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Raised by Wolves

Surviving Vihaan, Book Two

Elaine White


Dedicated to everyone made to feel ‘less-than’ because of an invisible illness. We are stronger than they know.


Author’s Note

The Surviving Vihaan series must be read in order. The events that take place throughout each novel culminate in an overarching plot that ties each book together. If you miss one book, you will miss important information that resolves the overall plot.

Milo’s disability is based on my own. While the disability is ‘invisible’, it affects multiple facets of daily living. From fumbling fingers, to falling for no reason, to alternating between a stick/crutches and a wheelchair, these are all true to my life. It may not be the same as another person’s experience of disability, but it is mine.

While my journey has been long, Milo’s journey is just beginning. He will/does struggle with the choices he makes, the consequences of his actions, and has an initial reluctance to appear weak by asking for help.

Asking for help isn’t a weakness, nor is accepting it when it’s offered. And I hope Milo’s journey can showcase the delicate balance required to deal with the illness while retaining independence from the difficulty of knowing when to ask for help to the sometimes reluctant acceptance of help you didn’t ask for but actually need.

It takes a brave, strong person to live with a disability. It’s not always easy, and victories don’t come without failures, but I hope Milo’s journey can show that you can still live well, and find happiness, no matter what your disability.

As Eleanor Roosevelt famously said, “No one can make you inferior without your consent.”

If you would like to learn more about the main condition affecting Milo, and myself―peripheral neuropathy―you can check out the NHS website: www.nhs.uk/conditions/peripheral-neuropathy


Prologue

Milo

Seven Months Ago

 

Alpha Thatcher’s Pack

E’Boolou Region, Vihaan

 

HE ALWAYS KNEW this day would come. Thatcher was too old and selfish to fight his own challenges, but part of Milo had naïvely presumed it would be Usher standing in his place. Or one of his many other brothers, who were better fighters.

But Milo supposed that was the point. This wasn’t about the challenge. This was about punishing Milo, because the Fates had given him a male true mate. This was a reminder of his place in the pack, in the world.

Every challenge was to the death, and if Milo died, he doubted his father, Thatcher, would spare a second thought. The loss of Milo’s gift would be a small price if he could give the pack this important lesson―there would be no gaoj tolerated in Thatcher’s pack or his family.

It didn’t matter that Milo hadn’t asked to be born gaoj―someone attracted to the same sex. The fact he was would be enough of an insult to Thatcher’s opinion on what made a man a man.

Beating each other bloody counted, apparently. With not even the Meskli to preside, as was usually the case.

Alpha Farley was a m’weko, but as the Meskli, he was a neutral party who governed within Vihaan. Settling disputes and resolving problems between packs, villages, and species of foame―those half-human who could call forth a beast form. He wasn’t a man to disobey and held tight to tradition.

No, waiting for the Meskli would mean prying eyes and someone willing to―and with the power to―interfere on Milo’s behalf.

He didn’t recognise his opponent, and Thatcher hadn’t bothered to tell Milo what this challenge was about. What dispute or grievance required the shedding of blood. A secret part of him wondered if the problem had been fabricated purely to punish him. Milo would put nothing past his father.

The moment the challenger stepped forward―a brute of a man, made of muscle―Milo’s nerves shook. He tried to hide it, summoning long buried memories of his most hated brothers, bullying and goading him, from his childhood. The only way he’d survive this was to remember one important thing―he’d rather spend an eternity in reedav than let his father win. An afterlife in Vihaan’s version of hell would be worth the chance to make his father suffer.

As long as Milo remained breathing by the end of the fight, it would be enough. He’d drag himself to his home, with his insides hanging out, if it meant denying Thatcher the satisfaction of seeing him fail.

*

MILO WAS DOWN, beaten bloody and could barely feel his legs, but not dead. He could only see out of one eye, but his reflexes remained quick enough to roll away from the foot aimed at his head.

It had been a long, excruciating fight, with his opponent employing every dirty trick possible, and Thatcher didn’t object once.

At some point, Usher had arrived to watch horror-stricken, as Milo fought for his life. At least neither his mother nor his sister, Haley, had been dragged from their beds to witness his humiliation.

After five minutes of struggling to make his legs move, Milo froze at the first sign of rain. Dismay filled his heart, but he fought to stand and dodged through another ten minutes of attacks, too bone-weary to do anything but defend and protect himself. His opponent showed signs of fatigue, and it was satisfying to see bleeding wounds where Milo had left his mark.

Then the opponent backed away to shift into his m’weko form―a giant beast, all fur and fangs, and far scarier than the Dnaran tales of wolf beasts. Something Milo was too weak to do.

Lightning flashed across the sky, and he feared his fate was to die here.

As a massive paw swiped at his head, Milo ducked, rearing back to avoid it gutting his stomach on the way up. Too late to see the other hand lowering over his bent body in time to counter-strike.

He saw the claw descend, knew he had neither the time nor energy to avoid it, and felt the skin tear as it made contact. Milo screamed, a sound he’d never made before, and crumpled to the ground to an angry shout,

“No!”

In the haze of his vision, he made out Usher shifting to tackle the m’weko challenger, tearing at his throat. Milo lasted long enough for Usher to kill the man, then shift to human.

“I won’t let you kill him,” he snapped at their father, crossing to where Milo lay. Usher lifted his broken body from the ground, and such pain flooded through him that Milo passed into a brief, but peaceful, oblivion.

*

Present Day

Early September

 

MILO WOKE COVERED in sweat, legs aching from an active dream. This was the nightmare that plagued him most, after the incident. Not the fight, but the reminder Usher had defied their father to save Milo’s life.

It didn’t close the gap Thatcher had created between them, but it helped. While he’d taken great joy in telling Milo that Usher’s ill-advised rescue―to rush him to the pack doctor for treatment―had made his condition permanent, Milo refused to hold a grudge. Usher had acted on instinct, unaware checks should be made before moving someone suffering a spinal injury.

Something Milo only learned later.

How was Usher to know medicine, weeks in a brace, and a half-dozen shifts could have cured Milo’s injury, if he hadn’t been moved? He wasn’t a doctor, and he’d only been thinking of getting Milo to help quickly.

No, Usher held no blame for his condition. That lay solely at their father’s door, and Milo would never forgive him.

Throwing off the covers, Milo sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He couldn’t sleep, and there was no point having a mental battle with himself. He grabbed his self-made Willow-carved crutches by the side of the bed, leaning against the bedside table, and tucked them under his arms before heaving to his feet. With effort, he made his way into the living room, grabbed a book and his notebook, then sat in the armchair to get comfortable.

It wasn’t too late to get work done, but late enough some reading should tire him enough to get a full night’s sleep.

“Chronic fatigue syndrome is often associated with peripheral neuropathy. Those who suffer from the latter condition, tend to experience the extreme fatigue of CFS,” he read, resisting the urge to roll his eyes at the obvious.

“Peripheral neuropathy is a condition where the nerves of the body misfire or miscommunicate with each other, at the extremities,” Milo read under his breath, annoyance wrinkling his brow. He knew this from his initial research, after the injury that left him with the condition. What he wanted to know was how to treat or cure it. “Typical nerves affected include: sensory, relating to pain and touch; motor, for controlling muscles; and autonomic, which regulate autonomic functions in the body, e.g. blood pressure.”

He skimmed over the passages on pain, numbness and tingling sensations, loss of balance or coordination, and random shooting pain for no obvious reason. He knew that, from experience. It was something he’d lived with, since the day he woke up thinking he’d been paralysed. Milo had been relieved when sensation returned within hours of waking from the initial injury. But being left permanently disabled―a term Vihaan didn’t acknowledge or accept―his life had changed drastically.

His father, Alpha Thatcher, was an unforgiving man, and had sent members of their pack through the doorway to Dnara for far lesser crimes than being a burden, as Milo had become. Some had fled to Dnara just in fear of Thatcher discovering their secret. Being gaoj, having a physical deformity, injury or weakness, could see them killed if Thatcher couldn’t be bothered with the hassle of banishing them. Banishments needed to be documented in official pack records, whereas a cowardly m’weko who ran from responsibility looked better. Not even the Meskli could question him, if a pack member chose to leave.

