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The Prisoner

 
Monday, April 30, 2018
Home of Ian Campbell, Pack Alpha
Campbell Wildlife Preserve
Outside Flagstaff, Arizona
 

A hollow thump from beyond the cell made Michael Phillips shudder. He shook his head, swallowing disgust so strong it pushed bile into his throat. You weren’t always such a coward. Knock it off. No one here will hurt you. They aren’t Brimfield or his pack. They’ve done nothing to harm you so far. They haven’t even threatened you.
Well, except Carlos. That one didn’t like him at all. Growled and snarled every time he passed the door to the vault where Michael hid. Not that Michael blamed him much. Carlos had lost his best friend in the attack by Brimfield’s pack. Michael’s pack. Michael hadn’t wanted to be part of that pack or the assault they’d rained down on the Campbell Preserve pack. As the lowest ranking member of the pack, he’d had no choice but to follow orders.
He listened for more sounds to indicate someone’s presence, barely able to breathe.
A knock on the heavy, metal door made him jump, despite being prepared for it. It swung open partway, leaving a barred door as a barrier between Michael and his guest.
He swallowed hard.
Ian Campbell, the local alpha, studied him through the bars. “We have a problem.” His gaze swept the twelve-by-twelve metal room that contained only a narrow cot, a small bedside table, a toilet, and a tiny sink more suited to an RV than a living space. He pinned Michael with a narrow-eyed look. “Are you truly content to live in such a prison?”
“No.” How could he admit how much he feared leaving the tiny room? He lowered his gaze to the floor, locking it on a scuff in the concrete. Would the alpha force him to leave? He’d thought for the first few days that the man would follow through on his original dictate for Michael to be put down for his part in Brimfield’s assault, but that hadn’t happened. The alpha’s mate had interceded on his behalf, or so he’d been told.
“It certainly seems that you are. You haven’t left this room since you arrived.” Ian grimaced. “And it smells like it.”
Heat rushed to Michael’s face. He couldn’t deny the accusation. It had been months since he’d showered on even an irregular basis, but he hadn’t bathed properly since before the night of the attack. Almost two weeks ago.
Max Johnson and Dr. Jeremy Richardson, the two lowest-ranking males in the pack, had visited, and Carlos had stared through the bars off and on for the first few days, always growling. A man known only to him as O’Neil had visited during the first couple of days, while recovering from a broken leg. Everyone else had left him alone. He’d even stayed in his room the previous night when the moon was full.
A long silence followed.
Michael finally lifted his head enough to look up at the alpha.
“You’re out of time. My mate will come into heat in the next few days. We’ll lock ourselves into the compound for the duration. You can’t stay here.”
With a frown of confusion, Michael raised his head and tilted it to one side. “Why not?”
Ian’s gray eyes narrowed. “That’s right. Jeremy said you were turned last fall, so you weren’t with Brimfield the last time Clara went into heat.”
He shook his head.
“It may not have mattered even if you had,” the alpha muttered as though thinking out loud rather than speaking directly to Michael. “They probably didn’t handle things as we do.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I won’t risk you being hurt.” Ian frowned. “During heats, tempers run hot, and fights are more likely to occur between males. To avoid possible conflicts and resulting injuries, mated pairs in this pack separate from the rest during heat cycles. No one but Sophia and I will be permitted here until her heat passes.”
Oh. “Where am I supposed to go?”
“To Brett’s.” No hesitation. No indecision. “He’s second in the pack. There’s a cabin on his and Kelly’s part of the Preserve. They’ve offered use of it. You’ll be safe there, with the added benefit of being in a real home”—his annoyance-filled gaze flicked around the steel room again—“instead of a prison.”
“A cabin?” Alone? That didn’t seem particularly safe. What if others came? What if Carlos— The scent of his own fear made him want to sneeze to clear his nose. Heat filled his face again, and he studied the concrete. Ian must think him a total coward.
“You’ll be safe there.” The repeated assurance was surprisingly gentle. “No one comes onto that land without Brett and/or Kelly knowing about it.”
Michael nodded and raised his head again.
