault. Your mother was my mate, human or not, and I couldn’t deny our bond. I never imagined we could even have a child.”

Malcolm was quiet for a moment and swallowed hard. “I didn’t want to ever come back here. I hated this life.” He shook his head. “It was a punishment for having a half-human offspring. I’ve always struggled with obeying some of our laws; the rest, I respect and follow.”

He waved a hand as if to get himself back on track. “You were never expected to survive after your birth, but you did. Leaving you and your mom made me angry with our gods. It was a risk, but I bit you to try to save you—I wasn’t going to lose you again.” He glanced at Thomas and then back down at his clasped hands.

“You will have to endure this medical treatment until you are strong enough to shift. When you shift to the Wolf for the first time, your injuries will heal. For now, you are too weak for the shift. It would kill you.”

“Werewolves?” Thomas asked, wanting to laugh but knowing it would hurt too much.

“That is a human term,” Malcolm said with some disgust. “All Wolves are like me, like us. Just Wolves. There is no such thing as an animal that is only Wolf, just an animal.”

Thomas nodded slowly and took a long moment before he spoke.

“So, I’m gay. I just thought you should know since we are throwing it all out there for truth time.” One big reveal would be enough for now. He didn’t really think sharing his cross-dressing desires with his not-dead father or four imaginary gods would be wise. Few understood it, and only two people in his life had ever accepted it.

“I’m all for what you have going on down here in your dungeon,” Thomas continued. “Other than the catheter, it really is already far better than where I’ve been or where I was going. But I have a life partner, a very human soulmate. And I will under no circumstances give him up. You can bite him, too, if that’s what it takes, but if I go, he goes. That’s the deal. Thank you for the rescue, but I will not stay here if he can’t come too.” Thomas smiled and then closed his mouth and waited.

Malcolm frowned.

“What, no queer Wolves?” Thomas asked with a laugh that did hurt.

“No, it’s not that at all. There are many male-mated and female-mated pairs in our pack. That has never been an issue. It’s against our laws to turn humans. It isn’t done, Thomas. Or I would have turned your mother and brought her back here, the three of us.”

Thomas pointed at himself in an obvious way.

“You were never completely human, half Wolf,” Malcolm said. “And I did break the law.”

Thomas shrugged. “Well, it will be cool to hang out with you and catch up for a while—while I heal.”

“Thomas,” Malcolm sighed.

“Wait. If I bite him, would he turn into a Wolf?” Thomas asked with a criminal grin.

Malcolm pressed his lips together tight, and Thomas smiled more wickedly.

Thomas waved his good hand. “Solves that.”

“I expected a different response,” Malcolm admitted.

“For me to freak out?” Thomas sighed and then yawned wide. “No, I know when I wake up and the morphine wears off, I’ll be in the psych cell again, and this will all have been one hell of a bad dream.”

Malcolm leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “We will discuss it more when you wake up and realize I’m still here, and this is your new reality.”


Chapter Four

And into the forest I go, to lose my mind and find my soul.

—John Muir

 

THOMAS SAT IN the woods alone in his Wolf form and thought back to that day with his father nine long years ago. So much time had passed. So much had happened since the accident. Everything had changed. He had changed. Thomas wasn’t sure if Ryan would even recognize him, remember him, or want anything to do with him. They were both twenty-seven now. But Thomas’s heart still ached and yearned for the only boy he had ever loved.

Man.

He is a man now, Thomas reminded himself.

Thomas didn’t know how Ryan had done it, but somehow, he’d escaped from prison. The timing had been perfect; it had been on one of the long annual journeys Thomas took each year to Ryan’s prison to check on him. To try to just sense him inside those walls, to know he was still breathing, to hear his heartbeat from outside those fences, gates, and concrete. He’d seen him a few times throughout the years when Ryan was released to the yard, but nothing more than a few sightings.

Considered dead, Thomas was only allowed to be in his Wolf form outside their pack lands. He’d followed that disgusting vehicle that transported his mate in that ungodly box. Thomas had trailed along when Ryan had escaped and run from it, trying to guide and encourage him without being seen. That had been harder than he’d anticipated, seeing Ryan up close and then having to leave him to return to his time-warped pack family and all their laws, back to their way of life.