Milo prayed to the Mother every day for a way to leave, but feared the only freedom he would find from his father was in death. And if his condition continued to deteriorate―causing extreme fatigue, in a sign he may have another condition he hadn’t diagnosed―Thatcher may make that happen.

As much as Milo longed to escape, death wasn’t the answer. He had so much he wanted to do, to see, and still needed to rescue his younger sister, Haley. If possible, help his elder brother, Usher, escape the overbearing brute.

One day soon, Usher would be expected to become Beta to one of his elder brothers, by one of the higher-ranking wives their father had taken over the years. When that happened, Milo feared he would fail, because Usher had been raised to value brawn over brains, and succeeded perfectly. If he’d been allowed to live as a guard or warrior, he would flourish, but their father had high expectations for all his children. Too high, and often contrary to their wishes.

No, escape was Milo’s only hope. If he could leave, he could travel to another pack or region within Vihaan, plead for sanctuary and request the Meskli―the one Alpha who oversaw all m’weko packs―help save his family from a tyrant.

First, Milo needed to better understand his condition, and how to live with it. If he couldn’t remain useful to his father, it wouldn’t matter what his conditions were called or what herbs might ease the ache. He wouldn’t live long enough to feel any benefit.

Thirsty, and realising he’d been sitting on an uncomfortable armchair for nearly an hour, Milo put his book onto the side table and stood. Today was one of those ‘worst days’ he kept reading about, though he wished the ‘good days’ would kick in soon. His legs wobbled as he stood, leaning on the arms of the chair for support until he could grab the crutches against the wall. He tucked one under his right arm, secured his arm through the leather strap to support his elbows, and lifted the second crutch under his left arm. With unsteady steps, he crossed the room towards the sideboard where a jug of water and clay cups waited.

Propping the right crutch under his left arm, he freed one hand to pour a drink, and stayed at the table to take two sips. Milo knew he shouldn’t be pushing himself, with the injury only seven months old, but didn’t have a choice. There was no one else willing to help, and the pack doctor didn’t know enough about the condition to be of use. The best thing he’d done for Milo was to give him medical books from Dnara.

It took a month to get out of bed. Another two weeks to realise rest probably did more harm than good, as he hadn’t been exercising his muscles or reminding the nerves of their purpose. Though there was no cure for his condition, and it could get worse with time, Milo had found enough research to indicate he was lucky. His condition was caused by a physical injury, meaning it was less likely to progress quickly. With rigorous exercise and effort, he could maintain what mobility he’d fought to regain.

The crutches were the first aid he’d made, followed by herbal painkillers, for those days when he could barely move without the nerves in his legs screaming. Then came a sleeping potion to aid restful sleep; a concoction he’d taken weeks to perfect, but which was a mixture of herbs, a Dnaran tonic, and meditation. Something Milo used rarely, for fear he’d come to rely on it.

With a final sip of water, Milo returned to his chair. The process was laborious, but another small exercise to force himself to move, even when he felt like death. Small things―tasks he would have taken for granted before the accident―now took all his effort.

The sooner he found a treatment for the fatigue, the quicker he could regain some semblance of his normal life. If he didn’t, he would be relegated to a useless asset Thatcher wanted to utilise, but felt required too much time and resources.

Halfway to his chair, the crutch swung to the left, catching on his bare foot. The pain of the contact was nothing compared to the panic, as he lost balance. Sweaty palms had the right crutch slipping through his fingers, and an attempt to tighten his grip proved fruitless. The world spun, as the crutch clattered to the stone floor. Milo’s attempt to use the second crutch to brace his fall failed miserably when his ankle gave way to the inevitable.

In what felt like a flash, with barely time to register anything beyond the shock and pain, Milo’s body dropped. The painful, but strong, grip of a hand on his arm was the only thing stopping him from falling into a heap. With the aid of the unexpected assistance and strength, Milo sank into an only-slightly painful seated position.

“It broke,” Usher said, a disinterested tone belying the fact he’d saved Milo. If he’d truly been the heartless older brother Thatcher wanted, he would have let Milo humiliate himself, then gloated.

A smile emerged in relief, as Milo realised Usher wasn’t yet the irredeemable bastard their father wanted him to be.

“Stop grinning like a lunatic. If Father saw that, you’d be through the doorway in a flash,” he grumbled, using the hand around Milo’s upper arm to lift him to his feet. The effortless strength was a reminder of all he’d lost, but Milo buried the unwanted thought and clung to Usher’s arms as he tried to secure his feet under him.

“I know.” Milo wasn’t unaware of the risk, but he had time. He had something his father wanted, that no one else could provide, and that would keep him safe. But only a short time. Soon, his usefulness would wane, and Thatcher would find another way to get what he wanted.

Usher gave a single, sharp nod, accepting Milo wasn’t stupid or oblivious about his place in the pack. “I brought you these,” he said, gesturing to the doorway. He must have set them aside when he saw Milo fall, freeing his hands with the express purpose of helping.

Milo said nothing about the kindness, aware Usher fought every good thing about who he truly was, in the hopes of impressing their father and becoming the man Thatcher tried to mould him into. Milo hoped the day never came.

“What is it?” he asked, letting Usher hold on to him as he led the way to the door.

There was a tall but thin cloth bag against the doorway. As soon as Usher approached, he pushed the cloth aside to reveal Dnaran crutches. Made of steel or metal, they shone with silver brilliance and hope. Usher removed one from the bag to slip under Milo’s left arm, where a padded top nestled comfortably under his armpit, and another waited for him to rest his elbow or forearm on. He’d never seen how they were meant to be used, but that ledge made a perfect support for his arms, when they tired of gripping the crutches. It even had a rubbery handle that meant his fingers were less likely to slip free, as they had during this incident.

“They’re wonderful,” he gushed, stunned he’d gone to the effort of finding them.

Glancing away as if embarrassed by the gratitude, Usher replied, “You can’t keep hobbling around on shitty sticks your whole life. If I’m to be Alpha one day, I need you to be Beta. For that to happen, you need to remind Father you have some use to him.” He thrust the other crutch at Milo and left.

The words were a harsh, but true, reminder of all they faced. The reality of who their father was, what he expected of them, and how inept they were to survive in the world Thatcher wished to paint around them. No matter what anyone thought, they were painfully aware of their place in the pack, and in Thatcher’s plans.

Milo adjusted the crutches and carefully made his way to the armchair, thinking about how close they were to losing everything that made them a family.

They hadn’t been Thatcher’s children in a long time. From the moment Usher showed his strength and willingness to be shaped into whoever pleased Thatcher, he was designated as the ideal son to be trained with the hope of becoming Alpha after Thatcher’s death. When Milo excelled at organising and logical thinking, he’d been earmarked for a place as Usher’s Beta. Despite their many illegitimate or unclaimed siblings, by various mothers, they were the two who had proven most worthy. Until recently.

Now, Milo’s only bargaining chip was something he’d been born with. An ability passed through his mother’s line, that he prayed his younger sister hadn’t inherited. Not because she would threaten his usefulness to Thatcher, but because Haley was too impressed with the title of Alpha’s daughter to recognise the risks of giving him what he wanted.

Lifting the medical book from the table, Milo removed the notebook from beneath, where he kept notations on his condition, treatments and exercises. At the back, he’d begun doodling various images.

For generations, since the first heecha―the spirit people of Vihaan―took a m’weko mate, the ability to foresee the future had been passed onto the children of their line. Sometimes skipping a generation or flitting between siblings, it had fallen into misuse and neglect. Milo’s mother was the most recent, with her passing on the gift to him, but not to Haley. Though it was a power Thatcher coveted, but could never hope to control, Milo thought it a curse rather than a gift.

The images he saw were indistinct. They had no meaning until the event had happened, or long years after many images made sense of a single event. Sometimes the visions weren’t even for his timeline, and he could never hope to solve the puzzle of their meaning. In his mother’s time with the gift, she had resolved a mystery ten years older than herself, and Milo feared the same fate would befall him.

Turning the pages of the drawings he’d created, Milo pondered his future. The original journal, passed down through the generations, had gone missing a year ago. Well, not quite missing. Milo knew the story of its disappearance.

