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Chapter 1


The Outlands






Ryu moans low and deep. His calloused fingers dig into the headboard as the Alpha moves above him. Brutal, forceful, and nameless. Every thrust of the man’s hips sends a tremor through Ryu’s frame. He arches off the sheets, skin slick and silver in the moonlight, hair spilling across the bed like a dark stain. 

The fever of his cycle has been a physical weight all day, a deep, ripening ache that finally drives him to madness. To drive him to a cramped room, a powerful stranger, and the desperate, bone-deep need to be broken by an Alpha.

Ryu found the closest Alpha, large and powerful, and released his intoxicating scent. No Alpha can ever resist. Ryu lured him into his tiny minka1, no more the size of a box. 

The Alpha didn’t ask questions but tossed Ryu onto the bed and tore off his clothes in a deep rage that would later consume him in his rut. 

No kisses. No words of any kind. 

Just lips, teeth, and skin. 

Fuck. The man licks down the pale column of his neck. Passion tears through him. 

He comes for the fifth time that evening, soaking the Alpha and the sheets. This goes on for several more hours. When it’s over, they are both covered in sweat, the stench of sex and freesia filling the room. 

The Alpha’s knot dies down. 

 Ryu knows what’s coming next. The Alpha stands, barely letting the air cool around them, and throws on his silver yukata, his muscular arms rippling and straining against the fabric. 

He isn’t bad-looking. 

Just not Ryu’s type. 

“You got a mate?” the Alpha asks. 

Ryu ignores the question, lazily stroking his flat stomach, noting the sharp arch of his hip bones. He hasn’t eaten in days. 

“Silent type, eh?” the Alpha probes. “Look, I only did this because you seemed desperate.” 

That’s what they all say. Ryu wants to cackle. Instead, he watches the Alpha coolly through narrowed eyes. 

“You have a mate,” he continues. “I can tell. Your Māku2 is strong, very strong. He must be a powerful Alpha. You shouldn’t be wandering around here without him. Whatever happened between you two…it doesn’t matter…the stench of another Alpha on his Omega is enough to drive one mad.” 

Isn’t that what Ryu wants? To drive his Alpha mad? He turns his head away dismissively. This conversation is over. 

“My name is Fermin,” he says as he puts his shoes on. “I’m from The Impure Canines.” He laughs. “By sword and shield are our words. Just passing through with a few brothers.” 

Brothers. 

More like a pack of hungry Alphas wanting to pillage their way through the small caverns of the Outlands. This place isn’t for people who belong to packs; it’s for those who do not. Nestled in a small city, it belongs to no one. All the outcasts come here. They find small accommodations and live out their lives as exiles. 

It doesn’t matter. He’s done with this conversation. Ryu stands with sweat and cum drying on his skin. 

“Get out.” 

Fermin looks taken aback for a second, then snorts loudly. “Whatever. Like I need a whore Omega, anyway.” 

Ryu watches him go, hands toying dangerously with his Katana. It’s time. He throws on a black kimono and his getas are coarse and frayed at the edges. He shoves his Katana, Hikari3, into the sheath, and leaves the apartment. 

It's dark. All the creatures of the night have come out while everyone else huddles in the safety of their homes. There are rumors of darkness brewing, a sickness within the wolves that is causing chaos between the most prominent clans. 

Ryu is aware of this. 

A disease turning regular, unsuspecting wolves into powerful and deranged Lycans, a fierce amalgamation. These creatures are not of this world. Once the disease spreads, they become insatiable in their killings. 

Now they move in packs. 

A group of Lycans isn’t easy to kill. All the clans have grown weary, and after centuries of war, there are talks of banding together. 

Ryu cares for none of that. He has a mission. One he must complete, no matter what. 


      ***Amidst the city's bustling lights, the cherry blossom trees stand tall, their delicate pink blooms silhouetted in striking black, creating a mesmerizing contrast. The vibrant scenery blurs like watercolors, adding an ethereal touch to the bustling urban landscape. The streets wane and yawn in every direction. Street lamps cause breaks between sky-high buildings. The fumes of heavy traffic and carbon dioxide of the city burn like vinegar and sit like acid on his tongue.

Ryu melts into the darkness. He doesn’t plan on coming back. 

He leaves just as swiftly as he came. 

Ryu walks among the shadows until he reaches the edge of the Outlands. He doesn’t stop but continues easily into the forest. The world stills around him as he picks up the trail again. 

He’s been hunting them for days. 