Thomas couldn’t believe how much time had passed, how much he had changed. Thanks to his father saving his life and Grace and the others accepting him and teaching him their ways, Thomas finally felt normal, healthy, and loved by a family. And what a family it was. Thomas shook his head at its wild cross between old Puritans, with a dash of Dutch—even Amish-like—and some old-school USSR thrown in the mix.

Simple but complex, his people believed in hard work, pack law, and their makers. They were the most nonmaterialistic people Thomas had ever known. With its group mentality, everyone shared everything. They all looked out for and helped one another. Family, hunting, and protecting their ancient way of life were the priority.

It was all about the pack.

How in the hell am I ever going to explain all this to him? Thomas asked.

Truth, Wolf responded.

And as they sat there, within their shared self, they thought of their mate again. Ryan, who was currently on the run. He’d been spotted recently in a city only a few hours away. Ryan was making pretty fast time and covering quite a bit of distance. Thomas wondered where Ryan was heading, but something inside him, his Wolf, whispered that Ryan was coming to him—to them. Ryan just didn’t know it yet.

It had been a nearly two-year fight with Thomas’s father, their Alpha, and the pack council. They finally gave approval for Ryan to be allowed into the pack should he choose it. It had taken a lot of praying to the Pillars—their Gods—who Thomas, like his father, often didn’t understand or agree with. Unfortunately, Ryan had been in prison, serving out a hefty sentence. This was why the council had finally agreed, likely thinking the possibility would never come to fruition since Ryan would be an old man by the time he was released.

But Ryan had gone and done the impossible.

He had escaped at just twenty-seven years old. And if Thomas could find him and convince him to turn Wolf with Thomas as his mate, Ryan would be protected by the pack, under the protection of their four Pillars, and never face going back to prison. This was their—Thomas and Wolf’s—current shared plan as they sat in the woods and waited.

While Thomas was confident about his feelings for Ryan, he wasn’t as optimistic about Ryan’s feelings towards him. As far as Ryan knew, Thomas was dead and had been for the past nine years. In his heart, Thomas knew that would have deeply hurt Ryan. Getting him to forgive Thomas for not finding a way to let him know he hadn’t died would take more than mere pleading for forgiveness. Not to mention Ryan was extraordinarily stubborn. Or that Thomas had ended up doing the one thing he swore to never do to Ryan—leave him like everyone else had.

He’s going to be so pissed, Thomas said with the heavy burden of guilt.

Wolf grunted his agreement.

Thomas smiled over just how well he knew Ryan. His Wolf did not. Ryan had always been slow to embrace anything new he didn’t understand. He’d been a broody boy with a quiet disposition and murderous stare. He was, of course, secretly sweet—to Thomas. But no, Ryan’s unyielding personality would make forgiveness a nearly impossible feat. He didn’t just hold on to a grudge; he embraced that sucker and death-gripped it for dear life. Thomas had seen it so many times before but rarely directed at him. And those times, Thomas had wormed and manipulated his way out of the doghouse. Methods that were not going to work this time. Yes, Thomas would have his work cut out for him—and he deserved it.

You don’t know him, Thomas reminded his Wolf. You think you do because you feel my thoughts and memories. I know the beforetime that you don’t remember, but… Thomas thought about all the voices from his childhood, about a boy with a trapped half Wolf inside him. Wolf remembered little of that time before his own true birth.

What if you don’t even like him? Thomas worried.

Will, Wolf replied.

We need a plan, Thomas muttered.

They growled at themselves now for not having some sort of plan. It had been nearly a decade, and here they sat alone in the woods, trying to figure something out. Ryan was the thinker and planner; Thomas was the joker and doer. Constantly reacting without thinking things through. Thomas believed he’d gotten better at this since turning Wolf, but Thomas was still Thomas. He was just a little different now.

Since the Ryan sighting after his escape, Thomas had been patrolling the borders of all of their pack lands, the Forestry lands, and the Wildlife Conservation lands. Thousands of acres, and finding Ryan would be like a needle in a haystack. But something inside Thomas kept telling him Ryan would head north. North to the most extensive uninhabited woodlands in the country. Ryan would think he could disappear into the forest and evade capture by living in the wild.

Thomas knew this because they had discussed it many, many times, read books related to it, and it had all but become their youthful dream or fantasy, really. Two incarcerated boys with Robinson Crusoe dreams. They never truly believed Ryan would get out before he was in his sixties. Thomas couldn’t help but think and hope they had a real chance now.

