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Chapter One

Bard sighted his quarry rounding the back of the longhouse. Even in the waning light of the day, it was easy to do using his human eyes. Loki’s long tail of braided white hair hugged the corner of the building, a shining beacon to its owner. Bard’s own hair still hung loose about his shoulders, testament to how quickly he’d dressed after his turn on the perimeter had ended. He always returned to the compound with a heightened sense of concern, not knowing what Loki had been up to in his absence. The bratty omega caused an endless amount of work. He couldn’t be trusted to go any amount of time without causing trouble. Keeping track of the boy exhausted him.
It also excited him.
Bard was ashamed to think it, let alone admit it. But there it was anyway—a perverse pleasure in seeking out Loki’s latest transgression and meting out punishment for it. There was something about the omega, something irresistible, that Bard had always been helpless to ignore. The way Loki’s bow-shaped mouth turned down and his disturbingly sultry eyes flashed in anger any time he was thwarted made the boy more alluring to Bard, not less. It had always been so, even when Loki had been far too young for Bard to think anything of the kind. Bard had spent years turning away from the temptation, reminding himself that Loki was still only a pup, and as one of the alpha’s offspring, beyond Bard’s reach.
Everything had changed, and become more difficult, not less, once they’d run from their birth pack. He’d quashed his feelings and attraction while they’d been feral. The constant fight for survival had done a good job of displacing all stray thoughts of what it might mean to possess such an omega. Now Destin, Loki’s brother, had ensured they were settled once more. The running was over. And, with Destin and their new alpha officially designating Bard as Loki’s keeper, it was impossible to tamp down his attraction to the boy. Nor, did anyone expect him to.
Except for Loki, of course. He made his disapproval of Bard and his authority more than plain every single, damn day. This one was no exception. The evening meal was due for preparation, so Loki should be in the longhouse helping out. The Rogue Pack was growing fast in a crowded space with new pups adding to the workload. Everyone needed to pull their own weight. Bard had ordered Loki to lend whatever hand the alpha mate required for the domestic chores. The boy had no business lurking alone outside instead. He was up to no good, that much was certain.
As Bard strode in the boy’s wake, he found him sitting on a large rock in the back. He held a hand pie in one hand. He jerked his head up at Bard’s approach, but the look on his face told Bard that Loki wasn’t surprised to see him coming. The pie hovered around the omega’s pretty face while he watched Bard with a narrow gaze.
Bard made his own expression go stern. “What are you doing with that?” The scent of the still-warm pie told Bard that it was made from the dried apples Joey had preserved from the previous fall. “You know you’re already being punished. You’re not supposed to have dessert for the rest of the week.” He held out his hand as he neared. “Give it to me.”
In response to the reprimand and the order, Loki pressed the treat closer to his mouth. He opened his pretty lips and took a big bite out of the pie. He kept his gaze firmly on Bard while he chewed his mouthful with slow deliberation. When he went to eat more, Bard raced to close the gap. He reached out to snatch the pastry away. The omega proved to be too nimble, stuffing the remainder into his mouth. His cheeks bulged with his effort to chew and swallow without choking.
Pulling up short, Bard folded his arms and watched with a grimace. The infuriating omega was doubling down on his misbehavior. Bard was going to have dream up ever increasing punishments.
“Bit off more than you can chew, didn’t you, brat? Just to thwart me.” He nodded at the boy. “Well, mind that you don’t choke or I’ll have to give your back a whack.”
“Wouldn’t you like that?” Loki sneered. He spewed bits of crust as he spoke. “You’ve been dying to get your hands on me for years now.”
Bard averted his eyes from the disgusting sight of masticated food and the scalding condemnation that he couldn’t deny with any vehemence. He had been dying to get his hands on the boy, after all, if not for years, at least in the last few months. Loki was close to having his first heat. His scent had changed in not-so-subtle and enticing ways that drove a dominant mad with arousal. It left Bard hard and wanting most nights. Thank the Gods, Loki bedded down in Craig’s home under Mabel’s watchful eye. It gave Bard time and opportunity to relieve himself in the communal men’s room. It was a thing that males did and no one thought twice about it, except that Bard assumed his roommates knew the source of his constant hard-on.
It was embarrassing.
He turned his gaze back to Loki. “Don’t bait me further, boy. You will not like the feel of my hand on you, I can assure you of that.”
With a shrug and a swipe at the crumbs on his lips, Loki replied, “Like I don’t know how to take a beating.”
The casual brag of how well the omega could withstand corporal punishment made Bard’s blood freeze. It left him instantly regretting his rash response. He knew only too well how Loki had been chastised by his sire. The alpha had treated everyone in their old pack with equal brutality. Not that such behavior among their kind was rare. Far from it. It was Lorcan and the way he reigned over the Rogue Pack that stood out as an anomaly. And, Bard was heartily grateful for it. Servient shifters should never be treated with undue harshness, omegas most of all.
He dropped his arms in the hopes of throttling down the tension. “I would never hurt you like that. I would hope you’d know that by now. Even if I were so inclined, you must realize neither Destin nor our alpha would permit it.”
Loki made a moue of his mouth and shrugged again. “Whatever. They put you in charge of me without my consent, so I don’t think it matters very much how you wield your power. It’s all the same to me, and I hate it,” he added with a flash of his eyes that never failed to send blood rushing to Bard’s cock.
But his words cut deep, enough that Bard’s anger over the stolen pie abated and took a back seat to his instinctive need to reassure the boy. Being Loki’s temporary guardian meant managing him with a firm, yet fair hand. While Loki’s actions with the pie couldn’t be ignored or trivialized, Bard didn’t want him to be overly fearful, either.
“It should matter,” he said softly. “I am not your guardian to make you miserable. It’s simply a matter of your needing guidance and obviously the alpha doesn’t have the time to keep track of you. Nor should he. And, Destin has new responsibilities as a beta of this pack. He has to focus on doing his duty well.”
The guy also was entitled to have some kind of personal life after devoting so many years to protecting Loki from their sire, then caring for him while they were running feral. Bard hadn’t missed how his life-long friend looked at Deirdre. The man was in love and if Bard was any judge of females, Deirdre was also. They deserved a chance at finding out if two betas could actually mate and make a life together. A bratty younger brother hovering around and driving them crazy was not conducive to courting.
Loki huffed. “He just wants time to sniff around that beta female.”
The omega’s observation didn’t come as a surprise. The boy was smart. He acted like a dumb pup most of the time, but that was all pretense. Bard knew it was. Loki missed nothing, his sharp, intelligent gaze always taking in what was happening. People underestimated him, so they spoke freely where he could hear when they might have been more circumspect with someone else.
Yeah, there was no fooling Loki. The omega knew how much his brother wanted Deirdre and unfortunately how much Bard wanted him. He likely also knew how far he could push before Bard lost his temper. Like now. With his lips still shiny from the sugary pie filling, Loki knew that there was no chance of Bard actually cuffing the insolent expression off his pretty face. A well-placed smack on the boy’s rump, however…
He moved quickly before he could think better of it. Grabbing Loki’s upper arm, he hauled the boy onto his feet and delivered one severe wallop to the omega’s small, tight ass. The shriek of outrage was more satisfying than Bard wanted it to be.
He glared down into Loki’s furious face. “You will not disrespect your brother, who has sacrificed everything for you. He has the right to seek his own happiness now, and if he finds love with Deirdre, all the better. You will not run riot in this pack after Lorcan graciously took us in. And you will apologize to Joey for taking advantage of his hard work and generosity by stealing that pie.”
For a few tense seconds, Loki panted with his anger, speechless for once. “I didn’t ask for Destin to force me from our home and I didn’t ask to be part of this pack. I don’t want to be here. You can beat me bloody and I won’t change my feelings about that.”
The omega’s mouth formed a thin line before he continued. “I won’t apologize to Joey because he made those pies for everyone. It’s not him that won’t let me eat one. He won’t care.”
That was true. Joey was a sweet omega who wanted to feed the pack all the time to the best of his ability. He, like most of the rest of the pack, indulged Loki as if he were still a young pup. It would probably embarrass Joey if Bard marched Loki into the kitchen and forced him to apologize about eating a stupid hand pie that Joey would have freely given under other circumstances.
No, this was Bard’s problem, and he needn’t involve anyone else. Although Loki hadn’t said the words out loud, they both knew he was laying the blame for his actions at Bard’s feet. Given how much the omega loved sweets, denying him dessert seemed the best way to punish him. This was the first time to Bard’s knowledge that Loki had blatantly disobeyed by stealing something out from under Joey’s and the kitchen sigmas’ noses. He didn’t want any of them to get into trouble with Lorcan or their mates over not keeping a better eye out. They had their duties, and keeping track of Loki wasn’t one of them.
“It’s amazing how one little omega can cause so much trouble in the pack.” He made the observation out loud before he realized what he was doing.
Loki sneered once more. “If you don’t like it, take me home.”
This was a recurring demand that Loki had made to first Destin, now Bard. And the sad thing was Bard understood the boy’s feelings. It had been brutal to leave their pack for parts unknown. Survival had been difficult until they’d found a haven with the Rogues. Bard missed his homeland as much as Loki did, but unlike Loki, Bard knew they could never return. Not for the first time, he wished Destin would give Loki the horrible truth of what had driven them to flee. It would devastate the omega, yet without the knowledge, he would never stop wanting to go back.
He would never stop resenting, if not hating Destin, Bard and Carr for forcing him to leave his home.
“Come on,” he said with a weary tone. “It’s time for the evening meal. Now it’s two weeks with no dessert. You have to learn how to behave, Loki. We all follow orders. You and me both. There’s no sense in railing against your status. It’s not like we have a choice in where we sit in the pack hierarchy.”
Loki allowed Bard to tug him back to the longhouse. Fighting him would be pointless. There was no way to best the gamma physically. Bard was bigger than most and Loki was smaller. Like everything else in his life, his tiny size sucked. He’d learned early in life to pick his battles. While Bard wasn’t giving him any choice, he was only taking him back to where Loki wanted to be anyway.
The stolen pie sat heavily in his stomach. Not that he would ever acknowledge that fact. He’d intended to nibble slowly at the treat while he took advantage of the lull before evening meal was served. His new home was beautiful even though it would soon be too hot for his comfort. He enjoyed a bit of solitude at the edge of the forest, secure in the knowledge that the pack lands were well guarded. It was Bard’s untimely arrival that had ruined everything. There had been no peace after all, and Loki had stuffed the pie down his throat out of perverseness. He’d rather make himself sick than give in to the gamma’s rule.
Still, the evening meal was undoubtedly ready and his appetite was keen despite the pie taking up a lot of room. The smell of venison wafted from the kitchen window, making saliva pool in his mouth. He couldn’t wait to tuck into a large plateful of meat and whatever other tempting food Joey had prepared. His stomach always found space for more. It seemed lately that his hunger was never truly satisfied. He didn’t like the implication of that and refused to examine it too carefully.
The fact that he was forced to eat beside Bard was another thing he tried to put aside. Destin had betrayed him twice over as far as Loki was concerned. The first being when he’d dragged him, confused and fearful, from their home.
The second was giving him over to Bard. Why his brother had done so remained a sore and confusing point with Loki. Well, not so confusing. He understood why, and the knowledge infuriated him. It wasn’t Loki’s fault that he now lived within the orbit of a powerful alpha who wasn’t his sire. Nature was taking its course and the dominants in the pack had planned out Loki’s fate in predictable fashion.
It’s not fair!
He didn’t utter the words out loud because he had too much pride and it wouldn’t do him any good. Fairness had nothing to do with the life of an omega. He was destined to be buffeted around by dominant pack members, his wishes and feelings being of no consequence. He understood it, but he was hardly resigned to it. Maybe that made him a bad omega. If so, tough. The others in similar situations, those he knew and even liked, could never persuade him that mating with Bard would be a good thing. Sure, they had each found their happiness, yet there were others like Ryan who spent his days caring for a pup he was never given a choice about having. Loki would be damned if he would end up like that.
The question was how he could manage to avoid that fate. He’d thought long and hard about it and still didn’t have a viable plan. For the moment, all he could do was at least appreciate that he was well-fed and safe. Bard never denied him meals and that single wallop to his ass hardly signified as any kind of real punishment. However else Loki felt about his situation, he wasn’t afraid. That was a positive change from his old pack, although he was loathe to admit it.
He dragged his feet only a little as Bard tugged him up the back steps and into the kitchen. Sigmas were racing back and forth to pile the food onto the long trestle table in the great room. With so many mouths to feed, meals had become hectic affairs. Loki didn’t mind. He liked the noise and crowd. It reminded him of how he’d grown up. Except here, all the pack members acted happy and relaxed. That was something he did find astounding. Lorcan was way different than Loki’s sire had been. This alpha was respected, but not feared.
Joey came rushing by. Despite what he’d told Bard, Loki did feel guilty over stealing. Loki fought Bard’s hold and tried to skid to a halt. “Joey, wait.” The omega stopped and looked over his shoulder.
Surprisingly, Bard let go of Loki’s wrist. “Go make your apologies, then. I’ll be waiting at our usual table.”
Loki grimaced, half wanting to argue the point of both. It would be stupidly pointless because telling Joey he was sorry was something Loki wanted to do out of respect to the other omega. Not sitting with Bard wasn’t really an option, either. It would only lead to being physically forced to. Loki’s pride didn’t like the idea of being dragged across the great room.
Turning his back on the already retreating gamma, he faced Joey. “I, um, just wanted to tell you that I snagged one of the hand pies a little while ago and ate it.” He snatched the end of his ponytail and ran it through his fingers.
Joey smiled. “That’s okay. I made enough for everyone. I need to use up the last of the dried apples anyway.” He slid closer and eyed the doorway to the great room. “Honestly, I put them out to cool by the window because I thought you might want to take one. I know how hard it is for you to go without dessert. I hope Bard wasn’t too mad.”
Loki smirked, trying to hide how touched he was that that this omega who wielded so much power in the pack would think of him. “Naw, you know him, all bark and no bite.”
Joey snorted. “Oh, I know. I’m mated to one of those myself. Still, it’s no fun when they’re angry. I bet you’re banned from eating sweets for a lot longer now.”
Loki feigned indifference. “A couple of weeks. Like I’m going to obey that order any more than I have the others.”
Joey’s eyes skittered away. “You know I’ve found that it can be really easy to get your way with a dominant if you use the right approach. A few smiles and kind words and you could have that gamma hand-feeding you anything you want. Would it really be so bad? I mean that guy is like sex on two massively muscled legs.”
A strange flash of heat suffused Loki’s body, followed by a stranger feeling of possessiveness. “Better not let your mate hear you talk about another shifter like that.”
Joey’s eyes widened before his lids dropped again and he smirked. “Don’t worry about me, sweetie. When my man gets jealous he works it out by fucking me senseless. It’s a win-win. Seems to me you should focus more on why you suddenly looked like you wanted to turn me into a hand pie. I think you should give that some thought while you hurry to your gamma’s side. You don’t want to make him mad enough to come drag you over.”
Joey pivoted on one foot to leave, stopped, then grinned over his shoulder. “Or, maybe you do.”
Outrage had Loki ready to spit fire, but all he could manage was to stick his tongue out at Joey’s retreating back. A passing sigma rolled his eyes at him, which made Loki feel like a stupid pup. He was acting like one. He knew it. Since being on the run with his brother, he’d morphed from a docile, pampered omega into an annoying brat. It hadn’t been part of a grand plan or anything. It had simply happened and now with his inevitable heat pressing in on him, he couldn’t stop doing it. His only defense at this point was to act like he didn’t care what the members of his new pack thought of him.
Certainly he didn’t give one wit about Bard’s approval. That bossy gamma didn’t rate as anyone Loki cared about. The guy was too damn sure of himself. Too big. Too strong. Too…Damn, Joey had been right. Bard was basically a walking, talking sex beacon that Loki’s traitorous body was homing in on whether he wanted it to or not.
He hated the way his heartbeat picked up at the sight of the man sitting in the far corner of the room. They had a family table, where Destin and Carr always joined them, along with Carr’s mate, Ben. Their pup—who was a gamma and the spitting image of Carr—made for a sweet distraction from the looming presence of Bard’s big, hot body. Although it also served as a reminder of Loki’s imminent future. The idea of being bred terrified him.
There was no point in letting anyone know how he felt, however. He plastered his normal bored expression on his face and sauntered over to the table. There was already a plate in his spot, heaped with food. Of course there was. Bard was nothing if not attentive. It perversely pissed Loki off. He took his time even though his stomach rumbled at the sight and scents of dinner. Bard’s gaze swung over to him and pierced him with an intensity that sent another flash of heat through Loki. It was as if the gamma touched every inch of him and left him scorched.
His footsteps faltered for a second. I’m in trouble. He forced himself to keep going, unwilling to show the effect Bard’s attention had on him.
“Hey.” He shot the greeting to no one in particular as he slid onto his chair.
There wasn’t much room. There were too many shifters packed into the space that was slated to be expanded now that the warm weather was sticking around. In the meantime, they were packed tight. Loki’s thigh brushed Bard’s. The contact was inevitable. Loki tried to keep his legs closed, but eventually he knew he’d relax enough that he’d bump into the gamma’s hard leg again.
Picking up his fork, he started eating, scanning the occupants of the table. Ben was nursing his pup while Carr stared with open adoration at the two of them. He fed his mate as well, ignoring his own plate for the moment. Beside the gamma, Destin worked on his meal with distracted determination. Loki didn’t have to follow his brother’s line of sight to know he was watching Deirdre. Bard had been right about Destin’s being in love with her. Loki had told himself that he didn’t care. It was a lie.
Ben winced and adjusted his pup’s position. Loki snorted. “That doesn’t look very comfortable.” Really, it was kind of gross to think of a pup suckling one’s breasts.
“Loki,” Bard warned. “Mind your manners.”
Loki glared up at him, ready with a retort, but Ben’s chuckle derailed that plan. “It’s okay. He’s right. Sometimes it feels like I’ve used a cheese grater on my nipples.” He shook his head as he disengaged the greedy pup’s lips and turned him to the other side. “Andrea gave me some cream, but it’s still painful. I’ve heard from the others that you kind of have to let them toughen up.”
With a wistful look, Ben focused his attention on his son. He ran fingers lightly over the downy head. “It’s worth it, though. Knowing I’m feeding Jasper and helping him grow makes me crazy happy.”
Carr rumbled deep in his chest and pulled his mate and pup in for a sideways hug. He petted Ben’s head much the way Ben did Jasper’s. The tender show of familial love was almost too much for Loki to witness. He both envied it and feared it. It didn’t seem possible for him to ever achieve that level of happiness. Stabbing a big chunk of venison, he started to shove it into his mouth.
Bard’s large hand grabbed Loki’s wrist, stopping him. “Easy. That’s too much. You’ll choke.”
Loki glared up at him. “No I won’t. I’m not stupid. I know what I’m doing.”
Bard said nothing in return. He merely pushed Loki’s hand until the fork and the piece of venison at the end of it landed back on the plate. Then, the gamma took over Loki’s utensils to cut all of the meat on his plate into smaller pieces.
“There.” That was all the gamma said before focusing back on his own meal.
Loki’s chest heaved with the effort not to scream in frustration. He eyed Destin, but he wasn’t paying attention. He’d already moved on where Loki was concerned. His pesky little brother was now someone else’s problem. The way he’d been handed off like an unpleasant chore infuriated him.
Loki grabbed his fork and speared up as many pieces of venison as he could and stuffed them into his mouth. Thwarting Bard satisfied him for a few seconds before a sinewy piece of meat slid past the wad he chewed and down his throat. He coughed to clear it, but that only made things worse. His eyes watered with the effort to keep from choking. He reached for his glass of water. Bard proved one step ahead of him, plucking it up and pressing it against Loki’s lips and holding it there until he’d taken a few sips.
As he cleared the food from his airway, Loki glared at the gamma. He expected some kind of rebuke, except not really. One of the most infuriating things about Bard was how patient and reasonable he was. His chastisements were fewer and farther between than Loki’s behavior warranted. Despite the dressing-down about the pie, Bard acted as if there was no tension between them. His expression remained placid while he waited for Loki’s latest folly to be resolved.
Along with his mouthful, Loki swallowed down his urge to growl and bare his teeth. There was nothing to be gained from it, and it would only serve to make others uncomfortable. The rest of the pack had been pretty kind to him. He didn’t want to repay that with strife. He’d leave that for when he and Bard were alone. Instead, he turned his attention back to his plate and ate the rest of his meal with more care. When dessert came out, he wasn’t even tempted and was prepared to sit quietly while others enjoyed themselves.
Bard had other ideas. Standing, he grabbed Loki’s plate along with his own. “Let’s go. Clear our glasses and utensils.”
Destin’s gaze slid over to them for the first time since they’d sat for dinner. “Leaving so soon?”
“I have no interest in dessert, and Loki, as you know, is not allowed one tonight.” That was all Bard said, not mentioning how he’d caught Loki with stolen goods. That was one more irritating thing about him—he didn’t tattle on Loki. At least he didn’t when Loki could hear.
Destin nodded. “Of course. Good night, brother.”
Loki didn’t respond. If Destin couldn’t be bothered to show him any attention for the whole meal, there was no reason to acknowledge him now. Silently, Loki did as Bard said, keeping his attention on his task and not on his brother. He did shoot Ben a smile before he left, and the other omega returned the look even as he focused on his pup.
Loki threaded his way through the crowded room with his head held high and an indifferent expression on his face. Everyone knew he was being denied dessert as a punishment. He could tell some of them whispered about him, although without his ears shifted, his hearing wasn’t up to the task of catching what they said. Not that it mattered. He would never show how much it hurt. It was attention of his own making, and he at once hated it and yet seemed incapable of avoiding the behavior that constantly got him into trouble.
The relative quiet of the kitchen was a relief. He quickly went to the sink to rinse the items he carried. He could have dumped them in for someone else to deal with. That would have earned him a fresh rebuke from Bard, and Loki felt suddenly too tired for another confrontation. Besides, he didn’t want to make more work for the sigmas. It wasn’t their fault that Loki was trapped far away from home with no power to change his situation.
Bard followed close behind and did the same with the plates. Before Loki could leave the sink, the gamma grabbed his arm. “You should have bid your brother good night.”
Loki sneered, still capable of a confrontation one more time that night, it seemed. “Why?”
Bard huffed. “Because he is your kin and a beta of this pack. He deserves your respect.”
“Really? He ignored me during the meal. What do I care how he feels?”
“You are a selfish brat for certain. Destin has cared for you since the day you were whelped. He has risked his life more than once to protect you. Does that mean nothing?”
A fierce sadness welled up inside him. Embarrassing tears pricked at his eyes. “He only had to do that because he took me away from our pack. Our home!” He pulled his arm free and swiped angrily at the moisture trying to leak out. “I would have been safe if he’d left me where I belonged.”
A shuttered look crossed Bard’s eyes. Lifting his chin, he stared at some distant point. “You don’t understand.”
“You’re right, I don’t. No one will tell me why we had to run.”
The gamma’s face went through a series of contortions that would have been comical if not for the pain Loki felt deep inside whenever he was brave enough to broach this topic. Finally, Bard’s gaze returned to Loki.
“It is enough that your brother, a beta, says it was necessary. You are an omega and still a pup, at that. It is not your place to question the decisions of a dominant.”
“Oh! I hate that answer.” Loki raised his fists in frustration and pounded them once on Bard’s broad chest. He only got in the one shot, however. When he raised them to hit again, Bard stopped him with ease.
The gamma clamped his hands around Loki’s wrists and held them between their bodies. “Don’t.”
Loki’s chest heaved. “You can hit me but I can’t hit you? Is that it?”
“Yes,” Bard admitted after a couple of seconds. “I know that sounds unfair. What I do is for correction, though, not out of anger.”
“Really? The sting in my ass says otherwise.”
Bard’s lips quirked, as if he was trying to suppress a smile. “That was barely a tap just to get your attention. I’m sure you’re not still smarting from it. Small as it is, your backside is firm enough to absorb a blow.”
There was something about Bard’s tone, as well as his expression, that urged Loki to poke back. He lowered his eyelids and smirked. “Yeah, my ass is pretty tight. I bet you’d love to sink your dick into it.”
For a few seconds, Bard froze in place and the look in his eyes both terrified and excited Loki. There was a hunger lurking deep inside the black pupils and he swore they got bigger and rounder. A shudder ran through Bard and his fingers tightened around Loki’s wrists. A strange thought popped into Loki’s head that he was about to learn the mystery of life right there in the kitchen. And his teacher would be the biggest, baddest gamma he’d ever known, a shifter who could break Loki in two without any effort at all.
Then, just as quickly, Bard’s demeanor changed and the moment passed. The guy was back to stern. And patient. Totally under control, and that frustrated Loki even more than it usually did.
“Come, it’s time for you to retire for the night.” Bard said this as he dropped one wrist and guided Loki toward the back door by the other. “You are obviously tired and it’s making you uncommonly rude. I will escort you to Craig’s hut and wait with you until Mabel brings her pups back. She can put you all down to sleep at the same time.”
“I don’t need anyone to tuck me into my pallet.” Loki struggled to free himself, dragging his feet as he went. “I’m not a little pup.”
Bard stopped abruptly, causing Loki to collide into him. “Is that so? Then why are you acting like one now? Do I need to pick you up and carry you or are you going to walk like an adult on your own two feet?”
Loki grunted in frustration. “I’ll walk,” he said through gritted teeth.
“Good.” Bard nodded and let him go. He started for the back door again, sure that Loki would follow.
Which he did but not before saying, “I hate you.”
Bard’s steps faltered. He glanced over his shoulder, a shuttered look clouding his face. “I know.” Then he kept going at a faster pace.
Loki had no choice except to keep up. He opened his mouth to say he didn’t really mean what he’d said. He shut it again only because he wasn’t sure that was the truth, either.