The disease is ripe, and Ryu knows he’ll have to act fast and kill them where they stand. Ryu is no stranger to killing. 

He’s killed his whole life. 

This is no different. He follows them methodically, noticing their movements have slowed and then diminished. They jump from town to town, almost as if they’re searching for something. Whatever it is, they will never find it. 

The closer he gets, the more his uneasiness grows. The man who created this disease must be exceptionally evil.

As the hour grows late, he stops to rest. His stomach growls insistently. Ryu ignores it, knowing once this is over, he will have his fill. The half-moon shines, cascading beams of light over the forest. 

Ryu's breath hitches. The landscapes have changed. 

Each clan occupies separate lands. They range from mountainous hills to open plains to dense cities. The richest clans have vast fields, various areas for running while shifting, and imposing skyscrapers that reach like a ladder up toward the gods. The poorest remain in the slums, gutters, and decaying buildings. 

His stomach coils again. This time, it has nothing to do with hunger. 

He needs to catch them quickly before they get too close to the capital. Ryu stalks quietly, his steps are weightless across the concrete as he watches them closely. 

They enter the outskirts of the city, and he corners them in an alleyway. Ryu withdraws his Katana. Hikari gleams as mist and fog gather around him as unspeakable evil draws near. 

He slashes right, narrowly missing a snarling Lycan. 

It stands nearly ten feet, foaming at the mouth. It has large canines that are as sharp as knives, and its claws resemble razors as they dip forward. 

There are five of them. 

Two scale the walls, while two others crowd the alleyway entrance. From the back of the alley behind a pile of garbage bags comes a soft cry. A baby. The man holds a worn-down pipe, clothing askew and torn, battered heavily with bruises, while the mother frantically cooed at her baby.

Ryu steps forward, Hikari lustrous and deadly in his hand.  

The Lycans turn to him, brazenly ignoring the family. 

Good. It’s been a long time since I’ve had any fun. 

Ryu darts forward, the swing of his wolfsbane-laced sword clean and lethal. He cuts the nearest snarling beast in half. 

The poison seeps into their bloodstream, causing the wounds to sizzle and emit a green glowing smoke. 

Another beast swipes out. Its vicious claws catch the hem of his jacket, shredding it. Ryu frowns in annoyance. Picking up momentum, he hacks it, cutting it down swiftly and efficiently. 

Don’t lose sight of your goal. 

Ryu weaves, dodging their wayward swipes and snapping teeth. It’s a dance. One he’s used to. With speed and agility, he evades them easily. 

Until there is only one left. 

The leader, eyes glowing red, and body twisting in unnatural angles, is larger than the rest. After wolves turn into Lycans, there is nothing left of their consciousness. 

A mindless beast. 

Ryu is arrogant, too busy carelessly flaunting the kill of the other dead Lycans that he misses it—the slow arch of the leader’s body, his eyes turning walleyed as he looks in every direction at once. 

Oh no, the family. 

The beast roars, its silver teeth sharp as blades, and swings toward them. Ryu takes off. He intercepts but hasn’t thought things through beyond that. 

The Lycan fakes left. His fist struck Ryu like a hammer, slamming his head against the wall. Ryu grunts as his head connects with the brick walls with a sickening crack. Stardust bursts before his vision as it fractures into a kaleidoscope, and his stomach clenches painfully.

What was that? These things—these creatures—cannot think for themselves. However, this one does. It outmaneuvered him and even planned a counterattack. 

They’re evolving. 

Kenyon—the bloodhound bastard! What kind of horrors did he awake in the abyss? 

No time to think. The beast crashes into him, throwing all its weight onto Ryu. The blow sends them both through a brick wall. Ryu cries out in agony as his shoulder is pinned between the creature and the ground. 

Fuck. He spits blood, nearly gagging at the stench of the creature. Goddamnit! Focus. He jams his free hand into his jacket and pulls out a wakizashi4. He stabs the creature in the eye. The beast howls and claws into his chest. 

Ryu yanks the wakizashi out and stabs the monster again and again and again. 

Blood rushes to his ears. The entire world narrows to this moment. 

The creature's tongue comes out. Like a snake, it slithers toward him, slick with salvia. As it inches closer, Ryu freezes. Panic is clawing inside him. If the tongue touches him, he will be infected. 

The wakizashi is stuck, embedded in the Lycan’s head between bone and brain. The weight of the bricks nearly crushed his other hand, uselessly pinned. 