Alpha Simeon had attacked their pack in the dead of night, and discovered how important the journal was to Thatcher. Milo had been terrified he would try to use the information it contained to cause war or chaos, but his fears had never come to fruition. When Thatcher found Simeon in Milo’s room, with the journal in hand, Milo had known what would follow. One or both would use the journal as a lure to gain an alliance, fighting warriors, and an ally to gain strength in numbers for an unrealistic bid for power.

Terrified of the consequences, Milo took the journal while the two Alphas argued, gave it to a guard he trusted and demanded he take it to safety. Not knowing what might happen, during the raid by Simeon’s pack, getting the journal as far from anyone who would misuse it was his first priority. The guard had promised to deliver the journal to the Meskli, but Milo knew when he never returned he’d probably never made it.

Which left the journal hidden somewhere between Milo’s and Simeon’s pack lands, the location lost. Milo could only pray it remained lost or was found by someone with more honour than Thatcher. If he ever got his hands on it, Milo wouldn’t be able to control the havoc he wreaked upon the m’weko of Vihaan.

The drawings were a temporary replacement. A note of the vision he’d experienced two nights ago. Two m’weko fought on a raised platform, an audience screaming for blood. One was familiar, with dark brown fur and copper eyes like Usher; the other a stranger, with broad shoulders and shaggy brown fur.

Milo didn’t know what it meant or when it might happen. The next image could be connected or separate, a flash of lightning foreboding a terrible storm. The final image wasn’t clear, sound rather than vision, but Milo would never forget the haunting voice whispering, “Mikha,” in his ear.

The old Vihaan language had died out decades ago, though some phrases lingered in the older generations. This was one word Milo knew, and it sent shivers down his spine to think someone―in the future of his own life―would use the endearment meaning ‘my home’ for him.

Despite his father banning any mating with a male, and scaring away Milo’s fates-given mate, a brute Milo could never love, it seemed there was hope.

Fingers caressing the image of the word ‘mikha’ in a fog, Milo smiled a secret smile, eager to meet this man from his future.

*

Keon

The Park

West Side of Campus, Dnara

 

“YOU CAN’T COME.” His heart hurt, but Keon wouldn’t cave, eyes full of tears, realising this was goodbye.

Drew’s bottom lip quivered, heart breaking beside Keon’s. “Why not?”

Keon grasped the strap of Drew’s backpack to ease it from his shoulder, tears welling in Drew’s blue eyes. He didn’t look at Rylee as he took the bag from Keon, nodding thanks. Drew had always been stubborn, but this was one time it wouldn’t pay off. “It’s not safe. You need to stay here.”

Vihaan wasn’t safe for humans. People who didn’t understand the unspoken rules didn’t realise every creature posed a danger. No one knew if Drew would survive the trip with his lynx intact. The cats of Vihaan―kalou to a native―occupied half of Vihaan; he couldn’t be responsible for destroying one.

He’d never forgive himself if Drew was lost to his animal side or returned home without his lynx, Kerr. Drew had only recently recovered from Aniel’s sentencing and the nightmares of the last beating. Keon couldn’t risk Vihaan sparking unpleasant memories or robbing him of Rylee, his port in the storm.

A single tear fell as Drew avoided his gaze. He hugged Keon tight, whispering, “I won’t lose you.”

Keon prayed the Mother heeded his words. “Never. I promise.” He would keep in contact with his family here but had to go home. Time had run out.

After everything Drew had been through this last year, it felt wrong to go home, where communication required a third party or neglecting his family. Keon’s life would never be the same, but saying goodbye to Drew, for no matter how long, was one more step into his future.

At five seven, the stocky built runt of the family, dark hair and green eyes, a snappy temper, and an animal constantly grumbling under the surface, it didn’t make sense. How did he come to deserve a best friend like Drew? Understanding, caring, affectionate. He’d do anything for Drew, but couldn’t let him sacrifice his sanity or Kerr for a trip to Vihaan.

“I love you,” he whispered, holding his best friend for a final hug. “You’re the only brother worth having.”

Drew sniffed by his ear. “Can you text me?”

Keon cupped Drew’s tear-streaked face to deliver the bad news. “Telephone towers don’t exist in Vihaan.” He wished they did.

He cast an eye around the people he’d known for the last two years. Rylee’s dark eyes, bright with unshed tears. Selly leaning against Brandy, who rubbed his arm in understanding.

“I’ll miss you.” The words lodged in Keon’s throat, aware this could be a final goodbye. Having left Vihaan and his family, he knew saying goodbye was hard, but not knowing what happened next was harder. These were his friends, people who loved and cared about him the way no one but his parents had.

As foame—half-animal, half-human— m’weko were what Drew called wolves, and experienced scouts. Able to pass through the doorway freely between Vihaan and the human world they called Dnara. To some, the doorway symbolised freedom, to others it was an unknown danger, the risk of banishment and uncertainty. For Keon, it offered nothing but heartbreak, forever separating his blood family from the family he’d found in Dnara.

He shivered in a rush of chill wind as a fire siren wailed in the dark night, reminding Keon it was time to go. Someone would get suspicious of ten men from the local college loitering in the park after dark.

“Stay safe and behave.” Keon was afraid to linger. The letter in today’s post had been heartbreaking, demanding his urgent return to Vihaan. Waiting wouldn’t help anyone, and would only delay the inevitable.

Drew swiped the sleeve of his jumper under his nose. “Promise.” He took a step, bumping into Rylee’s chest, where he was held tight, neither taking the risk Drew might bolt in a last-minute emotional outburst. Losing Keon would be hard on him, after the last year, but it couldn’t be helped.

Keon grabbed the bag from his feet and took a breath. With one step, he savoured what may be his last view of Dnara. The sparkling stars in the midnight-blue sky were barely visible amongst the gathering clouds promising rain. The rain seasons remained months away. The buildings and their shadows obscured landmarks, in the centre of the city. The smell was distinctly urban, a mixture of car exhaust, sweaty male, and the greenery of the park. An underwhelming last reminder of this world he’d come to call home.

Holding on to Rylee’s arms, smile wobbling, Drew said, “Miss me, you dick.”

Keon’s last step through the doorway was filled with laughter for his best friend. And a deep-seated longing to see Drew again. One day.

*

STEPPING THROUGH THE doorway was nothing like the movie Stargate, no matter what Drew thought. It was a doorway for a reason, allowing a single step to transverse the boundaries of Dnara into the world of Vihaan, or vice versa. The downsides were vertigo and unsteady feet for newbies, but those familiar with the journey barely blinked.

Those born in Vihaan as animals sensed the difference between worlds. To foame, it was just a door. A fact Keon was grateful for as he stepped into Vihaan, laughter ringing clear from Drew’s goodbye.

Seeing his home cut the laughter short, leaving Keon breathless.

From underwhelming last reminders to overwhelming, the doorway brought more than disorientation. A cacophony of sights, sounds, and scents assaulted his senses. Goodbye to pollution, the noise of cars, a stench of rubbish and sweat, the litany of sounds around a college campus, never far from Keon’s elevated hearing. Here, an unnatural stillness, if not for the chirrup of a tisu nearby, a bird the size of his palm. The animals varied from Dnara, some familiar, larger, fiercer, others obscure to Drew when Keon attempted to explain them to him. Each had a purpose, a place to belong.

Something Keon lacked, until the letter came. He inhaled the clear, crisp air of a Vihaan morning, as the soft padding steps of a deer-like veele drew his gaze to the trees. The regal creature had confused Drew, when Keon talked of it; a tall body, broad shoulders, and long legs of a stag were common enough to a Dnaran, but Drew had difficulty imagining the erect ears of a hare and the long tail of a lion on an animal he was familiar with. The memory was bittersweet, as he embraced the near-silence, and remembered the letter.

Hours ago, in the mid Dnaran morning, sitting in the fraternity house, watching a movie with Drew, a knock at the door had made his stomach swoop in forewarning.

Dear Keon,

Forgive me. I am short on time and must be brief.

My name is Weston, the Beta of your pack, and I write to say we desperately need you to end your education and return to Vihaan.

Eight months ago, Simeon became Alpha. Your brother brought us into an age of violence and despair. A week ago, he died in a needless battle. The one wise decision he made was to declare you his successor.

Though it will come as a shock, you are our new Alpha. News of Simeon’s death will spread and his enemies will soon know we are leaderless. It is a matter of time before we are attacked.