Had he not been bitten and turned Wolf by his father, Thomas would have committed another crime just to go back to prison to be with Ryan. But as he was now, Wolf could not survive on the inside. He would have died in under a year. Wolves had to shift, and they had to eat meat. They had to be around their own kind, with their mate, or eventually go mad. They’d go feral.

Thomas lifted his nose, sniffing the air, and smelled another Wolf, Penn, not far from his location but heading north for his usual assignment. As they were both scouts, Penn and he had the same patrol rotation and would usually eat dinner together once their shift ended. Thomas ran the southern lands. His ear twitched at the slow metallic squealing sound that echoed and bounced off the mountains several miles away to the east.

Thomas ran through all of the options: the metal gate to the forestry’s fire road, the metal door to the forestry ranger tower, the gate at the old Steele place, and the two tree-line hunting platforms. The only metal for miles. He listened, turning his head. Thomas could just make out the sound of an engine and then the metal squealing again. Like a gate that hadn’t been opened for a very long time.

Thomas stood on paws and headed east. It had to be the fire road or the Steele place, but the fire road gate didn’t make that sound. Rangers kept their equipment, even their gates, in top working order. No…it had to be the gate to the old Steele place, which meant someone was going to the cabin. Thomas picked up his pace. No one ever belonged there who wasn’t a Steele. It was in their treaty with the Steele elder, the only human Thomas’s council and pack had ever trusted.

But Mr. Steele had died years ago. Thomas’s father had told him the cabin and land had been all but forgotten for years. The son, then; it had to be the Steele son. Malcolm had said the son would honor the treaty as the father had done. But the Wolves didn’t know the son as they had his father. This could mean trouble. Thomas knew he wouldn’t have been the only one to have heard it.

Father, someone has come to the Steele land. I will patrol and report. Thomas communicated with his father through the special mental connection all members of Wolf packs shared. Thomas frequently found himself annoyed with the way it worked, a live group chat vocalized in his head with no mute button.

I’ll meet you there, Malcolm replied from the packhouse.

The son honors the treaty? Thomas asked.

Yes, and he is the only keyholder, Malcolm answered.

Thomas lengthened his stride to quickly cover more ground, digging his claws into the earth to propel him. Large paws and strong tendons reached farther forward as the power he now possessed moved him with unbelievable speed. His fur rippled, and his tail whipped behind him. Thomas had learned to love being Wolf. It was the only time the utter sadness didn’t consume him completely. When he was human, his emotions were all over the place. Being Wolf tamped them down—somewhat—an epic form of denial.

If it was hunters or poachers, they’d need to act quickly to report them before they could hurt a packmate. Thomas slowed as he crossed the line to the Steele family land. He made his way to the path the Wolves regularly used to travel through this area.

Malcolm waited for Thomas several hundred feet from the old cabin, crouched low and watching. Two males, inside now. They just went in. Only one vehicle, and that was Steele’s truck, Malcolm said.

The son’s name? Thomas asked.

Tristan Steele, Councilman Adler chimed in.

Thomas rolled his eyes at the busybody remotely inserting himself, from his office back at the packhouse, into their conversation. Still, he was the record keeper and the one who would know such things.

Councilman Adler added, He’s on the record and in the treaty.

Malcolm and Thomas watched as the old lanterns turned on one by one, illuminating each room through the cabin. Only one of the men inside spoke, and the Wolves listened as Tristan Steele told the other man about his father building the cabin and where everything was. Tristan talked about the weather, about finding food and fishing, and then he explained about the Wolves.

Thomas and Malcolm’s hair rose on their backs as they leaned forward and listened.

“Never hunt or harm the Wolves, and they won’t hunt or harm you,” Tristan Steele said. “My dad felt really strongly about that. Don’t mess with the Wolves. You have to share this land with them.” Then he admitted that the Wolves scared him, so he had no problem giving them plenty of respect and distance.

The man’s speech about the Wolves seemed to be knowledgeable and made in earnest, and Thomas and Malcolm’s fur settled back down as they relaxed and continued to watch.

The son upholds the treaty, Malcolm said. Let it be known. He has instructed the other male that the Wolves are protected.

The men exited the cabin to retrieve the remaining firewood, but Thomas couldn’t see them from his position.
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