Shit. The tongue inches closer, and Ryu recoils. What is that? It’s not a tongue at all. At the tip is the shape of a human. A man more specifically. Probably the Alpha who was overtaken by the disease. 

He moans, almost like he’s crying, as the Lycan forces his tongue toward Ryu’s face. 

Focus. Ryu exhales sharply and grips the wakizashi. He rips it from the Lycan’s skull and, in one fluid motion, cuts the tongue off. He relishes the sight when it goes flying. 

The Lycan collapses, dead on top of him. 

Ryu pants as pain torches his insides. He needs to move fast. More will follow. He crawls out from under the creature, whose body is heavy with sweat and blood. 

He’s out of time. Ryu stumbles to his Katana, which lies several feet away, his crushed arm hanging at his side. As Ryu bends to pick it up, the world nearly tips over. 

He staggers, his feet weighty and his vision fading in and out. The family is still there. The father looks aghast. 

“Are you okay? Sir, are you okay?” He rushes forward. “Why did you not shift?” 

How could he? 

Exiles can’t shift. After they are banished, the Gods take away their wolves, leaving them with supernatural speed and healing, but beyond that, they are nothing. Less than nothing. 

Ryu clenches his jaw. Blood trickles from his hairline into his eyes. 

“My name is Filcher, and this is my wife, Zaya,” the man says. “We must go. Our clan isn’t far away.” 

No, Ryu has a mission he must complete. His vision blurs again and this time he can’t do anything to stop it. The world turns, and then the ground is rushing up to meet him.


      ***Silvercrest Howlers Clan

Ice stabs through his heart. Ryu gasps, choking on air as he scrambles to sit up on the cot. His head throbbed as he glanced around the room, noticing the walls were the same thick grey stone as the dwellings of the region but barred with thick metal bars. It’s a hollow cube of concrete, one way in, with no windows. A mulberry carpet covers the floor and a small wooden table filled lavishly with food stands in one corner. His katana rests near his bedside, and Ryu eyes his surroundings suspiciously. 

Who would give a prisoner their weapon? 

This place looks less like a prison cell and more like a two-star hotel. He sits up slowly and groans from the ache on his shoulder. His healing is slower this time, probably due to a lack of food. Ryu thinks back to the night before, wondering how he got here. All he remembers is defending the family from the Lycans. After that, he comes up with nothing. 

Even before that, he can’t remember. 

What was he doing there? Why was he defending the family anyway? He doesn’t know. All he recalls is that he was supposed to do something important, but what? Ryu lifts his hand to his forehead, gingerly touching the small bruises. 

He looks at the food across the room skeptically, but his stomach gives a pitiful growl at the sight. Lurching forward, he begins to stuff himself with the fruits and cheeses. His intuition tells him this clan means him no harm, but still, he needs to be on his guard. 

After he’s eaten, he readjusts his kimono, making sure the weapons he has hidden are still intact. He crosses his legs and sits in the lotus position, trying to calm his mind and center his being. 

The door opens and Ryu’s heart lurches. 

White sage. His stomach turns violently. He remembers now the man he saved said his clan was nearby. 

Ryu should have known. 

He tries to calm down. But his heart is racing, and his thoughts are jumping all over the place. Fuck, he never expected he would be back here. Not ever again. Their heavy footsteps make the earth tremble.

Ryu counts five of them, all their scents familiar and rushing at him. 

He’s crawled into a new kind of hell. 

“Ryu.” 

The voice is a deep rumble, sending slow shivers up his spine. Dear God, how long has it been? Months? Years? And suddenly he’s sixteen again. Ryu’s heart fills with explosive, bitter rage. 

Damn him. 

Ryu smiles for the first time in weeks. It’s bleak, twisted, sardonic. 

“Byakuren5.” He opens his eyes, glaring at the Alpha he’s known all his life. 

Micah McCorbyn. White Lotus. 

The urge to bend, to break, to bare his neck for his Alpha almost overwhelms Ryu as the scent of a True Alpha rolls off him in measured, pulsing waves. His face is like the fire-gold glow of dawn, lifting Ryu’s gaze, and drawing him in. Micah stares at him, his almond-shaped eyes nearly pitch black, hair dark as midnight chopped at the side with a mop of curls falling into his dangerous eyes. He wears a white silk shirt and pants loose. 

Micah's father, who had African-American heritage, held the position of pack leader until his passing. Micah's mother, on the other hand, was Japanese. These wolves share deep bonds of love, fear, and profound respect for Micah, treating him as their brother. Their loyalty is so unwavering that they would willingly sacrifice their lives to protect him.