Only you can save us. Since your brother’s death, your father has been trapped in grief, uncaring of our woes, insisting his loyal son will return to save us.

I pray to the Mother you will.

Your loyal Beta, Weston.

Keon had read the letter twice, three times, five, vaguely remembering Weston, Beta to the only Alpha Keon had ever known. Questions assaulted his brain.

What had Simeon been thinking?

What had happened to his father?

Weston had prayed to the Mother—Vihaan’s version of the Dnaran Mother Earth, considered a Goddess and used similarly to the Dnaran ‘God’. Which meant he had been desperate when he wrote to Keon.

Simeon had always been an ignorant, violent bastard, but he should feel his loss. On Vihaan soil—his true home—Keon felt nothing. Nothing but anger he’d died in a fight, leading war to their land, hurting their father and breaking his heart.

Making Keon Alpha. To a pack where he had never been welcome. Something he could never have imagined.

When he’d contemplated returning home, he’d known his family’s elevated position in the social order of the pack, but they stood nowhere near the Alpha. Respected but not wealthy, beloved for the great deeds of their ancestors yet unremarkable.

As he packed, he knew his purpose. To use this position of power for the same purpose he’d hoped to use his anonymity. To return to Vihaan and save his people. To open their eyes to their backward treatment of the weak, disabled, LGBT. Anyone considered ‘other’.

He had a pack to run. People to lead. A brother to mourn. A father to heal.

Keon took a deep breath and let it out. Rylee and Drew had spent the last year opening a house for domestic abuse victims, proficiently and with purpose. Wounded, lost Vihaan’s arrived at their fraternity, seeking shelter. Gay, bi, trans, and nonbinary; a host of Vihaan’s, banished for one reason or another, had opened his eyes to what Drew and Rylee had achieved.

This was his chance. Vihaan needed a sanctuary to accept people and not hunt or force them into exile. If no one in Vihaan would do it—because those who needed the change had been banished or left willingly—Keon would need to step up to be their voice, their strength, their protector.

It started with taking a step. One more. Another.

Keon walked with purpose into the village his pack had claimed generations ago. The doorway stood on their land, tucked into the caves at the end of their territory. Anyone from Dnara would sneer at their village, the buildings quaint and cosy, like those of the pioneers or prospectors of human history. The luxury of Dnara didn’t exist, beyond imported goods that made life easier. Here, wealth and power came from family, friendship, loyalty, and status.

Natural springs provided clean water for drinking, bathing, and washing. All collected by the river running the perimeter of their village, welled and filtered through engineering, two streams trailing through the forest. Electricity was provided by water-powered generators, for cooking, minimal lighting, and utilities. Food was limited to imports, hunts, and farming, as little grew in the arid heat of their home, but Keon had seen farms flourish in Dnara from less.

As he entered the village proper, passing familiar faces, a prickle of unease tickled Keon’s spine. No smiles. No waves. No one calling in greeting. Hooded eyes of suspicion and fear lurked in every corner. A young boy playing in the centre of the village froze, eyes wide, and ran at the mere flicker of Keon’s smile.

He stopped, blood frozen like ice. Standing by the well marking the centre of the village, Keon eyed the people he’d known most of his life. A woman stood by the side of her home, washing clothes in a wooden bucket. A man chopped wood by the tree-line, casting suspicious glances. Two teenagers leaned against the corner of a house, eyeing Keon with contempt.

Having grown up unseen and unremarkable, Keon shivered at the unfamiliar open hostility. He knew these people. Had played with their children, been taught by them, been raised by some through the Vihaan concept of ‘it takes a village’.

The change was overwhelming. Unsettling.

Was this Simeon’s mark? The product of a village treated like shit by a man who trampled people under foot and forced others to his will? What happened to the happy, smiling people he’d left?

The raised platform to his right remained; the place the Alpha would stand to address his pack. A perimeter wall provided a resting place, leading to a half-dozen stairs on either side. The pole in the centre of the podium, where Alpha Grier’s crest normally flew, had been replaced by a tattered pirate flag. No doubt one of Simeon’s awful jokes.

Yes. His mark made a mockery of this place Keon had once called home.

“Alpha?”

The tentative voice made Keon look to his left, wondering who filled the temporary role of Alpha. Instead of finding a strong, strapping man, he found a tall, lanky guy his age, waving wildly as he side-stepped a ball two children kicked across the main thoroughfare between houses.

“Alpha!” the man repeated, taking Keon’s hand to pump it furiously. “Alpha Keon, it’s a relief to see you.”

He blinked once, twice, and recalled the letter. “Beta Weston?” he asked, shocked to realise this was the same Beta whom Grier had taken on at the tender age of sixteen. An old soul in a young body, Weston had served the pack faithfully. He must be twenty-five already.

“Yes.” He beamed to be recognised, joy quivering as he glanced at the faces watching them. “Alpha, I’m afraid I have news.” He briefly nibbled his lower lip, drawing to his full height and clasping Keon’s hand with the air of Beta-professionalism. “I regret to inform you…your father passed away, three hours ago.”

Keon’s knees wobbled, and his mouth dried in an instant. He took a step, tugging his hand from Weston’s, refusing to believe these lies. The Beta held on with strength and resilience, holding his gaze as pieces of Keon’s mind fractured at the very concept of his father no longer being in the world…in Vihaan…in his life.

“I’m devastated for your loss, Alpha. I’m sorry. His heart could not bear the burden of his grief any longer.”

The world spun and the last Keon knew, he was on his knees, screaming until his lungs ached.


Chapter One

Milo

HALEY PASSED WITH an exasperated groan. “Why are you so slow? We’re falling behind!” she complained, caring nothing for Milo’s struggle.

“Why are you such a bitch?” Usher retaliated, appearing at Milo’s side. “I told Father I saw a figure in the trees. Rest, while he sends guards to check we’re not being followed or spied on.”

Milo raised an eyebrow at Usher’s devious trick, appreciating the skill of the delivery. While Haley stormed off, Usher handed Milo a flask of water he gratefully sipped from. “I’m surprised Father fell for it.”

Usher smirked. “I think he’s hoping it’s a defector, and he’ll get to punish someone.” Milo snorted, sure Usher was right. “Besides, he’d never admit it, but he needed to rest. I just gave him an excuse to do it.” Usher glanced around, before guiding Milo towards a broken tree stump that made a decent seat. “I expect the guards to find nothing, and Father will insist we stop for the night.”

“Thank the Mother.” Milo breathed a sigh of relief. “Do you know where we’re going?” Thatcher had woken half the pack in the middle of the night, insisting they prepare for ‘a permanent move to new territory’. It was the first he’d heard of such a plan, as only the Meskli could grant new land. And Milo knew for a fact the Meskli hadn’t been contacted.

Whatever Thatcher had planned, he was playing a dangerous game.

Usher made rare eye contact. “He’s not telling anyone. The scouts are working off a hand-drawn map with no markers,” he admitted, the distance of his gaze troubling. “But if memory serves, we’re an hour from crossing into Alpha Simeon’s land.”

Shit.

Milo knew what that meant. Days before they left in this mad rush, he’d overheard a spy informing Thatcher that Simeon had left his Alphaship to his younger brother, Keon, who had already been summoned back to Vihaan from Dnara.

He was sure Thatcher suspected Milo of being the one who returned Simeon’s body, after the Alpha died during the raid. Milo also knew the truth would never cross his mind, that it had been Usher who performed such a thoughtful deed. Aware of what he’d want, if he died on foreign soil. It was an act of kindness that reassured Milo he still had a brother worth fighting for.

That wouldn’t be a problem much longer, if they were about to encroach upon another pack’s land. Hopefully his father was wise enough to remain outside the border. Though, why he brought the entire pack was a mystery.

“What do you think he’s planning?”

Usher snorted a wry amusement. “He received a letter from the new Alpha, offering to return whatever Simeon stole. Except, he claims no knowledge of what was taken, and Father won’t tell anyone, even me, what it is.”

Milo almost cursed. Of course Alpha Keon wouldn’t know what had been taken, because it never fell into Simeon’s possession for more than a minute. They were here because Milo had dared lie to, and steal from, his own father. Because couldn’t trust his father.

“What will he do about that?”