Chapter Two

I bet you’d love to sink your dick into it.
With a muted groan, Bard rolled onto his stomach, Loki’s taunt echoing in his head. He rolled his hips to grind his hard-on against the pallet. It wasn’t much stimulation, although in his heightened state of arousal, his cock wasn’t going to need a lot of coaxing. He was on a hair-trigger and had been for a few hours since Loki had blurted out a truth that Bard tried hard to conceal and ignore.
He did want to sink his dick into that small, tight omega ass. It took nothing at all to imagine how snug and slick Loki’s channel would be as Bard drilled it deeply. His wolf paced and growled beneath his skin at the mere thought. It was getting harder and harder to keep him under control around Loki. His wolf could sense the omega’s coming heat in ways that Bard’s human form could not. He pushed him down deep, reminding him that Bard, the civilized man, was in control. The damn wolf was lucky to have this much of a release.
His fingers gripped the covers, and he bit his lower lip almost to the point of bleeding. The rasping of the cotton along his hot shaft was almost painful. Behind his closed eyes, he had no trouble picturing how it would be to cover the omega’s slight body, taking his own heavy weight on his arms so as not to crush the boy. But their skin would touch nevertheless because Bard wouldn’t be able to keep from reveling in every bit of the omega that he could reach. Their bodies would slip and slide from the sweat drenching them as they pushed to climax.
Mounting Loki would be a test of mastery, not of the boy, but of himself. Bard’s driving need to claim him would have to be wrestled under control. He would want to pound them both to completion, except Loki deserved care and consideration. A gentle fuck would coax the boy’s arousal to a soft peak. Bard would strain every muscle and sinew in his body to keep it from hurting the most precious thing in the world.
He swallowed back his harsh breaths, determined to keep his actions from being overheard in the mostly quiet room. Others had already relieved themselves in the dark space where unmated males bedded down. It was nothing he hadn’t done routinely as recently as a few months ago. Now, though, with his claim over Loki obvious, he didn’t want anyone to know what he did. The other males would understand that he pictured Loki while he gratified himself, and that would be akin to their coveting the omega themselves. At least in Bard’s mind. Worse was that Destin lay right next to him, sleeping away his own orgasm that had undoubtedly been fed by visions of Deirdre. His beta friend didn’t need Bard’s fantasies featuring his baby brother shoved in his face.
Air rushed noisily through his nostrils as his climax built. His wolf whined with impatience. He thrust his hips with greater speed, heedless of worry that he would rub his cock raw. His balls tightened and his fingers clenched as the first wave crashed through him. He stuttered and rocked and gritted his teeth. In his mind, Loki’s tight hole gripped his dick as if it didn’t want to let go. Here, he could be fast and rough because it was only himself to hurt. Warm cum hit his belly, causing him enough satisfaction that another, albeit smaller, orgasm rocked through him. The sticky evidence of his carnal needs soaked into the bedding while he continued to hump the pallet.
When the final spasms subsided, his muscles gave out, leaving him boneless. He took deep, silent breaths to calm his pounding heart. In the quiet aftermath of jerking off, he always allowed himself to indulge in a more tender fantasy. He pictured pulling Loki into his arms, tucking the boy’s beautiful face under his arm. Holding him in humble gratitude that the omega had given his trust and his body to Bard’s safekeeping. Except that was one dream that would never come true.
I hate you.
Loki meant those words. Bard had seen the earnestness of them in the boy’s eyes. Circumstances might force Loki to accept Bard as a mate, but there was no chance the omega would ever really want him. As far as the omega was concerned, Destin had stolen him away unfairly, and Bard had been an accomplice. He had every right to resent them and Carr for their part in it. Without the facts, it looked both arbitrary and selfish. Loki’s anger could never be assuaged unless he was told why he had to leave his home. That could never happen. Better for Loki to hate Bard for the rest of their lives than learn the truth. It would wound the omega in an unimaginable way. Bard would gladly accept the pain for him instead.
****
“Gamma, may I have a word with you, please?”
Submersing his bedding fully into the wash basin, Bard looked over his shoulder. “Of course, Alpha Mate. How can I be of assistance?” he added, straightening and wiping his hands dry on his jeans.
The omega, Kyle, approached with his pup sitting on his hip. The alpha female—a concept Bard still had trouble wrapping his mind around—happily burbled while she played with her father’s braid. Her presence eased Bard’s mind, though. He was naturally wary of being alone with the alpha’s mate, even if it was in the laundry room. His old alpha would have viewed such an event as tantamount to betrayal. He had to remind himself that Lorcan was different.
Kyle nodded at the basin. “Is there something wrong with the cleaning services of the sigmas?”
Bard frowned. “Sorry, I…Oh.” Understanding dawned. “No. Not at all. I simply wanted to ease their burden. It takes nothing for me to strip my pallet and bring the bedding here to soak.”
Kyle raised his eyebrows. “Really? I mean I understand that it’s easy enough for you to do, but since when do gamma’s involve themselves in domestic chores? How would you feel if one of the sigmas decided to guard the perimeter?”
The idea was so absurd, Bard laughed out loud. He cut off the sound when he realized the omega was serious. “Um.” Lost for words that could safely explain why he stripped his own pallet every morning, he felt sweat prick the back of his neck. This was definitely not a discussion he wanted to have with any omega, let alone his alpha’s mate.
Kyle’s expression softened. “I’m not trying to embarrass you, Bard. It’s only that the sigma in charge of cleaning the men’s chamber came to me out of concern. He thinks you don’t trust him to handle your bedding. You understand that servient shifters worry about pleasing dominant ones.”
He did know that, yet it hadn’t crossed his mind that his actions might have been not only noticed, but resented. He’d merely been trying to hide the evidence of his reaction to spending his days in Loki’s orbit without the buffer that Destin and Carr had once provided.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause offense or alarm. I was trying to be helpful. Obviously, I won’t do this anymore.” And by “this” he meant bringing his bedding in to soak. The cause for the sheets to need washing was another matter. No way he could stop that. He wasn’t strong enough to resist.
A smile ghosted across Kyle’s lips. “Thank you, and it was sweet of you to try to be considerate of the sigmas’ sensibilities.” He focused his attention on his daughter, as he added, “You know servient shifters take comfort in the scents of dominants. We like smelling you—your sweat, your seed. It makes us feel safe.”
And now the conversation had veered in way that made Bard long for a cliff to run off. His wolf curled up and made it clear he was on his own from this point. He swallowed hard a few times trying to come up with an appropriate response to the alpha mate’s casual remark about the virility of Bard’s cum.
Kyle patted Bard’s arm. “Sorry, I didn’t intend to make you uncomfortable. I was simply reminding you that the rest of us know you’re a gamma and we respect you for it. Your role as a protector is important to us. It might seem silly, but doing your laundry is pleasurable for a sigma.”
Bard grunted out a breath of air. “Right. Got it, Alpha Mate. Thank you for correcting me. Sir,” he tacked on because why not? Bard might be a dominant, but Kyle was higher up in the pack’s order than some dumb gamma who had recently joined.
With another pat, Kyle snorted, then turned to leave. “You’re a nice man, Bard. I can see why Loki adores you.”
It took a few seconds for the words to sink in. Kyle was almost out the door. “What? No, he doesn’t. He hates me,” he added and a stab of pain made his chest hurt.
Kyle laughed over his shoulder, yet said nothing more as he left the room.
Perplexed and unsettled by the interaction, Bard left the laundry room and headed for the kitchen. If he didn’t hurry, he would miss Loki coming over to the longhouse for breakfast. While on some level he knew there was no need for him to stick to the omega’s side, he nevertheless took the duty entrusted to him by Destin seriously. Besides, Craig and Mabel already had their hands full with their twins. Foisting Loki onto them at night was necessary to keep him away from the unattached males in the pack. It was only fair that Bard relieve them of their burden at first light.
When he got closer to the great room, however, he realized that virtually no one was around. There was a commotion outside the longhouse. His wolf pricked up his ears, ready to shift and defend, until the jovial nature of the noise confirmed that nothing was wrong. His disinterested wolf settled back down again and went to sleep. Bard hurried to join the pack.
A massive and unfamiliar SUV stood parked by the door. Bard didn’t recognize the vehicle, but he did know the beta who was helping his very pregnant mate out of the passenger side. Most of the pack members were crowding around them, although at a respectful distance. The alpha and his mate were front and center, as was Carr and Ben. The moment Reed’s feet touched ground, his brother broke what would have been clear protocol in any other pack and rushed forward to embrace him. Here, though, there was no tension. None of the servient pack members cringed back or whined with worry about what the alpha might do. Bard had seen this type of thing play out a few times since arriving at this pack. The Rogues did things differently, and he couldn’t say it bothered him.
The omega brothers laughed and hugged as best they could given the pup inside Reed and the one in Ben’s arms. Their indulgent mates greeted each other with more manly back-thumping. Bard had experienced some sadness and a bit of jealously when his friend from pup hood had formed the strong bond with the beta. He hadn’t envied the circumstances, though, and appreciated now how much sense it made for the mates of brother omegas to be so close. And although Carr hadn’t said a thing about how Ben’s pup had come out with clear arctic parentage, Bard knew him well enough to know he did feel relief. He expected that the others did as well.
“I can’t believe you waited so long to come back,” Ben was saying.
“I know, it’s been hard to be away from you so long, and just look at this little guy.” Reed nuzzled the pup’s head. “Jasper, such a great southern name. He’s adorable.”
“He is, isn’t he?” Ben agreed with a laugh. “He eats as much as two pups. I’m sure he’s going to be big like his sire.”
Reed flashed a smile at Carr. “I’m sure he is.”
“But look at you,” Ben exclaimed. “You’re huge,” he added, taking a step back to look at Reed’s protruding belly. “How did you hide it from the humans?”
Reed huffed and jerked his thumb toward his mate. “Daniel kept me a prisoner in the apartment for the last month. He wouldn’t let me take a step outside.”
A chuckling Daniel wrapped his arms around his mate from behind. “Oh, yes, I was a completely overbearing mate, bringing you chai lattes and take-out from all of your favorite restaurants. And, how many streaming services did I buy for the smart TV so you could binge-watch every series on the planet?”
Reed giggled and playfully slapped Daniel’s arm. “Okay, so maybe there were some perks. Plus,” he added with obvious animation, “it meant Daniel finished a huge project and has brought even more cool stuff for the pack. He had to buy a new, bigger SUV to fit it all.”
Lorcan stepped forward. “You are generous with us, Daniel. We are grateful.”
“It is nothing, sir, really. You’ve given my family a safe home. It’s the least I can do. I’m sorry that we’re disrupting breakfast. We had to leave at night to keep Reed hidden from prying eyes. He slept the whole way, but he should eat as soon as possible.”
“Of course,” the alpha agreed. “You should, too. There’s plenty of time to unpack.”
“I won’t say no, sir. Thanks.”
The rest of the pack took the exchange as an indication that they should all head back inside. Through the throng, Bard caught sight of Mabel hurrying over carrying one of her pups. Remembering that Craig was on watch, Bard wasn’t surprised that the omega’s mate wasn’t with her. Nor was he surprised that Loki was by her side. What he wasn’t prepared for was seeing his bratty omega with the other twin straddling his slender hip.
The pup appeared overly large given Loki’s small stature. It looked as if an older brother carried a younger one. Or, it should have appeared that way. But Bard saw something else—the future. He could picture Loki carrying his own pup just like that. And not only Loki’s pup—Bard’s. Loki’s slow transformation in Bard’s mind from untouchable pup to breeding mate came to its completion in that very moment. He could imagine the two of them raising a family together, and now he could see how wonderful a father Loki would be.
In the unguarded moments where the omega watched the excitement still lingering and chatted with Mabel, he no longer played the part of the brat. He looked happy and relaxed, hefting the pup to settle him more firmly, toying with the boy’s fingers clasped in his own. This was an omega coming finally into his own. Loki was all grown up. Soon he would go into his heat, and Bard would be there to breed him. The mere thought woke his wolf and caused Bard’s dick to punch against his fly.
“It will be soon.”
The sound of the voice low in his ear startled him. He jerked and found Destin to his left. The beta’s eyes were on Loki, too. Bard clamped his hands in front of his crotch and his blood pressure spiked. He hadn’t meant to covet Loki so blatantly in front of the boy’s brother.
Destin raised his eyebrows before sighing. “Bard, relax.”
Bard arched an eyebrow back at his friend. “Seriously? You would have ripped my throat out if I so much as glanced at Loki with such a thought when we were running feral.”
“That was then. He was too young and keeping him alive and well was paramount. Things have changed.”
“We are safe, that is true. But, Loki is still young and still your brother. I would never disrespect him or you.”
Destin shook his head. “I wouldn’t have given you charge over my precious brother if I didn’t trust you completely. He’s not a little pup anymore, his small stature notwithstanding. I want you to desire him because I can think of no one else more worthy of mating Loki. I’ve worried for months now that I’d only burdened you with a problem. I’m gratified to see that my concern was unfounded.”
Bard couldn’t look his friend in the eye. This conversation had become almost as uncomfortable as the one he’d had with the alpha mate in the laundry room. “I won’t lie, it has its frustrations. But I do want him, almost desperately so at this point. I’ve been telling myself he’s not ready. I’m not sure that’s true anymore,” he added, watching Mabel and Loki walk to the door of the longhouse.
“As I said, it will be soon. His heat, I mean.”
As Destin made his observation, Loki’s gaze caught Bard’s. The smile on the boy’s lips drooped and his expression turned more somber before he looked away.
“He doesn’t want me.” Saying the words gave him a pain deep inside. He rubbed the spot between his pecs as if that could ease the discomfort.
“He’ll come around.” Destin sounded so sure.
Then again, the beta had even when they’d plotted their daring escape from their old pack and faced new dangers every day while running feral. Always before Bard had taken comfort in that, confident that a beta could always think his way out of a problem. Bard had only had to listen and obey and trust in his superior.
This was different. Claiming Loki was unlike any other challenge Bard had ever faced before. Failure was both possible and unimaginable. And if he failed? It wasn’t only Bard’s feelings or wants on the line. It was Loki’s very life at stake. He wished he could have some of Destin’s confidence because at that moment, he truly didn’t know if Loki would ever accept him.
“Ba!”
“Yes, Eli,” Loki said solemnly to the pup’s upturned chubby face. “We’re going to have breakfast now because that’s what you need.” He grunted as he hefted the boy up farther on his hip. “More food.”
Mabel chuckled. “Almost there. We can get one of the sigmas to take him so that you can sit at your family table. It’s always hard,” she added with a sigh, “when Craig’s running the perimeter during meal time.”
“I don’t mind,” Loki hurried to reassure her. “I was just joking. I can sit with you, if you want.”
Helping Mabel with her pups was the least he could do given how nice she’d been to him. She never once made Loki feel like he was a burden staying in the home she made with her mate. It was a three-room hut, bigger than others, yet it was still close quarters. He figured she and Craig must be hoping for his heat to set in so that they could get rid of him. Being decent shifters, they gave no outward indication. He wasn’t so self-absorbed not to realize it, though.
And, he liked living there with them. It was so homey. It made him long for his own place to furnish and make nice and comfortable for him and his family. He’d spent most of his life planning and looking forward to that future. It was running away from the pack that had killed those dreams. Or, at least put them on severe hold. Living with Mabel, the happiest shifter he’d ever met, had resurrected those old hopes. Despite resisting any efforts to get him to conform once more to pack life, he’d also started needlework for household linens. Sometimes he felt as if he’d been split in two, pulled in two different directions. And of course, his imminent heat was making everything intolerably worse.
As was Bard. The damn gamma’s gaze had a way of scrambling Loki’s brain. Like moment’s ago out in the yard. One minute he’d been enjoying the show of Reed and Daniel’s return and Mabel’s company. The next he’d been stumbling with a heart beating too fast and a hot flash running through his body. His eyes had homed in on Bard instantly as the source of his discomfort. Worse, for the first time, something had fluttered deep down in his belly and his hole had clenched. It had felt almost as if it itched, something to be scratched. Only not with a finger, or at least not his own.
Dammit, he didn’t want to notice Bard or the way his long legs had stood braced with obvious power. Or how his shirt stretched too tightly across a broad chest. His hair had been pulled back into a tight braid, emphasizing his widow’s peak, and exposing the sharp features of his face. The man shouldn’t have been appealing, overbearing as he was. And yet, on a primitive level, Loki’s body responded to him. As did his wolf. The silly thing had been making quite a fuss lately, whining when Loki did something he shouldn’t. His wolf had become quite the buzz-kill. He’d also pranced around happily any time Loki reacted to Bard’s physical appeal.
He didn’t give Mabel a chance to refuse, taking a seat next to her where she and Craig shared a table with Liam’s family. Joey was still running around with Little Craig in a sling. The omega took his meal-overseeing role very seriously and rarely sat down for his own food without his mate forcing him to. Given that Liam and Craig were out together, there was no one to keep Joey from eating on the fly, Little Craig happily sitting against his father’s chest and occasionally getting a taste of solid food. It meant there was plenty of room for Loki and Mabel to spread out.
Loki didn’t so much sit as fall into the chair with the heavy pup weighing him down. Eli wiggled his way around to face the table, already anticipating his food. His eagerness made his mother laugh.
“Take it easy, honey. Momma’s going to get you something as soon as she settles your sister down.”
Craig had rigged straps to the chairs so that the pups could sit on their own. Mabel hadn’t had a chance to confine Esme to one before Bard appeared all of a sudden with two plates of food. He loomed up behind Mabel.
“Please, allow me.”
Startled, Mabel whirled around. Her face lit up. “Oh, Bard, that’s so sweet of you.”
He inclined his head with his usual perfect manners. “It is my pleasure. With your mate working to keep us all safe, it’s the least I can do. You and Loki have your hands full.”
Bard placed the meals on the table, one in front of the seat next to Mabel, the other in front of Loki. His set his placid eyes on Loki. “You are staying to help Mabel, I assume?”
“Yes,” Loki confirmed, dipping his gaze in unaccustomed shyness.
“That is good. I’ll return shortly with my own meal.”
Loki opened his mouth to assure the gamma that wasn’t necessary, but the guy had already turned his back on him. Then Eli lunged for the plate, and Loki had to focus on the more urgent matter of keeping the frisky pup on his lap.
He plucked up a French toast stick and handed it to the boy. “Here, gum this for a while.” Eli’s squeal of delight made Loki grin.
“That gamma of yours is so nice,” Mabel remarked as she spooned some scrambled egg into Esme’s tiny bow-shaped mouth.
“He’s not my gamma.” The response was knee-jerk. He’d been saying it for months.
And as always, Mabel merely laughed and shook her head. Like everyone else in the pack, she accepted the idea that Bard and Loki were destined to mate. The usual resentment reared up in him before quickly deflating. He was tired of fighting and his hungry belly captured his attention.
He spent the next few minutes alternating between shoveling food into his own mouth and feeding the equally voracious Eli. For an omega, the pup was an awfully brawny thing. That strange sense of shyness overtook him once more when Bard returned. He’d taken long enough that Loki had mostly forgotten that he was coming back. The gamma had probably waited until the servient pack members and the pups had gotten their food before serving himself. Bard was like that, always courteous and helpful. Mabel was right about Bard being nice. In Loki’s weaker moments, it was almost enough to give up his resentment and accept the gamma as a mate.
“You should drink some milk.” So saying, Bard poured a big glass of the stuff from the pitcher the sigmas always put out on the tables.
Loki turned his attention from Eli and glared at the gamma. “That’s for the pups.”
Bard nodded. “Yes.”
Loki didn’t make a move to pick up the glass. Instead, he stared at Bard and pictured dumping the stuff right over the insufferable gamma’s head. His fingers twitched with the urge to put him in his place. Loki didn’t need anyone telling him what to eat or drink. He was old enough to make those decisions for himself.
“Would you please pour me a glass?” Mabel interjected.
“Of course.” Putting down his fork, Bard did as she asked. He seemed oblivious to Loki’s ire.
Mabel beamed at Bard before picking up the glass and taking a long gulp. Over the rim, she flashed her eyes at Loki, the warning clear. He felt instantly contrite over making her uncomfortable. He’d sat with her to help, not embroil her in his constant fight with Bard.
Out of respect for her, Loki lifted his own glass with deliberate care and drank half of it down. Then, he placed the glass against Eli’s lips and helped the pup take a few sips. He alternated between the two of them before the glass was empty. When he returned it to the table, he placed it on the opposite side of where Bard was sitting.
The gamma flashed a smile. “There now, isn’t it better the milk is inside you and Eli than on me?”
Loki was so surprised that the guy had not only gleaned Loki’s thoughts, but was also poking fun at it, that he couldn’t think of any snarky reply. Mabel giggled and winked at him when he shot her a look. With a shake of his head, he decided to ignore the whole thing and concentrate on finishing his breakfast. His hunger wasn’t completely assuaged, and he found himself practically licking his plate.
“Here.” Bard placed two small chocolate chip muffins in front of him. “You obviously need this more than I.”
The move surprised Loki. To his way of thinking, this constituted dessert even if it was breakfast. He eyed Bard suspiciously. What kind of game was this?
A weird look crossed the gamma’s face, almost a hurt one. “Do you think I set some kind of trap for you? You’re hungry and there is no need for you to be. Eat. Or, do you want me to bring you something else?”
Slowly, Loki shook his head. “No. Thanks. These are fine. They smell wonderful.” And they did, too. He picked up one and took a big bite of it before Eli could grab it from his hand. Mabel and Craig had not yet introduced sweets into their pups’ diets. On the one hand, he felt bad for the kid. On the other…He moaned as the burst of chocolate hit his tongue.
Bard gave a strangled cough, but Loki ignored him. He hadn’t had the pleasure of slowly eating anything sweet in seemingly forever. His eyelids drooped as he savored his treat. He popped the rest into his mouth, stuffing it to overflowing. Spots of melted chocolate dotted his forefinger and thumb. He licked the one and sucked on the other. Over his knuckles he saw Bard staring at him. The gamma’s eyes were flinty and his pupils blown wide as they had been the previous night.
Loki froze with his thumb still stuck between his lips. He swallowed the food in his mouth, yet still felt as if his throat were blocked. His lungs weren’t working right, either. It was as if not enough air was getting in them. His wolf perked up and whined, causing him to whimper in response.
Bard jerked, then looked away. He cleared his throat and reached for the pitcher again. “You need more milk.” He slammed the glass in front of Loki with sufficient force to make the milk splash up against the sides. “Drink up before you choke.” Sliding his chair back, he popped to his feet. “I have work to do. Stay out of trouble.”
That last command made the fur on the back of Loki’s neck stand up—literally. He shifted it back with a grimace. But he also picked up the glass of milk and washed the rest of his muffin down, because damn, it was exactly what he needed.
Mabel giggled as she stood. “Come on. Now that you’ve tortured your gamma, let’s clean up and get to the weaving shed.”
Loki hefted Eli against his shoulder and staggered to his feet before grabbing the second muffin to eat on the way. “He’s not my gamma.”
Except he wasn’t so sure of that anymore.
****
“Damn it, this seam is all crooked. I’m going to have to take out the stitches and try again.”
Loki looked over at Reed, who sat against the opposite wall of the small alcove they dedicated to needlework. The pregnant omega had a large quilt covering his lap and he was staring at his latest efforts with a frown on his face. Even at a distance of a few feet, Loki could see that the guy had been having trouble.
Putting aside his own quilt, Loki scooted over. “Want some help?”
Reed seemed surprised by the offer and little wonder. The few times they’d interacted, Loki had been pretty horrid to him. “Do you mind? You’re so talented with this stuff, I’d love help.”
Loki felt his cheeks heat up. He wasn’t used to praise. Not recently anyway. “Sure, it’s no trouble.” He slid against the wall next to Reed and peered closely at the problem seam. “Your technique for the basic running stitch is fine. I mean they’re fairly uniform in length and short tight lines are good.
“You’re just having trouble keeping it straight.” He snorted and glanced at Reed. “I guess I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”
Reed smiled back. “Yeah, I start out fine, then end up running off the rails somehow.”
“It’s tricky and takes practice for the most part. This is your first time at quilting, isn’t it?”
“It is. I’ve been stuck inside for so long, I wanted to do something to get ready for the pup. There’s no end to baby stuff you can buy in the human world, but I kind of wanted to make something.”
“Oh, that’s nice.” Loki meant it. Before, in his old life, he’d intended to do the same. Now, after resisting settling into the pack in any way, he’d decided to put his skills to use for its benefit. It was only fair that he contribute. He could sew well enough to make quality items for sale to the humans.
“May I?” he asked holding his hands out.
“Please.” Reed handed the square he was working on over to Loki.
Loki finished removing the recent stitches before starting the row again. “You want to use the edge of your finger as a guide. It will help you place the needle in the right place.” He demonstrated what he meant and had the line running straight within seconds.
“Wow,” Reed said, taking the cloth back. “You’re amazing.”
“Not really.” Loki ducked his head, uncomfortable with the compliment. “I’ve been doing it longer, that’s all.” He rested his head against the wall and let himself think of home. It was often so painful to do so, he shut his memories down before they got far in his head.
“Back in my old pack, winters were long. We spent a lot of time inside. My mother and I could spend practically the whole day sewing.” While her image was faded in his mind, he could still picture her. “She was so patient with me.”
“You lost her?” Reed’s question was asked in a quiet voice.
Loki nodded. “I was pretty young. My sire mated with a sigma soon after. She was nice to me and we sewed together, too. It wasn’t the same. She didn’t give him any pups before she got sick and died. That was about a year before we left.”
He wanted to say before Destin stole me away, but didn’t want to be provocative for once. The peaceful interaction with another omega was a welcome respite from the constant turmoil he’d been in. He crawled back to his previous spot to pick up his own work before rejoining Reed. It was cozier to sit side-by-side, and for some reason, he felt like socializing.
Reed gnawed at his lower lip as he concentrated on his needlework. “Leaving my mother behind was hard. I know I won’t see her again, so it’s kind of like she died. At least she was done whelping pups and I hope the rest of her life is easier than it has been. My sire finally got his alpha off her, anyway. That should make things better for her.”
Loki frowned. “My sire still didn’t have an alpha by the time I was forced to go.” Well, there was no hiding his bitterness entirely, apparently.
“I hadn’t realized that. Destin is such a powerful beta that it’s almost like he’s an alpha.”
“Almost,” Loki conceded. “Not good enough, though. A pack needs an alpha and I know my sire was very upset and worried when first my mother, then the sigma, didn’t give him one. I remember overhearing him talking to Destin one night about it.”
It had really been more of an argument, their heated voices waking him. He’d crept into the great room where they stood with angry faces and flinging biting words. Except he hadn’t understood why Destin was so mad at their sire, or what they were saying.
“You can’t be serious! This scheme of yours is insupportable, Alpha.”
“It’s not your place to judge my decisions. You are only a beta, and no use to me as a successor. If I don’t try this, then who takes over the pack?”
We can always join this one to my uncle’s. He’s a good alpha, and-”
“No! I will not tolerate him taking what’s mine. He’s already cheated me by giving me his sister. If she’d been any worth at all, she’d have whelped me an alpha.”
Their words had gotten uglier at that point, both Destin and their sire livid, spit flying. Their sire had even struck Destin. It had taken all of Loki’s willpower to hold back a whine of distress. He’d slithered back to his room, thrown the covers over his head and pretended he’d heard nothing at all. The next day, there’d been no outward sign that the fight had ever occurred. His sire and Destin had acted the same as they’d always done.
Until a couple of weeks later, when Destin had woken Loki with a stern admonishment to remain silent. He’d forced Loki to go outside where Bard and Carr already waited, shifted and vigilant the way gammas always were. Destin had commanded a frightened and resistant Loki to shift, using a power rare in a beta and one he’d never used on Loki before. Then they had run.
His pleasant interlude with Reed was turning sour with his thoughts. He shook his head to symbolically get rid of them and concentrated on his stitching. Of course, he was in the process of sewing scenes on his quilt squares. Quite automatically, he’d used his thread to recreate the beauty of his arctic home. The cloth he held contained a replica of the mountain range he’d grown up at the base of. Hard to forget what he’d lost when he kept putting it right in front of his own eyes.
“Mind if I join you?” Seth dragged his feet over, fatigue showing in every slow step. “The boys are finally full and sleeping.” The far end of the weaving hut had been converted into a nursery. The formerly feral omega had a basket in his arms with wool spilling out. He plopped down in the space Loki had recently vacated.
“Sure,” Reed said, his focus still on what his fingers were doing.
Loki flashed Seth a smile. He didn’t know the boy well. He didn’t know anyone well, truth be told. That was all on him. Since arriving at the Rogue Pack, he’d kept everyone at a distance, mostly because a stubborn part of him still clung to the hope that all of this running away crap was temporary.
With a sigh, Seth took his knitting out of the basket and got to work. “At the rate I’m going, this blanket is going to be finished sometime around the boys’ first pack run.”
Loki huffed out a laugh. That would be years in the future given that the twin sigmas were practically newborn. “I bet it won’t take that long. You’re getting really fast with those needles.”
“You think so? Good to hear, thanks.” Seth seemed happy to get the compliment. “Mabel said that, too, but you know her, she’s always so encouraging. I figured she was only being nice.” The import of his statement must of have occurred to him a second later. He glanced up at Loki. “Not that you’re not nice, or anything.”
Loki rolled his eyes. “It’s okay. I didn’t take offense, and we all know that ‘nice’ isn’t the first thing that pack members would call me.” When both Seth and Reed looked like they intended to disagree, he hastened to say, “It’s fine, really. I know how much of a brat I am.”
A few seconds of awkward silence ticked by. Loki stared at his square and forced his fingers to sew until Reed put his hand on his arm. “We all know how hard it is for you to be in a strange place because we’ve all been there. Even me, someone who wanted to leave his old pack. You’re not alone, Loki. We get it.”
Seth nodded. “He’s right.”
A lump formed in his throat and he had to blink pesky tears away again. “Thanks.” He didn’t trust himself to say more. So he didn’t. Instead, he went back to sewing and allowed himself to enjoy the company of other omegas as they did what their kind had done for centuries. Here and now, there was nothing to be angry about or worry over. He could simply be.