Long ago, Ryu was the same. 

His skin is a deep rustic bronze, and features sharp and angular, nose is straight and long. Although the Alpha doesn’t speak, his biceps bulge and tighten. 

Ryu stood from the cot, trailing a hand down his tightly fitted black kimono. The action alone is obscene. Many of the flanking deltas and betas sneer at him. 

“You should kneel before your Alpha,” Deryn growls, fists tightly clenched. He’s an attractive delta, with fine features, pale skin, and eyes a stunning bright blue. 

“Is that where you want me, Micah?” Ryu smirks. “On my knees.” 

“You filthy—” Deryn's face screws up in anger. 

“Don’t stoop to his level,” Tremon interrupts coolly before turning his attention to Ryu. His umber-colored skin is like the dark-brown light that bathed the forest. “It’s been a long time, Ryu.” His expression is tender, pitying almost, and Ryu can’t stand it. 

“Not long enough,” Ryu says steadily. “Release me.” 

“Why?” Deryn asks. “So you can cause more trouble? Those Lycans you slaughtered out in the open like that could have very well spread the disease.” 

Too bad Ryu was busy battling fatal injuries to notice. “And?”

“And,” the vein in Deryn’s head pulsates, “we had to clean up your mess again.”

“Isn’t it your job to shovel shit?” Ryu replies easily. “I thought you loved wiping asses.” 

“Alpha.” Rocky steps forward, his expression is murderous. “Give the command, and I will rip his tongue from his throat.” 

Ryu grins. It's as sharp as the edge of a knife. 

“Yes, Alpha,” Ryu says. He leans against the wall, tilting his head back, exposing his neck seductively. “Yes…tell them what to do with me.” The last words fall softly from his lips.

The room erupts in outrage. For an Omega to bare his neck in a room full of deltas and betas is a grievous offense, especially with his True Alpha right there. 

“Disgraceful!” Deryn shouts. 

Micah holds up his hand, and they quiet immediately. The world slows down. Micah's gaze captures Ryu’s and holds with a vengeful malevolence. 

“Leave us.” 

“Alpha,” Tremon bows deeply. “Ryu is yours by right,” he hesitates, “but do you think it’s wise to be alone with him?” 

“I do,” Micah says slowly. 

“Alpha.” Tremon bows again and leads the rest of the pack out of the dungeon. Long ago, Tremon was Micah's best friend, an advisor of sorts. It looks like nothing has changed. 

The door clicks shut. 

Ryu’s heart races. This is not what he was expecting. Usually, if he annoyed them long enough, they would leave him alone. At least, that’s how things worked in the past. But now, things are different.

Now he’s stuck alone with Micah. 

Even back when they were kids, Ryu had always thought Micah was too stoic. Too impassive. His expression hardly changed, and he never laughed or smiled. 

A block of ice. 

As the years went on, Ryu nicknamed him Ice Queen. He’s the worst kind of wolf. The kind that practices abstinence and cultivates a righteous pathway, the rarest and purest of them all, nearly a monk. 

Ryu regards him, the anger and resentment are nearly overwhelming. “Now you have me alone, what will you do with me?” 

Micah doesn’t rise to the challenge; his will is ironclad. 

“Must you provoke them?” Micah asks, voice rich and deep. 

“Typical Micah,” Ryu scoffs. “You say nothing of their callous words to me and are quick to judge and slow to react.” 

“I will reprimand Deryn for his words. However, he spoke the truth,” Micah responds. “You should not have acted so rashly.” 

“What of the family? Are they not well?” Ryu demands. “Or have you come to be judge, jury, and executioner? If my crimes are so great, bring forth the council. Let me be held accountable for all the things you blame me for and more.” 

Micah says nothing. 

“No?” Ryu taunts. “Then release me.” 

The silence stretches, making Ryu fume. How dare Micah lock him up again? After everything they’ve been through, Ryu has done nothing to deserve this. 

He paces the cell, agitation simmering in his veins. 

“I have come to ask you a question,” Micah says, voice-controlled. “If the Ryu I know is still there, then I hope your answer will be favorable.” 

“What is it?” Ryu snaps. Like he hasn’t given enough. 

“The circumstance is dire,” Micah responds. “And I need your help.” 

Help him? Not in ten thousand years. Not when the dust from his bones is gone. The audacity. Help him! Ryu is ready to spew his mounting hatred. 