A negligent shrug proved Usher was as clueless as Milo. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

Mother, they were in a whole heap of trouble and, for once, Milo couldn’t think his way back out. He’d created this mess, and now he had to let it play out or face the wrath of a man just waiting for an excuse to get rid of him.

What other choice did he have but to play dumb, and hope someone could outsmart and outplot Alpha Thatcher?

*

Keon

Five Weeks Later: October

 

“ALPHA,” WESTON CALLED from the door to his old bedroom.

Keon frowned at the leather waistcoat his Beta held, a reminder of his duties and the ways he would fail his people. He rose from his childhood bed and said goodbye to the place he’d been raised.

He’d reluctantly moved into his parents’ bedroom, twice the size and with the necessary protections to keep an Alpha safe. He’d given Simeon’s room to Weston to maintain the tradition of the Beta living within the Alpha home, and spent two weeks converting Teowulf’s room into a study, eliminating the last remnants of his brother from the house. Changing the shape of his past to suit the future.

Keon never thought he’d see the day he was the last surviving member of his family. Losing his mother in his youth had been devastating, and losing Teowulf soon after had been a shock, but now his father and Simeon had died in such close proximity, it was hard to fathom why. Why—when Keon was not as strong, smart, or as capable as any of the other men in his line—was he the one left alive? Why was he the one bearing the weight of the pack upon his shoulders?

Scrubbing at his face, Keon trudged to the door and slipped into the leather waistcoat. Finally neat, he wove the lace fastenings into place, navigating the family house with long-practised ease—from his bedroom into the corridor, the long hall leading to the front door and onto the front steps.

The glittering sun in the pink sky sat in a mid-afternoon position. The day had hours to go and Keon was exhausted. Being Alpha wasn’t as easy as it looked. Add on the incessant paperwork and part of Keon wanted to escape to Dnara, never to return. The bigger part acknowledged nothing worth doing was easy. Toiling through every day, in the hopes one day he wouldn’t need to remember, wouldn’t need to be convinced to stay.

The twinkle in the eye of one of the guards caught him by surprise. Keon blinked and the man’s lips twitched. A blue eye flickered in a wink, arousing an unwelcome suspicion. The guards lined the six-foot path leading to his house, an honour guard to display status and offer protection.

Keon glanced at Weston, waiting patiently at the end of the path, insisting on this ostentatious show of power. The Beta cocked his head, a curious, silent What do you think? travelling the distance. Keon scowled and stormed the path without a word. Damned impertinent Beta, arranging a match.

Eight months to his twenty-third birthday, Weston was counting the days. After a new Alpha was appointed, they had until their next birthday or until they had ruled for a year―whichever came first―to take a mate or surrender their Alphaship. A legality Simeon had avoided by killing Grier days after Alpha Farley’s last visit, knowing he would have a year’s reprieve. Twelve months until the Meskli returned.

Simeon had left Keon with no time to prepare for the duties and responsibilities thrust upon Alphas. His word was deemed law, now. With Weston helping him navigate this world of Alphaship, Keon thought it worth reiterating he wouldn’t be rushed.

Stopping at Weston’s side, he growled a low warning, his m’weko close to the surface. “I may have refused my mate, but I won’t be badgered into choosing another. I have eight months until my birthday. I’ll let you know when I’ve chosen a replacement,” he said, catching Weston’s eye to prevent misunderstandings. “Don’t throw potential mates in my face.”

He stormed off, leaving Weston to reflect on his words. He was a good Beta and a good man, but worried about the longevity of Keon’s rule. Keon had known who his true mate was for years, as any m’weko over the age of eighteen could recognise their true mate on the first meeting. True mates were considered myth, nowadays. The one the Fates had chosen to remain by their side forever. But Keon had always believed and hoped. Until he’d found his mate and realised he was trouble.

Few chose to reject their true mate, when they didn’t like, fancy, or approve of the person. Those like Keon, who refused to play second fiddle to a cheater, or who had seen a violent streak in their true mate.

Outside of the Alpha, the Meskli had sole power to approve a chosen mate. Never, in the years Keon had lived, had an Alpha taken a male mate. While Alphas were predominantly female in other foame territories, m’weko remained chauvinistic to the core. Men ruled the world, and it had been made clear they would not tolerate a gay relationship.

Pure luck had Weston by his side. Supportive, encouraging, and loyal. Gay and eager to push Keon into being the one to set a new precedent for their pack. To push boundaries and make the first recognised male-male mating of their people. While changing perceptions was the reason he’d returned, it was dangerous. If his pack rebelled, he could lose them. Without their loyalty, his position was nothing but a title. Farley could dissolve his Alphaship, making Keon the pack runt and discarded gay freak.

Waiting seemed prudent. Best to test the waters. Introduce a change of mindset, first. Open their eyes, and hearts to the possibilities of a better way of living. Then hit them with the knowledge their Alpha was gay.

As his feet pounded the compacted path of dirt leading to the centre of the village, the thought of his true mate made Keon’s teeth clench and jaw ache. His m’weko prowled beneath the surface, salivating at the thought of hunting and killing everyone Vega had touched.

Keon snorted. It’ll be a long list, he warned his inner beast.

From day one, rumours abound about Vega’s antics. Sleeping with anyone willing, using others with careless frivolity. Keon didn’t want anything to do with the two-timing bastard, no matter how deeply he believed in the Fates, the pack laws, and the true mate bond. Nothing could make Keon forgive Vega for the betrayal he’d committed as a young man. A betrayal that tore Keon’s heart in two, and made him scramble for Dnara the minute he was of age. He wouldn’t give Vega the power of being Alpha-Consort.

Everything had been easier in Dnara, before he became Alpha and had a hundred m’weko counting on him to make the right decisions.

What the hell had Simeon been thinking, fighting Alpha Grier for leadership? What did he know about leadership? Typical, he’d create a mess and expect Keon to clean up after him.

*

“YOU LOOK STUNNING, Alpha,” Weston remarked, brushing a fussy hand over the shoulder of the leather waistcoat as they stood on the podium.

Keon smirked, as Weston had discreetly offered reassurances about his complete disinterest in a romantic liaison. The first day Keon shed the grief for his father and became a real Alpha, Weston had ‘confessed’ to being gay. He’d begged Keon to accept him, relieved to hear Keon was like-minded. Instantly apologising, because while he respected Keon and his family (with the exception of his horrendous brothers), Keon was not his type and his heart had already been claimed.

A sentiment he’d returned with equal amusement and embarrassment. He’d never had a more awkward conversation, but it was a relief to have someone know his true nature, who he could confide in openly.

Looking the part, when he didn’t feel it, relieved Keon’s mind. He’d been unwanted as Alpha from the first moment Weston announced his return to Vihaan. Weston had struggled to accept no one wanted Keon as Alpha, but the pack loved Simeon’s violence-is-my-jam vibe. Keon was sure they wanted someone as equally bloodthirsty at the helm, and resented him for not being good enough.

As the pack filtered into the village square, Keon cast his eye over them.

Five weeks and he was still an outsider. One of the only smiles in the crowd belonged to Vega, who tipped his head when he caught Keon’s gaze. An arrogant acknowledgement, as if Keon had been searching for him.

Five years his senior, Vega was lazy, arrogant, self-opinionated. How could Keon, as a responsible Alpha, take Vega as a mate? What made Vega imagine he’d want to? Sure, Vega was attractive—big blue eyes, dark brown hair, and a body to die for—but Keon had learned the heart was more important than looks. Vega was a prime example of why.

Weston cleared his throat, signalling everyone had arrived. As expected of him, Keon raised his hands until the casual muttering and whispers of a gathered group descended, leaving silence in its wake.

“I know it’s been a hard year and you’re adjusting to my rule as Alpha. Trust me, I’m adjusting to being Alpha,” he confessed, hoping to ease their minds. If he’d made mistakes, they’d better consider it a learning curve. “Thank you for your attendance at my father’s funeral.”

With Simeon’s sudden death and his father’s decline, arrangements had been slow. Keon had been a wreck for the first three days, drinking into a stupor and barely leaving bed, unable to cope with the sudden, unexpected loss of his father, his mentor, the man who guided him through life. Weston had let him grieve undisturbed.