Chapter Three

Bard squatted down on his haunches, careful to keep his dirty boots away from the cozy rugged corner of the weaving hut where Loki lay sleeping. The other omegas had quietly left with pups in tow for the midday meal. Loki had drifted off while working on what appeared to be quilting squares. Bard hadn’t considered the omega in such domestic terms, but of course, Loki had been raised in a traditional manner. He did beautiful needlework if Bard was any judge. Fine stitching throughout the pieces of cloth created lovely pictures. It was heartbreaking to see that they were scenes from their former home. Looking at them gave Bard a stab of longing that he hadn’t permitted himself to feel since they’d left.
All curled up in a small heap with his fist under his chin, Loki looked so peaceful and untroubled. Bard hated to wake him. He considered bringing the meal out to the boy, except food was clearly the wrong thing to bring into a place where the omegas created such nice items. Much of what they made was sold to humans for a tidy sum according to Destin. And while Bard had no idea what Loki intended to do with his project, soiling it would be a pity. So would selling it, he thought idly. It would make a lovely quilt for their own home—his and Loki’s. Except there he went, getting a head of himself.
“Loki?” he called softly. “Wake up, time to eat.”
With a little moan that flicked at Bard’s cock, Loki licked his lips and twitched. His eyelids fluttered open, and for a second, he looked sweet and innocent. Then his gaze landed on Bard and his eyes hardened. “What do you want?”
The look and the tone hurt Bard more than he wanted to admit. He stood. “We need to go to the longhouse for the midday meal.”
“Oh.” Loki pushed up to his knees and frowned. “I fell asleep.”
“Yeah, Reed and Seth said you kind of drifted off mid-stitch and they didn’t have the heart to wake you.”
“Oh,” Loki said again and his frown deepened. “That’s weird.”
Not weird at all considering he was an omega on the cusp of his first heat. Knowing the boy would hate to be reminded of that, Bard kept his mouth shut. He merely held out his hand to help Loki get up. Of course, the brat ignored the offer and pushed to his feet on his own.
As they headed out, Bard resisted the impulse to put his hand on the small of the omega’s back to keep him steady after being abruptly woken. He knew Loki would hate the contact and the implication. It made Bard almost desperate with frustration and wanting to do something, anything, to make Loki happy.
The answer came to him in a flash. “Hey, uh, after we eat, how about taking a run?”
Loki stumbled to a halt. “A run?” He narrowed his gaze and stared at Bard.
“Yes. Just the two of us. It’s been awhile, right? You didn’t join the last pack run a few weeks ago. Would you like that?”
“What do I have to do to earn it?”
Bard’s heart broke a little more at the boy’s suspicion. “Nothing. I figured you’re a little stir-crazy and you and your wolf would like the exercise. No strings attached. What do you say?”
A slow smile spread across the omega’s lips, the sight of it stirring both longing and unexpected happiness in Bard. “Yes.”
****
Bard hadn’t put any conditions on the run taking place, but he’d still been pleased when Loki nevertheless behaved himself all during the meal. Part of it might have been the boy had been so busy stuffing his face, he hadn’t had time or opportunity to be contentious. He’d consumed almost as much food as Bard had. The unusual hunger coupled with the mid-morning nap was a clear indication that the omega was heading into heat. Bard didn’t need for the healer or anyone else to tell him that.
The notion both thrilled Bard and worried him. There was no indication that Loki had thawed in his view of Bard any. Perhaps the run was Bard’s subconscious way of bribing Loki into being more kindly disposed to him. He didn’t like to think so, yet there was no denying that Loki was having a great time.
Bard let the omega take the lead. Loki in wolf form was as diminutive as his human one. The wolf’s short legs were a blur of movement, scampering through the woods at top speed. Bard trailed after him at an almost sedate lope. It took nothing to keep the streak of white fur in his vision. With the pack’s old enemy, Haldon, eliminated and his remaining shifters integrated into the Rogues, there was no worry in letting Loki run free. Bear sightings were rare in the surrounding woods, although it was the time of year when they’d be coming out of hibernation. Bard kept his snout raised, sniffing for any signs of trouble.
Soon, Loki’s flat out run overwhelmed him and his speed flagged. Bard pulled up beside him and took stock of their surroundings. They’d traveled to the very limit of the pack’s expanded territory. Having spent lots of time exploring the area while on patrol, Bard knew a good spot that Loki might enjoy. He chuffed and nudged the omega to go left. After a moment’s hesitation, Loki headed in the indicated direction. They passed through a stand of trees and into a small clearing.
Loki came to an abrupt spot and looked around before he lifted his head and let out a howl of delight. The sound of unbridled joy lightened Bard’s mood more than the run had. Pleasing Loki had been the goal, and knowing he’d achieved that made him very happy. He double checked that nothing dangerous lurked nearby, then sat down on his haunches and watched Loki explore the area.
There was a towering outcrop of rock with ice cold spring water cascading down. Not quite a waterfall, but close enough. It emptied into a small pool, that then fed the stream running through the pack lands. Maine was not so far south that there wasn’t still some patches of snow dotting the bank. The cool, crisp air was welcome to Bard’s arctic-raised constitution. He assumed Loki felt the same.
Indeed, with a yip, Loki jumped into the pool and paddled around. Bard almost joined him. The omega was clearly having fun, and Bard was not so old that he didn’t have the urge to act like a pup every now and again. The only thing holding him back was his fierce need to protect his vulnerable omega charge and future mate. There would hopefully be time enough for the two of them to frolic together as both wolves and men.
Despite being covered in fur, Loki couldn’t tolerate being in the frigid water for very long. Soon, he scrambled back onto the bank and up a wide flat rock. He stood on the surface and shook the water off his body before lying down. A ray of sunshine managed to slip through the branches of the surrounding trees, falling on Loki. As Bard watched, Loki shifted to human form and stretched out with a languid movement.
Bard panted at the sight. All that wet pale skin was impossible to ignore. Strands of wet hair covered the boy’s slender back. They made a trail down to the soft swell of the omega’s small, high ass. The sight was so enticing, Bard shifted to use his human eyes to take it all in. He didn’t care that his own ass sat on a cold, wet patch of ground. His entire focus was on the almost painful beauty that was Loki.
A soft sigh met his ears before Loki rolled onto his back. He bent the knee closest to Bard, obscuring the view of the boy’s small, yet perfect, cock. Biting back a groan of frustration, Bard stood to give himself a higher vantage point. That’s better. Now he could drink in all that Loki had to offer. Bard should have turned away and given the boy privacy. He also should have felt guilt over his voyeurism. He didn’t. His need for the omega had been suppressed for a very long time. He lacked the strength to do so anymore. His dick stirred to life, rising to full hardness and bobbing unabashedly in front of him.
Loki sighed again and moaned, the sound making Bard’s dick jump. The omega stretched his arms above his head before flicking his hair out from under his body and letting it fan around him. Bard had seen just enough human art to notice how much the boy looked like an angel complete with halo.
Or a virgin ready for sacrifice.
That thought hit too close to the truth, so he turned away from it, but not Loki. No, he stupidly wandered closer. He wanted to see more and he was recklessly not concerned with showing Loki how much he desired him. The sound of his footfalls on the crusty forest bed was sufficiently loud to catch Loki’s attention. He turned his head toward Bard and slowly opened his eyes. His gaze homed in on Bard’s groin.
“You’ve gotten bold, Gamma.” Bracing up on one arm, he added, “You’ve always been careful before about showing how much you wanted me.”
Bard stopped. He ignored the urge to cover his shaft with his hands. The time for hiding was over. Besides, his dick was too big for that. His wolf howled at the thought with a fierce pride that made Bard smile inwardly.
“Destin would have castrated me and then some if I’d allowed you to see my arousal before.”
Loki flicked a strand of hair away from his face. “Not now, though, huh? Because he gave me to you and that means you can do anything you want with me. To me.”
Bard winced at the omega’s bitter tone. He shook his head. “No. That’s not true. He has trusted me with your care, that’s all. And you’re all grown up, Loki. My wanting you is natural and acceptable. He knows that, and so do I.”
He left off how hard it was to cast aside his many years’ practice of locking down his needs until it was appropriate to act on them. After so long, it was difficult to throw off his discipline and embrace his desire for the omega.
Loki huffed. “You give me mixed messages, Gamma. Just yesterday, you reminded me of how much of a pup I still am. Now, you show me how much you want to mount me. Make up your mind.”
Bard accepted the rebuke for the truth that it was. “You vex me, to be sure. I treat you like a pup because you act like one so much of the time. I see you now, though, and your maturity is obvious. My wolf certainly sees a grown omega ready for breeding.”
“Whether I want it or not,” Loki spit out. “But then, my opinion hardly matters. My brother has never asked me for it.”
Bard took another step closer. “You’re wrong if you think I possess you the way I would like to. Destin has not sanctioned that, nor would Lorcan permit it.”
Loki snorted. “Save your fairytales for the pups. I know you’re going to mount me the moment I go into heat and I will have no say in it.”
“That isn’t true. I won’t claim you unless you allow it. You have a choice, Loki.”
“Really? Like I did when you helped Destin force me from my home?”
Bard looked away, unable to bear seeing Loki’s devastated expression. “That was different.”
“Was it,” the omega sneered. “I don’t see it that way. Then again, no one has ever been willing to explain it to me.”
Bard was torn, as he always was when this subject came up. He’d sworn to Destin, his beta and friend, that he would never reveal to Loki what had happened. Destin couldn’t stand the idea of his little brother being haunted with the truth.
“Better that he hates me. Better that he hates all of us, than know the reason, Bard.”
And Bard had agreed that it was best for Loki. So he had promised to say nothing no matter what. He was starting to hate the box Destin and his own honor had trapped him in.
Before he could come up with a pathetic response, Loki’s eyes widened and he rose up and shifted. A split-second later, Bard heard the approaching steps. He whirled to meet the interloper whose scent had been downwind and undetectable to him. He would have shifted, as well, prepared to protect Loki with his life, except he saw that it was no danger at all. Or, at least, he hoped it wasn’t.
Staying on edge, he barked out, “Griffin, what are you doing here?”
The beta shifted to stand before him with equal human nakedness and vulnerability. He cocked his head to expose his neck in an unusual display for a beta with a gamma. “My apologies. I meant no offense or to cause any worry.”
Bard relaxed his stance. “Good, although that is not an answer, Beta.” At the sound of Loki whining, Bard turned his head a bit without taking his gaze of Griffin. “It’s all right, Loki.”
“Yes,” Griffin hurried to agree. “I only came because I, um, scented the omega, and…I was merely making sure he was okay.”
Bard narrowed his gaze. “Indeed?”
Griffin took a cautious step closer. “My wolf led me here without a lot of debate. The omega is pretty ripe,” he said in a low tone obviously meant for Bard only. “Not that I’m interested,” he hastened to add.
Bard snorted at that protestation, and at the same time, his wolf rose up growling and spoiling for a fight. His erection having flagged at the initial confrontation, stiffened once more. “You’re motive is irrelevant, Beta. You are distressing the boy, and I won’t have that.”
Griffin held up his palms and backed away. “I understand.” He paused and dropped his gaze. “May I ask something before I go?” He licked his lips when Bard didn’t respond. “I was wondering if you could tell me how Ryan is.”
It took a moment for Bard’s brain to change gears from protective and possessive dominant, to conversational pack member. “Haldon’s widowed mate?”
Griffin’s eyes went flinty. “Yeah, the sweet omega that asshole brutalized.”
Bard’s wolf chuffed and relaxed. The anger in the beta’s tone made it pretty clear that his interest didn’t lie with Loki at all. “He’s fine, as far as I know,” Bard answered, trying to conjure up memories of what little he’d seen of the omega. “He and his pup live with the alpha and his family.”
Griffin nodded. “That’s what I thought, but I don’t get to hang out in the longhouse yet and….” Now the guy seemed really uncomfortable and worried. “Do they get enough to eat?”
“Everyone does in the Rogue Pack. Of that you can be assured.”
Griffin nodded again. “Good. That’s good to hear.”
Bard felt the need to alleviate the poor guy’s obvious worry. “Your contribution to the food stores is duly noted and appreciated. I’m sure the alpha will bring you and your gammas fully into the pack soon.”
Griffin straightened. “They aren’t my gammas. They’re Lorcan’s the same way I am his. We’ll do whatever it takes to prove that to his satisfaction. I’m sorry to have disturbed you and distressed your omega.”
“It’s fine.” Bard almost corrected the beta about his claim on Loki, then stopped himself. Loki might not be his yet, but he also didn’t belong to anyone else, either. What harm was there in staking a claim now with another dominant?
Without saying another word, Griffin shifted and loped off.
Bard watched him disappear into the thickness of the woods before turning his attention back to Loki. The omega sat on the rock in wolf form, obviously still tense from Griffin’s presence.
“Everything’s all right, Loki. We should head back to the compound anyway.”
Bard shifted as he waited for the omega to jump down. He took a deep sniff and damn if Griffin hadn’t been right. Loki’s scent was a heady one that sent a shiver down his spine and caused his wolf dick to extend beyond his sheath. Bard had spent so long ignoring his attraction to Loki that he’d missed—or more likely subconsciously dismissed—the way the omega’s chemistry had changed. His heat wasn’t merely on its way, it was imminent. Had the sight of Bard’s arousal been the trigger?
Regardless, he needed to get the boy back to the pack and talk to Destin. Whatever time they’d had to convince Loki to settle down and accept Bard as a mate was at an end.
****
Loki lay on his stomach in the little room he shared with the twins in Craig’s and Mabel’s hut. The pups were tumbling all over him, but he didn’t care and paid them little mind. His attention was too consumed by his own twitchiness. He felt hot and bothered and could find no comfortable position or interesting activity since returning from his run with Bard. He wanted to jump out of his own skin and tear off back into the woods.
He wasn’t stupid. He knew the reason. No shifter could miss the signs of a heat coming on, not even one that had never experienced it before. The way everyone looked at him sideways, too, was confirmation. His scent must be very strong to capture the attentions of not only the dominants but sigmas, as well. Mabel had taken one look at him and given him a sympathetic look before bustling him into her home.
“You hang out here for the rest of the afternoon,” she’d said kindly. “Do you feel up to the pups for company? They can be both aggravating and a distraction.”
“It’s fine. I don’t mind watching them.” His tone had sounded defeated and pathetic to his own ears.
Being toddlers, Esme and Eli were indifferent to Loki’s seething undertones. They were only concerned with their own instant gratification. Their use of him as an inanimate object suited him well while he struggled to keep his heat at bay. As if he had such power. No one did. The decision he had to make couldn’t be held off any longer. If he didn’t take a mate, his heat would literally kill him. He knew that. Every omega did because it was something taught by mothers to their pups, although usually in optimistic terms.
This is your destiny, Loki. His mother’s kindly face had lit up with joy to emphasize her lesson. Someday, you will go into heat, and your mate will breed you. He will be there always to protect you from everything, even your own nature. It’s a gift.
From where he was lying at the moment, it didn’t feel like one. More like a curse, a burden, a mortal danger rushing toward him that left him with no choices and no way out. He clenched his increasingly itchy hole in a fruitless effort to ease the discomfort. It didn’t work. Nothing would except a dominant shifter’s cock.
Like Bard’s.
He didn’t want to picture the gamma’s long, thick shaft. Or, the clear evidence that the guy wanted Loki. Not that he’d needed a visual confirmation. Loki wasn’t sure when, exactly, but at some point during their years running feral, Loki had become aware of the gamma’s interest in him. If they’d been back home, he might have welcomed the attention. Not that his sire would have ever given him to a lowly gamma. Still, Bard’s virility had always been on full display, and Loki was an omega. He’d never resisted or resented his nature.
It was the lack of choice that irked him. Although that wasn’t strictly true, either. He’d never expected to have a say in who his mate was going to be. No, it was more that once he took a mate here and now, there would no chance to return to his old home. His old life. He would have crossed a line, never to return. He would never again be an arctic shifter, merely an oddly-colored one here in the lower lands of North America. The finality of it was too painful for him to contemplate.
So, he lay there, being a living tumbling block for Mabel’s twins until she came to bring them all to the longhouse for the evening meal.
When he tried to take one of the pups, Mabel demurred. She hefted them both in her arms with practiced ease. It was for the best, he realized as he stumbled his way. He hadn’t expected to be so off-kilter physically. Nothing worked right, and the heat suffusing his body made him want to strip bare.
He flinched at the noise and rush of pack members milling about. It was too crowded and overwhelming. He wanted to run back outside. Only his incessant hunger drove him forward. That and the sure knowledge that Bard would seek him out if he didn’t sit to eat. He managed to get to his family’s table and plunk himself down with an ungraceful sprawl of limbs. Knowing that Bard would bring him a plate, he didn’t worry about anything other than staying put.
Sure enough, he caught the gamma’s scent a few seconds before he materialized with a mound of food. A shudder racked Loki’s body and an ache blossomed deep inside where he knew dormant eggs had woke in anticipation of a visit from a male’s seed. He ground his molars in an effort to suppress the reaction. There was a tremor to Bard’s hand as he put the plate in front of Loki. So, he wasn’t the only one suffering.
Good. It was a petulant thought, but he was in a petulant mood.
“Here, try to eat something.” Bard’s tone was its usual modular one, eminently caring and sensible.
Loki wanted to scream. Without looking at the gamma, he picked up his fork and started shoveling food into his mouth. He didn’t bother to notice what he ate or how it tasted. He only wanted to feed at least one hunger plaguing him.
“Slowly, or you’ll choke again.”
The mild admonishment infuriated Loki. He picked up his pace, stuffing his cheeks to the bursting point. He didn’t slow down even when he predictably needed to cough some out of his airway. On a certain level, he knew he was acting irrationally. Yet, he didn’t care.
“Here, drink some milk.” Bard placed a glass within Loki’s line of sight.
He sat blinking rapidly, swallowing furiously to clear his mouth and throat. His hand shook as he reached for the glass. Instead of picking it up, he knocked it over. Milk flew across the table. He watched it spread out past the pitcher and under the plates before shoving his chair back and jumping up.
“No!” He screamed the word, drowning out every other voice in the room. “I don’t want to. I hate milk.” Which wasn’t entirely true, but he had reached his limit.
Silence blanketed the room. Every pair of eyes turned to stare at him. He stood there with a trembling body and a growing sense that he’d lost control. He didn’t know what to do or where to look.
Bard, now also on his feet, reached out. “Loki…”
He jerked away. “No. Don’t touch me. I don’t want you, and you can’t make me. I want to go home!” He didn’t so much as look at the gamma, had no idea of the effect his words were having. Nor did he care. His misery consumed him. And, there was nothing left for him to do except burst into tears.
The first cry came out as a wail, a sound that perfectly embodied the turmoil inside him. After that, he doubled over with wet sobs that made him deaf and oddly also blind to what was going on around him. Not that it mattered. His sole focus was on the misery pouring uncontrollably out of him.
“Loki!” Destin’s voice managed to break through.
Loki only batted him away, heedless of his disrespect to a beta who was also his brother. “Your fault!” The accusation burst past his crying.
Then a different voice washed over him, a soothing maternal one. A soft, feminine voice was reassuring him that everything would be all right. That he was safe. Warm and tender arms wrapped around his shoulders and helped him to straighten. He leaned into the welcoming embrace, comforted by the way it reminded him of being consoled by his mother. Here was a safe place to let himself go and wallow in the overwhelming situation that he saw no way to escape.
When those same arms led him out of the room, he went without a struggle. He lay where they placed him and he let them strip him of clothing that grated against his skin. Pressing his face against the pallet, he wept and wailed with no end in sight.
****
“This cannot continue.” The alpha’s understated pronouncement was punctuated by Loki’s agonized cries.
Bard had ceased flinching at the sounds, having become so swamped by them over the last several hours that he simply absorbed them as he’d learned to do with his old alpha’s punishing blows. His wolf was a different story. He prowled back and forth under Bard’s skin, barely contained. He kept pressing to come out, and holding him back was draining Bard of his strength.
This is my fault.
He knew that wasn’t actually true. Loki’s heat was to blame. Bard’s actions at lunch had merely been the catalyst that had blown open the omega’s existing distress. Having scented the boy’s heat the same way one would detect being hit in the face with a two-by-four, Bard had still not tread lightly enough around him. Not that he had expected the outburst and the torrent of tears. That was not typical omega-in-heat behavior. Then again, when had Loki ever been the typical omega?
When he was a pup. Before we forced him from his home.
That reminder was not helpful, either. So he put it aside and focused on the urgent matter at hand.
“With respect, Alpha, what do we do?”
It was Andrea who answered. “He must be bred. There is no other solution.”
The healer had joined most of the pack’s council around the large conference table while Loki remained secluded, yet audible, in her room. Most of the dominants sat with miserable expressions on their faces. Destin looked absolutely stricken. He cringed with every sound his little brother made and his hands lay fisted on the table’s surface. There wasn’t a full complement of decision-makers in the room. Deirdre, who was out trying to keep the rest of the pack calm, Liam, Craig and Daniel were missing from the meeting. The gammas were on guard duty because they’d been on their shift since before lunch. Daniel’s absence almost didn’t count given his part-time membership. Plus, with his mate so close to whelping, his priorities were clear.
Lorcan eyed the healer with a patience he reserved only for the oldest pack member. “We all know what he needs, Healer. The issue is consent. We keep coming back to that impediment. He won’t allow Bard to touch him.”
That hurt. It cut deeper than any other pain Bard had ever experienced. After giving Loki an hour to calm down, Bard had finally gone to him. Destin had cleared it. So had the alpha. But once the omega realized Bard had crouched beside him, he scooted into the wall. His delicate hands had punched against Bard’s chest with a surprising amount of power. No amount of coaxing could convince the boy to let down his guard.
“He doesn’t want me.” Although he hadn’t intended to sound defensive and defeated, his tone conveyed it anyway.
“He doesn’t want anyone, my friend,” Destin responded quietly. “I am to blame for that.”
Bard wanted to reassure him that it wasn’t so, except it was. Destin had been right in fleeing their old pack with Loki. The decision not to explain the why of it, however, was one Bard understood, yet was beginning to disagree with. In that sense, the beta was at fault for the current situation. Although perhaps not. There was no guaranteeing that an omega who’d been raised to mate with an alpha would have ever accepted anyone of lower status.
Lorcan shook his head. “You’re guilt is useless, Destin. We need a solution now, and with your brother refusing to be mounted by Bard, is there anyone else we can offer that he might accept instead?”
The very idea of someone else claiming the omega caused Bard’s wolf to freeze, then snap and lunge. When Bard successfully kept him in check, his wolf howled in fury. “There is Griffin.” He forced the words out of his mouth.
“I don’t trust him enough yet,” Destin said. “The gammas running with him even less so, before you offer them as choices.”
“If it’s the difference between your brother living and dying…” Even as Bard made the case of calling in the beta, he remembered how the guy had seemed to fret about Ryan’s well-being. Would it be fair to ask him to breed Loki given that his affection clearly lay elsewhere? He didn’t bother making the case for the gammas, either. He knew so little of them, the thought of delicate Loki being in their control was insupportable.
Destin’s expression went extra grim. “It must be you. There is no one else who knows Loki well enough to do it right.”
While Bard appreciated Destin’s confidence in him, he wasn’t sure it was well placed. Bard had done a crappy job so far of managing the omega. If he’d been better at it, the boy would have accepted him by now. Wouldn’t he?
“I’m afraid your view is irrelevant,” the alpha interjected. “Accepting a mate has to be Loki’s decision. I won’t force a mounting on him. We are not that kind of pack.”
Andrea leaned over the table. For a small, older female, she presented a looming figure. “Normally I would agree with you, Alpha, but this time it’s different. Loki’s life is on the line. If he doesn’t get bred, he will die. Slowly and agonizingly, he will die.” She punctuated her last words with a rap of her fist.
She may as well have been beating on Bard’s chest. His heart skipped a beat and his lungs heaved with the effort to take in air. Loki dead was unthinkable.
Lorcan opened his mouth, and still the healer overrode him. “Please, Alpha, do not let your misplaced guilt over how you came to mate your own omega blind you to the right course.”
It was as if the air had been sucked out of the room. Everyone froze, except the healer. Her face relaxed into a sympathetic expression. “You couldn’t have known how he’d been coerced by his sire to mate with you. And you did what was necessary to give this pack a chance to settle and thrive. All I ask is that you make the same hard decision to help Loki.”
Whatever Lorcan would have said in response was cut short by Deirdre racing into the room. “Forgive me, Alpha,” the beta female said, “but, I’m going to need some help out here. The sigmas and the omegas are becoming too agitated for me to handle alone. They need a lot of firm dominant hands to soothe them. We’ve moved all the pups out to the weaving hut, although Loki’s cries are carrying all around the compound. There are a lot of tears and whining even there.”
“Sorry,” Daniel barged in behind her, obviously frantic. “That’s not all. Reed has gone into labor early. Loki’s fussing has stressed him out and I couldn’t calm him.”
Andrea got to her feet. “It’s all right, Beta. It’s not too soon to whelp the pup. They will be fine.”
Another wail pierced the room. Daniel’s face hardened. “I won’t have my mate listening to that while he brings our pup into the world. It can’t be good for him. Please, Alpha, do something. Otherwise we end up with three dead because of it. And, I will not risk my mate and pup over one bratty omega.”
Anger flared in Bard. He stood and glared at Daniel. “Loki is not doing this out of selfish reasons.”
“Isn’t he?” Daniel demanded.
“Of course not. He’s scared, that’s all.”
“So am I, right down to the bone, of losing my family.”
“That’s not going to happen, Daniel. I won’t let it.” Lorcan’s pain over the decision was written across his face. “Healer, is there nothing you can give Loki to ease his discomfort?”
Andrea’s eyes blazed as she stared down the alpha. “You would have me drug him without his consent, yet you won’t allow Bard to mount him?”
“Only in the hopes of calming him long enough to make a rational decision,” Lorcan clarified.
“Impossible,” the female declared with a certainty that brooked no questioning. “His heat is too strong for anything other than a drug that would render him senseless.”
“Perhaps that would be for the best,” Lorcan murmured, staring at a point past Andrea. His troubled thoughts were written across his strong face.
The healer shook her head. “No, sir. Throw me out of the pack if you must for my disobedience, but I will not make that poor boy’s death easier for the rest of you to stomach. You only think you know what an unbred omega’s demise is like. I know it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to help Reed whelp. They, at least, I can save.”
With that stand taken, the healer sailed out of the room, Daniel in her wake. Everyone remained silent, not looking at each other, and especially not at the alpha. The man stood with a shove of his chair that knocked it to the ground. Bard’s wolf stopped its frantic pacing to whine at the show of anger by a dominant pack member. His distress didn’t ease while the alpha paced the room to the background of Loki’s cries.
“She misunderstood my meaning,” the alpha finally said to the room at large. “I don’t intend to allow Loki to die. I was thinking she could help ease for him what must be done.”
“What is your will on this, sir?” Destin asked with a tight voice.
Lorcan’s expression hardened. “I will breed Loki myself.”
There was a collective gasp, and Bard’s wolf came close to succeeding in overtaking Bard’s human form. The idea of the alpha claiming Loki made his wolf rabid with fury. “Sir, you can’t,” he blurted out.
Lorcan turned his gaze to him. “How can I not? Who could I order to do the unthinkable and force an omega? I will not be that kind of alpha. This painful thing must be my burden alone.”
“Your mate…” Bard had no right to question his alpha like this, but he couldn’t imagine Lorcan’s breeding Loki as a viable option.
“Kyle knows I love him and that I would never choose to breed another pack member if there were a more palatable option. However my own mating occurred, our bond is strong. Hopefully he will understand. Even if he doesn’t, I have to put the needs of the pack ahead of all other considerations.” He began to pace the room.
As strong as the alpha was, his misery couldn’t be hidden. Everything about the man, from his expression to his tone to the set of his shoulders, screamed out how much he didn’t want to do this terrible, yet necessary thing. He would take on the agony of breeding Loki rather than order anyone else to do it. The situation had reached a peak of potential disaster, and Lorcan was going to do what an alpha was always supposed to do—what was good for the pack and his own wants and needs be damned. While this problem continued, the pack would be vulnerable. No one could do their job, the perimeter was thinly covered with only two on patrol. Prolonged stress might cause the pups and other servients to become sickly. And, no matter what Andrea said, Reed whelping under such conditions had to be dangerous to father and pup.
I have to make this right.
With sudden clarity, Bard understood that he was in the best position to fix the problem. Lorcan’s sense of honor and the right way to treat pack members had boxed him into an impossible corner. Destin had lost control of both Loki and his planned end game for him. Loki dying was untenable. Bard, alone, could help them all. He could lift the burden from his alpha, save his friend from a lifetime of guilt, and save the omega who had become the most important thing in Bard’s life. If mounting the boy against his will caused Loki to hate Bard more than he might already, it was simply the price to pay.
His decision made, he calmly stood straighter. He caught Carr’s eye for a second. His friend nodded to him, obviously understanding what he was going to do and giving his support. Bard appreciated it because soon he was going to be forcing himself onto and into the boy he loved.
“I will do it,” he said quietly, so much so he wasn’t sure anyone had heard him. They had. Every pair of eyes turned in his direction.
Lorcan stopped his pacing. “This is not your decision, Gamma.”
“Respectfully, sir, it is. I am making it mine. You can stop me, physically, if you wish. I doubt I’d best you in a fight, although I’d certainly try. For Loki. I do this for him. I can’t let him die, and I don’t need you to order me to mount him against his will.”
“And if I order you not to?”
Bard let his alpha see his vulnerability. “Please, sir, don’t do that. This is something I want to do, for myself as much as for Loki and the pack. Saving him is paramount. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to him, and frankly, my wolf and I can’t stand the idea of you or anyone else possessing him. Besides,” he added with a grimace, “there’s no sense in more than one of us living with this guilt.”
He moved toward the door before the alpha could respond and stopped. “If when it’s done, Loki hates the sight of me, I will go and leave your pack in peace.” The idea was almost as painful to him as Loki’s distress. He’d come to love this pack in the short time he’d been here. But it was better than allowing Loki to die and once the boy had become a father, hopefully he’d settle down sufficiently for Lorcan and Destin to find him a mate that he’d accept.
Before he could leave, Destin rushed up to him and grabbed him into a tight hug. “Your friendship is humbling. I can’t express what this means to me.”
Bard returned the hold for a brief second before pulling away. “I love you as a brother, Destin. I would have followed you to the ends of the Earth if need be.” He managed a weak smile. “This journey to the end of the hall is short in comparison.”
Bard made his feet move, one step in front of the other. The sound of Loki’s agony made him want to run away. Instead, he moved forward.