“Amaya is ill.” 

His heart stops. 

No, not her—anyone but her. 

“What? How?” Ryu demands. 

“She caught it. The disease. It’s spreading, and we are almost out of time.” 






1.
      A "minka" (民家) in Japan refers to a traditional Japanese farmhouse or rural house. These houses have a distinctive architectural style that reflects the historical and cultural traditions of rural Japan.
    

2.
      In Japanese, "Māku" (マーク) is often used to refer to a "mark" or "symbol." It can also refer to markings, symbols, or labels used for various purposes, depending on the context in which it's used. The meaning may vary in different contexts, so it's important to consider the specific context in which "Māku" is used to understand its exact meaning.
    

3.
      "Hikari" (光) is a Japanese word that means "light." It can refer to both literal light, such as sunlight or a lamp's glow, and metaphorical light, symbolizing enlightenment, hope, or understanding. This word is often used in various contexts, including literature, art, and everyday conversation. In Japanese culture, it carries a range of symbolic and poetic meanings, and it is a common name for individuals, places, and things.
    

4.
      A wakizashi is a traditional Japanese sword characterized by its distinctive shorter blade, typically measuring between 12 to 24 inches (30 to 60 centimeters) in length. It is commonly worn together with a katana, a longer sword, as a pair of swords known as daisho. The wakizashi was historically used by samurai as a sidearm and symbol of their social status. It played a significant role in Japanese martial arts and had both practical and ceremonial functions.
    

5.
      "Byakuren" can mean "white lotus" and can also symbolize purity or a pure heart. Kanji characters in Japanese often carry rich symbolic meanings, and the combination of characters in a name can convey various sentiments and ideas. In this case, "Byakuren" represents qualities related to purity and the imagery of a white lotus, which is often associated with spiritual and emotional purity.
    










  
  
Chapter 2




“No. Not her,” Ryu whispers. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Ryu swallows thickly. Blood rushes wildly to his head and he fears he might faint. How could this happen? Amaya is the loveliest woman he’s ever known. 

“She—”

“Is being taken care of,” Micah reassures. “I have my physicians personally looking after her.” 

Ryu’s stomach coils. This isn’t right. How did the disease spread here so quickly? From his understanding, the Lycans live near the Outlands, shrouded by darkness. Their numbers are few and many were defeated when the Clans caught wind of their unnatural existence. So, how did a clan member get infected so close to home?

Most people believe that the Lycans carry the disease in their blood and saliva. “Has she come in contact with anyone?”

“No,” Micah answers. “That is what is most troubling. She hasn’t left the city in months.”

What the fuck? That means someone either came here and spread the disease or people were naturally falling ill. Dear God—this can’t be happening. 

“Let me see her.” Ryu is suddenly frantic. “I need to see her.” 

“Ryu,” Micah says strongly. “First, you must answer my question.”

“You haven’t asked one!” Ryu snaps back. “Ask! Whatever you want I will do it.” 

Micah nods slowly. “Two things I request. First, will you return as my Second?”

Anything but that! Ryu snarls, baring his teeth. 

After so many years, how can he even ask that? To be his Alpha’s Second is to accept their mating claim, something he’d rejected long ago. Since the day he ran away from this Godforsaken clan, he swore to never be Micah’s Second. 

How could he? After Micah—his life, his love—betrayed him and sentenced him into exile. The bastard never cared, used him, and then ultimately abandoned him. 

“The people have grown hostile in your absence. To deny the claim, on top of everything else, would leave you open to ramifications from the clan. My hands would be tied.” 

“Your hands are always tied,” Ryu replies severely. “What good is having an Alpha if you can’t even protect me?” 

“Past grievances aside, many thought my discipline too lenient and would by law have the right to invoke their own. If you accept the claim, then they will have no such right. Do you consent?” 

Ryu seethes.

He’s right, of course. The clan would take action into their own hands, and they would have every right to do so. Ryu didn’t have time to deal with those people, and if he tried to defend himself then his punishment would be far worse. Damn him. Damn him straight to hell. 

Micah planned this. 

“Fuck you,” Ryu breathes. “I accept. What else?” 

Micah watches him closely. “Second question, will you promise not to cause trouble? If someone provokes you, come to me first.”

Ryu grinds his teeth together. Come crawling and sniveling to his Alpha? Of course, Micah would love that. Especially knowing full well Ryu could tear the heads off anyone who even looked at him sideways. 

“Fine.”