Once functioning, Keon held a vigil for Simeon, where anyone who had tolerated his brother could pay their respects. His body had been laid on the boundaries of their land, by the pack he’d attacked. Dumped during the night to let his family grieve. A compassionate gesture, not performed by Alpha Thatcher, known to be harsh and unforgiving. Someone had disobeyed their Alpha to offer this last token of respect.

Keon owed them thanks.

Days later, they held the funerary process for his father. Three days of cleaning and prayers by the holy women, two days where the pack could write notes to accompany his funeral pyre, and a week to allow his body to dry in the humid conditions of a hut. Keon had hated every minute of the traditional burial, but honoured his father’s wishes, giving Nyseth Linwood a funeral to be proud of.

He’d hidden in his house for a week after saying his final goodbye, and spent this last week with Weston, noting their deaths in the official pack ledgers. Trying not to cry every time he spoke or wrote his father’s name. Knowing Nyseth would never see his youngest son become Alpha, a position he’d never dreamed of attaining.

Clearing his throat, Keon tried to stay strong. “My father would have been honoured by the cascade of notes and letters he took to the afterlife. I’m sure he’s watching us with pride,” he said, though his belief in the afterlife was shaky.

With a final rough cough, he pushed emotion aside. “I want to return this pack to the glory it once had. Whether I set the ball rolling or it can be achieved under my rule, no one can guess. All I promise is this: I will always put this pack first,” he vowed, glad he didn’t need to raise his voice. The pack remained silent, watching, waiting for the next fuck-up. “The law states I must accept my mate soon, or relinquish my Alphaship. I have no intention of blindly obeying a law made generations ago. I’ll take a mate prior to my birthday, but with conditions,” Keon announced, grateful for the silence. A glance at Vega had his jaw tightening when the bastard straightened, aware this concerned him.

Keon hoped he choked on the next words. “Traditionally, we learn our true mate after the age of sixteen. I discovered mine when I was thirteen,” he said, relieved Weston insisted it was ‘surprising’, not ‘rare’ as he’d thought. “This led to complications, and an insight into my true mate’s character. Having spent the last eight years observing them, I can promise I will never accept them as my mate.”

In an instant, whispers and voices questioned, eyes darting to find the culprit, conferring with neighbours. Vega’s eyes burned from across the crowd. Keon met them without hesitation.

“It’s my duty to take a mate who can stand beside me, be equal in strength, power, and status. A mate worthy of the title Alpha-Consort,” he recounted, in case Vega had forgotten. “My true mate fails to uphold the laws and duties the title demands. I have informed Weston I’ll be choosing my mate within the next eight months. When I’ve made my choice, I’ll keep you informed of the courting schedule.”

Watching the reactions proved interesting. Some grew concerned, suspicious. Vega bristled with unrestrained anger. Keon logged the hostile faces and harsh words, filing the owners’ names for future reference. Likely Simeon’s friends or loyal supporters.

Keon raised his voice above the din, and the crowd hushed. “I don’t intend to rush my decision. I’ll choose the right mate to make my rule strong and lasting. Tradition dictates blindly accepting the mate the Fates have chosen for us, but I’m willing to break tradition to do what is best for this pack.

“Thank you for coming.”

Keon didn’t wait. Propriety meant waiting to let every member of his pack leave first. He had neither the patience nor the time to waste on pomp and ceremony. Leaving the flock of bickering children to argue amongst themselves, Keon walked home. It was time for his pack to learn who was in charge.

Keon wouldn’t be pushed around. His brothers had learned not to underestimate him, and it was the pack’s turn. They needed to learn a sharp tongue could cut deeper than an expertly wielded blade. They could cut with their actions, but Keon’s words would leave a legacy. One he intended to free the oppressed and downtrodden of Vihaan. Starting with his pack.


Chapter Two

Keon

KEON WAS DONE. Done being Alpha for another day. Done playing a role he couldn’t fulfil. Yet. He planned to force the role to fit him, not break his spirit by becoming the Alpha the pack expected. Every task took time, and he was fast losing patience.

Weston walked by his side to the house where Keon had lived his whole life. He should have taken Grier’s old house, the official Pack-House, but it felt disrespectful considering who had killed the man. With three bedrooms, two living areas, a vast kitchen and dining room, two studies, and a ballroom-sized greeting room for the Council of Elders, when they visited, it was everything an Alpha needed. Except home.

Home was a tiny house with a half-dozen rooms, each smaller than the last. His parents’ bedroom was smaller than the platform he’d stood on to give his speech. Enough to house a double bed, a wardrobe, and an en-suite bathroom. Simeon’s room had once been the same size, divided in two when Teowulf was born. When Keon arrived, his parents surrendered the smallest room, the larder, to their youngest son. Barely fitting the single bed and stack of shelves at the end of the bed, it had been his home for years.

He couldn’t imagine leaving the house. Despite the conveniences, the luxuries of Dnara, and the wonders, the indefinable feeling of ‘home’ meant more than anything money could buy.

Which meant leaving Grier’s home empty. He hadn’t earned the Alphaship, nor the right to invade the man’s home, and he had no family to inherit the impressive house. Keon would need to meditate on a better fate for the building.

“Are you coming inside, Alpha?”

Weston’s voice broke the litany of depressing thoughts. He found the man waiting on the porch, front door open.

“I’m going for a walk, West. I need to clear my head,” Keon admitted, needing time to decide how, and when, to tell the pack he was gay, as it required careful consideration. More, to decide how to say the Fates had granted him a male mate.

No one knew Keon was gay. His mother and father had known. He thought Teowulf had suspected, before he died. Leaving Weston the only Vihaan in the pack who knew a secret which could tear his pack apart. His fate depended on how the Meskli reacted. The man was an old family friend, but Keon didn’t know how he would feel about a gay Alpha.

Wasn’t that an oxymoron?

Keon had two duties: to protect and guide his people, and to provide an heir. He couldn’t, if it involved mating a woman, but couldn’t abide a life with Vega either.

Hard decisions waited. He needed time alone, and space to think clearly.

Past his house, into the woods, Keon found the well-worn path of his childhood. The one used to escape Simeon’s bullying, Teowulf’s passive aggressive quips, his father’s lectures about Dnara. The path he’d run, seeking an escape when his mother died. When his brother died. The path he’d taken the night he cast off the grief of losing his father. The path led into the trees to a clearing where he lay crying after Teowulf followed their mother into death a year later.

Now there was no one left to grieve. Every member of his family was gone. Dead and buried on Vihaan soil. Memories lay hidden amongst the trees, and Keon felt lighter for being near the soil. At home.

He missed Drew and Lorcan, sweet Delaware and Selly. The gruff but loveable Rylee and Martim. He missed his frat brothers, but couldn’t deny his heart belonged in Vihaan. He wished it hadn’t taken so long to realise.

Stopping at the side of the stream leading to the clearing, he crouched and dipped his fingers into the cool water. Letting the ripples wash over his skin, tickling sensitive nerves. Remembering the good days.

When Teowulf had waded deep and splashed Keon with water. When Simeon had skinny-dipped and goaded Keon into joining. The laughter, the arguments. Simeon swearing when Keon had slipped from his grasp. Uttering his first swear word when Teowulf had tackled him and got them soaked. How they’d laughed, soaking wet, and trudged from the river to lie on the grass and dry in the sunshine.

With few good memories of his brothers, that day was precious. A long, lazy day in the sunlight, shaded by the canopy of trees, laughter ringing out around a night fire, his brothers tormenting Keon with horror stories deep into the night.

Tears hazed his vision, as he raised green eyes to the sun, feeling its heat. Closing his eyes, he let the tears slip over his eyelashes and basked in the memories of this place. When the sun passed beyond the tree canopy, Keon opened his eyes and tried in vain to regain composure.

Lying in the long grass, he vowed to steal an hour to clear his head.

*

KEON WAS ABOUT to break the cover of the trees and enter the clearing where he’d once found solace, when voices froze his step. This land lay at the rear of his parents’ home, and no one knew it was an escape when he needed to think. Unless Weston needed him, no one encroached on this sacred space.

Keon edged close enough to recognise the voices. Vega and Eliseo, the twenty-two-year-old Weston claimed changed after Simeon became Alpha. An unusual pairing. He knew Eliseo vaguely from a childhood of being the same age, but not spending much time together. When had he and Vega grown close?