Chapter Four

The omega’s scent hit him like a physical wall barring the entry to the healer’s room. Bard all but tripped past it, his feet stumbling over nothing as he made his way inside. He blindly shut the door while his focus was taken by Loki’s writhing figure. The omega lay on a pallet in the far corner, his naked body shiny with sweat even at a distance. Because he was lying on his back, his hard shaft rose unfettered. It called to Bard along with the smell of a hole ripe for penetration. The painful noises the omega made faded into the background as Bard’s wolf homed in on what it wanted.
Bard couldn’t strip off his clothing fast enough. He wrenched his shirt over his head and clawed at his jeans with partially shifted hands. His human guilt over what he was about to do melted in the face of such primitive need. His cock sprang forward, leaking and leading the way. His balls ached as they tightened against his crotch. He could practically feel them getting ready to unload into his omega’s ass.
My omega. That thought gave him deep and guttural satisfaction until his rational brain reminded him that it was temporary. Mounting to breed was not the same as mating. He would force Loki to accept his seed but he wouldn’t bite the boy. Not without consent. That was a line he would not cross.
Loki arched his back and his eyes flew open before Bard reached him. His pupils were blown wide and the whites were tinged red from his crying. The sight tore at Bard’s protective instinct. It also spurred him on. Soon he would make all that misery go away. He would make the omega cry in a different way. A pleasurable one.
But, Loki was not so far gone that he didn’t understand what an aroused gamma stalking up to him meant. He twisted away. “No!”
The vehemence behind the rejection gave Bard pause for a moment before he hardened his resolve. Loki no longer understood what he was doing, if he ever had. To do nothing meant certain death. Surely the boy didn’t want that.
Kneeling down beside the pallet, Bard made one last effort at getting the omega’s consent. “Loki, please listen to me. You’re in the throes of your heat. If I don’t breed you, you’ll die. Please,” he begged. “Let me claim you. I promise I won’t mate with you. Once you’re in whelp, you can send me away from you forever if that’s what you want.”
He practically choked on those last words, yet he meant them. Saving Loki was all that mattered.
The omega thrashed his head from side-to-side. “N-no hope. No g-going back.” The words were stuttered out, breathless and almost unintelligible.
Bard understood what the boy meant, however. With every bratty thing that Loki had done since running away, he’d always punctuated it with an underlying resentment of having to leave his home. Bard had held out an optimism that being part of the Rogue Pack would be an end to it by now. But, no, obviously not. Now there was no more time for any path other than the one he’d resolved to follow.
“I’m sorry,” he said as he reached out to grab the slick body. “Forgive me,” he added while he wrestled with the writhing form to get Loki onto his stomach.
The omega was so small, it took nothing for Bard to wrap his hands around the narrow hips and draw them back. The sight of the slick tight globes of the boy’s ass made Bard’s wolf howl and his cock swell. He might have impaled Loki then and there, except he was stronger than his diminutive size would indicate. He tugged forward harder and faster than Bard could compensate for. He kicked, as well, missing Bard’s balls by inches.
The attempt at mounting turned into a slippery wrestling match that might have been funny if not for the desperation underlying Loki’s every move. This was no game. The omega didn’t want Bard to mount him. Bard had to tighten his grip and redouble his efforts. They would both be sporting bruises when it was all done.
Bard forced himself to dig his fingers deeply into the boy, so much so that the skin he gripped turned white. White as snow. That was his last clear thought before, yanking the tight ass in close, he slipped his dick into the cleft. It slid in easily, the omega slick aiding the effort. A millennia of evolution gave his dick an unerring route that had him piercing the hole and sinking in balls deep.
A shriek rent the air, stinging Bard’s ears and tearing at his heart. Being mounted forced more anguished cries from Loki. If he’d been stabbed with a knife rather than Bard’s dick, Loki couldn’t have made more horrifying sounds.
Bard almost pulled out to stop Loki’s yowling. But, the heat and the grasp of the soft channel overrode his guilt. Being embedded in Loki’s ass sent Bard into a blind bliss that made him groan. His wolf howled loudly, undisturbed by moral uncertainty, and drowning out Loki’s distress.
It shouldn’t have fit, his huge shaft filling such a small, tight space. Bard should have had to fight to get it inside. But it did fit, like the proverbial human glove. Despite the noises he made, the primitive part of Loki’s body welcomed the breach, unfurling and massaging Bard’s erection down inside with undulating waves. The rational or perhaps irrational part of the boy’s brain, however, that understood the magnitude of what was happening still fought on. Bard had to hold on tight while he worked on setting a rhythmic thrusting.
His efforts were stymied more once his knot formed, which it did with alarming speed. Bard had only pulled back and pushed in a few times before it swelled up to trap his cock within the ever wiggling confines of Loki’s ass. Pain shot through Bard’s shaft when the struggle tried to tug the unmovable knot. Loki shrieked again, as well.
“Easy, baby,” Bard grunted out. “Please stop fighting me, or you’ll hurt yourself.”
The warning didn’t get through. Loki was way beyond reasoning with, and Bard’s own rationality was quickly ebbing. He needed to use his superior size and strength in a way that made him ashamed regardless of the need for it. He pressed down with his whole body, forcing Loki forward and onto his face. Then Bard lay flat on top of him front to back, using his arms to keep from squishing the boy.
Through Loki’s sweaty braid, his pale, slender neck showed. Bard’s snout shifted without conscious effort. His fangs hung down, dripping with saliva. His wolf egged him on. Bite! He wanted to. Gods knew he did. But he couldn’t. He just couldn’t violate the omega in this one last way. It killed him to shift back to a purely human face. He did it, although he made no attempt to speak further. He was busy avoiding a nose-cracking blow as Loki threw his head back in an effort to throw him off.
There was no fighting the knot, though, or biology. They were sealed together and would remain so until Bard’s balls emptied. The mere thought of filling the omega with his seed sent Bard over the edge. Once again, his vision dimmed. The climax robbed him of breath and thought. He clenched his eyes and fingers with the power of it. Nothing he’d ever achieved on his own compared to orgasming inside another.
And, amazingly it wasn’t only his body that rejoiced in this claiming. Loki’s struggling stopped as if a switch had been pulled and after uttering a small gasp, he went abruptly silent. His body flopped limply beneath Bard’s, flattening in a boneless way that left a tiny amount of space between them. Bard closed that gap without thought, peppering the boy’s slick, salty skin with opened-mouthed kisses. At this moment when his guard was down and the object of his desire for so long was acquiescing to him, he could finally show his love.
Loki stuttered out a tiny sigh, and bucked his trapped hips. The small motion reminded Bard that pleasure was not his alone. He raised up enough to slide a hand underneath Loki. He found a sticky trail up the boy’s chest, testament to how he had also come. It was simple biology, and yet the knowledge of it gratified Bard. His fingers searched and found Loki’s softening dick. Clasping it, he tugged a bit to milk any remaining cum. Loki’s hole spasmed in response.
Loki’s body knew what it wanted and Loki’s wishes be damned. The clenching ring egged Bard’s cock to reanimate. Not that it had flagged much, nor had the knot deflated. But, there was a bit of room for Bard to fuck the omega’s ass with shallow thrusts. He jerked the boy’s cock at the same time, bringing it back to life.
The pleasure of truly mounting someone was exquisite. Bard smiled for the first time in forever with unfettered joy. Soon, however, another climax crashed over him, sending copious amounts of cum deep into Loki. The overflow leaked past where they joined to tickle the root of Bard’s dick. Knowing that he produced such a large amount of seed only spurred his body on. Yet another orgasm roared through him before the second one had truly finished.
The dick in his hand swelled and jerked. Hot cum coated his fingers as he brought the boy along for the ride. This time, Loki uttered a long groan. No matter his wants, the omega couldn’t resist his own relentless need to come now that we was filled with a dominant’s cock.
They were made for this, he and Loki. Bard would continue to fill the omega’s ass with seed, and would be welcomed for it. Somewhere deep inside there was an egg waiting to be claimed and invaded the same way. They were both helpless until it was.
****
Loki’s pain had fled. He no longer writhed and howled in agony, desperate to escape his own body. That part of the storm had raged through, leaving in its wake an ache that he almost enjoyed. Almost. He rolled over in the tangled mess of covers and grimaced. He felt sticky and gross, and the smell of dominant cum made his nose wrinkle. At least it was all old, remnants of a mounting that he barely remembered. He knew he was alone. For the moment. That wouldn’t last long. His heat wasn’t over, merely in a lull.
He dared to crack open his eyes to confirm he was still in the healer’s room. She was nowhere to be seen, either, although light showing around her curtains confirmed that it was daylight. He had no idea how much time had passed since his outburst at lunch, but he thought he hadn’t lost more than a day. He was hungry, not starving, and had no memory of eating anything since stuffing his face at the beginning of the doomed meal.
A murmur of voices caught his attention. Shifting his ears, he cocked his head to listen in. There were happy sounds in large numbers coming from the direction of the great room. It must be meal time, or no, perhaps something else. He let his ears go back to human, not interested enough to figure out what he was missing. What difference did it make anyway? Soon Bard would return, flip him over and breach his hole. He would have no say in it, and fighting had proven useless. Of course it had. An omega’s puny strength compared to a gamma’s? No contest.
His memory of being mounted was fuzzy. His heat had been overwhelming at that point, making him feel as if he’d been dying. Which he supposed he had been. To lie in heat without being bred was a fatal condition for an omega. He hadn’t wanted to court death, yet not even the fear of it had allowed him to push aside his irrational opposition to being claimed. He remembered struggling against Bard, kicking him, maybe biting and scratching, too. It was hard to say and didn’t matter, in any event. There was no undoing the past. Bard would breed him, and then he’d probably punish him with an endless moratorium on sweets.
Loki couldn’t say he was upset with being forced into the breeding, either. Bard had ultimately saved Loki from himself, and the knowledge was a bitter pill to swallow. It didn’t make it any less true, and he wasn’t so stupid or contrary that he could deny it to himself. He didn’t want to die and did want to father pups, so the outcome of Bard’s dominance wasn’t abhorrent. It was only a matter of Loki giving up his dream of returning to the arctic and mating with that powerful and unnamed alpha that his sire had always promised him. He was Bard’s now. Except… Shoving up to a sitting position, Loki felt the back of his neck. It was as smooth as ever and if he thought hard about what had happened, he couldn’t remember being bitten.
Bard had claimed him in body only. There had been no mating bite. The gamma would breed Loki, yet hadn’t forced him into a lifetime together. He frowned at the thought. For some reason that bothered him. What game was the gamma playing at? Didn’t he appreciate how lucky he was to have an omega who was an alpha’s pup at that? When the door opened and the gamma tiptoed in holding a tray covered with a tea towel, Loki twisted onto his knees to confront him.
“You didn’t mate me!” He folded his arms and glared at a startled Bard.
Cautiously, Bard shut the door with one of his bare feet and padded over to Loki. The gamma was wearing only partially zipped jeans, his broad chest and jacked arms on full display. His wet hair was neatly pulled back into a tight braid, testament to how the man had grabbed a shower before getting food. That knowledge irked Loki more, as did the way he couldn’t keep his eyes off the man’s tempting body.
Bard placed the tray down on the floor next to the pallet. “Of course, I didn’t mate you. I would never do so without your consent.” His tone was matter-of-fact, irritating Loki more.
Knowing that he was acting completely irrationally and unfairly, he couldn’t stop himself from leaning forward with eyes narrowed. “Why not? You mounted me without my consent. Quite the contrary, given how hard I tried to fight you off.”
Bard flinched at the harsh reminder, which should have given Loki satisfaction, yet somehow didn’t. “That was necessary. You were killing yourself with your stubbornness, plus distressing the rest of the pack. Reed whelped early because of it.”
That last comment took Loki aback. His eyes popped open and tears suddenly threatened to leak out. He hadn’t thought of how he might affect the pack. “Is he okay?”
Bard gave him a reassuring smile. “He’s fine. So is the pup. In fact, everyone is in the great room celebrating the birth. The pup is still in her wolf form, which is always fun. She’s an alert little sigma they’ve named Haley. Reed seems very pleased to have his first pup be a pack member with more choices than an omega. Daniel looks like he’s still in shock over his new status as a sire.”
Loki’s spike of worry receded. He sat back on his haunches. “That’s…that’s good.” He instinctively palmed his own flat stomach, although he knew he wasn’t pregnant. Not yet, with this heat lying low, humming in the background. He didn’t have much time to eat and clean-up before it would rise up to plague him some more.
Bard whipped off the towel to reveal what Loki’s nose would have already told him if he’d been concentrating. The tray was piled high with barbeque short ribs and potato salad. There was also a glass of milk. Loki considered for a split second upending the glass just out of principle before squashing the impulse. He was a grown man now and needed to act like one.
Still, when his gaze lit upon the final item on the tray, he couldn’t suppress his pup instincts. “You brought me cake. Chocolate cake.” He stared across the food at Bard. “Why?”
“Um.” Bard scratched the back of his neck. “Joey made it to celebrate Haley’s birth, and I figured you’d like the treat.”
Loki rolled his eyes. “Well, of course I want it. The question is why you’d allow me dessert when I fought you. I would have thought that merited some punishment.” It was ridiculous to point out his transgression under the circumstances. Did he really want to suffer consequences or did he want chocolate cake? Maybe his heat was making him idiotic or something.
Bard looked away and ran a hand down his face. “Do you really think I’d hold that against you?” He turned tired eyes on him. “Have I been so harsh and unfair with you that you believe I would categorize your effort to protect your own bodily integrity as another bratty behavior?” He sighed. “Oh, Loki, how I’ve failed you.”
Now, Loki had the urge to reassure the gamma. The man looked defeated as well as fatigued. In the short time he’d reflected on what had happened, Loki hadn’t thought of how it might have been hard on Bard, too, to force him into the mounting. He kind of felt sorry for the guy, and that was messed up. The gamma held all the power in this situation. Loki was a hostage to both his heat and his physical weakness as an omega.
Because the unfamiliar feelings of pity and regret confused and bothered him, he thrust them aside and busied himself with the simple and more pleasurable activity of eating. He grabbed a rib and tore into it. The sweet, salty tang of sauce exploded on his tongue, piquing his hunger more than satisfying it. He chewed and swallowed every scrap of meat before sucking on the bone. He couldn’t hold back a moan. Food had always been a pleasure, but something about his current state made it that much more delightful.
A grunt caught his attention. He looked up at Bard from under his lashes and saw the gamma’s gaze was fixed on Loki’s mouthful. Curious, he thrust the bone back and forth into his mouth, careful to make it slow. He swirled his tongue around the edges. Bard’s eyes never wavered from the sight. When Loki finally pulled the bone all the way out, he licked around the corners of his mouth to lap up stray sauce. That movement also captivated the gamma.
In that moment, Loki fully appreciated the power he had over the man. Bard might be in a position to order Loki around and deny him the things he wanted most. But, Loki had the ability to capture the man’s attention and rule his body. A quick peek at Bard’s crotch when Loki picked up another rib confirmed that the jeans were tighter than they had been. Bard wanted Loki, that much was clear. The question was whether Loki could use that as leverage to control the gamma.
He devoured a few more ribs and scarfed down most of the potato salad before putting his theory to the test. “I’d prefer some water to milk.” He uttered the pronouncement with as much casualness as he could muster under the circumstances.
Bard cleared his throat. “I’ll get you a bottle once you’re done.” His hand shot out to clasp Loki’s wrist as Loki was reaching for the cake. “You can have that after you drink your milk.”
Loki grimaced. “But, I just said I wanted water,” he replied through gritted teeth.
“You may have all the water you want after you drink your milk. It’s good for you and the pup you’re going to breed,” he added, like Loki was too stupid to understand the need for calcium.
And maybe Bard was right because it had been pretty brainless for him to think that after all this time, Bard would stop being sensible and caring simply because his dick was getting some action. Besides, he didn’t need to make Loki happy to mount him. Pure muscle was all that was required. He instantly regretted that thought because he knew that Bard had only forced himself on Loki out of the same sense of duty. While they’d been running feral, Bard and Carr could have ganged up and overpowered Destin, then used Loki as a chew toy. Only honor and an innate sense of decency had kept them from doing so. Bard wasn’t going to change who he fundamentally was even when he’d been given leave to claim Loki.
Pity. Although also surprisingly reassuring.
Weary of fighting and surprised at his new mature thinking, Loki picked up the glass and drained half of it in a few swallows. The milk was cool and refreshing and just what he needed to pair with his dessert. Then he gingerly started in on the piece of cake and alternated between the two. Bard smiled and that affirmation both irked Loki and had him smiling back. He felt at war with himself, as if his old bratty pup fought to give ground to a new mature omega who would be a father before another year passed. It was exhausting. By the time he’d finished all the food on his plate, he was yawning and tempted to lie down for a nap.
His heat wasn’t going to give him any rest, however. Already the ache in his ass was intensifying and his hole twitched. He sighed. “Can I take a shower? I feel gross. I know I’m going to get messy again, but I’d still love to get clean now.”
Bard pushed the tray aside. “Sure. I thought you might.” He stood, bent and held his hands out.
Feeling suddenly shy and awkward, Loki took the proffered help and let Bard pull him upright. He didn’t stop there, however. Bard lifted him into his arms along with the sheet that had been tangled around Loki’s legs. He arranged the fabric to cover most of Loki’s body. Loki watched the effort before blinking up at the gamma.
“Why are you doing that?”
“Because you deserve some privacy. Going through heat, being bred, is a difficult time for an omega, especially for the first one. You don’t need anyone gawking at you.”
Loki snorted. “Since when do pack members do that?” The idea was patently ridiculous, especially in the Rogues where respect for all was expected.
Instead of replying, Bard simply tucked the sheet around Loki’s waist and headed to the door. “I’ve already asked one of the sigmas to clear up the dishes and change the bedding.”
“Oh, okay.” He hadn’t thought about any of that, actually.
It was kind of hard to think of anything with Bard’s strong arms cradling Loki within his protective embrace. He inwardly cringed at his traitorous turn of thought. He didn’t want to want the gamma and he had every right to be angry over the forced mating regardless of the rationale behind it. Yet he still snuggled against Bard’s chest. He felt like a pup again, although only Destin had given him this kind of comfort after their mother had died. And being held by Bard was nothing like that experience.
The trip to the communal showers was short from Andrea’s room, and ultimately Loki was happy that they didn’t run into anyone. From the sounds echoing down the hall, the celebration of little Haley’s birth continued. Loki would have liked to be there, except it was his fault that she’d come early. Guilt swamped him. It wasn’t something he was used to feeling, and it made him frown.
“There is no point in fretting over what happened. No one blames you. They understand the pressure you’re under.”
“How did you…” Loki frowned again. This gamma was scary in the way he knew Loki almost better than Loki knew himself. Strike the almost. “Why do you think anyone is giving me a pass for my behavior?”
Bard actually laughed. The sound startled Loki. He wasn’t sure he’d heard the gamma do that since they’d been on the run. There had been precious little joy during that hard time. “Loki, that is all everyone has done since the moment we joined the pack. You’re adorable, so it’s easy to forgive your bratty behavior.” He paused. “And in your own way, you’re sweet.”
Loki started to preen at the praise before remembering that he was supposed to be mad at the gamma. Or, at least indifferent to him. “You’re lying,” he muttered.
Bard laughed again. “Why would I do that?”
“Because…” He struggled for a reason until the sad truth hit him square between the eyes. “Because you want into my ass again and you don’t want me to struggle.”
Bard tripped to a stop. He peered down at him. He looked—stricken. “I can’t deny that I want you, that’s true. I would never try to trick you into letting me have my way, however.” His Adam’s apple bobbed on a hard swallow. “I will continue to do what I have to in order to save you, but please believe that it sickens me to have to force you.”
Loki had no response to that, although he felt a modicum of shame for what he’d said. Then again, he still resented how he had no control over his body. Neither of them said anything more. Bard brought him to the shower and carefully set Loki on his feet, hovering until Loki stood stable on his own. The sheet came off and was tossed aside. Bard turned on the water and adjusted the temperature before guiding Loki under the spray.
Oh, it was exquisite. The warmth penetrated Loki’s achy body, washing away much of the discomfort as well as cum and sweat. He stood with his hands against the wall, letting the water beat down on his back. Fingers touching his shoulders made him jerk. He relaxed a second later when he reminded himself that it was only Bard. The gamma tugged free what was left of Loki’s braid and started washing the hair.
He wanted to insist that wasn’t necessary. He could take care of himself. Except that the feel of strong fingers massaging his scalp and working the shampoo through the long strands was too pleasurable to allow objection. It had been so long since anyone had pampered him like this. Not since he’d been a young pup, and even then, his mother’s efforts had been brusque. There hadn’t been a lot of time for tenderness that didn’t serve the greater good. Bard dug his fingers into Loki’s scalp with purpose, certainly, but the way he massaged his scalp was slow and deliberate, as if they had all the time in the world.
Loki couldn’t hold back a groan. Bard’s touch fumbled for a second before continuing. It was the only sign that the gamma had been affected by Loki’s reaction. Loki had picked up on it, nevertheless. The fog of his heat wasn’t that strong now. He almost repeated the noise just to test whether Bard would react that same way. Something stopped him. His habit of baiting the gamma didn’t seem like fun at the moment. There was a seriousness to their relationship now. Being bred by Bard hadn’t been Loki’s choice, but that was what was happening. There was no more flippant teasing, then running away. Bard had total control over Loki’s body as well as his behavior.
Besides, he didn’t want to do anything to stop the pampering. It was marvelous and it gave him a lull in what he knew would continue to be a turbulent few days. Why not take what respite he could? Tipping his head back, he allowed the water to cascade over his face while giving Bard greater access to his hair. After what seemed like long minutes, Bard finished up with that and moved onto other areas. That’s when things got interesting.
Big, soapy hands started making circles along Loki’s shoulders, then stroked his arms down to his wrists while they were still outstretched to brace against the wall. The gamma’s fingers made slippery tracks down Loki’s back, stopping at the base of his spine. Bard pressed his thumbs into the muscles there, working out kinks that Loki hadn’t even noticed were there. He groaned again because how could he not? It felt so good. Once more, the gamma’s movements faltered. It wasn’t only Bard that reacted, however. Something about his own response looped back onto Loki. His hole twitched and a wetness that had nothing to do with the water still pounding down dribbled past his balls.
Now it was Bard who groaned, a low rumble that vibrated through Loki. He found his hips being clasped and tugged back until his ass stuck up. The blunt head of what could only be a cock slid past the globes of his ass. It breached his hole without hesitation and surged into him. Loki hissed and arched his back. The hard rod invading his channel shot forward until Bard bottomed out. His fingertips dug into Loki’s flesh as he held them both still.
This internal massage was better than anything that had come before it. With his mind clearer, he could appreciate how perfectly the gamma’s dick fit. Something so long and thick should have hurt, yet it felt as if this was a missing piece of himself that Loki had been searching for his whole life. Or, at least since he’d matured and the first signs of his heat had begun. The restless neediness was quieted by being claimed. Well, almost. The respite was short-lived in the sense that another, stronger demand began to rise.
As did his own cock. It rose up under the spray with an aching hardness that made him want to grab it. He didn’t have to, as it turned out. Wrapping one arm around Loki’s waist, Bard tugged him up against his body, lifting him off the floor. Loki had to let go of the wall, and he grasped the gamma’s arm.
Bard fisted Loki’s dick with his free hand and whispered into his ear, “Hook your feet around my legs.”
Loki did as asked, gasping as Bard began to tug his cock. Their defiance of gravity seemed impossible to maintain. But he underestimated the gamma’s strength. He held Loki up, seemingly effortlessly. Not for a second did Loki feel insecure. Instead, the gamma’s embrace gave him a sense of profound safety. Nothing could hurt him, no harm would befall him, so long as Bard held him tight and close.
Despite the awkward stance, Bard still managed to pump his dick inside Loki’s ass a few times before a swelling impeded his efforts. It first slowed, then stopped the movement to a mere rocking motion. Pressure within Loki’s channel caused enough discomfort to make him grit his teeth, even as it sent a pulse of pleasure straight to his dick.
Bard’s knot.
This was another thing Loki had been too mindless earlier to appreciate. The more the base of Bard’s dick expanded to tie them together, the more pressure it put on a spot a short way from his stretched hole. It caused Loki’s climax to peak with surprising speed and intensity. He convulsed over Bard’s arm with an open-mouthed grunt that sent water cascading past his lips.
He thrashed his way through the orgasm, or tried to. Bard’s hold didn’t allow much movement, not enough to test the strength of the knotting bond. The lack of freedom somehow only added to the strength of his climax. He shook his head and dug his fingers into the unyielding muscles of Bard’s arm. Warmth shot up his channel, bathing his insides with Bard’s cum. His wolf howled at the sensation, a primal reaction to being claimed and bred. The spot at the back of Loki’s neck itched in anticipation of being savaged.
Nothing happened, of course. The intensity of his orgasm notwithstanding, Loki was now able to maintain some rational thought. He knew Bard wouldn’t give him the mating bite without permission. Loki almost gave it. He opened his mouth to say the words, to beg for it. Some part of him shut it down in the next instant. There would be no coming back from such a thing, and he didn’t have it in him to take that last, permanent step.
Exhaustion rolled over him. Tossing his head back, he rested with his eyes closed against the gamma’s broad, slick chest. He lost any sense of time, although soon his need resurfaced, sending blood to his cock. Again, Bard tended to him, jerking him off, before coming inside Loki once more. He lacked the energy to do anything other than stay lax in Bard’s embrace and let nature carry him away. Eventually, his leg muscles relaxed, causing him to lose his hold on Bard’s calves.
It made no difference. Bard held him up and their bodies together until his knot deflated. The moment it did so, Bard disengaged them carefully. He held Loki with one arm still, while he soaped him up quickly with his free hand. Loki was like a rag, boneless and useless. It didn’t matter. The gamma had the strength and presence of mind to manage them both. Soon, Loki found himself wrapped in a big, fluffy towel and being carried back to the healer’s room.
Bard laid him down on the pallet that a sigma had indeed freshened up with clean linen, more towels, water, and toiletries. There was even a plate of freshly baked sugar cookies on the floor nearby, still warm and making him drool from the smell. Loki reached for one without thought, then stopped with his hand hovering over the treats. He eyed Bard.
The gamma nodded. “Go on. Your body needs fuel and you’ve already had the nutritious stuff. Even after the piece of cake, eating a few cookies will do no harm.” He busied himself with rubbing Loki dry from head to toe.
Loki took a cookie and bit half of it. He moaned in delight because eating was almost as pleasurable as fucking. Bard’s touch fumbled as it had before. Loki hid a grin behind the rest of the cookie. There was something wickedly delightful about having such an effect on the big, bad gamma. It was a real power, although knowing Bard as he did, there were going to be limits to using it. The guy had discipline as well as virility.
“There,” Bard said, tossing the towel aside. “Shall I braid your hair to get it out of the way?”
Loki felt suddenly shy. He looked away as he took another cookie. “If you want. I mean, I can do it.” No one had done such a thing for him since he was a very young pup.
“Of course, you can, but I’m happy to do it for you. You’re enjoying the treat and we may not have too much time before….” He cast his gaze around the room and grabbed a brush left by the sigmas.
Loki swallowed his bite and grimaced. “Before my heat overtakes me and makes us both mindless, rutting animals.”
Bard paused and tapped the brush against his palm. “Is it so very bad? I was trying to ease your way.”
Seeing the gamma’s distress in his expression and tone, Loki should have found satisfaction in it. Instead, he wanted to reassure him. “You did. It didn’t hurt back then in the shower. You were…careful with me.” He wrinkled his nose and stared at the cookie in his hand. “You made me feel good, actually.”
That was an understatement, but saying that much had been hard. It was as if he were betraying himself in some way in acknowledging that Bard’s mounting him had been a positive experience. He wanted to rail against it and his fate, yet he also knew that would be useless and unfair. This was his fate after all, to be claimed by a dominant and bred. With his head relatively clear and the worst of the initial mounting over, he wasn’t so bratty and contrary as to deny the truth.
Bard smiled. “I’m glad to know that.” His face was transformed by the expression, showing his masculine beauty to Loki’s breathless appreciation. “Sit up, now, and we’ll see to your hair.”
Loki did as bid, not wanting the lull in their contentious interaction to end. He sat cross-legged and presented his back to the gamma before grabbing a third cookie. This one he lingered over, his appetite for sweets having been satisfied. Bard knelt behind him, the gamma’s powerful thighs brushing up against Loki’s flanks. The touch sent goosebumps along his skin. When Bard started brushing the snarls out of Loki’s hair, he closed his eyes and reveled in the simple pleasure of it.
They remained that way for long minutes as Bard smoothed out the strands, then weaved them into a tight, long braid. Loki nibbled at his cookie all the while until with a pat on his shoulder, Bard signaled that he was done. He left Loki’s side, and Loki immediately missed his presence. His reaction irked him for a few seconds until he reminded himself that he wasn’t going to get anywhere by holding onto his anger and resentment. He ran his free hand down his braid and admired Bard’s handiwork. Then, he impulsively held up the remainder of his cookie.
In the process of setting the brush aside, it took a second before the gamma saw what Loki was doing. His eyes widened in surprise before he slowly bent down and took the offering out of Loki’s hand using only his teeth. They held each other’s gaze, the connection almost tangible. In the gamma’s vivid blue eyes, Loki saw himself. He saw home. He’d spent so long missing the place of his birth, he’d failed to see that part of it had never left his side. The feel of Bard’s lips brushing his fingers sent a shiver up his spine. His hole spasmed at the same moment and slick slid out.
Bard swallowed his piece of cookie with one bite before giving Loki a knowing look. “Come, it’s time to attend to your heat again.”
The gamma broke eye contact to clasp Loki by the shoulders and maneuver him onto his side. He then moved to lie behind Loki, and the change in their positions made Loki miss the more personal view. He had an urge to turn around so that he could be mounted face-to-face. Before he could act on the sudden and bewildering impulse, his hole clenched violently. A wave of painful need had him drawing up his knees in a futile effort to ease the discomfort.
“Easy now, I have you.” Bard’s soothing tone preceded his sending his cock surging into Loki. Throwing a leg over Loki’s hip, he pressed their bodies together tightly.
The gamma snapped his hips to drill Loki’s channel with long, hard strokes. This time, he fucked Loki for a few heady seconds before his knot started to interfere. Loki missed the pounding, having found the way Bard’s dick invaded and retreated a balm to the deep ache plaguing him. But the knot had its purpose and that intense pressure once again caused Loki to climax. This time, Bard hadn’t had a chance to grab Loki’s cock. It bobbed and jerked. Loki forced his eyes to stay open so that he could watch his own cum coat the sides of the shaft and splash against his stomach.
Bard groaned and hugged Loki with a crushing power. “So tight. So hot. Gods be damned.” The gamma clutched Loki’s pec and spilled his warm cum inside him once more.
“Nothing is better than this.” Bard’s breath wafted across Loki’s still wet head. “You are perfect in every way. I have never wanted anything more in my life than to know this exquisite pleasure. My seed is shooting into your body to find an egg and it will breed you.”
The gamma’s cock swelled even more. It didn’t seem possible, trapped as it was by Loki’s narrow channel. Yet, he could feel it, the pressure increasing and making Loki’s dick hard before it had a chance to soften. This time, Bard slid his hand down and grabbed it like a blind man with clumsy fingers. He squeezed and ran his fist from head to root and back again. His thumb flicked through the weeping slit. Loki gasped at the shock of pain that somehow brought pleasure, too.
Then the gamma bucked his hips in an effort to move his shaft the little bit the knot allowed. Loki felt every inch of the contact of the rigid rod encased by his soft flesh. If he’d been mindless before, he was now hyperaware. He couldn’t lose himself in the pleasure of it. Every moment, every touch, was burning into his brain. It was Bard who seemed overtaken. His body convulsed against Loki’s while his hand spasmed around Loki’s shaft. Balls tickled balls. Sweat mingled. Their breathing synced.
And, as another wave of cum shot out to coat his insides, Loki knew with frightening clarity that mating bite or not, he’d been claimed.




Chapter Five

“Excuse me, Alpha, do you have a minute?” Bard hurried to catch up to Lorcan. The hallway listed a bit as he did so, except no, he was the one tilting. He’d heard that servicing an omega in heat took a lot out of a guy. He was still surprised at how drained and exhausted he felt.
The alpha stopped and waited for him to catch up. A slight smile graced his face. “It’s done, then? It had better be. You looked wrecked.”
Bard returned the expression, pleased that the alpha was in a good mood. Despite his time with the Rogues, he hadn’t quite lost his wariness of a pack’s most dominant member. “I must confess, sir, I am. I wanted to do right by Loki, of course, so his well-being was my focus for the last few days.”
“I could tell he’d been bred when I woke this morning. As big as this longhouse has become, the unusually high scent Loki had been giving off had still managed to reach my quarters. I don’t mind saying his heat being over is a relief.”
Bard swiped at his tired eyes. “I think it might have something to do with his arctic nature. We tend toward heavier scents than you woodland shifters to cut through the cold.” He shrugged ruefully. “Or, it could just be Loki being different.”
Even as he said it, he pictured how he’d left the omega curled up on the pallet, freshly showered and fed—appearing to be at peace for the first time in perhaps years. He’d looked much as he had a few days ago in the weaving shed, except now he was no longer a pup at all. He was a mature and bred omega with a tiny spark of a pup growing inside him. Knowing that a piece of himself lay nestled inside the boy gave Bard a strange feeling—a possessive one, and a protective one.
But that was not why he’d stopped the alpha. There would be time later to explore his feelings about what he’d done. Now was a time for contrition. Straightening, he looked squarely at Lorcan. “Sir, I want to apologize for my behavior in the council room.”
The alpha cocked his head. “I don’t believe that is necessary.”
“With respect, sir, it is. I overstepped my position in the pack, and for that, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have challenged your authority when I insisted that I would breed Loki with or without your permission.”
Lorcan gazed back at him for long seconds. It was hard not to drop his eyes and bare his neck. Bard didn’t, only because from what he’d seen of this alpha, the man expected his dominants to meet him with strength and not reflexive submissiveness.
Finally, the alpha said, “I would ask you a question before I respond to your apology. Why did you do it?”
Bard furrowed his brow. Perhaps he was so sleep-deprived that he was having trouble understanding the question. “Sir?”
Lorcan braced his legs and crossed his arms. The stance made him no less imposing. “I know what you said at the time, when emotions were running high. With the emergency over, I’m asking why did you insist on breeding Loki when I was prepared to do so?”
Bard rocked on his heels, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. This was supposed to be a straightforward amends by a pack member to his alpha. “Well, sir, it seemed the best option. You were doing it out of duty, and it would have pained both you and your mate if you had.”
“You’re right, naturally, that I would have hated doing it to Loki, and it would have hurt Kyle, as well. In my quest to make this pack better than how our species have been traditionally, I had boxed in all of us where Loki was concerned. No matter what decision I made, I saw it as a repudiation of what I’ve been trying to build here.
“But, it was my duty and my burden. No one else’s, certainly not a gamma’s. So, I ask you again, why? Was it because you saw an opportunity to mount a quality omega you’ve coveted for a while?”
Bard knew a second of utter outrage before he reined himself in. The alpha had every right to question is motives. “No, sir. As I said at the time, I did it for Loki. It was what he needed literally to stay alive. And, I did it for the pack, which benefits from its alpha pair being strong. There was no reason for you to make that sacrifice when I was able to take that burden from you.
“I didn’t pretend that I didn’t want him. I won’t deny it now because I do, more than anything.” He paused as memories of what he’d just been through over the last few days swamped him.
“Still, I would have wanted him willing. Forcing myself on him was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” He choked on the emotion of it. “I don’t expect him to forgive me for it. And, I understood at the time that it might mean my having to leave this pack.”
The alpha looked surprised. “Leave? For what, saving his life?”
“I’m not sure he can see it that way, or rather, see me every day and accept that I violated him. I won’t cause him more stress by staying if his continued good health requires me to leave.”
“I don’t think it will come to that. In fact, I won’t let it. You’re a valuable member of this pack and even without the threat of Haldon, we need you. In this, Loki will have to submit to my will and the good of the pack.” He paused. “I assume this means you didn’t mate him, then. I’d heard from the sigmas that they didn’t think you had.”
Bard thought of the quick and quiet sigmas who’d changed the bedding and cleared dishes. Of course, they would have had their doubts given the scents he and Loki had left behind. If one ever wanted to learn what was happening in a pack, the sigmas were always in the know. “No, sir. That would have been unjustifiable. The breeding was necessary, but to force the mating bite on him would have been a step too far for me.”
The alpha nodded. “I agree. You did what was necessary for the good of Loki and ultimately the pack—with risk to yourself and no intent to satisfy your own needs. I believed as much when you declared your intentions. If I hadn’t, I would have stopped you. I just wanted to hear you reiterate it with a clear head in the aftermath of Loki’s heat. You are a truly selfless pack member, Bard, and I am honored and grateful to have you.”
Lorcan paused and blew out a breath. “Your forcing him was the best decision. I am grateful that you took on that responsibility—for my mate’s sake. I love Kyle. I did him more than one disservice when we first mated, first by not giving him a choice, then believing he’d betrayed me. I never want to cause him pain again. I had already promised him that I would have no harem, nor sire pups off other pack members. My breeding Loki would not have been a betrayal as such, but it would have cut Kyle deeply for the rest of our lives together.
“In short, it is I who owe you an apology and a debt of gratitude.” The alpha finished by inclining his head at Bard in a display of respect that left Bard reeling with surprise.
“Sir, I…” That was as far as he got before the alpha stepped forward and took him in a thumping embrace.
“I am indebted to you for your service and sacrifice,” he said quietly in Bard’s ear, before releasing him. “I know it must have been brutal for you to force that vulnerable boy, and it pains me to think of what it did to you. If ever I can do anything for you to ease your way, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you, Alpha. You’ve given me a home when I’d believed I might run feral for the rest of my life. Being a member of this pack means more to me than I can express.”
“And yet, you were willing to risk leaving it?”
He shrugged. “Nothing matters to me more than Loki.”
“Then I hope he’ll settle down in his new state and see you for the desirable mate that you are. Now, you have had a rough few days and given the diminished need for perimeter patrols, I want you to take a couple of days off to see to your own health.”
“Thank you, Alpha, but I’m fine.” He contradicted himself in the next instance by yawning.
Lorcan grinned. “Of course, big gamma that you are. Get some rest anyway.” With that, the man moved on.
So did Bard. Alpha’s orders or no, he still had some things to do before he could take it easy. He needed to find Destin and give him an update on Loki and to discuss what they would do to make the omega’s life comfortable now that he was in whelp. It wouldn’t do for the boy to remain living with Craig and Mabel. In fact, the idea of Loki being in close quarters with another male agitated Bard’s wolf.
He found his old friend outside by the hut Carr shared with his family. The guy wasn’t alone, however. Deirdre stood close to him, their heads bowed toward each other as they held a conversation that appeared intense given the tightness of their faces. Destin raised a hand to touch the woman’s face. She allowed it for a brief moment before yanking back. He kept his hand aloft as if hoping she’d return. His expression morphed into one of sorrow before dropping his hand.
Bard would have turned away and sought out his friend later, except that Deirdre stalked off. She kept her head held high and appearing to all the world as if nothing was bothering her. Bard wasn’t buying it. He barely knew her even after nearly a year living in the same small pack. But he’d seen her expression, as well, for that brief moment when she’d allowed Destin’s intimate touch.
She cares for him. Bard was sure of it, and yet they were both obviously upset and not talking to each other. So what was up?
“Destin?” He approached the beta warily, unsure of his welcome.
He needn’t have worried. Destin put away his own concerns and greeted Bard with a wide smile. “Brother!” Welcoming him with open arms, he pulled Bard in for a tight hug. “I’m happy to see you this morning. You’ve done it. You’ve bred Loki, thank the Gods.”
The fierceness of the reception surprised Bard. He returned Destin’s enthusiastic hug before stepping back. “Yes, he’s fine, sleeping soundly after eating a hearty breakfast.”
Destin nodded. “I would expect nothing less. You wouldn’t be out here if your mate wasn’t safe and well-cared for.”
Bard’s stomach dropped to his toes. Oh, no. Unlike the alpha, Destin hadn’t heard the news through the sigma grapevine, and he’d made the logical assumption. “Um, Destin, I must tell you something.”
Destin’s eyes widened in fear. “Tell me! Loki is all right, isn’t he?”
“Yes.” Bard was quick to reassure his friend. “I-I was careful with him, Destin.”
Destin visibly relaxed. “Of course you were. I’ve trusted that you’d be a good mate for my brother.”
Bard grimaced. “I’m sorry but that’s the problem. I didn’t mate with him.”
The last words were barely out of his mouth before the beta had him by the throat and swung him toward the side of the hut. Bard had a slight edge on the beta regarding height and weight, but Destin had always been an unusual beta. He’d veered very close to alpha status, plus he had fury on his side. And, Bard didn’t fight him. He let Destin slam him against the building hard enough to shake it and make his teeth rattle.
Destin brought his face within an inch of Bard’s and bared his fangs. “You mounted and bred my brother without mating him? You put your seed inside him without giving him the protection of your status? What. The. Fuck!”
Bard’s wolf snapped and snarled, urging him to shift and fight. The aggression was unusual and testament to how exhausted he was. Challenging a superior, especially one who had every right to be angry, was not the solution. Bard forced his wolf and himself to calm. He kept his hands down and his gaze steadily downward on a point by Destin’s mouth in a simple show of submission.
“I’m sorry, I thought you understood that I only intended to mount Loki to save his life. I didn’t want to decide how he would lead the rest of it. I hope that he’ll settle down now and someday accept a worthy male as his mate.”
“And who would that be?” Destin spat. “No alpha will take an omega who has whelped a gamma’s pup.” His tone implied that Bard had tainted the boy, and really that was the way many would see it. “Being an alpha’s mate should have been his destiny, was his destiny, until my sire ruined it for him. Now not even a beta is likely to want him.”
Okay, that last dig brought up Bard’s hackles. He couldn’t help raising his eyes and glaring at the beta. “So, he’ll have to settle for a lowly gamma, but at least it will be someone of his choosing.”
“He doesn’t get a choice. Not anymore. He’s an omega, the most vulnerable pack member there is, save for the pups. He needs a strong mate to protect him and care for him. You were supposed to be that man. It’s what I’ve counted on since the terrible night I had to take him from his home.”
That confession took Bard aback for a second. He’d understood, naturally, that Destin had given him dominion over Loki once they’d settled into the Rogue Pack. But that had been due to a lack of choices. Carr had never had any patience with the boy even before Ben came into his life, and there had been really no one else to do the job. Hearing that Destin had planned for Bard to mate with Loki from the start was surprising. His desire for the boy must have shown through even before he’d admitted it to himself.
He didn’t get a chance to respond, however. Carr came flying around the corner of his hut, fury written across his face. “What the fuck is going on?” The normally respectful gamma wasn’t giving Destin any quarter at the moment. “You woke Jasper when you hit our hut, and we’d just gotten him to sleep. Now Ben has to suckle him some more. You’re lucky Daniel has Reed and Haley in the longhouse right now or he’d be tearing you both a new one.”
Releasing his hold on Bard, Destin stepped back. “My apologies. I wasn’t thinking.”
Carr gestured away from the hut. “Clearly. Shall we find somewhere to discuss whatever is going on here?” Not waiting for a reply, he stalked off a few feet away before turning and waiting for them to catch up.
Bard let Destin go first, naturally. He resisted the urge to rub his neck where the beta had dug his fingers in. He considered himself lucky his throat hadn’t been ripped out. Approaching the other two warily, he kept his gaze down and his mouth shut.
“So, what exactly were you two fighting about?”
“Other than our bringing the fight to your doorstep, for which I again apologize, it doesn’t actually concern you, Carr,” Destin said testily.
The gamma crossed his arms. “I disagree. Not only did you have your fight against my home, but we three have been friends from early pup hood. We’ve gone through a lot together since leaving our old pack and to me, at least, you are both my brothers. Obviously seeing one of you literally baring his fangs at the other has me worried. Please let me help.”
Destin huffed. “There is nothing for you to do. Bard didn’t mate with Loki.”
“Of course, he didn’t.” Carr’s nonchalant response surprised both Bard and Destin. He looked from one to the other. “What? Did you think he would when he insisted on breeding him?”
“Yes,” Destin bit out.
“I’m sorry, that was a ridiculous assumption. Bard did what was horrible, yet necessary. There was no way he would be so dishonorable as to force the boy into a lifetime of mating on top of it.”
Destin sputtered for a second in outrage. “You think mating Loki would have been dishonorable?”
“Under the circumstances, yes.” Carr looked at Bard with kind eyes. “You had to force him, didn’t you?”
Bard nodded. “The first time, yes. After that, he was…resigned to his fate.” He almost said defeated, but that wouldn’t have been accurate. Loki had too much spirit for that to be true.
Carr put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I can’t imagine how hard that must have been for you, especially given your love of him.”
Destin grunted. “I thought he loved Loki, too, and yet when handed the chance to have him for life, he didn’t take it.”
Bard didn’t bother to deny either statement. He did love Loki and he had given up the one opportunity to keep him for sure. “I don’t want him to hate me. More than he probably already does, that is.” His quiet confession made his face burn with shame and embarrassment, although he needn’t have felt either of those things in the company of these two shifters. They had been through so much together, he should be able to make them privy to his feelings.
“He doesn’t hate you,” Carr asserted.
“Of course, he doesn’t,” Destin agreed. “I know Loki, and he’s been eyeing you for months now. Probably longer, although as his older brother, it makes me uncomfortable to be even talking about this. He may resent your dominance over him, but he’ll come around. It’s his pride getting in the way. That, and letting go of his pup hood expectations of becoming an alpha mate.”
“You think he’ll settle for being a gamma’s?” His own pride still stung over the beta’s previous remarks.
“I didn’t mean it the way it came out,” Destin said with a grimace, obviously in tune with Bard’s train of thought. “I’m sorry. I was angry because I don’t want Loki to have any more freedom or thoughts of what might have been. He needs to settle down here and forget about our old life.”
Bard eyed him. “He will never do that unless he knows the reason we left.”
Destin shook his head vehemently. “No, that can’t happen. He couldn’t handle that truth.”
With a sigh, Bard looked away. “Well, I won’t force him into a mating. I will care for him as much as he will allow and do the same for the pup unless and until he chooses a mate. I hope it will be me, but I’m not optimistic.”
“I am,” Destin proclaimed. “I have to be, otherwise I’ll hate myself for the decision I made that night back in our beloved arctic. It wasn’t only Loki whose life was forever altered.”
Bard narrowed his gaze at his old friend. “You’re not worried about us, are you?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Oh, Destin.” Bard smiled for the first time since their encounter. “My old friend, I’ve told you already that I would follow you anywhere for the rest of my life.”
“As would I,” Carr affirmed.
“You did nothing to us. We came of our own free will and no regrets.” He dared to put his hand on the beta’s arm and give it a squeeze. “It’s time for you to release your worry and guilt. You have a life to lead, too, you know.” He paused. “I, um, saw you with Deirdre.”
Destin winced. “Oh, great.” He huffed out a breath. “I dared to float out the idea of maybe she and I…” He shook his head. “There doesn’t seem to be common ground for two betas to mate. I had hoped to build huts for you, Loki, me and my mate right next to Carr’s. You know, form a small family compound within the larger one.”
“Like we would back home,” Carr said. “I would welcome that, and I’m sure Ben would, too, especially if we add in space for Daniel and Reed. We could connect the huts to create a small longhouse, if the alpha permits.”
Destin smiled, the look chasing away the last of Bard’s worry over their confrontation. “I’ve already cleared it with him. He doesn’t see it as overstepping his standing. I was hoping you’d see it that way, as well.”
“Certainly.” Carr looked to Bard. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s just what Loki needs. That’s actually what I was coming to speak with you about, Destin. I want to get started on a hut for Loki as soon as possible so that he’ll have a place of his own. Making it big enough for the two of you was part of the plan.”
“Not two.” Destin stepped up and pulled Bard in for a quick hug. “For four. Loki and I will have mates someday. Maybe it won’t be Deirdre for me, although I intend to keep trying. But you will be Loki’s mate. I’m sure of it.” He thumped Bard once on the back before releasing him.
“Okay, we build for an enlarging family. No harm in that. I’m not going to pressure Loki on the mating issue, however. And, I’m going to insist that you don’t, either.”
Destin nodded once. “Naturally. Where Loki is concerned, you are the decision-maker.”
“Destin…”
He grinned. “You can’t have it both ways, Bard. Either Loki is yours or he isn’t.”
Bard’s wolf sat up and howled. “Yes, yes, I know,” he said to both of them. “How about this, we can act like I’m his mate as among us, but no one says it to him. If he chooses me eventually, fine. If not…”
He couldn’t finish the sentence. The very thought caused him pain deep inside. His wolf whined and curled up. He forced himself to brighten. Nothing useful would come from the worry. “Let’s go outline the addition, then take inventory of what we’ll need. I want Loki settled as quickly as possible.”
And with that, they got to work.
****
Loki lay on his stomach, petting Annie’s sleeping form. She had fallen asleep after almost an hour of running around the weaving hut, until her energy had flagged sufficiently to send her into a deep, wolfie sleep. Everyone had breathed a sigh of relief. As adorable and unique as she was, it turned out that a toddler who could shift was a far bigger handful than those who remained human. She was in constant need of supervision, incapable of remaining penned up in the corner with the others. Someone had to watch her while the others worked, and given his listless state, Loki had volunteered. Although he’d been in constant motion to keep up with her, at least it required little concentration. He wasn’t feeling up to anything difficult such as sewing. If he remained in his current position for much longer, he could easily fall asleep again despite the rest he’d gotten in Andrea’s room.
“Thanks again for keeping tabs on her.” Will plopped down beside his sleeping daughter, with his other pup, Aimee, quietly suckling at his breast. “I keep telling myself that it will only take another year or so before she’ll be old enough to understand and obey when I tell her to sit and stay.”
Loki ran his fingers lightly through Annie’s fur. “You think she’ll actually listen to you when she’s in wolf form?”
Will rolled his eyes. “I’m hoping, but yeah, that’s a good question. It’s going to be up to her sire to instill some hard rules about when shifting is okay. There’s no way my beta daughter is going to listen to her omega father.” He pressed a kiss against Aimee’s head. “This one will be different, of course. Such a sweet omega.”
“At least Annie will grow up to be in charge of her life and have choices.” Loki found it impossible to think of a pup’s destiny in terms other than his own experience. With the breeding done, he was back to resenting how Bard had forced him. And, appreciating it at the same time. His emotions and thoughts were a jumble of contradictions that his pregnancy hormones were exacerbating.
Will shot Loki a sympathetic look. “Not so long ago, I would have felt the same. Now, I’m mated to such a wonderful man who I know will take care of Aimee’s future for her, and I’m nothing but happy to have fathered an omega.”
Loki rested his chin on his hand. “You trust Finn that much?”
“With my life. More, with my girls’ lives.” His attention was occupied with disengaging Aimee from his nipple and settling her against his shoulder. “Don’t you trust Bard?”
Loki shrugged. “I suppose. I know he’d kill to protect me, but then he’d do that for any pack member.” He shrugged again. “He’s not my mate, anyway. I’ve only got myself to rely on with raising my pup.”
“I heard that, about the not-mating thing. But, surely, Bard will help you regardless. It’s his pup, too. His responsibility.”
“I don’t know that he sees it that way.”
“Of course he does.” This observation came not from Will, but from Reed. The newly whelped father walked up with his sleeping pup in his arms. He started to sit on the floor next to Loki.
“Wait!” Seth called out in a loud whisper from where he worked on his quilt, before racing up and dropping a large, fluffy pillow down at Reed’s feet. “You need something soft under your ass, remember?”
Reed grinned. “Thanks.” He sat gingerly onto the pillow, although he couldn’t quite keep the grimace off his face. “Yeah, hard to believe I forgot about that. Thanks, Seth.”
The omega grinned before returning to the sewing corner. Loki wrinkled his nose at the sight of Reed’s lingering recovery from whelping. His obvious discomfort from pushing out a pup wasn’t exactly a selling point on the whole venture. Not that Loki had any choice in the matter. Next winter, he would be in the exact same position. Although seeing the new father reminded him…
“I’m sorry I sent you into labor early,” he said, not able to look the guy in the eye.
“Oh, don’t worry about that. It wasn’t too soon and well, it’s hard to imagine what it would have been like if Hayley had been any bigger,” he added with a laugh. “Really, it’s fine. I understand you were in a tough position. We all do, and speaking for myself, I’m glad things turned out as they did.”
“We all are,” Will agreed.
Loki hid his face in the crook of his arm. “Thanks. I don’t deserve your kindness. I’ve been pretty awful since I got here.”
“No,” Will and Seth said together.
“Being an omega is tough,” Reed added. “I know how it feels to have no control over your life. Believe me, I understand why you were so miserable about being here.”
Rolling onto his back, Loki sighed and stared up at the ceiling. “It’s not so much that I hate being here, it’s more that I really want to go home. Back to the arctic, I mean. I, um, haven’t ever given up hope of returning.”
He placed his palm over his abdomen. While he felt nothing yet, he knew a tiny pup was growing in there already. It didn’t seem real and probably wouldn’t until his belly grew and he started feeling the pup moving around.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he sat up. “I guess I need to stop thinking about that. It’s never going to happen.” He gave the other two a weak smile. “This is my home now.”
Reed shared a look with Will before saying, “Yeah, like it is mine, at least part time. It takes some getting used to. Even being in Portland is sometimes strange to me. It gets better, though.” The omega held his sleeping daughter out. “Here, would you like to hold her?”
Loki instinctively pulled back with wide eyes. “Hold her?” His voice rose on a squeak. “She’s like a minute old.”
Reed grinned. “I’m sure you won’t break her. Go ahead. Your pup will be whelped before you know it. May as well get in some practice.”
After a few more seconds of hesitation, Loki screwed up his courage and took the pup with slightly shaking hands. He pulled her into his chest to cradle her as safely as possible. It was silly for him to be so uncertain. He’d held plenty of pups before. There was something about his new entry into adult hood that made this effort more momentous than it should have been.
He stared down at the tiny thing with her surprisingly lush lashes lying against her pink cheeks. As he watched, she made a little moue of her mouth and for a moment he thought she was getting ready to demand a feeding. But, no, she only smacked her lips before turning her head toward him and continuing her slumber.
Loki’s heart squeezed and he found himself wishing for just this thing—a sweet, tiny pup to cradle in his arms and love with all his heart. This was what he’d always wanted until he’d been forced to run. For so long, his anger and resentment had pushed away this dream of his. Maybe now he could reclaim it. All he had to do was let go of what might have been and embrace what was.
“See,” Reed said in a low voice, “you’re a natural. I can’t wait for next winter when we can all spend time together in the new family longhouse.”
Loki looked up sharply. “What?”
Reed cocked his head. “Don’t you know? The guys are already marking the ground adjacent to Carr’s and Ben’s hut for the new rooms.”
Trying not to show his growing upset, Loki kept his voice equally low and made sure his grip didn’t tighten on Hayley. “What guys?”
“Daniel, Carr, Destin and Bard. When I left the hut, they were working with the construction sigmas to lay out where the connected huts will be built. There will be plenty of room for everyone and our growing families.” He shrugged. “At least, that’s what Daniel told me. Didn’t anyone tell you?”
Loki peered down at the pup. “No. No one ever tells me anything.”
His life was already being planned out even further by his brother and the gammas who’d always done Destin’s bidding. Including Bard, naturally. The man hadn’t mated with him, but he was still in the thick of things, ordering Loki’s needs. It was maddening, not because the idea of having his own hut bothered him. Of course, it was what he wanted. No, it was the fact that no one seemed to think he should be involved in the decision-making and the planning.
Well, if he was now fully grown, he had every right to be in on those plans.
He held Hayley out to Reed. “Sorry, I have to hand her back. I’ve got something to do.”
Taking his daughter, Reed grinned broadly. “Are you going to kick some gamma butt?”
Loki stood and nodded. “Yup, and I’ll take a swipe at the betas while I’m at it.”
Seth, Reed, and Will stifled giggles. “Good luck with that,” Reed offered.
“We’re rooting for you, Loki,” Will added.
“Thanks, I’m going to need the moral support. And,” he added with a grimace, “I may need a pillow to sit down on when I return.” Yeah, because he was about to push Destin’s and Bard’s buttons harder than he’d ever done before and he wasn’t so certain his ass would come out of the confrontation unscathed.