Micah’s eyes narrowed. “Your word.”

“You have it!” Ryu flings the words back at him, pacing his gilded cage. “Take me to her.” 

Micah nods quickly, then throws a look over his shoulder. The minute he does, the doors open and Tremon and Deryn walk back in. Ryu realizes that Micah must have closed his mental link to speak to him privately. 

“Release him.” 

Tremon and Deryn hesitate, looking at Micah questionably. “Alpha you—”

“Ryu is my Second and will be treated as such.” Micah levels them with a hard look, leaving no room for arguments. 

Tremon moves quickly, taking the lock off the door and opening it wide. Ryu grabs his jacket and Katana, moving past the three of them quickly. 

He doesn’t think about what he agreed to or the deeper meaning behind it. Amaya is the closest thing he had to a mother—to family—and seeing her is paramount. 

Micah leads, weaving through the various dungeon halls and opening the door to the main building. They make their way through the grounds, the place even more grandiose than Ryu remembers. 

They chance upon the communal gardens. 

The Silvercrest clan is known for its vivacious tenacity, fairness, and inclusion, a righteous clan that upholds humility and grace above all things.

Ryu recalls spending most of his time here.

Stone lanterns fill the garden, along with water basins, arbors, bridges, and spanning evergreens; a winding path leads past the stone pagoda. Children run around the teahouse, laughing and playing near a pavilion made of bamboo. They zigzag approaching a bridge, play fighting against evil spirits. The memory pierces his chest causing him to glance away.

The Silvercrest Howlers are one of the richest clans, their territory spanning far and wide. Their words are: steadfast and loyal. 

Ha! Ryu wants to laugh. What a joke. 

If he could, he would take his wakizashi and drive it into Micah’s chest for betraying him. For making him fall in love, and then bludgeoning his heart to death. 

People stand around gazing at him, their whispers loud and gnawing in his ears. 

“I heard he’s a vicious brute!” A woman hurriedly whispers to her friend. “That he killed those Lycans, spreading their organs on his clothes in a blood-induced rage!”

“I heard he is ravenous. He needs to be satisfied daily! An impure Omega needs to be kept under lock and key.”

“That’s nothing,” a man interrupts. “I heard that they eloped and ran away together!”

“Impossible!” another maiden cries. “How could our Alpha leave his clan? His father would be rolling around in his grave. The son of a servant from the Filthy Claw clan, adopted and treated like a king! Who would want that?”

Ryu glares at them all. 

Micah waves his hand and the people disperse, going back to their daily duties. Ryu clenches his teeth, remembering why he never wanted to come back here.

All of them are snakes. The worst kind of individuals, ready and willing to betray each other over scraps. He hates them all. 

Micah leads them to a large house that is nestled within the grounds of the capital. Most of the fields near the capital are vast because wolves need a lot of room to shift and run. People are milling about, and all of them bow to the Alpha as he steps forward. 

Tremon grips Micah’s shoulder, leaning to whisper in his ear. 

“I see. Bring him out,” Micah replies. 

Tremon nods swiftly, his eyes cutting accusingly to Ryu before he enters the house. The doors fling open, a man dressed in a business suit struts out. 

“Alpha,” he bows deeply. “I know your request; however, I cannot have this disgrace put upon my mother.” 

The man bowing suddenly straightens up and the air thins.

Alhazred.

The vengeful bastard in the flesh. For many years, Ryu’s detested him. Mostly because he was adopted by their mother, a servant in the household who was treated and doted upon like a son. 

Alhazred's attractive face hasn’t changed and he is still short and stout, barely reaching above Micah’s shoulder. His family is originally from the Midnight Stalkers clan, who migrated over to the Silvercrest Howlers after Amaya’s daughter, Listeria, married Rocky, one of the Alphas in the Silvercrest Regiment. 

“Speak brother and you will be heard,” Micah responds.

“Alpha,” Alhazred says. “This man isn’t welcome in my home. I will not allow his wickedness to taint my mother’s recovery.” 

“I understand,” Micah replies. 

Ryu's stomach drops. How could they come so far only to turn away? He cannot leave without seeing Amaya! He’s about to lunge forward when Micah speaks again.

“I have considered this,” Micah replies. “Am I not just toward you?”

“Of course, Alpha,” Alhazred answers quickly. 

“Am I of sound mind and heart?” 

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Do you believe I would intentionally cause Amaya harm? That I would recklessly put her and those of the clan in danger?”