Rumour claimed Eliseo had ‘corrupted’ Simeon, but Keon imagined the reverse was true. Simeon never needed an excuse to be reprehensible, but Eliseo had always been sweet, strong and independent. His brother had broken more hearts and crept into more beds than Keon cared to count. Only Simeon could change the teenager he’d known into the man he’d become.

Keon peeked around the tree, dismay flooded Keon to see Eliseo pressed against Vega. Grabbing Eliseo’s ass and kissing with abandon, Vega showed no interest in whatever Eliseo whispered in his ear. Disappointed but unsurprised, Keon leaned against the tree, taking slow, deep breaths. He wished they hadn’t corrupted the one place he could find peace in this forsaken land.

Weakness rooted his feet to the ground, despite the noises, though he refused to watch the betrayal. Vega and Eliseo descended into noisily groping and inevitable screwing, feet away, but he couldn’t find the strength to leave. A brutal mirror to a similar night years ago.

Part of Keon needed to confront Vega, to get closure, to discover why Vega rejected him. The betrayal of Vega sharing his body with anyone but his true mate stung deeply. It would have hurt a human but not to the point of crippling pain. Faithful, Keon had never indulged in the men who flirted and danced at the fraternity, never succumbed, despite what Rylee thought.

Drew understood, encouraging Keon to embrace a social life but hold his traditions close. Drew, who begged him not to discard his beliefs from loneliness and despair, to wait for a real connection. He’d never shared a kiss or intimate touch, hoping for his mate to be the first. Knowing it would never be Vega.

Knowing the pain Drew had gone through with Aniel, Keon had trusted that no one could guide him through relationships better. Drew would be ashamed of the Fates for giving Keon a mate like Vega.

Sharing his body with half the pack while Keon was gone was a sin to traditional foame. The truth was harder to swallow. A memory so painful he could barely recall it without fear of breaking.

When Keon’s thoughts grew quiet and the heavy breathing dissipated, he risked a second glance. Vega lay naked on the grass, Eliseo straddling his waist and kissing his chest. Vega’s face was blank, barely reacting to Eliseo except to brush fingers through his blond hair. Drew and Rylee would have been teasing, kissing, sharing signs of their pleasure, their love.

What Keon witnessed proved this meant nothing to Vega. Adding another token of betrayal to the fire already burning in his heart.

“I needed this,” Vega said, dispassionately.

“You thought I’d say no?” Eliseo peeked through his hair to watch Vega.

“Erin did.”

This wasn’t a relationship or a one-off indiscretion. He was using Eliseo as he used others. He wasn’t sure what was worse: Vega treating others with disregard or Eliseo tolerating it.

“Her loss is my gain,” Eliseo said, drawing a laugh from Vega, becoming a hum of approval as Eliseo’s mouth drifted lower. As lips grazed his exposed cock, Vega grabbed his hair and yanked hard enough to make Eliseo yelp.

“What did I tell you?”

“It’s not mine,” he grumbled, sighing when Vega pushed him away. He looked devastated when Vega rolled to his feet, tugging on trousers. Proof his emotions were being toyed with. “Seriously, I can’t suck it, because it belongs to the Alpha?” He mocked, lying in the grass, but Keon saw the hurt. Knew it from personal experience. “You think he won’t know what a whore you’ve been?”

Vega pulled on his shirt and huffed, as Keon’s gut clenched. “We’re mates. Nothing else matters.”

Eliseo exploded from the grass to his feet, startling Keon into darting behind the tree to avoid being seen. “You think he’ll want you after he knows you’ve fucked half the pack?”

“Four people is not half the pack.”

“It’s enough to make Keon refuse you. He already told the pack he’s rejecting your ass. Never intending to accept his true mate.” Anger and hurt rising, Eliseo pushed Vega. “You thought you were about to upgrade from a nobody to an Alpha’s Consort, right? Let me tell you―” He stepped closer, words low, bitter fury wrapped in hate. “―being the Alpha’s mate doesn’t make you better than us. It makes you a willing bitch-in-heat for an asshole who won’t take no for an answer.”

Keon’s breath caught, the venom in Eliseo’s voice suggesting his mate was an Alpha. Or, was it possible his true mate was Simeon? The Fates had a tendency to match those of similar age.

Eliseo must be made of steel to have survived his death.

The revelation made sense, and raised Keon’s opinion of Eliseo while adding another layer to his ruminations. If Eliseo and Simeon had been true mates, Keon wasn’t alone in having a same-sex true mate. The Fates had given two same-sex true mates in one generation.

Suddenly, stepping out the closet wasn’t as terrifying. If Keon stood proudly, others would feel capable of doing the same. Rejecting people like Vega and Simeon, who made them feel guilty or ashamed. People who stuck to the idea of an Alpha—or any male—being dominant, and in terms of being gay, the top. That wasn’t how Keon felt. He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t been craving a cock in his ass since he was sixteen.

Walking in on Simeon in the midst of one of his orgies had started it. Girls had never stirred a reaction, but it took one man to know. A stranger Simeon had brought from another pack. Slim, compact, lithe, and stunning. He’d picked a cute ginger man from the crowd, got him onto all fours, and fucked like a God taking his dues. The look on the ginger man’s face, pure bliss, the adoration when a hand grabbed his jaw and tilted his head for the stranger to plunder his mouth. The sounds emanating from him.

Keon had been transfixed, hiding behind a tree as the activity drifted, and those two men became the basis for every fantasy to follow. The most erotic scene of his existence, until he found gay porn in Dnara. After watching those two for hours, bringing in another body to tongue-fuck or grope but never drifting far, Keon had been sure. He’d gone home and replayed the scene a million times. While the top had been hot, the way his hips pounded into a tight ass, and hands dug into hips, made Keon shudder when he imagined them on him. In him.

The revelation shook his world, leaving Keon stricken and confused, until Dnara revealed men were multi-faceted, not the linear image of Vihaan. Rylee was right about his daddy issues, but had misinterpreted what he craved. It wasn’t the size or authority he wanted, but a man who took what he needed, what he wanted, when and how he wanted it, because it was his to take. Keon gave him the right, the power, to take it.

He didn’t know if a word existed to explain it, afraid to research on a computer Drew had access to. The endless teasing wasn’t worth the added vocabulary. Besides, Keon didn’t care what it was called.

Whatever Vega expected, it was the small-town thinking, prejudice, and expectations he’d gone to Dnara to escape. Any thought as to being better off in Dnara evaporated. Keon could have found a nice boyfriend to love him for who he was. He could have learned how to be happy and oblivious in a world where he remained invisible.

Suddenly, he was Alpha. The boss, the one responsible for a hundred souls, the one with all the power. Here, he couldn’t change one life, not love one person. He could open the eyes of a pack. Become a father to lost and innocent souls, a beacon of hope and light to those who would be shunned and banished.

In Vihaan, Keon could be someone. He could change the world.


Chapter Three

Keon

AFTER A HALF hour of wandering and contemplating the future, Keon settled by the lake in the middle of the forest, farther from the house than planned. Skimming stones, like he used to in his childhood, ruminating over everything in his mind.

The pack thought him weak. True, he’d never been made for a position of power, but he wasn’t a quitter. He’d been asked to lead his people and fix the mess Simeon had left. He’d done everything asked, sacrificing his education, friends, and family, losing his freedom and the chance for self-improvement in Dnara.

How could he prove he wasn’t weak without becoming the hardened brute Simeon had become?

When a shadow moved to his right, Keon didn’t move. His m’weko senses recognised Vega long before he sat.

“Are you okay?”

Keon skimmed another stone. “I was thinking about my father,” he lied, choosing diplomacy over his feelings. “He would want me mated.” His father would have been proud of him. For becoming Alpha, for rejecting his true mate in favour of being happy. No matter how or why either state came about, his father would be as supportive and encouraging as Weston.

“I know. I’m sorry.” Vega touched a hand to his shoulder.

Keon wondered what he was sorry for: sleeping with other people, desecrating their mate bond, or the reality of his father not living long enough to attend his mating? All worthy reasons to fall apart, but Keon was strong. Stronger than Vega gave him credit for.

“I―” He paused as fast footsteps rustled through fallen leaves.