Chapter Six

On the very short walk from the weaving hut to his confrontation with his non-mate, Loki’s languid feeling dissipated. His wolf woke up from his nap and yawned before yipping in irritation. He wasn’t loving Loki’s sudden spike of energy. Be quiet. I know what I’m doing and it’s for our own good. His wolf chuffed, clearly dubious, but Loki would not be dissuaded from his goal. He was done having his life ordered for him by bossy dominants. If being in whelp meant anything, it should be that he would be treated with more respect. He had the right to have a say in where and how he was going to raise his pup.
The sight that greeted him upon reaching his destination was exactly as Reed had described it. All kinds of men swarmed the area, driving stakes into the softening ground, laying down twine and marking paper on a clipboard. In addition to the sigmas who would be doing most of the construction, the arctics were milling about, pointing, laughing, talking—in short, taking charge of the project. Everyone who counted was there, except him. Well, that was changing.
He marched right up to the group. Bard was the first to see him, or maybe he scented him. The gamma’s head swiveled around and for an unguarded moment, his face showed genuine delight. Then he must have read Loki’s expression because Bard’s face fell into a wariness that caused him to track Loki’s approach as if he were scenting a prey or a predator. The guy seemed to take a fortifying breath a second before Loki stopped right in front of his face.
Putting his hands on his hips, Loki glared up at him. “What are you doing?” Although the “what” was obvious, he wanted to hear how Bard would justify himself.
Bard put his game face on. “We’re planning out a family homestead that will include a hut for you and the pup.” His tone implied that this was all perfectly natural and innocent.
Loki narrowed his gaze. “Oh, really? So, you all are planning out my home without me? I guess you figure the sigmas will know exactly how I want to order the space I’ll keep and raise my pup in. I mean why should you bother to ask me? It’s not as if I could possibly have an opinion on that.”
Bard had the decency to look shamefaced. His lips morphed into a grim line and he dropped his gaze. “Um…well.”
“Loki, mind your manners. We are only trying to do what’s best for the whole family.” Destin had come up.
Loki whirled in his direction. “I’m talking to Bard, brother. Kindly stay out of it.”
Destin’s eyes went wide before his expression turned angry. “Your breeding state does not give you license to be rude or disrespectful.”
“Doesn’t it, though? I’m not mated, so Bard doesn’t get to boss me around. And, this pup growing inside me proves I’m not under your control, either. I don’t need a guardian anymore. Like any pack member, I answer to the alpha, and I have a mind to go lodge a complaint with him that you are all overstepping your bounds.”
Destin opened his mouth with the obvious intent of giving him a dressing down. Bard stepped between them—literally. He put his big body in front of Destin, blocking Loki’s view of his brother. “Destin, please let me handle this.”
There was a huff, then, “Fine. I have better things to do than argue with a bratty omega.”
That parting shot gave Loki fits. He tried to dash around Bard to mix it up more with his brother. The gamma blocked him with a sweep of his arm that caught Loki lightly around the chest.
“Loki, stop. Please. Let’s talk this through in private.”
Only fear of hurting his pup caused Loki to not struggle, although he tried to extricate himself from Bard’s hold as the guy led him off to one side. It was impossible, of course. The gamma’s arm was like a band of steel that couldn’t be bent or pushed aside.
Bard took them to the edge of the forest where they couldn’t be heard by the others. Surprisingly, he also let Loki go, although he planted his wide gamma body in a position that made it impossible for Loki to return to the place they’d just left.
Bard ran his hand over his sweaty head. His braid was fraying, testament to how hard he’d been working. “I’m sorry,” he said with his gaze fixed steadily on Loki’s eyes.
That took the fire out of Loki. The apology was so unexpected, he stood blinking back at Bard for a good few seconds. “You are?” His response was hardly made of stern stuff, but it was all he could manage.
“Yes. You’re absolutely right about your changed status. As a breeding omega, you deserve respect and without a mate, you are essentially emancipated. Plus, we are talking about the home you’ll occupy for the rest of your life. Of course you should have a say in that. You have every right to lodge a complaint with Lorcan, although he has agreed in principle to the family longhouse.”
Now Loki felt completely deflated. His previous fatigue came back in a wave that made him close his eyes briefly. Hearing it baldly stated that this was the last pack he’d ever belong to, was hard. Only for a moment, though. With his new responsibilities as a breeding adult, he understood he had to put aside his juvenile dream of returning to the arctic. Such a journey would be dangerous for him and his pup, plus the Rogue Pack was a better place for a servient. He might not know yet what kind of shifter he was bringing into the world, but a sigma or an omega was perfectly possible. He wanted his pup to have the best he could provide.
Leaning down, Bard stared at him intently. “Are you all right? Do you feel well?”
Loki forced himself to straighten. “I’m fine, thanks. A little tired, that’s all.”
“Well, naturally. I imagine you’re getting hungry, too.”
The very question made his stomach pang. “Yeah, I am.”
“I’m sure if you go to the kitchen, Joey will give you something to tide you over before the mid-day meal.” He paused. “I’d be happy to carry you there if you want.”
The offer reminded Loki of how all during his heat, the gamma had carried him to and from the showers. He’d never seemed to tire of making that effort despite getting no more rest than Loki. The very memory of the way Bard’s strong arms had encircled Loki made him flush with a sudden warmth. His hole clenched, as well, and a bit of slick coated it.
His reaction both surprised and annoyed him. That sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen. Arousal was something that occurred during heat, not while standing around talking about housing and food. He did know that sex could be enjoyable all the time. The other omegas had been pretty casually vocal about that when they’d thought he wasn’t around. An unmated omega, properly raised and chaperoned, shouldn’t hear such things. He’d gotten very good at sneaking around, and he had been curious. Still, he didn’t want to give Bard any ideas.
And yet, his traitorous body betrayed him. The gamma’s nostrils flared and his gaze centered on Loki’s mid-section. Although Bard gave no other indication that he’d scented Loki’s slick, it was clear that he had. It wasn’t only his face that gave it away, either. Loki dared to sneak a peek at the gamma’s crotch. That massive dick of his strained against the fly of his jeans. Only a few days ago, Loki wouldn’t have truly understood the magnitude of a dominant’s erection. Now, the sight of it made him flush even more.
He decided to pretend that nothing was happening at all. With a false casualness, he tossed his head. “No, thanks. I can walk on my own, but I want to see what you guys have been laying out all morning. If I don’t like how my home is going to shake out, now’s the time for me to say so.”
Bard nodded, clearly willing to go with the unspoken plan of ignoring dueling arousals. “Certainly. As I said, I’m sorry that we didn’t include you in on this from the beginning. I think you’ll like the plans, though. Come.”
The gamma turned on his heel and marched back the way they’d come. Loki had no choice but to follow in his wake. Perversely, he didn’t like how Bard was treating him like a competent pack member, which was idiotic. And, given how he’d reacted moments ago, completely crazy, too. Loki didn’t want to be attracted to Bard, not now. Perhaps not ever. He needed time to think about what he wanted his future to look like for him and his pup. There was no point in leading the gamma on. That wouldn’t be fair, and Loki decided right then that he did want to treat Bard with more consideration. He was a good shifter and despite the way Loki had resented his breeding, there was no denying that Bard had done it with as much care and solicitation of Loki’s feelings as had been possible under the circumstances.
So, he followed Bard with an open mind to view the patch of ground that would be the basis of his new home. At their approach, Destin pulled away from the sigmas, who made themselves scarce as smart sigmas did when they sensed conflict brewing. Loki kept his eye on his brother, trying to convey his remaining irritation without being bratty about it. That accusation had stung, if only because Loki knew it wasn’t entirely undeserved. It was a pattern of behavior he’d picked up during their time as ferals. It had been the only way he’d had to get the others’ attention and to make his unhappiness known.
Things were different. He had to learn a new pattern of interaction if he was going to take his place in the pack as an adult.
Destin folded his arms. “Have you recovered from your hissy fit, brother?”
Loki was working up a proper reply when Bard surprised him. “You do him an injustice, Destin. Loki has articulated a fair complaint about not being consulted. If he voices his position to Lorcan, we can’t argue he isn’t right. We should have included him in plans that affected him and his pup.”
Yeah, what he said. Loki almost blurted it out, but bit his tongue to hold it back. That was not how a mature shifter would act. Instead, he mimicked his brother’s stance and stared at him.
Destin’s gaze swung from one to the other. “The alpha approved the idea of creating a family longhouse. As the head of the family, my word is paramount, second only to the alpha himself. I do what’s best for all of us.”
Again, Bard answered for Loki. “In our old pack, your sire would have certainly supported that position. The Rogues are different. Lorcan is different. And although he has given both of us great latitude where Loki is concerned, there can be no question that things have changed. We need to stop treating him like a pup.”
Destin raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t direct his next remark to the gamma. He looked at Loki, and for the first time, there was something a little different in his gaze. “I suppose I can’t argue with what Bard is saying. You are all grown now, Loki. However, I am loathe to assume you have changed so very much in the last few days.”
This time, Loki jumped in to answer for himself. Bard seemed to understand that he needed to step back, too. He visibly did so. “You don’t have to assume anything, brother. I am obviously different. I’m breeding.” He emphasized his point by palming his abdomen.
Destin’s eyes tracked the movement. He shook his head. “It’s hard to believe you are. You have been my baby brother for so long. It will take me time to adjust to the new reality. And, besides, I only have your best interests at heart.”
Loki almost blurted out how he doubted that assertion. You made me leave my home! Once again, he held his tongue. “I’m sure it is hard for you, but not as much as it is for me trying to be taken seriously. I’m not going to be living with you, Destin, even though our homes will be connected. I want my pup to be raised in a home of my choosing. The best I can give it.”
Destin broke whatever point of agreement they’d been reaching by snorting. “If you want the best for your pup, you’ll take Bard as a mate instead of stubbornly remaining as you are.”
Loki grimaced as he worked up a retort. He never got the chance. Bard intervened once more. “Destin, please. That’s not helping.” Taking Loki by the elbow, he added, “Come, I’ll try to explain what we envisioned.”
Loki allowed the distraction. Shooting his brother a glare, he went with Bard and paid attention to how they’d planned out the various individual homes that would comprise the family longhouse. He hated to admit it even to himself, but he did love the idea. It was common among the arctic shifters. Although as an alpha’s pup, he’d been used to sharing his sire’s longhouse with the rest of the pack members. This one that he’d share with Destin and Carr would be far cozier. And, the way they connected the parts via the common areas, it left bedrooms private. He would have a place to be with his pup that no one would be able to enter without his permission.
That space would be his. The pup would be his. He’d finally have a home of his making. It should have elated him. On many levels it did, but there was something missing. Someone. He’d always pictured his life with a mate. Of course, he had. A strong dominant who would protect him and their pups and hopefully shower them with some affection. Despite what others thought or he’d claimed in some of his brattier moments, he didn’t care about mating with an alpha. He only wanted a good man.
He realized that Bard had stopped speaking and was waiting for Loki to respond. He eyed the gamma and noticed something that he almost thought he was imagining. He’s nervous. The gamma actually cared what Loki thought. Understanding that he was truly being taken seriously, not merely being humored, helped him put aside the last of his pique and act like a grown-up.
“It’s good. I like the lay-out. Thanks,” he added with a shy smile.
Bard’s response was not as tentative. His handsome face lit up. “I’m glad. We really did try to think of what you’d like. And, we shouldn’t have tried to determine it when all we needed to do was ask.”
“It’s okay.” Loki dropped his gaze. “I won’t complain to the alpha. I overreacted.” He wanted to alleviate any worries the gamma had over that point because suddenly and disconcertingly, he wasn’t picturing some mythical dominant sharing that home with him and the pup.
He saw Bard.
****
“Thank you all for taking time out of your afternoon for this council meeting.”
From his vantage point way down at the foot of the conference table, Bard hid his surprise over the alpha’s opening remarks. He was still not used to the way Lorcan did business, apparently. When the alpha called a meeting, pack members showed up. There was nothing voluntary about it. He doubted Lorcan was surprised at the full complement of council members sitting around him, but the fact that he was willing to show gratitude set him apart from others of his kind.
Bard had to also sit on his own misgivings about everyone being there instead of some being on sentry duty. Whatever the alpha was about to say, he wanted the full council in attendance. That meant relying on Griffin and his two gammas to patrol the perimeter. The former Haldon Pack members had proven trustworthy throughout the winter. Lorcan had come to trust them well enough to rely on them for this task for a few hours. There had been no signs of interlopers or other dangers since the final conflict with Haldon, so it was a small risk.
Nevertheless, Bard felt a sense of unease. Loki was out there, likely in the weaving hut as his skills ran toward tasks involving needle and thread. He was surrounded by other omegas and the sigmas, many of whom were sufficiently big to be protective if need be. There was really nothing for him to do except listen to whatever his alpha wanted him to hear. And yet, Bard’s thoughts kept returning to the omega he’d bred. Perhaps that was to be expected given that his pup gestated inside the boy. Despite their not having mated, Bard was hardly in a position to ignore his tie to Loki. It wasn’t usual among the arctic, but it was there, and he needed to figure out a way to interact with Loki that would be solicitous without overstepping his bounds.
It was going to be damn hard. They’d made a good step forward already, however. The dust-up with the new hut had ended well. Loki had been pleased with the building plans, and Bard had managed to accept that he needed to approach Loki differently. No more treating him like a wayward pup. Loki the brat was becoming Loki the father. Bard had had to adjust his thinking, and his reward had been a happy and changed Loki. Until the omega had praised his efforts and acknowledged his own faults in their spat, Bard hadn’t appreciated how much he wanted a good relationship with the boy, one where they met on more even emotional ground.
Lorcan claimed his attention once more. “I expect many of you are uncomfortable being together while depending on Griffin and the gammas. Part of what I want to discuss is offering them full membership in the pack. Thoughts?”
“They’ve proven themselves to my satisfaction, Alpha,” Deirdre spoke up.
“Agreed,” Finn added. “They’ve done everything we’ve asked of them and then some. My only hesitation is that they did live by Haldon’s rules and I worry that they haven’t been able to shake the behavior that he instilled in them. Does the alpha mate have an opinion about their reliability in that regard?”
That was a good question. Before he’d been mated to Lorcan, Kyle would have spent time around the dominants of his sire’s pack. He’d seen them at potentially their worst and likely had a good sense of whether they were among those who reveled in Haldon’s viciousness or merely did what was necessary to survive.
Lorcan nodded. “As a matter of fact, he does. He tells me that they were all fairly low in status. They also didn’t stand out as being among those members who’d embraced his sire’s ways with enthusiasm. Actually, he told me that Griffin was always particularly solicitous of Ryan.”
That reminded Bard of his last encounter with the beta. Leaning forward, he said, “Your pardon, Alpha, Griffin did recently ask me how the omega was doing. It was obvious from what he said that he hated how Haldon had treated Ryan.”
The alpha swung his gaze toward Bard. He didn’t appear bothered by a gamma speaking up. “That syncs with what I’ve observed myself. Being a member of my family, and not only the pack, I’ve been watchful of Ryan. He never seems alarmed by Griffin’s proximity. I would think that he’d be a useful measure of the beta’s character, and his lack of fear is a good sign. Whatever Griffin did while under Haldon’s rule, I don’t think he did it with relish, only out of duty and pack loyalty.”
Destin spoke up. “That is often how it is in packs with cruel alphas. Some members revel in following their alpha’s lead, while others simply do what they must.”
Bard averted his gaze, not wanting to embarrass his old friend with his feelings, which he assumed were readable on his face. He did share a knowing look with Carr. What Destin described was exactly their collective experience. They would still be tamping down their natural revulsion for their old alpha’s behavior if he hadn’t taken it a step too far to bear.
Lorcan nodded. “So, it is agreed? No one has an objection? If you do, now is the time to speak.” When nothing more was said, he rapped his knuckles on the table. He had adopted it as a way of saying something was settled. Bard was used to an alpha using a wooden gavel or something else that stood as a symbol of an alpha’s power. Lorcan needed nothing except his own body to claim his position.
“The next order of business is trickier, but I’ve given it a lot of thought.” He looked around the table. “This pack was founded on the premise that its members were running away from something. Many of you have joined since for your own reasons, and we welcome you. We’ve also seen our numbers grow organically as is natural. We have so many pups crawling around—or, in the case of Annie, running on all fours.”
The alpha flashed a grin at Finn when he mentioned the adorable and unusual pup. Everyone else smiled and chuckled. She was a uniquely amazing part of the pack.
“But,” the alpha continued with a dimming of his expression, “we’ve also seen too much drama and crises around the breeding of our omegas. Loki is only the most recent example.”
At the mention of what Bard thought of as his omega, he sat up straighter and focused sternly on his alpha. He wasn’t sure he liked where this new topic was heading.
“With the threat from Haldon gone, we have time now to take stock of who and what we are and how our pack will grow in the near future. It’s not enough to be reactive anymore. I’m disappointed in myself for doing so much on the fly for so long.” There was a general murmur of dissent, the others not liking their alpha criticizing himself.
“Most of us owe you our lives, Alpha,” Destin chimed in. “Or, at least, the safe and happy home you have given us. I’m sure I speak for all of us by saying we are honored to be in your pack and would fault you for nothing.”
There were more affirmations and head-nodding around the table. The sound grew to the point where Lorcan had to put up his hand. The noise stopped instantly. Sitting there and seeing Lorcan’s powerful influence, not for the first time, but perhaps more clearly now that his own life had changed significantly, Bard’s sense of loyalty for the alpha grew tenfold. He understood what Lorcan was saying. Bard, too, had been simply reacting to things far too long—Destin’s bid to protect Loki, survival, and then settling with the Rogues as the first, best option to come their way for Loki’s sake if for no other reason. He hadn’t considered whether he liked the idea of being part of this pack solely for himself. And, he truly appreciated how Loki and his pup were going to live safely under Lorcan’s rule. Wherever the man was going with this meeting, Bard would back him.
“I appreciate the sentiment, Destin. From all of you,” Lorcan added, taking the time to look each of them in the eye. “But, I’ve thought long and hard about this and spoken with my mate, as well, to gauge how my plans for the pack might be received by the servient members. And, I’ve decided that we need to start acting more like a traditional pack. Being different is all well and good, but there are time-honored traditions of our species that shouldn’t be tossed out because of abuses in the past.”
“What are you thinking, Alpha,” Craig asked. Normally gammas kept their mouths shut in council meetings until asked a direct question, or as in his own case, had some important information to share. Strategy and questions were for betas. Craig, though, had known Lorcan longer than almost anyone else.
“I want to call a gathering of packs this summer and host the event here.”
There was stunned silence for a few seconds while everyone absorbed the idea. On the face of it, there was nothing remarkable about the suggestion. Shifter packs often held gatherings with neighbors to trade goods and knowledge—and fuck it all, members. A spike of alarm shot through him.
He spoke out without a second thought. “Excuse me, Alpha. Is this intended to increase the pool of mates for our pack members?”
Lorcan didn’t seem to take notice of Bard’s accusatory tone, which was clear to Bard’s ears, certainly, despite his not intending to use one. The alpha’s gaze was not unkind. “That is definitely one of the benefits possible from the gathering, yes. I’ve been thinking of this long before Loki’s heat. His crisis and the distress it caused was only the most recent incident. There was Joey before him, Will, and Seth. Even Ben, although his problems started before he got here.
“We simply can’t expect that our growing number of omegas will be properly mated within our own pack. Nor, frankly, can we plan on that for the rest of our pack members and pups. Our sigmas have paired up as much as their personalities and desires have allowed, even with the addition of the Haldon Pack members. At this point, there are too many of us who remain unmated. Eventually, the problem will grow as the pups get older and sow disaffection within the pack given that our species isn’t designed to live unmated lives. I won’t let that happen.”
Sitting back, Bard stared at the table top. He couldn’t argue with the alpha’s logic. Establishing relationships with other packs would be beneficial. The idea of another shifter seducing Loki, though, sent Bard’s wolf pacing in agitation. He’d been laying low, entirely satisfied with himself over the breeding. Now, however, he was pressing against Bard’s mind, goading him over how the omega was theirs. Human-based rational thought and a sense of fairness to Loki’s self-determination didn’t mean shit to his wolf. He was all primitive instinct, and right now, he was done with Bard’s patience.
Bard waged an internal struggle that he worked to hide from the others. This was his problem and he knew his need for Loki couldn’t be a factor in the council’s decision about calling a gathering. It would be good for the pack. He understood that. There was much that the Rogues had to offer that other packs would trade for. Among those things, Loki sat like a jewel in a human crown. No New England based packs would have any member as beautifully alluring as him. The boy was a catch, to be sure. His breeding state would only make him more attractive to lower dominants, despite Destin’s worry that Bard had somehow ruined Loki’s chances for mating. Fecundity was what made omegas so appealing, and with the pup he carried guaranteed to be arctic, it would add an even more desirable diversity to any pack.
No.
That was Bard’s human mind, not his wolf, rebelling at the idea. There was more than one primitive beast living inside his skin. No amount of analysis of what made the most sense for Loki or the rest of the pack was going to convince Bard that he didn’t have something to worry about. Losing Loki and his pup to another shifter was intolerable. Their leaving to live elsewhere was inconceivable. Bard needed to find a way to entice the omega into mating. That had always been the plan, but with Lorcan’s pack gathering on the table, the need was now more urgent.
“What packs were you thinking of contacting, sir?” Daniel asked.
“I was hoping you had some ideas. I know there are a few farther north in Maine and some in Vermont and New Hampshire. We can’t host more than a couple at one time, so do you have any suggestions?”
The city-boy beta rubbed his chin. “Huh. Well, if it’s powerful alliances you’re after, I would try for the Strongblood Pack. They’re way up near Fort Kent, living deep inside the North Maine Woods and ranging into Canada.”
Liam whistled through his teeth. “I’ve heard of them.”
“Me too,” Caleb added. The big Canadian gamma usually kept his mouth shut at meetings. A great guy in a fight and a wonderful mate to Seth, he was total mush with his twin sons. But if anyone had knowledge of a Northern Maine pack, it would be him. “We steered clear of them back in my old pack. They’re big wolves. I mean, like huge.”
If Caleb thought of the Strongbloods as larger than typical for shifters, that was saying something. The idea of inviting a pack like that into the Rogues’ lands made Bard and his wolf nervous.
“Aren’t they still kind of living in caves?” Liam asked.
Daniel shook his head. “Not really. They are pretty resistant to progress, and they definitely have a reputation of being secluded and traditional. But, I’ve seen stuff in shifter chatrooms that indicates their current alpha is pulling them into the modern era. His pack members obviously respect and fear him based on what I’ve seen them post. They’re pretty proud of his badass status.”
Lorcan grinned. “Sounds like a guy I’d like to meet so long as he comes in peace and doesn’t try to raid my pack.”
“He doesn’t have that kind of reputation, sir,” Daniel replied. “They are fierce defenders of their territory, as Caleb indicated, but I’ve heard nothing of them aggressing on others.”
“I haven’t heard anything like that, either,” Liam agreed.
“Nor have I,” Caleb added. “We just stayed away from their boundaries.”
Lorcan rapped the table again. “All right, we ask. Daniel, do you think you can make inroads there online?”
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Great. Anyone else come to mind?”
“I’d say a good balance would be Green Mountain Pack.”
Deirdre snorted. “I know them. My sire tried to mate me off with one of their betas.”
A growl reverberated across the table. Everyone looked at Destin. He ducked his head. “Sorry.”
Deirdre surprised Bard by smiling at the reaction and the apology. The two betas might be struggling to reconcile a mating of equals, but there was genuine affection there for all to see. “Anyways,” she continued, “they’re the complete opposite of the Strongbloods. They’ve been living pretty integrated with humans for a while. They struck me as smart and progressive. They’d be a good pack to trade with.”
No one dared question Deirdre about why she’d run instead of mating with someone from the Green Mountain Pack. It seemed obvious to Bard, regardless. If she was having trouble accepting Destin as her mate, there was little chance she could have fit in with any established pack no matter how modern. She was too dominant to be any mate’s submissive. And the idea of a female mating with a male subordinate to her was one that would take time for any of their species to accept. Their kind hadn’t advanced in gender equality even half as much as the humans.
Lorcan rapped the table for the third time. “Then they will be our second invitees. If one or both of them reject our overture, we’ll reconvene and think of others.” He turned to Daniel. “Can we count on you to pursue both packs?”
“Yes, sir. In fact, I have an online contact with the Green Mountain Pack already. As Deirdre said, they’re very advanced in their way of living. I’m sure they’ve already heard of us from the snippets I’ve gleaned. I’ve received some probing about your existence. I played it cagey, but it does mean they are at least curious.”
“Let’s hope it’s in a good way,” Lorcan said. “Okay, that’s the plan. We’ll need to bring the sigmas in quickly on this given how much work it will make for them.”
A thought occurred to Bard. “Excuse me, Alpha?” When he got a nod, he continued. “We’re in the process of building the family longhouse you approved. I’d like to get that done first so Loki has a home base to whelp in.”
“Of course. You have my permission to prioritize the sigmas’ work schedule to getting that done quickly.”
“Thank you, Alpha.” Loki needed that private space, and the sooner Bard gave it to him, the sooner he could go about convincing the omega that the gamma who bred him would be the perfect addition to the boy’s new home.
He started to rise from his seat, anxious to get back to the construction project, when Lorcan started speaking again. Shit. His mind was a muddle if he could forget something as basic as not getting up before the alpha officially ends the meeting.
“I just want to confirm that we will do a full-moon pack run again. That will be next week and with Griffin and his boys in the pack, it will mean anyone who wants can join in. It’s just one more shifter tradition that I want to instill in us. We’ve been in defense mode for so long, it will be heartening to everyone to do something so normal and enjoyable.”
There was another round of affirmations from the council members. Since the weather had started warming, pack runs had been instituted sporadically and not everyone could be involved, given the safety issues. Maybe they were being overly optimistic, but if the thinkers in the pack were okay with it, he was not one to second guess it. He fleetingly thought of Loki shifting for the first time since being bred. He knew it wasn’t an issue, and still he worried. Well, he would simply have to stick to the omega’s side the way he had in the past.
He really needed to stop looking for trouble when there was none. As the meeting broke up and they all headed out of the room with a renewed sense of purpose, Bard reminded himself that he had only one thing to worry about—getting Loki to fall in love with him.