“No—I wouldn’t dare—”

“To deny Ryu is to deny me as well. He is my Second.” Micah speaks powerfully, and the words carry a heavy threat. “Are you, therefore, blocking my entrance into your house?” 

“I—I—”

“Stand aside,” Tremon rebukes. “Do as your Alpha bids.” 

“Yes, Alpha.” Alhazred scurries away, face twisting in fury. 

They walk past him, climbing the steps toward the house. Ryu’s heart beats faster and faster, stomach climbing into his ribcage. How long has it been since he’s seen her? Years at least. Not since he ran away vowing never to return. The house holds everything he remembers from the past. 

Ryu swallows, eyes searching for Amaya.

When he was young, he was taken from his clan and indentured into servitude to the Silvercrest Howlers. The first day he arrived he had only the clothes on his back, and Amaya had immediately taken a liking to him.

There she is—lying on a small bed, covered in a light sheen of sweat. Amaya’s long black hair has turned grey, and her eyes, once beautiful and bright, are now heavily laden. 

Ryu breaks through the flanks, knowing that he is showing massive discourtesy and disrespect to his Alpha, but he doesn’t care. He needs to get close.

Micah grabs him, his hand clamping around his bicep tightly. “Calm down.” 

“How? She—”

“Is under my care,” Micah replies, voice clear and resounding, assuring Ryu she is being provided for. Yet, the blood rushes to his ears. Amaya looks so small and frail, that for her to turn into one of those Lycans, it twists something horribly inside of him. He cannot allow it. 

“Do not allow your emotions to cloud your judgment. Focus.” Micah continues. 

Focus. He breathes deeply as the command washes over him. 

The doctor walks over, bowing deeply. “Alpha, the disease has spread beyond control. We all should leave the room and quarantine as soon as possible. It’s best that way.” 

Hysteria bubbles inside him mainly because Ryu has not seen her in years, at least allow him some time alone before they take her away. His emotions rise as the bitterness of the situation threatens to overtake him.

“Micah,” he says, aching and desperate. He will not beg. Not now, not ever. 

He nods. “A moment. Not a second longer.”

Ryu breaks free and rushes toward Amaya, grasping her hand tightly. It’s so tiny and frail, the lines wrinkle deep within her skin. “Ryu.” She smiles, sweat on her brow. “Freesia,” a laugh. “Lovely scent for a lovely boy.” 

“Amaya,” Ryu responds breathlessly. “Don’t tell me you’re giving up?”

“Never,” she laughs again, but it turns into a horrible hacking sound. “Listen to me, don’t be scared. Micah will take good care of you. Don’t run away.”

“Amaya…” His throat clogs with emotion. “Please don’t leave me.” He stutters out, not caring if anyone hears him cry. She was the only one who treated him like he was worth something.

“Ryu.” She shakes her head slowly. “I am always with you.” 

“It’s time,” one of the doctors says quietly. Ryu kisses her hand gently, tears stinging his eyes as he walks away from her. 

Ryu makes it outside, stomach curling and eyes threatening to spill. Out of everyone in their whole Godforsaken clan, she was the only one who cared. The only one who treated him like a person. Not a lowly omega who rose above his status. 

He takes a breath, tears trailing down his cheek. Fuck. Out of all of them, she should live. He always thought she would. Even after a hundred years, Amaya would still be alive, waving her ladle and scolding him fondly. 

“I’m sorry,” Micah says, coming to stand next to him. “I know what she means to you.”

Ryu rubs his eyes ferociously. “She cannot die. I will not allow it. We will find a cure. We have to.” 

Micah regards him softly. “Come, as my Second you must stay with me.”

Ryu wants to fight against the command. Yet, he finds all his energy is gone, and the heat from earlier simmers down. 

“Lead the way, Alpha.” 


      ***Micah strides toward a large mansion situated on a hilltop as the servants scurry like rats out of his way. Its gracefully arched eaves and vermilion accents evoked an air of regal elegance. Stone lanterns marked meandering paths through meticulously maintained gardens. Pruned bonsai trees graced the garden, symbols of nature's harmony captured through artistry. People whisper and sneer, each of them looking with concern as their Alpha leads an Omega toward his bed chambers. 

Ryu says nothing.

His mind is miles and miles away. How are they going to find a cure? What happens when it’s too late? The thoughts torment him. 

For a while, he keeps quiet, following Micah to his bedroom. White sage—the smell is so strong; that it nearly knocks him over. For years, he loved that scent. It meant safety, it meant home. Now, it makes him feel cold with anguish. Delicate shoji screens filtered the soft moonlight, casting enchanting patterns on tatami mat floors.