Instinct drew Keon to his feet, muscles tensed in preparation of a threat. He relaxed when Weston approached, a guard following, Boran’s face impassive as always.

“Alpha, a messenger has arrived from the border.” Weston cast a sour glance at Vega.

The meaning was clear. ‘A messenger’ had crossed pack boundaries, backing onto a mile of forestry and extending into a system of caves. Their visitor must have made the guards uneasy or they wouldn’t have sought the Alpha. Gut twisting, he nodded silent thanks to Weston and started running. A prickle of irritation spiked when Vega jogged alongside, as any mate would when trouble came. But he wasn’t Keon’s mate.

Keon skidded to a halt outside his family home. A weary, dirty messenger rested on the doorstep, a guard handing him a cup of water. The boundaries of their land stood a mile from the village square, and this man looked bedraggled. Keon must find a better method of communication between the outposts at the border and the village to prevent this happening again.

Drew was right. He would kill for a mobile phone.

The messenger shot to his feet when Keon stepped into the light. Fifty, and old friends with his father, Nigel had frequently visited their home during Keon’s childhood. Had taught him to whittle wood, track animals as a human, and play strategy games. It hurt to see the man worried and breathless.

“Take your time.” He waved him to sit. Pleased Nigel relaxed and dropped to sit on the doorstep, Keon crouched to eye level. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“M’weko. A whole pack, by the numbers,” he explained in panting breaths. “One guard transformed at the boundaries and killed Nelson.”

Nelson was seventeen. A strong kid who dreamed of being promoted to the Alpha Guard. What a waste of a young life.

Keon clenched his fists to rein in his anger and stood. “Have soldiers prepared to gather the old, frail, and children into the bunkers. I’ll try to handle this diplomatically, but have the guards prepared, in case these bastards can’t be reasoned with. I refuse to lose anyone else.”

Ignoring Vega’s hovering, Keon gestured to Boran, the nineteen-year-old guard who had gone to school with Nelson. “It’s a heavy weight, but will you inform Nelson’s mother? She’ll appreciate the news coming from a familiar face,” he reasoned, though it was cowardly to dodge the duty.

Boran swallowed. “Yes, Alpha.” He took a half step and glanced over his shoulder. “Thank you.”

Keon marvelled at the respect, the acknowledgement he was doing right. He wished he could deliver the news, as an Alpha should, but with one death dealt and more potentially on the way, Keon’s first task was to prepare for treaty talks or, if diplomacy failed, war.

*

AT THE HOUSE, Keon stepped into the spare room to the side, once the dining room. Weston had helped move the ceremonial cupboard and other Alpha-related items from Grier’s house. The room fitted one purpose: being Alpha. Meeting with other dignitaries, other Alphas, and preparing for war would happen here.

Opening the ceremonial cupboard, Keon heaved a sigh. With potential enemies at the door, he must prepare to speak, act, and think in the correct way.

Stripping, he focused his mind on one task at a time. He pulled on loose, sandy-coloured cotton trousers, natural and earthy, soft and flexible for manoeuvring. Next came the grass-green tunic. Keon pulled it over his head, wondering what the guys at the fraternity would say. They would have helped to prepare, handing items of clothing, bantering in the background.

Mother, he missed them.

He had no one. When he’d planned his return months ago, he’d believed his father was waiting, Simeon desperate to question him about Dnara. He hadn’t needed more. Now all he wanted was Drew. To have a best friend to confide every trouble, every thought, and who would sit to enjoy a smoke. As much as Drew had wanted to come, Keon couldn’t have allowed it.

Keon shook off the morbid thoughts and grabbed the leather vest from the cupboard. As he was about to undo the straps, a creak and the scent of pine announced Vega’s arrival.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing to the leather vest.

“No.” Keon didn’t have time. Petty squabbles, like Vega claiming the role of his mate when Keon had made it clear it would never happen, were a waste of time. Vega wasn’t his mate and had no right to be here.

Keon ignored the persistent man and lifted the leather vest from the dresser. Slipping it over his arms, he tugged it on, fastening the straps across his chest. He worked efficiently, calmly, ignoring Vega. His outfit complete, he confronted the elephant in the room.

“You know you’re my mate, don’t you?” he asked, watching Vega, hands thrust into his trouser pockets, gaze wandering.

Vega cleared his throat and bobbed his head. “Yes, and you know you’re mine.”

He didn’t bother to utter a confirmation. Keon pulled the boots from the cupboard, perched on the armchair to lace them, and stood, stomping to check they fit right. He should have tried them on earlier, but time had grown short. Everything had to be done instantly. He’d been in a tailspin for weeks.

Two steps to the door, Vega called a shaky, “You better come back alive.”

Pausing in the doorway, Keon swallowed the instinctive retort. Controlling the emotion welling in his chest, he took a single step and speared Vega with his gaze. “You are not my mate. The Fates may have chosen you, but if you can disrespect me and our mate bond, you’re not worthy.”

Keon took another step, anger swirled in Vega’s blue eyes. “I intend to fix what my brother broke. To make my father proud. To choose a mate who can stand by my side, be strong, proud of me, and help me lead this pack into a better future. You are not my mate.” He breathed and waited. Breathed and waited. Finally, Vega dropped his gaze and let out a shuddering breath.

Finally.

Leaving the room, Keon paused at the front door where Weston waited. “Get him out of my house,” he demanded, fighting the rush of adrenaline that told him to go inside and deck Vega for a lifetime of hurt.

He resisted the urge, relieved the matter was resolved. For the first time, he’d taken control of his life, his fate, and his future. He’d told Vega what had been bubbling inside for years, leaving behind the toxic man threatening to drown him in chaos.

“With pleasure, Alpha.” Weston politely asked the guards to escort Vega out, and glanced uneasily at the cluster of men gathered outside. Angry men, snarling, biting, demanding to know why Keon had brought an army to their doorstep. As if Simeon were a figment of his imagination.

Ignorant fools. This army wanted his dead brother. Keon would deal with it the same way he’d dealt with Simeon’s mistakes.

Ignoring the bickering, Keon marched from the village and into the wild grassy plains extending to the boundaries. The land was undeveloped, after the sickness took his mother and brother, and decimated their numbers. Overgrown, Keon had plans to redevelop it with new houses, a marketplace, and a barn to teach trades. Anything to help expand the village and grow their community. If he could sweet-talk Farley into handing over another parcel of land. A vast, empty meadow, soft underfoot, the scent of jasmine and lavender rising with every step as the sun beat from above.

Common courtesy amongst foame made visitors wait at the boundary outpost, until the Alpha had been informed and extended a formal invitation. Whoever this invading pack belonged to had forgotten the ways of social etiquette. Bringing an army and murdering one of his people was a call for war.

Arriving at the empty eastern boundary outpost—a hut where Nelson and Nigel spent their day, relieved at night by another team—Keon stopped at the unmarked line and folded his arms.

Waiting.

Three feet ahead, a line of ten guards stood in armour, holding metal shields. He smirked, mentally remembering to tell Drew they looked like extras from a Robin Hood movie, bows across their back, leather protections on the shins, forearms, chest, and head. Trusting. Waiting for an Alpha to appear, without a single arrow nocked, no sword drawn, no m’weko hovering in anticipation of retaliation.

Amateurs.

Keon would have sentries at the perimeters, a half dozen as m’weko, another dozen with bows, arrows, and swords, ready to attack at the slightest provocation.

These men shared an uneasy glance, and two left formation. They paused halfway, waiting for his permission. Though their Alpha was an arrogant bastard, these two knew better.

The guards faltered mid-step as soft feet hit the earth. As none of his senses warned of danger, Keon remained unblinking, steadfast, pleased when Weston stopped on his right. His Beta raised a hand to brush through his hair, briefly flashing two fingers, signalling two guards trailed behind. Good. Remaining at a respectful distance, as Weston preferred.

What a clever Beta.

“Who is in charge?” Keon barked, startling the well-trained guards.

“Alpha, we’re pleased to meet you.” The guard on the left offered a note Keon reluctantly accepted.

Alpha Keon,

We accept your offer to return our stolen property. We do not accept it as proper recompense for what your brother took.

Prepare for negotiation talks where we can agree on an appropriate repayment.

Alpha Thatcher.
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