Chapter Seven

“I don’t think this day could be any better.” The ever optimistic Mabel voiced everyone’s thoughts, including Loki’s.
Although the temperature was a bit warmer than he preferred, it was glorious with its sunshine and a light breeze—the first day when winter really did feel like it was gone for good. When Kyle had suggested the omegas take their various chores outdoors, no one objected. It was almost as easy to sew and prepare food on the large blankets spread out on the grass as it was inside. And, the pups loved crawling around, or in Annie’s case, running around. Whether it was on two legs or four, the girl was giggling and yipping with joy. Everyone was happier and the pack run happening in a few nights lent an air of excitement to their work.
Loki grinned and chatted away as much as the others. His body showed no signs yet of the life growing within him, so he had no trouble sitting cross-legged. He stitched away under the bright sun and soaked in the warmth. The hotter temperatures didn’t bother him quite so much anymore. He figured a few more years in Maine and he’d be fully acclimated to the weather. His pup certainly would be, having known nothing else. Even so, he was glad that he would whelp in the winter. His kind often did and it felt right that some part of his heritage would touch this first pup of his.
Mabel and Kyle had picked the spot they occupied, but he was delighted by their choice and would have chosen the same. From where he sat, he had an unobstructed view of the building project that included his hut. The sigmas were working overtime to get it done quickly. The news of the pack gathering had spread around within hours of the alpha’s council meeting. It was more exciting than the run coming up, although some of the servient pack members had been nervous at the prospect. There had been a lot of soothing efforts by the dominants, and that had included Destin and Bard reassuring Loki. While he appreciated their concern, the prospect of meeting other packs intrigued him more than concerned him.
Maybe he was too absorbed by other things to worry overmuch about the gathering. Certainly his attention was taken at the moment. It wasn’t only the sigmas hammering away at the wooden structure that was nearly finished. Bard was among them. Loki hadn’t known the gamma possessed any construction skills. He hadn’t thought about what the man was capable of other than being the muscle who did Destin’s bidding.
That was no longer the case because the guy swung a hammer with practiced ease. And, Gods above, he’d taken his shirt off in deference to the heat of the day. He’d also twisted his braid up in a messy bun to keep it off his sweaty back. So, there were a lot of those muscles of his on display. The way they bunched and relaxed, a ripple flowing with the movement of his hands and arms, was mesmerizing. He wasn’t the only shifter with a lot of skin showing, but he was the only one who captured Loki’s attention.
Bard’s broad back tapered down into a narrow waist that sat on a high, firm ass. There was power there, the kind that allowed a gamma to drive his dick deep inside a welcoming omega. Loki remembered clearly what that had been like, as well as the ease with which the gamma had held Loki’s slight omega body up in order to fuck him in the shower. Despite being mindless with his heat, his experiences with Bard were seared into his memories. They swamped him now with a mental and physical clarity that flushed through his system.
Whether he willed it or not, he couldn’t forget being under Bard’s control in that primal dance Loki had fought so hard to avoid. One of those delightful waves of arousal coursed through him. His hole did its usual clench and moisture seeped around the ring. He flushed with embarrassment. It no longer surprised him, though, and a quick glance around confirmed that the omegas hadn’t noticed.
No surprise there with the breeze stirring up all kinds of smells, and his omega slick was a scent designed by nature and the Gods to entice dominants. If Bard were near, he would detect it. The same way he’d done only a few days ago. The thought of the gamma scenting his arousal and reacting in kind no longer disturbed Loki. He was getting used to that idea, too, that this was what it meant to be a fully grown shifter—to want and be wanted in return.
It didn’t frighten him, but it did confuse him. He’d assumed that all of his attention would be taken by his breeding and that desire had to come later. Much later. As in the next time his heat came on and he was ready to breed again, only with full knowledge of what it meant to be mounted. There was really no need for his body to crave a dominant’s touch now. Why was he having such a hard time ignoring Bard? No matter how much he tried to keep his focus on the quilt square he stitched, his gaze kept wandering up and over to the gamma.
“They’re tough to tune out, huh?” Seth had scooted over on the blanket they shared. His face was scrunched up with concentration on his own needle work.
Loki tried to play it cool. “Who?”
Seth snorted. “Gammas. They’re so virile. All those big muscles. Makes me twitchy just thinking about them. Can’t wait for the sun to go down and have Caleb using that power on me.”
Loki couldn’t hold back his gasp. “Seth! Seriously? You’re a new father.” Even as he acted surprised and outraged, he was secretly happy to be part of such an adult conversation. And hearing that a newly whelped omega was excited about being mounted without his heat driving those needs fascinated him.
Seth flashed his eyes. “What? Sex is fun and I’m fully healed from the whelping. I have to have something to look forward to after the boys run me ragged all day.” He paused and his eyelids drooped. “Caleb is so sweet even when he’s pounding my ass, I know he will never hurt me. You’ll see one day when you’re finally mated.”
Loki sniffed. “I’m not sure when that’s going to happen.”
“It could happen tonight or right now, for that matter. It’s all totally in your control since you’re breeding. I see the way Bard looks at you. That gamma has an impressive amount of control. It’s obvious he wants you and is waiting for you to give him the go-ahead. Why don’t you?”
Sneaking another look at Bard, he shrugged. “I know he wants me, but I don’t like everyone assuming that because Destin picked him for me and Bard bred me, that I have to accept him. It would be nice to have a choice.”
Seth clicked his tongue. “Since when do omegas get that? I mean, sure my mating with Caleb was technically a choice, but our nature didn’t give me too many options. It’s how we’re made—breed or die. And, we can’t survive outside a pack for long, so we’re going to go into heat whether we want to or not.”
“You survived for a long time on your own, didn’t you?”
“Survived? Yeah, that’s a word for it. Desperate, hungry, scared are others. None of them mean ‘lived’ though, not in any way that counts.”
Because he could see the misery on the boy’s face in remembering what it was like before he’d come to the Rogues, Loki changed the subject. Sort of. “You love Caleb, though, right? You want him to sire more of your pups?”
Now Seth’s face lit up. “I adore him, and I hope he gives me a huge litter of them. Believe me, I never thought I’d say that. Love changes you.”
Loki went quiet for a moment as he absorbed that statement. He stopped his needlework and stared across at Bard, who now stood on the top of a ladder, working on the roof of Loki’s hut. He did want what Seth had. He wanted love, too. It wasn’t hard to picture being in his hut, homey with his own touches, and welcoming Bard at the end of a long day. The gamma and he with their pups would make an arctic family in the middle of woodland pack. An oasis that would remind him of the home he lost. But would that be enough to accept his new life? He didn’t know.
He was being offered a choice. Seth was right, as an omega, he’d never expected to pick his mate. Being in this small pack didn’t make that any more so. To the contrary, his new alpha was allowing him to decide whether to mate with Bard or someone else. That was far more freedom than he could ever imagine. What was he looking for or waiting for, anyway? Sure, this idea of a gathering of packs would expose him to other dominants. But it was impossible to imagine finding anyone better than Bard. The gamma was trustworthy, honorable and kind. Sexy, too, of course. Virile, as Seth had said, and simply stunningly beautiful to Loki’s eyes. Bard set the bar of what an omega could want in a mate so high, it seemed impossible anyone could clear it.
Mating with a dominant from another pack would likely mean leaving this one, as well. Caleb might have left his old pack to join the Rogues, but that was unusual. He’d been looking for opportunity from what Loki had heard. Finding a mate had merely been a happy by-product. Loki couldn’t count on that happening with anyone he might meet. Omegas almost always ended up joining their mate’s pack, not the other way around. If he left, then he and his pup would truly be outsiders elsewhere. At least here he had Destin, the one bit of blood family that he had left.
And Bard. You have Bard. It was becoming impossible to shake that one thought and ignore the pull he felt get stronger every day to the gamma who’d bred him.
As these worrying thoughts endlessly looped through his tired brain, a flash of movement caught his attention. In her wolf form, Annie shot away from the little group of omegas and raced straight for the construction project. With a cry, Will dashed after her, his arms outstretched and yelling at his daughter to stop. The toddler paid no attention to her father, and at her tender age, she had no idea what she was doing. She slipped through the legs of a sigma, who was carrying a bucket by the hut. Small as she was, she still managed to send him off-kilter. He crashed into the ladder Bard stood on.
In an almost slow-motion view, Loki watched in sudden horror as it started to tip over. The sigma was too preoccupied with keeping himself from falling to be of any help. He only managed to stumble away from the pup instead of over or on her. Startled by the ruckus, Bard grabbed for the roof’s edge to steady himself. It didn’t work. His fingers only brushed the wood before he and the ladder tumbled to the ground. The drop was short, too much so that in his startlement, Bard didn’t shift. He landed in human form with a sickening thud. Loki dropped his sewing and was up and running toward him in the next instance.
“Bard!” He screamed the gamma’s name as he rushed up to kneel beside the supine body. Bard’s eyes were closed and his arms were flung wide. He might have been unconscious. Or even dead, except that his chest rose and fell on obvious breaths. That sign of life chased away the worst of Loki’s panic.
“Bard, can you hear me? Are you all right?” As he asked his questions, Loki reached out to place his palm on top of one of Bard’s pecs.
The gamma’s eyelashes fluttered, and he groaned. “Are you worried about me?” The question was asked with a quirking of his lips. He blinked up at Loki with a slightly glazed look, which indicated he wasn’t completely unscathed by his fall.
Loki snatched his hand back, embarrassed now that he’d shown such concern. He almost denied the obvious. He opened his mouth to say “no” then closed it again because he wasn’t quite so shameless as to lie blatantly, not anymore, anyway. And yet, he wasn’t ready to admit the growing feelings he had for Bard. They scared him, especially in how strongly he’d reacted to the gamma’s fall. The thought of losing Bard had caused a spike of fear that he needed time and privacy to think about and come to terms with.
The gleam in Bard’s eyes dimmed somewhat and his mouth lost its smile. “I’m fine. Truly.”
Before Bard could say more or Loki could react, the sigma who’d tripped into the ladder came over and joined them. “I’m sorry, Gamma.”
“Not your fault, Carrick. You did well in avoiding hurting Annie.” Bard’s reassurance was strong, just what the sigma needed, but there was a breathless quality to his voice that indicated to Loki he was under strain.
Now, other pack members came running over from wherever they’d been working. They crowded around the gamma with concerned looks and quiet murmurings. A few different sigmas took Carrick into comforting embraces.
Will ran up with a wiggling Annie in his arms. “I’m sorry!” The omega looked like he fought back tears. “It’s my fault. I should have been watching her better. Annie’s too young to understand what she was doing.” He hugged his daughter tightly to his chest and looked at everyone with pleading eyes.
He’s afraid for Annie. He thinks she’s going to be punished.
Loki had no sooner realized Will’s distress than he forgot about Bard’s condition and jumped up. “It’s fine,” he rushed to reassure the omega. “I’m sure no one will blame Annie for this. She’s just a little pup.”
He stepped up to put his arm around the boy. He couldn’t say why he was concerned about Will’s feelings. It just seemed important that he do what was necessary to calm the situation involving his gamma.
His gamma.
Matters were ramping up faster than he could wrap his head around. Now was still not the time to ponder his varying emotions. Will’s distress hadn’t abated much, probably because the word of an omega, like Loki, was hardly pack law. Sensing the tension in the adults, Annie began to howl and her wiggling increased. Loki hugged the two of them closer to help contain her.
“It’s okay, sweetie,” Loki crooned, everything’s fine.
His efforts weren’t helping any, to his dismay. If anything, with so many pack members joining the group ranging around Bard, the noise and confusion was getting worse. Loki was torn between his continued worry about why Bard remained lying flat and his desire to help a now-crying Will and a fretting Annie. The one thing he didn’t feel was detached. For almost the entire time he’d been a forced member of the Rogue Pack, he’d kept himself apart, indifferent to those around him when he wasn’t being outright hostile. He hadn’t wanted to become involved with these shifters and their lives. He’d been too focused on the idea that all of this was transitory.
As he stood there in the middle of the fray, he finally understood that despite his efforts to the contrary, this pack had become his home. He did care about its members. Will’s pain was his pain and calming his brother omega was important enough that he chose to help him rather than fuss over a dominant who must be fine. It wasn’t possible that someone as robust as this gamma had been seriously hurt by such a short fall.
Why isn’t he getting up?
But, the moment the gamma started to push to a sitting position, Loki became alarmed. “Wait! Don’t move until the healer has examined you.”
Bard stopped his efforts and focused his gaze on Loki. While he didn’t say anything, his grin came back, bigger than before. And, his eyes seemed to sparkle with a joy that belied his present physical state. The intensity of the emotion showing through was difficult for Loki to absorb. He needed to look away. Before he could, though, thereby showing a vulnerability that he didn’t want to, the alpha and Andrea arrived.
As did Finn. The level-headed beta was naked, testament to how he’d been guarding the perimeter. Will’s wolf must have conveyed his anguish to Finn’s, bringing him running. He wasted no time in gathering his mate and their pup in his big arms. “There now, I’m here. Everything’s fine.”
Loki let go and stepped back. The beta guided his mate and pup to a spot a few feet away and bent his head to speak softly to them. The tender way Finn soothed his family was almost painful for Loki to watch. He saw in that moment his dream of what life could be like for him. He desperately wanted it. That made him turn back to Bard, who was now sitting up with Andrea by his side and peering intently at him.
Bard chuckled. “I assure you, Healer, I see only one of you and clearly, too.”
“Hmm.” The healer didn’t accept his reassurance, obviously. She felt around the back of his head.
Bard hissed and jerked away. “Sorry,” he said with a grimace. “I guess I have a sore spot.”
“I’m not surprised,” the healer remarked. “You’ve got quite a lump forming. We need to get you inside. I’ll prepare a cold compress and I want to keep an eye on you for the next twelve hours. Our kind may weather cuts well, but blows to the head are something entirely different.”
“Thank you for your concern, Healer. I’m fine, truly.”
Before Bard could get up, however, Loki dropped beside him and pressed a hand to his chest. “Who are you trying to impress with all of this macho gamma stuff?”
Bard quirked an eyebrow at him. “Macho?” He stayed put, though.
Loki glared at him. “It’s a human expression, don’t you know? And, it fits your behavior perfectly. Gammas are not indestructible even if you might think so. If the healer says you need to rest, then you should rest. Do you think I want you to finish my home at the risk of your health?”
Bard stared at him with his eyes shining. It made Loki worry more that the guy had suffered a head injury. Then, Bard smiled, slowly, sensuously. The look sent a tingle up Loki’s spine. “Don’t fret. I’ll take the healer’s advice. I don’t want to upset you.”
Loki huffed and sat back on his heels. He immediately missed the contact he’d initiated. “This is not for me. It’s for you.”
“Of course,” Bard was quick to agree, although his expression hinted otherwise. He turned his head slowly toward Carr, who had come to stand next to Loki. “A hand, if you please, ‘brother?’”
Loki moved away to give the other gamma more room, still irritated at how careless Bard was being with his own well-being. Soon, the man was standing, although he swayed the moment he was upright. Loki smirked at the confirmation that he’d been right to be concerned.
Bard eyed him while leaning on Carr. “You’re enjoying this too much.”
“I’m enjoying nothing.” Loki folded his arms, and relaxed his features to wipe away all trace of his reaction. The truth was that he did like how he was the one being sensible and protective for a change.
Bard was clearly not buying that assertion. Still, he said nothing more and simply took a few deep breaths and blinked rapidly as he stared off in the distance.
Lorcan came to support Bard on his other side. “Come, we’ll get you to Andrea’s room for a little lie down until your head stops swimming.” Glancing around, he added, “Let’s all get back to work, shall we? The drama is over with little harm done.”
That was that. Everyone disbursed, except Loki. Although he wasn’t needed to help Bard and technically had no more right than any other pack member to linger, he couldn’t quite make his feet move. He hovered near the three men as if somehow he could add to Bard’s support. The idea was ridiculous, but still he remained.
Before Carr and Lorcan could guide Bard to the longhouse, Finn approached with Will and Annie in his embrace. “I’m very sorry for the bother, Alpha.”
“These things happen. Pups are a handful by their nature and Annie more than most.” He flashed a smile. “Where would we be as a pack without them?”
“It’s good of you to say so, sir. We’ll do a better job of keeping her out of trouble.”
“This isn’t on you, Finn,” the alpha was quick to reply. “Or Will, for that matter. He has Aimee to care for. We are all responsible for Annie and the rest of the pups. I’m just glad she wasn’t hurt. With construction so prevalent this summer and the gathering happening, we’re going to have to figure out stricter boundaries for all of the pups. Just one more thing we’ve been doing on the fly too long.”
“It’s my fault.” Kyle stepped up with Hope in his arms. She was fretting in sympathy with Annie, who now lay in her father’s arms in human form, sniffling. “It was my idea for the omegas and the pups to spend time outside. I wasn’t thinking.”
This set off another round of reassurances by the alpha and an insistence by a still teary Will that it was his negligence, not the alpha-mate’s.
Loki tamped down his growing frustration. This discussion of what went wrong and why and how to prevent it in the future was all well and fine. In other circumstances, he would have appreciated how the Rogues were able to talk things out instead of the alpha simply going ballistic. His sire would have been meting out punishment by this time, make no mistake. Lorcan’s sense of fairness was to his credit, except that Bard needed to lie down and rest!
Just when he was about to do the unthinkable and interrupt Lorcan, the man said, “We can discuss this later. Bard is being very patient in standing here, but we should get him inside.”
“I’m okay, sir. Really. I don’t like leaving your mate and Will upset when they did nothing wrong.”
Seriously? How about me? Do you care if I’m upset? Loki tapped his foot and fumed.
And yet more talk occurred where the dominants continued to sooth the omegas and the pups. Honestly, it was both admirable and infuriating.
Loki finally snapped. He ducked around Carr to stand in front of Bard. “Can we please stop all of this and agree that it was my fault.”
That got everyone’s attention. They all fell silent and stared at him. It was Bard who asked the obvious question. “Why would we do that? How are you to blame?”
Loki threw up his hands. “I’m not, but you need to go lie down and it seems as if that’s not going to happen so long as everyone insists on discussing who is at fault here. I mean, I’m usually in trouble so what difference does one more transgression make? I’ll just lose my dessert privileges for a month or something.”
Bard’s expression softened. “Oh, Loki.” He turned to Lorcan. “I do believe Loki’s right that I should go inside now.”
“Certainly.” Lorcan nodded. “There will be no more talk of punishment. No one did anything wrong.” His gaze encompassed Loki briefly before he nudged Bard to start walking.
“Please let us know if there is anything we can do for you, Bard,” Finn called out. He stopped Loki with a touch of his shoulder. “And thank you for comforting Will and Annie.”
Caught by surprise at the gratitude, Loki could only blink back at him for a few seconds. “Um, it was nothing,” he finally said before hurrying off in Bard’s wake.
With his emotions roiling from the strange last few minutes, Loki could only focus on one thing. Bard needed him. It didn’t necessarily make sense given how he’d pushed the gamma away time and again, yet there was no question he would follow and care for him. Anything else was simply unthinkable at the moment.
****
“Are you sure you’re comfortable? I can get you another pillow.”
Bard hid his smile. This solicitousness of Loki was a surprise. A pleasant one, to be sure. Nevertheless, he didn’t want to spook the omega by making too much of it.
“I’m well enough in this position, thank you.” Elevating his head in softness did seem to help the pounding.
Loki frowned from where he knelt by Bard’s pallet. “You’re not dizzy are you?”
“No, my head is quite clear.”
The vertigo he’d experienced when first getting up from the ground had worn off within seconds. He’d only kept his hold on Carr and Lorcan as a precaution to allay Loki’s obvious concern. To see the omega worried about him to such a degree had given him hope for their relationship. But it had also worried him. Stress was not good for a breeding omega.
“Does it still hurt?”
“Yes. Not as much, though.”
That was a lie. His headache remained relentless even with Andrea’s potion inside him. He ignored the pain. He’d had worse hurts, but he didn’t like to tell Loki that. He was too used to shielding him from unpleasantness. Besides, as much he delighted in having the boy tend to him, he didn’t want him lingering.
Staying in the healer’s room had seemed like overkill and an unnecessary intrusion into her space. So, he’d insisted on being escorted to the communal men’s room. Night was falling. Soon the other males would be coming in for sleep. He didn’t want Loki to be around them in a space that saw nightly sexual relief and general male rowdiness. The males in this pack were very well behaved, but when it came to his omega, his wolf didn’t trust anyone.
Loki peered at him intently, his normally clear blue eyes clouded with doubt. “I think you’re lying.”
“Loki!” Bard’s was shocked at the omega’s bluntness, although if he were honest with himself, it was gratifying to see the boy maturing. Being a brat was one thing. Being assertive was something entirely different. Loki was acting far more grown-up in a short period of time than Bard would have expected. He found that he liked it even as some part of him mourned the loss of the omega’s innocent youth.
Except that poor Loki hadn’t had that for a long time. Not really. Running feral had stripped him of it no matter how much Bard and the others had tried to prevent it. He’d remained a pup, naturally, but one with a hard edge that had come out in bratty behavior, always looking for attention, good or bad. Would he have been that way if he’d known the reason why they’d left? There was no way to tell now. Maybe being in whelp was going to be a natural salve to his emotional wound. The notion alleviated some of Bard’s guilt over how he’d forced the boy. Nothing could erase it entirely, however.
Loki crossed his arms. “I don’t need protecting. You can tell me the truth. I can handle it, you know.”
Bard thought that might actually be true on all fronts at this point, but long practice of deferring to Destin had him keeping his mouth shut about the one thing Loki should know. He was getting ahead of himself, anyway. Loki wasn’t talking about history. He was concerned with the here and now. A certain amount of honesty suddenly became obviously the right thing to do.
“The truth is, my head hurts terribly and I really want to get some sleep.”
Loki’s expression turned to soft concern. “Oh. I’m sorry, I should have realized that. I’ll sit quietly. If you need anything, though, you only have to ask.” He smiled shyly at him, an atypical and alluring look. It made Bard’s head pound in a different way.
Then the import of the boy’s words hit. “No! You can’t stay.” Even as he spoke, a couple of sigmas entered, talking quietly to each other.
Loki frowned, back to his usual contrary self. “Why not? You may need help in the middle of the night, and Andrea said you should be checked every two hours to make sure you don’t have a concussion.”
“That’s not necessary, I assure you. And if it is, Destin can do it. You should go back to your own room.”
The omega’s frown deepened. “I don’t have a room. I share with Mabel’s twins, remember?”
“Yes, of course, but at least it’s more private than here.” Yet more sigmas arrived, their increased proximity to Loki making Bard’s wolf twitchy. He’d been mostly quiet after the fall, but not anymore.
“You obviously don’t remember what it’s like to hang out with pups. They’re up at all hours, fussing because of teething or restless from a growth spurt. I’ll probably get more sleep here.”
A myriad of emotions plagued Bard’s aching head—guilt over not finishing Loki’s home more quickly, embarrassment about being stupid enough to fall without shifting, growing agitation at the idea of Loki’s ripened body being in a small space with aroused sigmas.
Reaching out, he clasped Loki’s knee. “Please. This isn’t a proper place for you to be.” He licked his lips before continuing, the medicine and his anxiousness making his mouth dry. In contrast, the feel of only a small part of Loki’s warmth soothed his nerves.
A familiar sly look crossed the omega’s face. Instead of saying anything directly in response to Bard’s plea, the boy picked up on his thirst. “Here,” he said, grabbing the bottle of water he’d thought to bring, “you need some of this.”
With a firm, insistent grip on the back of Bard’s head, Loki lifted him sufficiently to make it possible to drink without dribbling all over himself like a pup. And it was what he needed, the still-cool liquid easing a parched throat.
“Thanks,” he said when he’d finished. It was almost pathetically wonderful to have someone caring for him with the sweet gentleness of a mate. For the first time in years, he allowed some ancient wistfulness of what his life should be like to swamp him.
If only he’d mate with me.
No, that was the conk on his head talking. He needed to shut that train of thought down. It was not about what Bard wanted. Loki’s needs were paramount, especially now that he was breeding with Bard’s pup. His gaze wandered of its own accord to the omega’s belly. It was as flat as ever. That would soon change. He wasn’t sure how he and his wolf would handle seeing the clear evidence of his pup growing inside Loki. If they weren’t mated by that time, he was going to have a lot of trouble keeping himself under control. Already his sense of ownership threatened to overtake his more modern and fair ideas that Loki didn’t belong to anyone other than himself.
Bard’s wolf definitely didn’t hold to that view. He began to pace under Bard’s skin, on high alert as more and more sigmas came into their own space to relax after what had undoubtedly been a long day.
Bard clenched his hands into fists. “As much as I appreciate your care of me, you must go now.”
Loki glanced around the room before returning his gaze to Bard. He furrowed his brows. “You don’t like my being around all these other males as they bed down, do you?”
Damn, nobody had ever asserted that Loki was dumb. Self-absorbed perhaps, but smart enough to figure out what was preying on Bard’s nerves at the moment. Bard tried to come up with a plausible reason why that was true other than possessiveness, something he knew the omega wouldn’t like hearing.
Loki fiddled with the water bottle before putting it against the wall. “It shouldn’t bother you. This is the perfect place for me, actually. I’m an adult and unmated. Where else would I be?”
Anywhere else!
Bard forced calm into his voice. “Ideally in your own hut, but as that is currently not possible, you should return to Mabel.”
Loki cocked his head. “Except Craig’s there. Doesn’t that bother you?”
“He’s mated and a sire. That’s different.” Now Bard’s jaw started to ache along with his head as he tried to tamp down his growing agitation.
“You’re not actually worried about my being here, are you?” Loki jerked his chin to the room at large. “None of these sigmas wish me harm, and even if they did, you wouldn’t let them get near me.”
Bard huffed. “I’m not a hundred percent at the moment.”
“Which is why I must stay. Someone needs to look after you tonight.”
“Destin…”
“Is on guard duty.”
Bard had no comeback to that, except… “My wolf doesn’t share your sense of logic, I’m afraid. He also doesn’t care that we aren’t mated.”
“Oh, well, if it’s your wolf…” Flashing an impish grin, Loki upped Bard’s tension by sliding down and curling up against his side. Loki’s small hand lay flat on top of Bard’s stomach. The touch made his abdominal muscles ripple in a prick of arousal.
Loki patted him lightly. “This should ease his worry. I promise to stay right here the whole night. No one can get between us.”
Other than my own honor. His throat becoming dry once more, Bard pushed the right words past his lips. “This isn’t proper. You are not my mate and no longer in heat. Destin will pitch a fit and rightly so when he sees you here like this.”
Loki merely snorted at that line of reasoning. “Destin will be delighted. He wants nothing so much as to see us together.”
“As mates,” Bard reminded him. “Is that what you’re offering me now?”
A tension-filled silence greeted that question. In the few seconds Loki delayed his answer, a spark of hope was born and died inside Bard. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t a fair question.”
Loki snuggled closer, a conflicting reaction to his lack of verbal response. Then, “I, um, need more time. Everything is changing so quickly. I haven’t quite adjusted to the fact that I’m in whelp yet. I’m not sure what I want right now other than to help you recover.”
Bard lifted his arm and wrapped it around Loki’s shoulders. A brief shudder met his embrace, which would have concerned him, except that the omega immediately snuggled closer to him. That show of trust, and dare he hope affection, went a long way toward appeasing his wolf. And, it made him, as a man, happy.
“It’s all right. I don’t need or expect you to make any decisions right away. It’s enough that you’re here with me. That you care.”
Loki pressed closer. “Well of course I care.” He paused. “I guess I haven’t shown that before now, though, huh?”
“Not to worry. You’ve been through a trying couple of years and adjusting to a new pack isn’t easy for any shifter, an omega most of all. I’ve never really expected you to want me.” He took in a deep breath and let it out in a stuttering stream. “I’ve been hoping you’d get…used to me, I suppose. Then, after what I put you through during your heat made me worry that you hated me.”
Loki’s fingers curled against Bard’s chest before unfurling again and patting him. “I don’t hate you. I never have. Resented, yes…”
That admission didn’t make Bard feel much better. “I know. My only goal has been to do what’s best for you, even though I knew you didn’t agree with me. How you felt about me wasn’t important.”
Loki was quiet for a while, which would have worried Bard if not for the fact that the boy didn’t pull away from their close embrace. Whatever thoughts swirled around the omega’s head, they didn’t make him angry.
“I never doubted your motives,” Loki finally said. “It was always clear that you did what you thought was right. What I resented was the lack of control over my own life, which is kind of stupid of me given that omegas typically don’t get that.”
Bard ran his hand down Loki’s arm. “I’m sorry.” He wasn’t sure what he was apologizing for—his own heavy-handedness, the crappy situation that had led them to this upending change in their lives, or simply their species’ natures. He only knew that Loki needed comfort and Bard’s conscience weighed heavily on him.
“It doesn’t matter.” The omega squirmed for a few seconds.
Bard almost lifted his arm, thinking Loki wanted to get free of the hold, except something hard pressed against Bard’s thigh. It took his scrambled brain a few seconds to recognize what he was feeling.
He’s aroused.
Yes, that was the omega’s stiff cock prodding him. He had to suppress both a smile and his own dick at the evidence that being physically close had produced such a stunning surprise.
He shouldn’t be so amazed at the event given how he’d scented Loki’s slick some days ago when they’d had their spat over the family longhouse. He’d convinced himself that it was nothing to read into, the aftermath of the omega’s heat and not some true attraction to him. There was no rationalizing this reaction away, however. There was only one reason why Loki would be aroused while their bodies were mashed together.
Loki wants me.
Bard reveled in the knowledge for a second before tamping down his elation. Now was not the time to highlight that to Loki. It was possible the omega wasn’t truly aware or understanding of his own sexuality. The circumstances of his breeding hadn’t given Bard a chance to really teach the boy about how his body worked and the kind of pleasure a devoted mate could bring him.
Later. Once Loki had his home finished and a quiet space to find some inner peace, Bard would set about wooing him in earnest. For now, it was enough that the boy cared about and wanted him. Bard could be patient, had been for a while, and would continue to be so. Loki was worth the wait.
“I need more time to sort things out for myself,” the omega confessed in a soft, sleepy voice.
Bard dared to bend down to give the boy a kiss on his head, ignoring the stab of pain the movement caused in his own. Loki was worth any amount of discomfort, as well. “It’s okay. Take all the time you need. Know that I’m here for you, always, no matter what you decide.”
And with that vow made, Bard allowed his body and mind to relax.