“Come.” Micah hands him a glass of Sake. “Drink.”

Ryu downs it quickly. “We need to act fast.”

“I have devised a plan. The only matter is bringing it to the council.”

“That could take weeks.” Ryu slams the cup down. “Those old goats wouldn’t know their assholes from a hole in the ground. We need to act.” 

“You are tired. Rest,” Micah says. “I will sleep in the adjacent room.” 

This is all too much.

Micah brought him here for a reason. He told him about Amaya for a reason. Ryu refuses to believe it’s all for nothing. They’ve known each other too long for that. If this disease is spreading at an alarming rate, then he’s confident Micah has a plan or at least some semblance of one. 

“Don’t dismiss me,” Ryu spits. “I’m not something you can easily get rid of, Micah. I know you. What are you plotting?” 

Micah's eyes flash with fire. “Tomorrow.” 

“Now,” Ryu says. “I want to know now.”

“Ryu.” 

He ignores him, strutting around the room and looking at his things. Lavish drapes, with glittery red and gold accents to signify social status in the pack, frame the windows. Swaying his hips in a way he knows is tantalizing, Ryu releases his scent. But then suddenly, he freezes, and his heart squeezes painfully in his chest as he looks at the table.

A bracelet. 

Not an ordinary one. This one is very special. It is the one Ryu made for him when they first announced they were going to be mates. Memories twist like a knife in his throat. It’s made of simple red thread; Ryu didn’t have money for fineries back then. 

Micah wore the bracelet for years afterward.

Even on that day, the council sentenced Ryu to exile. The memory curdles in his mouth like spoiled milk. 

“Why did you bring me here?” 

“You are my Second,” Micah answers quietly.

“Ha! That means nothing,” Ryu responds coldly. “Why did you bring me to your bedroom? Is that one of your other conditions? Or did you just want to fuck me like you did when we were kids?” 

Micah recoils as if slapped.

Ryu smirks, he found a wound. Now time to claw it open. “Oh.” He taps his chin pensively. “That’s it. Oh, righteous Alpha hasn’t had a good fuck? Must be hard for a block of ice.”

His face hardens. “You are tired. Goodnight.”

Micah leaves then, face stony and eyes blanketed in anger. Ryu watches him leave, feeling haughty and irritated all at once. 

He knows less now than he did before. 

Ryu sits down on the bed, his stomach suddenly in knots. How is he supposed to sleep here? The smell alone makes him sick. Tomorrow he will emerge from this room smelling like Micah.

Oh.

Of course—that’s been his intention the whole time. If Ryu smells like his Alpha, then claiming Ryu as his Second will not come as a shock. The council would know just by walking past him. This would keep most of the heat off him and onto the matter at hand. 

It’s a good idea. Micah surely thought this one through. 

If they don’t cause a scene, then they can start looking for a cure. Ryu lies down on the bed, not even bothering to change out of his clothes.

The second he closes his eyes, he’s asleep. 


      ***Ryu rises early the next morning.

He goes to the shrine of Vuneas, Goddess of the Sky. Quietly, he slips through the Torii, remembering to cleanse at the Purification trough. Ryu says his prayers and gives offerings at dawn, hoping against hope the Goddess will hear him this time. 

It’s been many years since he’s come here. 

However, he finds it’s still kept in the same condition it was before he left. This place always felt like a sanctuary for him, especially when things got too rough at home.

Although Amaya loved him dearly, her family did not.

Alhazred was especially ruthless toward him when the occasion arose. He did everything he could to make sure Ryu knew he would never be wanted here. 

Tears sting his eyes again as he falls into a deep pit of despair. Not her. Anyone but her. In his heart, he does not want to give up hope. 

For years he was nothing more than a lowly Omega, destined to the slums and a life of servitude before being sold to the highest bidder. 

Amaya had saved him from that fate.

Her kindness and love are the reasons he continued to go on, even after everything with Micah happened. Ryu spends several more hours at the shrine, bowing and praying to the Goddess.

Ryu’s head is pounding by the time he leaves, and he has no idea how or when he will regain his memories. Something in him is missing. He just doesn’t know what. 

By the time he returns, Micah is waiting for him.

Today he dresses in sky-blue silk pants and a matching kimono cardigan, the color accentuating his dark skin. 

“Come,” he says. “The council has gathered.” 
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