“You’ll need to go to the main house to eat, but otherwise, you can stay at the cabin, if you want.” Gray eyes pinned him with a stern look. “I’d suggest you spend time with them, though, get to know them, because come next full moon, I expect you to run with the pack. I don’t believe in caging wolves any more than absolutely necessary.”
His breath caught. Run with the pack? Memories surged. Running until his legs couldn’t run anymore. Slashing teeth. Nips and bites meant to terrify and draw blood. The metallic taste and smell of blood as he’d curled up in a corner of a concrete cell to clean his wounds. Violence and horror had filled his time with Brimfield’s pack.
“Our pack won’t treat you as Brimfield’s did.”
He stared at the man. How had the alpha guessed what he was thinking?
“I smell your fear. You have nothing to be afraid of here.” Ian laid a hand on the bars then gently opened the barred door. “None of my pack will harm you. I don’t put up with bullies. Never have. Never will.”
Michael nodded, unable to form words around the knot of panic cutting off air to his lungs.
“It’s not good for any of us to be alone too much. Messes with our heads. Makes us do stupid things.” Ian leaned against the doorframe. “Max tells me you studied werewolves before you were Turned.”
He nodded again.
“What made you interested in us to begin with?”
“A camping trip I took with my parents when I was eight,” Michael muttered. “We visited the Cascades, and I got lost in the woods. I was still lost when the full moon rose. I sat under a bush, freezing, scared half out of my mind, and praying someone would find me. This huge wolf came silently through the trees. He stopped and looked at me. I thought he’d kill me. My father had told me as far back as I can remember that wild animals would kill me if I left camp alone.”
Ian snorted. “Apparently such claims didn’t scare you enough to keep you from wandering.”
“No.” Michael laughed softly then sobered. “I wanted to explore and see things. My parents hung out in camp all the time. They enjoyed camping but didn’t like hiking.” He shrugged. “Anyway, there was something in that wolf’s eyes…. The only way I can think to describe it is intelligence. I’d been around dogs all my life, including some really smart ones, but the wolf was different. More intelligent-looking.” He wasn’t sure how else to explain.
Ian nodded.
“It walked right up to me, licked my nose, and curled around me.” He could still close his eyes and recall the warmth that furry coat had emanated. That a wild animal would protect him from the cold instead of biting him, or worse, had stilled his fear. “After I quit shivering, he got up, gently grabbed my shirt sleeve, and led me back to camp. He stopped short of my parents being able to see him but made sure I was close enough to see them and hear them calling to me. He let me go and disappeared back into the woods.”
“I’ll bet your parents were relieved when you showed up.”
Michael smiled. “They yelled at me for what felt like hours.” Even then, he’d known their anger was a result of fear. “They made me promise to stay in camp from then on. Said if I wandered off again, no more camping trips. Ever. Period.”
“Did you tell them how you got back?”
“I told them I saw a wolf. My dad yelled at me some more for lying. They never heard a wolf howl, and they were sure if there’d been any about, they’d have heard howls.” He shrugged. “I didn’t say any more about it. We stayed for a couple more days before going home. When we were leaving, I saw a man standing in the woods watching us. He smiled and nodded before ducking back into the woods. He reminded me of a mountain man. Like Grizzly Adams. He didn’t look anything like a wolf, of course, but I knew by the look in his eyes that it was him. I just… knew.”
Ian grunted.
“We went back every year after that, but I never saw him again. I even returned a couple of times after I went to college, looking for him. Nothing.” Michael frowned. “Do you suppose he’s still alive up there somewhere?” Maybe they knew each other? Did wolves in different areas communicate with each other?
“No way of knowing.” The alpha shrugged. “Brett and I haven’t been anywhere near the Cascades since before we joined the pack here in 1980.”
“Oh.” Disappointed, he nodded. So much for that possibility. He would’ve loved the opportunity to thank the man-wolf for saving him that night, for guiding him back to his parents.
“You do realize there’s a very strong possibility the man you saw and the wolf who helped you weren’t the same individual, right?”
“I know how crazy it sounds, but I just know they were the same person. Something about the look in the eyes.”
Ian ran a hand over his short-trimmed beard. “And you decided to
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