Chapter Eight

Loki stood, nervously raking his fingers through his unbound hair. This was his first pack run with the Rogues. He’d skipped the previous ones out of contrariness, and Lorcan hadn’t demanded full attendance at the time. The alpha had made it clear that this was supposed to be a fun experience for everyone involved, not a chore. Loki had turned his nose up and insisted that he didn’t care and had spent the time hanging with the pups watching a movie in the longhouse. Missing the runs hadn’t made Loki happy, so he’d only hurt himself in the end. And it had only reinforced the notion that he was too young to make his own decisions.
This time would be different, however. There was no denying he was all grown up and it was easy to use his pregnant state as a reason why he’d decided pack runs were a good thing. But it was also the reason why he was anxious. This would be the first time that he shifted while breeding and he wasn’t sure how it would feel. In theory, he knew that there was no reason to worry. Shifting was natural to him and the embryonic pup would be just as safe inside his wolf form as his human one. He still couldn’t keep his nerves in check.
“It’s going to be fine.” Seth sidled up to him and gave him an encouraging smile. “I know it can be a little weird shifting while in whelp. I felt the same way myself. Everyone does, I think. There’s nothing different about it, though. It’s all in your head.”
“It is?” Loki tried not to sound skeptical. “I mean, I know it is. My head does, anyway,” he clarified, tugging on a hank of hair. “It’s the rest of me that seems to be having trouble. My wolf is getting twitchy.”
Seth threw an arm around him and pulled him in for a quick hug. “The alpha will start soon, then you’ll see how wonderful it is. It’s such a stress reliever and with the pups in good hands, I’m free to let loose for a little while.”
Loki marveled at how easily Seth acknowledged that his boys would be under someone else’s watchful eye. Sure, the nanny sigmas had volunteered for the job, rotating with each run to give the omegas and other parents a chance to have an unfettered good time. And, they were reliable pack members who would keep the pups entertained in the great room. Still, Loki didn’t know if he would be quite so casual about it all once he was a father.
“It’s not easy.” Seth chuckled. “It’s only for a couple of hours, and yet it’s hard to let them out of my sight for so long. That’s the human in me talking. My wolf knows better. Once I’ve shifted, I’ll be okay. You will, too. I promise, even after you’ve become a father.”
Loki gave the omega a shy smile. “Are my feelings that obvious?”
Seth pressed his head against Loki’s. “I’ve been where you are, that’s all. It’s hard to trust, too, isn’t it?”
Seth nodded before Loki could answer. “Yeah, I’ve been there. But with our alpha and betas leading and our gammas covering us from behind, we’re as safe was we can be. We can rely on them.”
Ours. Seth spoke of the pack in such possessive terms. It seemed foreign to Loki, although not as much as before.
Glancing over his shoulder, he caught sight of Bard milling with those of the other gammas who weren’t on guard duty. They’d seen a lot of each other since the fall, although not in any situation nearly as intimate as the night in the communal men’s room when Loki had stayed by the gamma’s side. They hadn’t spoken anymore about mating or any future they might have together. Bard was being considerate in not pressuring Loki. In all ways that counted, the man made the perfect mate. Why was it so hard to simply accept him?
Maybe a good romp in the clear night air would help sort the muddle inside his head.
There was no more time for self-reflection. Silence covered the group at the arrival of the alpha. He was truly a magnificent man, his virility on full display. There was no surprise that he’d managed to trip so many omegas quickly into heat. A few sigma females were also breeding after a winter of plenty to eat and no stress. By the next winter, there’d be pups arriving in abundance, his own included.
Lorcan stopped at the head of the loose group with his betas by his side. Unlike Loki’s sire, he gave no speech about how great he was or how lucky the pack was. His pride didn’t require that kind of promotion. Instead, he simply changed. His human form transformed into a wolf with a grace and speed that left Loki breathless. It gave him a sense of safety and belonging that he wasn’t sure he’d ever truly felt before.
The betas, excluding Griffin who must have been running the perimeter, went next with almost equal impressiveness. The servient pack members followed in kind, one by one. Next to him, Seth made his shift and pranced sideways with obvious glee. It was time for Loki to do the same. He couldn’t resist, though, looking back before he did. There was Bard standing beside Carr. To some, the two white gamma wolves looked very much the same. In truth, even to Loki’s arctic-born eyes, they were enough alike to be blood brothers, instead of only spiritual ones. But he had no trouble spotting which was Bard. Loki’s gaze homed in on him without effort.
Once more, his breath caught. This time, however, it wasn’t merely a servient shifter in awe of a dominant one. This was more. There was no running from it anymore. Seeing Bard’s wolf excited Loki’s far more than the prospect of an imminent shift. His wolf yipped inside his head with delight, then howled more forcefully. It was as if he were trying to call to Bard like a mate. No, not like. That was exactly what his wolf was doing. If not for Loki’s stubbornness, his wolf would be communicating with Bard’s right now as the pack got ready to run.
Loki needed to resolve this issue—soon. He was finally ready to turn his life completely around and accept that which he’d fought for so long. He could do it. He had to. His pup needed a sire, and Loki wanted a mate. Not just any mate, he wanted Bard. Tonight, he’d run off the last of his resentment and longing for a life that was gone forever. When he was done, he would be ready to move on and accept the life he had, not the one he’d been bred and raised to expect.
With the last of his indecision gone, he relaxed and let his wolf take over. The shift was easy, painless other than a brief dizziness at the quickness of it. He stood on four legs with his tongue lolling and waiting impatiently with his pack mates for the alpha’s signal to run. In this state, he could somehow feel a bit of his pup. It was a mere tickle deep inside and below his belly. It made him happy to know for certain that he wasn’t alone anymore. He had his pup and soon he’d have his mate.
Then there was no more time for even wolfie thoughts. Lorcan threw back his head and let out a long, deep howl. The sound captured everyone’s attention, and made the hair on Loki’s back ruffle up with excitement. When the alpha headed for the woods, the pack followed without hesitation.
The dominants didn’t just take off at a fast run and expect the others to follow. They loped at a speed that probably chafed their instincts, but allowed the smaller pack members like Loki to keep up with ease.
The moon showed big and bright enough to penetrate the canopy even deep inside the woods. Loki had no trouble following the others and keeping to the proper formation. The occasional yip and howl sounded throughout the pack. He let out a few himself, his happiness unfettered for the first time in years.
As he winded around the trees, he stuck his nose to the ground to sniff out what there was. He knew most of the scents, having played this game before when Bard had taken him for runs. Being out at night was different, though—different smells, different sounds, things that he’d never had a chance to explore while he’d been feral. Destin had kept him in tree hollows and caves as much as possible for protection. Running for fun hadn’t been allowed, especially at night. The others hadn’t fared much better, always on the hunt for food to feed him first, always first.
The memory caused the human part of him to think of Bard. He slowed his movements enough to look back. The gammas were ranged behind the straggling servient pack members, as they should be, keeping everyone moving while watching for danger. The sight of Bard made him that much happier. His wolf had made up his mind about the gamma.
A very young sigma female veered off in search of some nighttime creature. Bard changed direction to intersect her and gently nudge her back in line. Not wanting to distract anyone, Loki looked away and picked up his pace. The alpha was leading them deep into the woods and toward the end of the pack lands. He took them on a circuitous route, twisting this way and that around the tall, dark trees. Loki kept one eye on the pack members ahead of him even as he buried his nose in the thick ground cover, rife with all manner of interesting scents.
He caught a whiff of a muskrat, something he hadn’t seen in a long while. He chased the creature’s trail after a quick glance confirmed that the pack was heading around the curve of trees where it led him anyway. A short time later, he detected a familiar and enticing scent. It was the pool of water with the short fall feeding it from the mountain spring. The alpha was taking them to get a drink, which Loki needed, but more, that was where Bard had taken him. And it was the spot where the gamma had finally showed how much he wanted Loki.
Pulling his nose out of the ground, he looked up with a joy that was short-lived. He realized with a fast scan of his surroundings that he was alone. The rest of the pack hadn’t come this way, after all. He whined in distress at his mistake. He’d somehow missed the direction they’d turned. Worse, he wasn’t truly alone, either. Right in front of him, drinking from the pool, was a large black bear—a boar, and he caught Loki’s scent a second later.
Loki’s human mind knew that black bears weren’t particularly aggressive, but in his breeding state, he couldn’t hold back his fright. It didn’t help when the bear chuffed and took a step toward him. Bracing his legs, Loki growled and bared his teeth. His reaction only inflamed the creature. The bear made a rumbling sound in the back of his throat as he approached Loki with lumbering, yet sure, steps. Loki backed up and repeated his aggressive warnings. It was ridiculous to think he could scare the big creature away, but fear for the tiny life growing inside him made him stupidly bold. He also didn’t know what else to do. He stood no chance of outrunning the bear, yet what choice did he have?
Bard!
He screamed the gamma’s name in his head, then howled out for his help in the next instant because he didn’t have a mate’s connection. He only had his voice.
Relief washed over him when Bard streaked by. The gamma didn’t waste time warning the bear back. No, he ran headlong at the beast and attacked.
For a few agonizing moments, the fight became a frenzy of noise and a ball of movement. The litter on the forest floor kicked up into dusty clouds. Fur, then blood, flew away from the tangle of bodies. When the bear and wolf parted, streaks of red were visible on Bard’s white back. The sight made Loki howl once more, this time in grief.
Crouching, Bard inched back while circling to keep himself between Loki and the danger that threatened them both. The bear was no cub. He was a match for Bard’s large frame, although beefier. And, the boar was at his most aggressive time of the year given that it was mating season and he was in search of a sow he could breed.
The bear reared up, then charged. Before he could reach Bard, however, another wolf raced into the clearing and launched himself at the creature. He landed on the bear’s back and sunk his teeth in. Growling with rage, the bear twisted and heaved. He batted against a nearby tree, trapping his attacker between him and the thick trunk. Nevertheless, the wolf clung to his adversary, slashing with his back claws.
Bard tossed back his head and let out a long, warning howl before rejoining the fight. He attacked the bear from underneath, snapping at his throat. One of the bear’s front paws swatted him away. More bright red bloomed on Bard’s coat, this time across his chest. The gamma landed on his side and skidded a few feet before regaining his footing.
Loki whimpered and whined and paced. He wanted to do something, anything, to help Bard and who he now recognized as Griffin getting pummeled by the bear. He was so small and the life growing inside him even more so. There was nothing he could do, and yet, his human mind kept reminding him over and over...my fault, my fault.
Bard scrambled back toward the bear that continued to beat a tenacious Griffin against the tree trunk. Loki leaped forward to help by distracting the bear, desperation making him stupidly bold. Before he could enter the fight, however, two more wolves streaked past him. Lorcan and Destin leaped at the bear in unison, knocking him over. Griffin tumbled off and rolled away. In a split second, Bard changed course to put himself between his fallen pack member and the three-way brawl now happening.
It didn’t last long. Out-numbered and hurt, the bear broke free and ran off. Lorcan and Destin snarled and lashed at his heels until all three were out of sight.
Bard shifted into human form, the process made painful because of his injuries. He ignored the discomfort, as well as the itchy trickle of blood down his back and chest, and tried to stand. He fell flat, more worn out by his battle with the bear than he’d realized. He had to crawl the last couple of feet to reach Griffin’s still form. The debris of the forest floor pricked his sensitive human skin. He would have done better staying in wolf form, but he needed his fingers and higher brain to assess the beta’s condition.
Even as he reached the guy, however, a more urgent worry took his attention. He whipped his head around to see a shifted Loki standing nearby. Bard’s fear relaxed significantly seeing that the omega was safe. No matter what, the boy’s welfare was paramount. That was true despite the fact that Bard was furious at him.
He turned back to Griffin and laid a hand gently on the beta’s heaving side. Patches of fur had been scraped away by tree bark and the skin beneath was dotted with blood. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. Bard was no healer, but he could tell by the uneven breaths Griffin took that he’d been hurt inside. Broken ribs, most likely, and maybe worse. He couldn’t ask Griffin because the beta remained in wolf form, obviously unconscious.
This beta had saved Bard’s life and Loki’s, as well, which meant Bard’s pup was also alive because of Griffin’s sacrifice. The beta had barely been accepted into the pack and he might have already showed his devotion in the most profound way possible. Struggling to his knees, Bard ran his fingers lightly down the beta’s head, trying to give his pack brother some comfort. A sense of helplessness washed over him and for a moment, his world tilted from lightheadedness. Once his world settled, he whipped his head around to glare at Loki.
“Why? Why did you run away? I thought…” His voice broke for a moment. “I thought you’d accepted your fate. Did you plan this all along, pretending to settle down and waiting for the next pack run to make your escape?”
Loki blinked back at him with wide eyes. His mouth opened and closed a few times before he said, “I didn’t. I wasn’t…”
Whatever else the omega might have said was cut off by the sound of paws crashing through the undergrowth. Bard whirled around again, preparing to shift and fight once more. The arrival of Lorcan and Destin made him sag with relief. The two wolves shifted as they approached, taking the last few feet on human legs. They both crouched down on the other side of Griffin.
“He lives?” Lorcan asked, peering at his pack member.
“Yes,” Bard replied, “although as you can see, he’s badly injured. He hasn’t opened his eyes.”
“We need Andrea,” Destin chimed in. “And, a travois to bring him back to the longhouse.” He stood and glanced at Bard. “Make that two.”
“I can walk,” Bard replied.
“Yeah, right,” Destin retorted with a toss of his head. “With your permission, Alpha, I’ll fetch the healer and send her this way with an escort.”
Lorcan nodded. “Yes, do that, then get the pack back to the compound. I doubt the bear will return, but I’m taking no chances.”
“Yes, sir.” Destin looked over at Loki. “Shift!”
Bard tried to stand. “I should see to him.” Another wave of dizziness sent him to his knees.
Lorcan reached out to steady him by his shoulder. “Stay still. Do you not know how injured you are, too?”
Bard looked down at his chest. The claw marks ran deep enough that they still oozed blood. The pain of those on his back became known to him now that his adrenaline was lowering. He shivered once violently before doubling over. His forehead pressed against the ground.
“Loki,” he gasped out.
“He’s fine,” Lorcan assured him. “Destin will protect him. You know that. And, that pup Loki carries needs a sire as much as a father. Let’s make sure it has both.”
Bard nodded, then gasped again as a stab of pain overtook him. He knew the alpha was right. He understood, too, that Loki was in good hands—paws. Whatever. The omega was safe. That was all that mattered. Still, he turned his head to see for himself. The boy trotted ahead of Destin back to where the pack had congregated once they’d all heard Loki’s cry. That sound and the sudden realization that the boy was missing had made Bard’s blood run cold.
I should have kept a better eye on him.
Even as he chastised himself, Bard knew that he couldn’t have done so. He’d been responsible for keeping track of all of the servients, not only the one he loved. Bard’s moment of distraction with another pack member was all that it had taken for Loki to slip away. Damn it all! Bard had truly believed that Loki was ready to settle down.
The omega’s movements slowed for a second. He looked at Bard before an impatient Destin nipped at his heels, forcing him to keep moving.
Bard watched, though, until he could see no more of them. Then he let his wounds and exhaustion overtake him.
****
As he walked into the healer’s room, Ryan shot Loki a glare. Loki tried not to shrink against the hallway wall where he stood vigil, but he didn’t retaliate in kind, either. Ryan had every right to be mad at him given that Griffin lay inside so badly injured that he hadn’t been able to shift. It was obvious that the boy cared for the beta. He’d been coming and going between the healer’s room and the kitchen, bringing hot water and clean towels as a self-appointed nursemaid.
Even though everyone was wrong in believing that Loki had been trying to run away, it was still his fault. He should never have taken his eyes off the pack the way he’d done. Getting caught up in the fun of chasing a scent was no excuse. Like so many times before, he hadn’t considered how his actions might affect others. He’d been selfish and clueless and deserved the scorn being showered on him by just about everyone.
He would have gone to his new hut with his tail between his legs—literally—if he weren’t so worried about Bard. The gamma was also with the healer getting his wounds treated, although Kyle had been kind enough to reassure Loki that Bard suffered nothing life-threatening. As tired as he was, Loki couldn’t bring himself to go to sleep until he’d seen for himself that the gamma was truly all right.
He stifled a yawn just as Destin came out. After escorting Loki back to the compound, he’d returned to help bring the injured in. He’d been with Bard ever since. Now, looking tired and peeved, he came up to Loki.
“You should be asleep.” The admonishment was issued in a weary voice.
“How’s Bard?” Loki asked, ignoring his brother’s chastisement.
“He’s sufficiently recovered to have shifted. Andrea expects him to be well-healed by morning. It’s Griffin that she’s worried about.”
Loki held in a sniffle. “Is he going to die?”
“What do you care?” Destin shot back. The question and the vehemence his brother asked it with made Loki cringe. Running his hand down his face, Destin sighed. “Sorry. That was overly mean of me. I know you don’t wish the beta ill. You just don’t think past your own wants.”
Grabbing hold of Loki’s arm, Destin said, “Come. I promised Bard I’d make sure you were all right. You need rest.”
Loki allowed himself to be tugged along like a recalcitrant pup. While he resented his brother’s harsh assessment of him, he also couldn’t deny that it held no small measure of truth.
Fortunately, most of the pack was asleep at this point, so he didn’t have to face too much shame. When they reached his new hut, Destin released his hold and stood in the doorway while Loki entered alone. The space was still bare-boned, the rough structure completed just enough to allow him to occupy it. The rest of the finish work would be done in the next couple of weeks by the construction sigmas. Loki went to the small pallet he’d set up and blinked down at it. It looked so lonely, the way he felt.
“Can I leave you here alone or do I need to stand guard all night so that you don’t try to run away again?”
The bitterness in his brother’s voice had Loki looking up and over at him. “That’s not what I was doing.” Now that they were alone, it seemed important that Destin understand that. The look on the man’s face said that he didn’t believe him. “I wasn’t running away,” he said with more vehemence. “I got distracted, which was stupid but not willful.”
Destin shook his head. “I would like to believe that, but given how you’ve acted for the last couple of years, I can’t. It doesn’t matter anyway what I think. The alpha wants you confined to your hut or in my sight until he’s decided what kind of punishment this warrants.”
Loki felt a spike of fear. “Is he going to kick me out of the pack?”
Destin raised his eyes and shook his head. “Now you worry that you can’t be a member of the Rogues?”
“Yes.” Loki sniffed back his tears.
“Ridiculous. You should know by now that Lorcan doesn’t rule that way. You’re being overly dramatic, as usual. But your new-found freedom will be curtailed, you can be sure of that.”
Loki figured that was probably fair under the circumstances and far better than being forced out on his own. Bard wouldn’t allow that. At the very least, he’d go with you.
Except he wasn’t sure that was true anymore. Bard had been furious as he’d knelt over Griffin. Having spent so much time and energy pushing the gamma away, now he worried that he’d lost him for good. Surely he’d believe Loki once he’d calmed down enough to hear what had really happened. Maybe not, or if he did, perhaps he’d still be so mad that he wouldn’t want a troublesome omega anymore.
“It didn’t mean to get separated from the pack,” he said in a quiet voice, as if Bard were there to hear him.
Destin scoffed. “You’ve been too much of a brat for me to accept that you’ve suddenly changed, especially after this night. I don’t think I can ever trust you.”
The words stung, cutting deep and releasing Loki’s tamped down anger at his brother. “That’s fair,” he spit out, “because I don’t trust you. I haven’t since you stole me away from our home.”
Destin’s chest heaved and he stepped into the hut. “You know nothing. I sacrificed everything for you, as did Bard and Carr. You don’t understand what it cost all three of us to leave as we did.”
Loki grimaced. All of his pent up emotions bubbled to the surface. “How can I when you refuse to tell me the reason? This is not of my doing. It’s all on you and until you explain to me why we left, I will never forgive you.”
Destin shook his head. “You don’t want the truth, believe me.”
“No!” Taking a step closer to his brother, Loki said, “Tell me or this wall between us will never come down. I can’t ever have a normal life with Bard or anyone with this resentment writhing inside me.”
Loki stood with his heart pounding and his body quivering. He knew being this upset wasn’t good for him or the pup, but he simply couldn’t let lie this thing that had plagued him for so long. He’d almost believed that he could, but he knew now that it wouldn’t be possible.
“Destin!”
His brother shook his head again even as he spoke. “No…Go to sleep.”
Fury propelled Loki forward. He grabbed Destin’s arm. “Coward!”
Destin’s eyes flashed. He stared down at him with such a look of stubbornness that Loki’s heart sank. He would never know what had happened. He would have to learn to live with this gaping hole inside of him that represented the loss of his pup hood and the future he’d longed for. Then, something broke. He saw it in his brother’s gaze.
“Gods forgive me,” Destin said in a quiet voice. “Here it is, Loki. Here is the truth. Our sire intended to breed you.”
Pulling back, Loki blinked at him in confusion. “What? Of course he did. He was looking for an alpha worthy of me.”
“No.” That one word cut through whatever Loki had intended to say. “He was going to breed you himself.”
Loki kept staring and blinking, his brother’s words not making any sense. “No, that’s not…”
“Yes.” Destin’s expression turned to bitter grimness. “He confided in me one night after he’d been drinking. His plan was to mount you until he triggered your heat. Although he had no way of knowing for sure, he thought that would do it even when it was his own pup involved. He wanted my help to smooth it over with the pack once he got you in whelp. Or shove anyone in line who dared to speak against it.”
Loki’s head began to shake of its own accord. He stumbled back and looked around his hut as if someone somehow could be magically there to reassure him that his brother was lying. There was no one, of course, only a room lit by the hint of dawn.
“Why?” It was the one word he could get out.
“He thought he could finally get an alpha son if he impregnated an omega of his blood line. There was no sense in it. I thought he was drunk and grieving the loss of his latest mate, or at least grieving the promise of what that mate was supposed to do for him. His words shocked me, but I didn’t take them seriously until I confronted him the next day.
“It wasn’t drink or high emotions.” Now Destin’s voice sounded sad. “In the cold light of day, he repeated his plans and ordered me to keep my mouth shut. I tried to reason with him a few more times, but he was adamant. He was waiting for the next full moon, then he would forcibly mount you in secret and keep doing it until you went into heat. Once he’d bred you, he figured the rest of the pack could be forced to accept the situation.”
No one from the pack would have dared go against the alpha anyway. Loki understood that. And, he’d been cowed enough by his sire that he wouldn’t have said a thing about what went on inside their hut at night. An image of his sire covering him the way Bard had done flashed through his mind. A shudder sent him to his knees.
Destin was right there in an instant, putting his arms around his shoulders. “Loki?”
He pulled away. “I’m fine. I’m…Our uncle,” he spit out, determined to think of a solution that wouldn’t have led to running away. “He would have stopped it if you’d told him.”
“Oh, Loki,” Destin sighed. “Our uncle loved you as he did our mother, but he wouldn’t have started a war with our sire over this, especially after you were bred. Nothing would have been gained and his pack could have been decimated by something that ultimately wasn’t his concern.”
Wrapping his arms around his waist, Loki asked, “Bard knew?”
“I confided in him and Carr after my repeated attempts to dissuade our sire failed. I was worried that my reaction would cause him to change his timetable and mount you before I knew what was happening. I couldn’t take the chance, so I decided that I had to get you out of there. I didn’t demand my friends to join us. They volunteered. They gave up their homes and nearly their lives to protect you, Loki.”
Now he felt shame as well as anger. All those times he’d made Bard miserable with his bratty ways could have been avoided if only he’d known the why. He glared up at his brother. “You should have told me.”
“You were too young. Such a horror isn’t something any pup should be privy to, let alone an omega.”
Loki nodded slowly, trying to rein in his fury and see the matter from his brother’s perspective. “Perhaps at first, but I grew up fast running feral, did I not? You tried to shield me, I know. The wild is not a place of innocence, though. I deserved to know the truth before now, before I went into a heat that nearly killed me. Before I started growing this life inside me after being forcibly mounted not by my sire, but by an honorable gamma who was given a worse choice by you.”
Destin reared back at Loki’s harsh words, but Loki wasn’t finished. The more the truth sunk in, the greater his anger. Destin hadn’t only hurt him, he’d hurt Bard by insisting on this secret being kept. Who knew how Loki might have reacted to being in heat once he’d understood why he’d ended up so far from his arctic home, trying to adjust to a new pack and a different future than the one he’d hoped for.
“What do you think it cost Bard to fight me and hold me down while he shoved his cock into my unwilling ass? Because that’s what happened, brother. And it would have kept on happening if I hadn’t given up and let him breed me.”
Loki palmed his abdomen. “This pup should have been conceived in a proper mating with, if not love, at least respect and willingness. You robbed us all of that with your secret.”
Destin closed his eyes and his breath visibly hitched. “I’m sorry.” He opened them again and stared at Loki. “I did what I thought was best. I wanted so much to protect you and have always felt guilty that I wasn’t the alpha our sire needed.”
“You had no control over that. I would never have blamed you for what he intended or the decision you made. It’s simply that I deserved to know the truth and your keeping it from me has hurt more than the two of us.”
Looking away, he added, “I accept your apology, but I’m not the only one you owe it to.” He crawled over to his pallet and lay down on his side. Exhaustion was overtaking him and he had his pup to think about. No matter the circumstances of its conception, Loki loved his pup already and desperately wanted to keep it.
“You are right, of course. I owe Bard an apology.” Destin sounded so defeated. “He has done more than anyone could have ever asked of a friend.”
“Yes, he has.” With the truth finally out, Loki was just beginning to understand how much the gamma had sacrificed.
“And, he loves you.”
Loki sighed and closed his eyes. “I know he does.”
“He wanted me to come clean with you, begged me to many times. Please don’t punish him for my mistakes.”
“I won’t.” Loki meant what he said, although he knew that he already had.
His guilt wasn’t full blown, however. Once they’d joined the Rogue Pack, Bard hadn’t been under Destin’s control anymore. The gamma could have asked Lorcan for permission to explain everything, or even done it on his own once he’d bred Loki. After all, he’d been given control over Loki, so Bard could have made the decision that Loki should be told. The man wasn’t completely blameless in the matter.
But Loki was too tired to work up any more anger or resentment. He needed to sleep and hoped his mind would be able to turn away from the awful truth that he’d wanted to know for so long and now hated having. Just for a few hours, he needed to shut the whole thing down. There would be time enough to come to grips with it and move on with his life.
“I’m tired, Destin. Please leave. I need to get some sleep.”
There was a pause. “Are you all right on your own?”
“I prefer it. I promise to follow Lorcan’s order and stay put. You don’t have to be my minder because I’m not your little brother anymore.”
Destin snorted, the sound so normal in the midst of so much angst. “You will always be so, no matter how many pups you have or how old you grow.”
That observation made Loki smile. He marveled that his face could move in that fashion given the turmoil within. “I suppose that is true.” Destin’s footsteps receding told Loki he was leaving as asked. “Thank you,” he called out suddenly before he could think better of it. “You saved my life.”
He meant what he said because he doubted he could have survived being mounted and bred by his sire. The agonizing betrayal would have been too much.
Destin stopped. His voice came from beyond the doorway. “There was no choice, Loki. Nothing has ever mattered so much to me as you.”
“I know.” He did, too. His brother had always been there for him. He’d protected him time and again from their sire’s pitiless rule. It was a position no beta should have been in and one that no longer was necessary.
“We need to move on,” he said. “The two of us. I am all grown up, and you deserve your own chance at happiness. Don’t waste any more time on me.”
“You have never been such, but your point is well taken, brother. I would wish you sweet dreams but I fear that isn’t possible.”
“Perhaps not now. Soon, though. I will be fine, Destin.”
With that assurance for them both, Loki settled down and willed himself to let go of the pain and anger and embrace sleep and his future.




Chapter Nine

“You did what?” Bard reared up from his pallet, his mind trying to wrap around Destin’s confession.
“Shh.” The admonishment came from the timid omega, Ryan, who sat nearby keeping watch over Griffin. The beta had woken once and had been able to shift to human form. Andrea’s potions had him sleeping, albeit fitfully.
Bard bowed his head in silent apology. He knew the boy had been tending to the beta since he’d been brought in from the woods. No one had asked him to do so, but no one had the heart to stop him, either.
Ignoring his own lingering hurts, Bard got to his feet and urged Destin with a jerk of his head to follow him out into the hall. “Why now, Destin? After demanding secrecy for so long, why would you tell Loki the truth at a time when he was already agitated?”
Destin held out his hand. “Be at peace, brother. Andrea has already visited with Loki this morning and declared that he suffers no ill effects from the night’s events. And, Joey made sure he ate breakfast, as well. He rests still inside his hut at Lorcan’s command.”
That news placated him somewhat. His first thoughts upon awakening had been of the omega and the pup. He hadn’t had a chance to ask anyone other than Ryan, who seemed dismissive of Loki and his condition even as he told Bard that as far as he knew, the other omega was fine.
Folding his arms, he frowned at his friend. “The place isn’t finished. He can’t be too comfortable being confined there.”
“He has his pallet and water. I assure you that he is fine. It’s you I am concerned about at the moment.”
Bard dismissed that worry with a grunt. “I’ve shifted twice since last night. My lacerations are all but healed. They don’t trouble me, not as much as my worry for Loki’s peace of mind does, anyway.”
“I’m afraid I can’t reassure you about that,” Destin confessed. “He pushed me on the issue of our leaving as he’s done many times before. Last night, though, given how he’d risked his life, yours and Griffin’s, I cracked. He needed to know so that he would never try to run away again.”
Bard narrowed his gaze. “Really? You finally came to that realization at a time when I couldn’t help see Loki through the trauma of the truth?”
Destin’s shoulders sagged. His fatigue was so obvious, it made Bard wonder if the guy had slept at all. “I have handled this badly, I agree. I owe you an apology, as well. By forcing you to keep the secret, I also forced you to mount Loki against his will. That was unpardonable of me. I’m sorry, my friend. It was a rotten way to treat you given all that you have sacrificed for me.”
Bard could see the guilt plaguing the beta. “There is no apology necessary. Don’t you know that I would have done anything to protect Loki? Don’t you know that I have loved and wanted him for far longer than I should? Breeding him, even under those terrible circumstances, was my heart’s desire. If there is any guilt to be had, it is mine alone.”
Destin pulled him into a tight hug. “No, you mustn’t think that. You are not to blame for any of this.”
With a short laugh, Bard returned the hold. “Look at us, fighting to see who has treated Loki worse. And, we apologize to the wrong one anyway. Only Loki deserves our contrition and only he can absolve us of blame. Not that I expect he is in the mood to,” he added.
Destin let him go. “I think you will be surprised at how he is taking all of this. He is upset, of course, but also showing great maturity. Please go and see for yourself,” he added with a quick squeeze of Bard’s arms.
Bard nodded and stepped back. “I will. My wolf is restless and so am I. Knowing that Loki is all right isn’t the same as confirming it for myself.”
He turned and hurried away. The longhouse was subdued and little work was being done outside. Griffin’s condition was improving, but he still needed quiet. The bear attack had sent the pack on high alert, as well. Lorcan undoubtedly had most of the dominants patrolling the area to ensure that the danger didn’t return.
The sun was high. When it hit Bard’s torso, he bit back a groan. The heat felt both good and bad on his marred skin. His naked soles enjoyed the warmth of the grass, though, as he headed quickly for Loki’s hut. He was proud of the work he’d done and sorry that it wasn’t completely finished inside. But Loki had really wanted to leave Craig’s hut and live on his own. It seemed a small thing to give in on, and with what they needed to face now, Bard was glad for the privacy.
The door was open, so he peeked inside. Loki lay naked on his pallet. Nearby empty dishes confirmed that the omega had eaten recently. A bottle of water reassured Bard, as well, that the boy was staying hydrated. He let himself feast on the beautiful sight of a safe Loki lying peacefully. The enticement of the boy’s body was hard to ignore. Bard tamped down his growing arousal with an internal reminder that there was a tough conversation to be had before there was any chance of a relationship growing.
Steeling himself for the confrontation to come, he knocked on the doorjamb.
Loki’s eyes flew open. He pushed up on one arm and stared at Bard. “Come in,” he said after a few seconds that made Bard sweat. “Leave the door open, though,” he added, sitting up. “It’s getting hot in here.”
Bard did as he was bade, entering a few feet before sitting cross-legged on the floor. He didn’t want to crowd Loki. “Before we speak of anything else, I want to be sure you’re okay.”
Loki interlaced his fingers and pressed them across his stomach. “The pup is fine.”
“That’s good, but I was asking about you. Are you all right?”
A brief smile crossed the omega’s lips. “Yes.”
“Thank the Gods.”
“No. Thank you and Griffin,” Loki corrected. “You could have been killed because of me. Everyone assured me you weren’t badly hurt, but it’s nice to see for myself. How is Griffin?” he added after a pause.
Bard was quick to reassure him. “He’s doing pretty well, actually. Andrea thinks that other than a few broken ribs and some scrapes, he’s not so badly hurt. Nothing seems to be bleeding internally, at any rate.”
Loki blew out a breath. “Joey said as much. I trust your assessment more, though. You have never lied to me, Bard.”
He blinked back in surprise. “That’s true. I just didn’t always answer your questions.”
“Only the one, and I know that was more Destin’s doing than yours.”
“Yes,” he admitted, although it pained him to say so. “He’s your brother and I’m not anything to you, other than your occasional minder and the dominant who forced his seed on you.” He hadn’t intended to sound so bitter. Obviously he was still feeling the effects of the fight.
“Don’t you dare feel guilty about that.” The vehemence in Loki’s voice surprised Bard. “You did what you had to do. You’ve always been an honorable shifter.”
Bard’s lips quirked. “You of all people shouldn’t defend me.”
“Me of all people should. If you wronged anyone it was me, so I get to say whether that’s true or not.”
Bard closed his eyes for a second. “You’ve grown up a lot, Loki. Thank you for being understanding. But if you feel that way, why did you run last night?”
“I didn’t!”
“Oh, Loki, it’s okay. I understand.” He did, too. After everything the omega had been through, naturally he wanted to return to what he considered his home. A place of comfort and security.
“No, you don’t. I wasn’t trying to get back to the arctic. I was only having fun chasing scents and didn’t realize the pack had gone straight instead of taking a turn around a stand of trees. I was stupidly inattentive and allowed myself to get distracted. When I saw that I was alone, I went from being joyful to being scared, especially when I noticed the bear right in front of me.
“It was particularly awful because it was at a place where I’d recently been happy.” When Bard shook his head in confusion, the omega clarified. “The little waterfall and pool. You brought me there, remember? It’s where you finally showed me how much you wanted me.”
It took a few seconds before the import of the boy’s words sunk in. “You remember that fondly?”
Loki huffed and pulled up his legs to cross them. “Yes. I scented the place and thought the alpha was taking us there for a mid-run drink. I was elated for a few seconds before I understood my mistake. And it nearly cost you and Griffin your lives. I’m sorry!” With that, the omega burst into tears.
Bard scrambled over and pulled the boy into his arms. Loki collapsed against his chest and clung to him as he sobbed. Bard wrapped him up tightly and made soothing noises. He hated seeing Loki so upset.
“It’s all right. I’m fine and so is Griffin. Don’t fret yourself. No real harm done.” That wasn’t entirely true given Griffin’s injuries, but he was worried that Loki was working himself into a dangerous state.
Loki’s nails dug into him and if anything, his crying intensified. “You saved me. I would have died,” he wailed.
“No, no. I would never have let that bear get you. I’m sorry it took me so long to notice you’d veered off.” It was one more thing for him to feel guilty about even though his job had been to watch all the servients, not simply Loki.
Loki climbed higher on Bard, burying his face in the crook of his neck. “I couldn’t have survived it. It would have killed me if he’d gone through with it. I know it would have. My own sire!”
And that’s when Bard realized that they weren’t talking about a bear attack anymore. He hugged the omega even tighter, giving him a solid place to let out his grief. He rocked him and petted him and made soothing noises until the storm of tears finally abated. Loki melted against him, hiccupping and whimpering, obviously worn out.
“Here,” Bard said, reaching for the water. “Drink some, baby.” He helped the omega get liquids into him, not minding when some dribbled on his chest. “There now,” he said as he put the bottle down and patted the boy’s back, “you’re all right. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
Not even me.
In that moment, he knew with a clarity that had alluded him before that he would do anything that Loki wanted or needed. He would bury his dreams of mating with the omega and become whatever friend and protector that the boy expected him to be. Even if it meant watching Loki pick another dominant to be his mate and a sire to their pup, then so be it. He owed it to him, and he owed it to himself to see the omega happy.
Loki curled a fist over Bard’s heart. “I want you.”
Startled, Bard choked out, “What?”
Lifting his head, Loki stared up at him. “I want you to mate me. Now,” he added, pulling away and trying to slide onto the pallet.
“Wait.” Suddenly hopeful, but determined that Loki make no precipitous decisions, he stopped the omega. “We need to talk about this.”
Loki sighed. “Why? It’s want you want.”
“Well, yes, of course it is.”
“So, mount me and bite me.” As if to make his point clear, Loki lifted his braid to expose the back of his neck.
The sight of it along with the omega’s words stirred Bard’s cock. His wolf woke as well and yipped at the prospect. Bard fought to maintain control. It was hard, yet necessary. In Loki’s heightened emotional state, now was not the time for this. Once done, there would be no going back.
Instead of biting, he bent to place a chaste kiss on the spot before turning them both onto their sides and sliding down. He fit Loki’s slender, naked body against his own half-clothed one. He imagined the denim of his pants did little to hide his erection.
As if to confirm it, Loki wiggled his ass against Bard’s crotch. “You want me.”
Bard chuckled. “Of course I do.”
“Then take me,” Loki commanded with another wiggle.
Bard groaned. “You can be cruel.”
Loki froze. “I don’t mean to be. I don’t want to be a brat anymore.”
“Hush.” Bard kissed the top of his head. “You’re not. But I’m not going to mate you now. It’s not the time. I need to be sure that it’s really what you want.”
Loki grunted. “Gods, when will you ever take me seriously as an adult? I know my own mind.”
“I’m sure you do. Honor, however, dictates that I give you more time and space to consider taking this step. I don’t want to worry that I pressured you into it. This waiting is for me, if you please.”
“Huh!” Loki huffed. “You don’t fight fair. When you put it like that…”
Bard kissed his head again. “Thank you. I’m also tired and would love nothing more than to lie here for a few hours with the omega I love in my arms.”
“You really do love me, don’t you?”
“With every breath I take and every beat of my heart.”
“I don’t know why. I’ve been nothing but trouble for you.”
“Perhaps that’s part of your charm.”
“That makes no sense.”
Bard stroked his palm down Loki’s smooth chest, enjoying the little shiver it caused them both. “No, I don’t suppose it does. Maybe it’s just me, but I like a little feistiness. Too much docility would make you boring.”
“You want me to stay a brat?” The skepticism in the boy’s voice made Bard chuckle.
“Well, maybe sometimes. So long as you don’t put yourself in any danger.” He swatted the omega’s flank to emphasize his point. The flesh rippled under the minor assault and a hint of slick hit Bard’s nostrils. He ignored it…with difficulty.
Loki brought his hand up and placed it over Bard’s. “I won’t, I promise. No more wandering off and I’ll listen to your counsel always from now on. I’ve learned how wise you are.”
Bard chuckled once more. “I’m a gamma, so not very smart.”
“You are! I can’t think of any time when you were wrong compared to all the times I was.” Loki went quiet for a few seconds. “I think…I think maybe I love you, too.”
Bard’s breath caught and he tightened his hold on Loki for a second. “Do you?” It seemed impossible to be true. It was what Bard wanted more than he could say. It was almost too painful to hope for.
“Yes,” came Loki’s quiet reply. His fingers roamed Bard’s arm, the touch raising the hairs on the skin. “You know, when you’re not being really bossy and making me drink milk and stuff.”
Bard laughed. “Oh, baby, I can’t help it. I’m a gamma. I’m always going to want to make you do what’s best for you.”
“Yeah. I know. It’s okay.” The omega yawned loudly. “I guess I could use more sleep, too. You won’t leave, right?”
“I shall stay right here. I promise.”
****
Loki woke warm and restless, his wolf egging him to do something. Bard’s hot and heavy body kept him anchored to the pallet, the gamma’s thick, long leg and arm draped over him in a tight embrace. The man’s hard cock still pressed against him, as well, just as it had as they fell asleep. The clear sign of how much the gamma desired him no longer scared or irked him. Instead it caused Loki’s own dick to swell and rise and made his wolf prance delightedly under his skin. His hole itched from the slick seeping out.
He felt both drained and rejuvenated. The shock of learning why they’d left home had faded somewhat from his crying jag and his wolf no longer whined in horrible distress. Having Bard to hold onto both physically and emotionally had helped tremendously. He knew that his anger and disbelief would plague him for the rest of his life at some level, but having a strong mate like Bard would help him navigate the turmoil. In the meantime, he’d been liberated from his resentment and pointless yearning to return to the arctic. Now that he understood what he’d been running from, he was able to run toward something. Someone.
Within the limited range Bard’s embrace gave him, he squirmed against the bulge. It wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy his growing need, but it did serve to wake up the gamma. The arm across Loki’s chest tightened and the leg pressed his body more firmly into Bard’s. The gamma’s wide hips bucked, rubbing the man’s denim-clad dick along the cleft of Loki’s ass. He wiggled in protest. This wasn’t enough.
“More,” he moaned. “I need…”
“This?” Bard’s sleepy voice asked right as he clasped Loki’s cock and jerked it with slow, sure strokes.
The way Bard’s firm grip worked Loki’s shaft made him moan and writhe. There was no slow building of arousal. He went hot and heavy in an instant, the climax threatening to peak with a dizzying speed. From the way Bard jerked his hips, it was clear the gamma was in the same state.
It wasn’t enough, though. The itch inside Loki’s ass increased, an incessant demand, while his wolf yipped in frustration. This humping of bodies wouldn’t do the trick. He needed a hard cock to scratch his needy channel. And, this wasn’t some biological imperative to breed that drove his desire to be mounted. This was for him, his wants, his urges to find sexual fulfillment at the hands of a dominant.
Loki moaned again and shook his head. “I want more. Mount me, Bard. Fuck me, please!”
Bard’s movements stilled for a moment. He squeezed Loki’s dick hard enough to make him squeal. Then, he had him flat on his back. Bard loomed over him with a ferocious look that pinned Loki to the spot. With this gaze fixed squarely on Loki, Bard tore open his jeans and shoved them down only so far as necessary to free his rampant dick. It sprung out, hard and glistening with pre-cum. The sight of it robbed Loki of his breath.
But the sight was nothing compared to the feel of it being shoved deep inside him. Loki had barely registered Bard’s intent before the gamma had his legs spread wide and pushed up high enough that his knees almost touched his ears. Bard’s cockhead had breached Loki’s hole in the next second and slid home without pause.
Loki threw back his head and cried out. His wolf howled. Bard froze with his hands pressed against the back of Loki’s thighs. The gamma’s hot breath bathed Loki’s face, the laboring sound of it testament to how much control the man exerted.
“Have I hurt you?”
Loki shook his head back and forth, closing his eyes. “No.” He licked suddenly dry lips. “Don’t stop.” Gripping the bedding, he hoisted his legs up even farther to give greater access to his body.
Bard didn’t question his demands, nor did he hesitate to give him what he so desperately wanted. With long, sure strokes, the gamma began to fuck Loki in a way that made him feel totally claimed. Each thrust sent Bard’s cock deep up Loki’s ass, forcing his channel to open and accept the broad, hot shaft. The spot that itched most of all got rubbed with every pass back and forth, making Loki’s own dick jerk and weep. He unfurled the fingers of one hand to reach for it, only to be batted away by Bard.
Then the gamma worked Loki’s cock with the same certain intensity that he used to fuck him. Loki climaxed within seconds, arching his back and crying out with pleasure. Bard swallowed the sound by leaning down and taking Loki’s lips in a bruising kiss. He pressed his tongue inside and swept every corner.
This was new. They’d never shared this simple intimacy before. And it was Loki’s first kiss. Of course it was. Even in the throes of his orgasm, he shyly met the invasion by twining his tongue with Bard’s. His reward was for the gamma to shove his cock in balls deep and hold it there while he explored Loki’s mouth. All the while, the man worked Loki’s dick until it was dry.
Loki reached up to wrap his own fingers around Bard’s biceps. He felt the slight tremors running through them as the gamma held himself up in order to not crush him. So much strength and power. He knew it would always be used to care for and protect him, not to dominate or abuse. The love he spoke of earlier welled up inside him. He wanted to turn on his stomach and offer up his neck, but Bard’s hold was impossible to break.
Loki did the next best thing. With his own climax receding, he worked to bring Bard’s on. Tightening his hole, he wrapped his legs around Bard’s waist and pressed his heels against the gamma’s muscular ass. Bard grunted into Loki’s mouth. Then he drew his dick out to a point where only the head remained inside. It stretched Loki’s hole to a point of almost pain. He bore it with determination, wanting to make this mounting as good for Bard as he could. Sex was something they would do together from now on. There would be no more forcing Bard to do all the work.
Bard’s slow slide back in was enough to make them both groan. Bard retracted his tongue to nibble at Loki’s lips as he bottomed out once more. The gamma repeated his movements—in and out, his cock, his tongue—until Loki was no longer working only to bring the man his release. Now, Loki’s cock, still clasped by Bard, started to engorge. He could feel the way it filled Bard’s hand. His balls tingled and his slick descended once more to coat the dick still embedded within him.
It didn’t seem possible that he could feel so much, to want with such fervent intensity. And yet, here he was, writhing beneath Bard. He kicked his heels to urge the man to pick up speed. This slow fucking wasn’t cutting it anymore. Loki’s itch needed harder scratching. His wolf’s demands had increased once again. His cock wanted to be jerked and stroked, harder, faster.
He found himself saying as much. In a growing litany of breathless commands, he urged the gamma to take him more forcefully. His heels echoed the sentiment in a rhythmic drumming. Bard’s thrusting increased in speed until he pounded Loki’s ass the way he wanted. The way he needed. It built his climax as if he hadn’t come in weeks instead of minutes.
And then they were both coming, Loki’s semen erupting over Bard’s hand at the same moment when Bard’s jettisoned inside Loki’s ass. Without the knot to impede his movements, Bard kept up his rapid thrusts with a stuttering intensity that left Loki feeling even more possessed than he had during his heat.
The one thing that was missing was the bite. He jerked his head to one side as if that alone would give access to the special spot where he needed to feel Bard’s teeth. He whimpered with a wordless plea, as did his wolf who missed the connection to Bard’s that was his birthright. Bard must have understood because with his warm breath coating Loki’s neck, he grazed the skin before sucking on it briefly. The tug wasn’t enough but somehow it was like a promise of what would come.
“Soon,” Bard whispered in Loki’s ear.
Somehow, the gamma managed to first turn them back on their sides, then wiggle out of his jeans, all without his cock ever completely leaving Loki’s ass. The spent rod remained semi-hard and Bard shoved it in as far as it could go in its current state.
“Do you mind?” he asked in a quiet voice. “I can’t quite bring myself to leave your body entirely just yet.”
Loki clenched around the dick, partly in reassurance, and partly hoping that he could make it harden again. “No. I like it.”
Bard tweaked a nipple, making Loki gasp. “Do you now? I’d swear you’re asking for even more.”
“And what if I am?”
“I’d say I might have started more than I can handle. Who knew omegas could be so insatiable?”
Loki twisted his head to look at him. “Don’t you dominants share stories about us?”
Bard looked affronted. “I never have. Besides, I didn’t expect to have this privilege. My life should have been made with some lovely sigma female. Having you is a gift beyond imagining.”
“Except you don’t have me, not really,” Loki reminded him. If he sounded petulant, well that was because he was starting to feel a little put out that Bard wouldn’t mate him.
Bard tucked a few strands of hair that had loosened from Loki’s braid away from Loki’s face. The simplicity of the gesture caused Loki’s heart to squeeze. His love for this man was no longer in doubt, if it ever had been. Stubbornness had gotten in his way, that’s all.
“You’re upset because I didn’t bite you.”
Loki frowned. “Of course. You just fucked me silly. It was the perfect time to do it.”
“On the contrary, it was the worst time to do it. We’d woken with a thirst for each other that needed tending to. Neither of us was in our right minds with our arousals and the scent of your slick clouding my judgment.”
Loki groaned and flopped his head back down. “You’re exasperating. Omegas always get bitten when they are mindlessly in heat. Well, mostly they do,” he amended, remembering that the Rogue Pack had a checkered history where that was concerned.
“Exactly,” Bard replied. “You deserve the same opportunity to make the rational choice to mate that others of our pack have had. I want you to think about this for more than a few hours, most of which was taken up by a nap.”
“When, then?” He was trying to be grown-up about this, but his impatience was increasing.
“Easy.” Bard rubbed a soothing palm across Loki’s chest. “If you insist, we’ll set a time limit, with the full understanding that you can still change your mind.”
“I won’t.” Loki was adamant on that point.
“Okay.” There was a smile in the gamma’s tone. “The obvious deadline is the coming gathering. I’m enough of a possessive gamma that I want you to be mine before a bunch of strange dominants come into your orbit. You would be a temptation few could resist.” He paused. “Make that none. How does that sound.”
Loki snuggled closer to him. “Perfect. And it will give me time to turn this hut into a proper home. I will make you a good mate, Bard. I promise.”
“Baby, I have no doubt of that. And, I promise that I will love you no matter what for the rest of my life. I will dedicate it to serving you and our pups.”
With those vows made and reassurances given, they settled down into a peaceful silence. His wolf curled up to slumber some more, but Loki’s brain didn’t. With his eyes closed, he pictured how he would decorate and catalogued all that he would need. There wasn’t much time left, so he’d better get to it.




Chapter Ten

Loki smoothed the quilt over the pallet one more time before standing and eyeing his efforts. The covering had come out exactly as he’d hoped, each square carefully and lovingly stitched to depict a scene from his birth lands—snow-covered mountains, crystal-clear streams, the flora and fauna of the arctic. And in the middle stood a large and proud white wolf with a smaller one nestled safely against his side. That was them, he and Bard, with room to stitch in pups as they came. There was not a wrinkle to mar its appearance, and he hoped that Bard’s first look at it would be pleasing.
It was silly perhaps to go to so much trouble with something that was only going to get mussed up again soon. The very thought of his mating night made him blush. Good thing there was no one to see his cheeks heat up. Soon, though, Bard would come. The Gamma had been busy all day counseling with the alpha and the other dominants over the coming gathering, then taking his turn on guard duty. They’d passed each other not long ago as Bard headed to the showers and Loki carried out the dinner. The way the gamma had looked at him brought a promise of a fabulous night.
But not before Loki had done his part. Their hut was finished now, appointed with all of the things that Loki had wanted to start their home together. The furnishings were sparse. That would change. They had what they needed and the rest would come in time. Every window was covered with curtains that Loki had made. Throw pillows, also made by his hand, accented their two rooms. A rough cubby built by Bard held enough clothing for the two of them. Soon, Loki would start in on some for the pup.
He was deliriously happy. This was what he’d always wanted—a home and mate to keep. There was nothing more for him to wish for except a safe whelping and long life with the man he loved.
Out in the main room, the table was set with mismatched everything. He didn’t mind. What was there belonged to him and Bard. With time, newer and better furniture would be added. It was adorable how Bard was trying to learn finished carpentry. Few gammas Loki had known would have considered such a job acceptable. The Rogues, being mostly woodland wolves, were different and so was Bard. He’d accepted his new home with enthusiasm, and Loki could do no less.
Fidgety as he waited for his almost-mate to come home, he double-checked that the connecting door was shut tight. Destin had taken the adjacent section of their family longhouse for himself, and Loki knew his brother wouldn’t be home that night. Carr and Ben were on the other side with Daniel and Reed past them, which meant that Loki and Bard would have even more privacy when they mated.
Not that he should expect that, nor should he care who heard when he was finally claimed. Somehow, he did. Bard had understood and hadn’t pressed him when Loki had asked to do it without fanfare. They would have a quiet dinner that Loki had cooked, then they would truly become a couple. It was silly how nervous he was given that he and Bard had done nothing but fuck for the last few weeks. This time would be different, though, if for no other reason than his and Bard’s wolves would finally form that special bond.
“Something smells wonderful.”
Loki whirled to find Bard standing in the doorway. His hair was still wet from his shower and tied back in his usual tight braid. He wore a fitted black T-shirt and black jeans. Both hugged his large muscles to a distracting degree. He’d toed off his boots so as not to track dirt onto Loki’s spotless floor. The considerate gesture pleased Loki. It was the small things that spoke of the type of mate the man would make.
Suddenly shy, Loki grinned in greeting while tucking strands of his hair behind his ear. He’d elected to leave his hair unbound and it flowed over his own short-sleeved, pale blue shirt. He rubbed the top of one bare foot against the calf of his other leg. Bard’s gaze roamed all the way down Loki’s body. He plucked nervously at his pale, worn jeans, hoping Bard liked what he saw.
He must have because upon entering, Bard pulled him in for a long, slow kiss. “You look every bit as delicious as dinner smells.”
With a nervous chuckle, Loki swatted him. “Stop.”
Bard grinned down at him. “You think I’m being corny? I can’t help it. Seeing you in our home, knowing that I’ll soon claim you, is driving me and my wolf wild. I can’t help the words that come out of my mouth.”
Loki widened his eyes. “Maybe we should skip dinner?”
Bard pulled back. “Never. You went to all that trouble, I’m sure, and I’m starving. Given your insatiable appetite for my cock, I need all my strength, too.”
“Bard!” Loki immediately ruined whatever admonishment he intended by giggling.
“Come on, show me what you’ve made.” Entwining their fingers, Bard tugged him over to the table. “I smell fish.”
“Trout. Destin caught them for me. Here, sit and I’ll serve.”
He liked that Bard didn’t resist when Loki guided him to a chair. Nor did he try to help with the meal. The gamma understood that this was Loki’s job, feeding his mate. He sat quietly as Loki whipped off the cloth covering the platter to reveal the fish and roasted vegetables. He’d seen Bard eat often enough to gauge how much food the gamma needed to satisfy him. Being in whelp gave Loki a bigger appetite than usual, as well. He portioned out a mound of food for Bard’s plate while still having plenty for himself.
There was bread that he’d baked that afternoon and soft butter from Joey’s endless stock of kitchen staples. He filled Bard’s glass with ice cold water and his own with milk. He wasn’t any happier about drinking the stuff during a meal than he’d ever been, but it was good for him and he wanted to show Bard that he could trust him to take care of himself and the pup. The approving look on the guy’s face confirmed that he’d done well.
Having served up the meal, he took his seat opposite Bard and picked up his fork. “I hope you like it.”
“How could I not?” So saying, Bard shoveled in a big mouthful of fish. He moaned, the sound shooting straight to Loki’s dick. “Wonderful.” He winked, a sign that he knew how his reaction had affected him.
Loki grinned and dropped his gaze. He focused on eating instead of the enticing man sitting across the table. And it was good. Loki had always enjoyed cooking and he was glad that Joey gave him free rein in the kitchen now.
“Have some bread,” he said, tearing off a hunk and buttering it. He handed it over. His fingers brushed with Bard’s as the gamma took the offering. The simple touch was electrifying. Then Bard did the sweetest thing by taking Loki’s hand and bringing it to his lips. He licked a spot of butter that had smeared on the side of Loki’s finger. The feel of the gamma’s velvety tongue on his skin sent a shiver down Loki’s spine.
He snatched his hand back. “If you keep that up, we’ll never make it through dinner.”
“As you say,” Bard replied with a grin. He went back to eating, though, biting off a big chunk of the bread and plowing through the mound of food on his plate.
Loki could have sat and watched the man eat all night. It was so gratifying to care for his mate. Almost mate. Soon-to-be-mate. Loki squirmed as he chewed.
Bard grunted. “If you keep that up, we’ll never make it through dinner.” He grinned some more as he threw Loki’s words back at him.
Loki batted his eyelashes. “What?”
“Do you not scent your own arousal?”
“Am I supposed to?”
“No, that’s for my pleasure, but surely you feel it.”
Oh, yes, he did. That now-familiar itch that plagued his hole seemingly endlessly these days. He squirmed some more before forcing himself to sit still. “Sorry. I’ll be good,” he added with smile.
Bard chuckled. “No need for that. Not all the time anyway, as we’ve already established.”
They had indeed. With each passing day, Bard had taught Loki many ways for him to be naughty. The gamma seemed to delight in Loki’s enthusiasm for mounting and other forms of pleasure. He didn’t expect Loki to be shy and demure, and that was fine by him. He liked participating in their sex life instead of simply accepting it as a duty.
“How is the planning for the gathering coming along?”
“Well,” Bard replied with a nod, “we’ve cleared enough trees along the perimeter to give our guests room to comfortably bed down. Although I believe the Green Mountain Pack is bringing campers to stay in. We’ve extended the parking area in any event to accommodate their vehicles. The Strongbloods are coming on foot.”
“I hear they stay naked all the time.” Nudity was natural among their kind, but most wore clothing as least sometime.
Bard eyed him over his fork. “That is my understanding as well. Maybe they’ll carry backpacks with them.” He shrugged. “Who knows? They are practically still feral. Give them a wide berth.”
“You’re not worried they’ll try anything, are you?” Loki widened his eyes in alarm.
“No!” Dropping his fork, Bard reached over to grab Loki’s hand. “I didn’t mean to scare you. If we thought they posed a danger, we wouldn’t let them come.” He rubbed Loki’s knuckles with his thumb. “I just meant that, um, they’re reputed to be extremely, ah, virile. That’s all.”
A stain of pink blossomed over Bard’s cheekbones. “Oh,” Loki gasped in understanding. “You’re afraid I might find them desirable?”
Bard cleared his throat and looked away. “Perhaps.”
“But, I’m mating with you. Tonight. Remember?” He was actually thrilled at the show of jealousy.
“Yeah, well…” Bard kissed those same knuckles before letting go and finishing up his meal.
Loki let the subject drop and focused on eating. “I made blondies for dessert,” he offered when Bard’s fork scraped his plate.
Sitting back, Bard gave him a heavy-lidded look. “That was marvelous, and I have a craving for something sweet to be sure.” He raised his hand and beckoned.
Loki didn’t hesitate. Rising, he practically threw himself at the gamma. Bard pulled him onto his broad lap and began the ritual they’d built over the last few weeks.
It started with kisses, lots of them. Fast and hard, slow and tender, Bard had taken to showing Loki how much he savored the taste of his lips and mouth. Wrapping his arms around the gamma’s neck, Loki gave as good as he got. He’d learned that it was okay for him to be the aggressor, chasing Bard’s tongue back and forth between them.
He breathed the scent of the gamma in deeply and caressed the firm, warm muscles of the guy’s broad shoulders. There was always a steady beat audible that rumbled along with Bard’s moans within his chest. When its pace picked up, Loki knew that he was having the desired effect. It didn’t take much to arouse his man.
The familiar hardness beneath the fly of Bard’s jeans teased Loki’s ass. It held such promise. Just the idea of being filled with that cock sent Loki’s slick coursing out of him. He wiggled around to sling one leg over in order to straddle Bard’s lap. Then he slipped a hand under the T-shirt and up the gamma’s torso.
Bard liked to be petted as much as Loki did. And, his big nipples were incredibly sensitive. Loki pinched one between forefinger and thumb, rolling it around just the way necessary to make Bard moan. The man didn’t disappoint, his low sound reverberating into Loki’s mouth. Loki smiled around Bard’s lips before pulling back. He grinned at him as he lifted the shirt up to expose Bard’s pecs. Then he replaced his fingers with his lips, fastening around the nub and suckling like a pup.
“Oh, Gods, what you do to me.” Bard wound a big hank of Loki’s hair around his fist and held him in place.
Loki ran his hands up Bard’s back to help anchor himself. He used his tongue and teeth to lap and nip at first the one nipple, then the next. Bard’s hold gave him the freedom to do what he wanted, helping, not dominating. Loki licked his way up the broad expanse of Bard’s chest to his strongly corded neck. The gamma threw back his head to give better access, and when Loki returned to Bard’s lips, he let him feast to his heart’s content.
But the gamma didn’t stay passive for long. As Loki kissed him with his tongue embedded deep inside his mouth, Bard cupped Loki’s ass and pulled him in closer to mash their pelvises together. The hard rods confined within their jeans clashed. Loki instinctively humped. It wasn’t enough. He needed to be released. He needed skin-to-skin contact.
His wolf rose up to yip at him with impatience. Loki broke the kiss to slide his tongue over to Bard’s ear. “More,” he whispered before scraping his teeth along the lobe. It had become their ritual for Loki to always say when he needed things to ramp up. The control thrilled him.
Bard shuddered and groaned. “As you command.”
The gamma again aided Loki in his intent by plunging a hand between them and somehow freeing their cocks while Loki was busy continuing to ravish Bard’s face and lips. The feel of the man’s fingers encasing Loki’s dick made him groan and shiver himself. He bucked into the hold, only to be held in place by Bard’s stronger grip. He whined in frustration.
Bard chuckled as he deftly brought the two shafts together and jerked them both. Oh, the feel of that silky heat sliding against his own. A bit of pre-cum eased the way, but it still wasn’t enough.
Digging his nails into Bard’s shoulders, Loki pleaded, “Take me now. Please don’t make me wait.”
“Such a greedy boy,” Bard chided with a quick bite at Loki’s lower lip. “I would give you anything and everything you want.”
With that, the gamma stood, taking Loki effortlessly with him and keeping his grip on their dicks. He strode into the bedroom, or least Loki assumed he did. He kept his eyes closed because Bard had once more taken control of their kisses. He left Loki breathless and dizzy from the attention.
Then Bard stopped and he squeezed both their cocks and Loki’s ass. “Oh, baby, it’s beautiful.”
Opening his eyes, Loki followed Bard’s gaze to the quilt. “You like it?”
“It’s home.” Bard swallowed visibly hard and he blinked rapidly a few times. “What home used to be, rather, because now it’s wherever you and our pups are.” He turned his moist eyes on Loki. “I love it. And, that’s us in the middle, isn’t it?”
Loki nodded, feeling choked up himself. “Yes, and there’s room to add our pups as they come. I’m glad it pleases you,” he added.
“You please me. I can’t believe you belong to me.”
Loki gave him his old sly smile. “Not yet, I don’t.”
Heat blazed sudden and hot in Bard’s gaze. “Allow me to rectify that.”
Letting go of every part he held, Bard slid Loki to the floor. He flashed a grin when Loki whined in protest, then crouched down to carefully fold up the quilt. He placed it on top of the cubby. “I would not want to tear this in my haste.”
Before Loki could ask him what he meant, Bard ripped his own clothing off with partially shifted claws, mindless to the havoc he caused in them. He took slightly more care with Loki’s clothing but nevertheless had him naked and on his back with a speed that left Loki gasping. The gamma loomed over him with a serious expression.
“I’m sorry. I don’t think I can take this slowly now.”
“I don’t want you to.” The very idea that he aroused Bard so fiercely sent another pulse of slick out of him. His hole winked spasmodically, waiting to be filled.
Bard captured Loki’s mouth one more time for a hard kiss before turning him over. “Hands and knees, baby.” The gamma’s breathless command stirred Loki’s body to even greater arousal.
He scooted up with Bard’s help then gasped as the gamma’s thick cock breached his hole in one long plunge. Bard paused for a brief moment, grinding his pelvis against Loki’s ass before he began to drill him with fast, hard thrusts. He wrapped his fist around Loki’s hair once again and held it up.
Bard snapped his hips, the smack, smack of their flesh connecting reverberating around the room. Each pass of the dick stimulated Loki’s prostate. Already primed from the long bout of kissing and petting, he felt the orgasm ripping out of him without any hand jerking his shaft. He clenched his jaw and hole simultaneously while clawing at the bedding. He shoved his ass back to meet Bard’s thrusts.
As the first of the cum pulsed over Loki’s glans, Bard tugged him upright by his hair and grabbed Loki’s cock to pump it. At the same time, he sank his teeth into the back of Loki’s neck. The sudden bite of pain goosed the pleasure. Loki screamed and froze for a second before slumping forward. He would have landed flat on his face, except Bard controlled the descent. He kept all of his holds—on cock, neck, and hair—until they both landed softly onto the pallet.
A deep, triumphant howl echoed inside Loki’s head. His wolf pranced and yipped, then howled in joyful response. It was done. They were mated.
Bard seized up with the intensity of the moment. With his dick still embedded in Loki’s ass and his teeth still sunk into the omega’s neck, he could only stay as he was, shivering with the emotion of it all.
The cum spurting out of his dick was the least of it. An orgasm, so what? It was as satisfying as any other, the pleasure of having his balls drained a welcome relief. But it was nothing compared to the taste of his mate’s blood, the welcoming call of his wolf.
Loki is mine.
The enormity of it, having finally obtained that which he’d desired for so long, left him teary with gratitude. And love. So much love. This was his life now, his world—the omega and the pup growing inside him. The others that would follow. How could he have lived without this bond?
Shaking as a visible demonstration of his feelings, Bard carefully retracted his teeth and licked the bite marks closed. His wolf curled up in contentment and chuffed at the omega wolf to do the same. The sweet thing yipped back in compliance. Bard inwardly chuckled as he realized that Loki’s brattiness didn’t extend to his wolf.
He carefully slid his dick out of Loki’s ass, gasping at the way the swollen channel made his journey difficult. Then he turned his boneless mate over. His heart skipped a beat when he saw tracks of tears.
“Loki, baby, are you all right?” He carefully cradled the omega’s head with his hands.
Loki’s eyes fluttered open and he smiled. “I’m fine.”
“You’re crying.” He thumbed away some of the evidence.
“From happiness. And so are you.” When the boy reached up to touch Bard’s cheek, he realized that was true.
“From happiness,” he confirmed.
Loki shook his head slowly. “Nothing anyone has ever said could prepare me for it. It was almost like dying and being reborn.”
The words alarmed Bard. “But you feel all right, yes? No lingering pain?”
Loki smiled. “I don’t think I could be any better than this. Honestly, the only thing is that I’m so drained. I can hardly move.”
Bard grinned with relief. “That’s normal. We’ll rest now and maybe have some dessert later?”
“Hmm.” Loki’s eyes popped open. “Oh!”
“What?” Bard bolted to a sitting position, ready to scoop up his mate and take him to the healer.
“I felt it. The pup. It fluttered right here.” He placed his small hand on top of his abdomen. It might have been wishful thinking, but Bard could swear it was no longer quite as flat as it once had been. “Maybe it was just gas,” Loki added with a giggle.
“No.” Bard shook his head as he bent over his mate. Taking Loki’s hand in his, he lifted it to expose the spot. Then he pressed his lips against it. “Hello, little pup. I’m your sire, and I can’t wait to meet you.”
Loki’s giggles had him raising his head again. He couldn’t resist kissing his mate before sliding down beside him and gathering him close. The way Loki clung to him assured him more than anything that the mating had gone well.
“I feel different,” the boy confessed. “I truly do. And it’s not only because our wolves can communicate now. It’s me. I’m not simply resigned to my life. I’m sincerely happy for it.”
Bard hugged him tighter. “I can’t tell you how much it means to me for you to say that. I’ve still worried that you agreed to mate with me because I seemed like the best choice and nothing more than that.”
“You are everything to me, Bard. You have been for some time. Pride and stubbornness made it impossible for me to acknowledge it. But with the truth out and this mating completed, I can honestly say that if I had my pick of mates, I would still choose you.”
“And you are all that I’ve always wanted.”
“Huh, listen to us, stupidly happy.”
“Not stupidly but completely, yes.” Bard took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Already he wanted to mount his mate again. That would have to wait. His love needed rest.
“Boy or girl?” Loki asked after a few seconds of quiet. “For our first pup.”
“It matters not.” That was true. So long as Loki and the pup weathered the whelping safely, he would be content.
“Do you think it will be an omega?”
“Perhaps. I expect one of our pups will be.”
“And, he or she will be allowed to choose a mate, right?”
“Loki.”
Loki raised his hand to caress Bard’s cheek. “Please, Bard. It’s important to me.”
“Then yes. So long as that mate is worthy of our pup and will be good and caring.”
Loki stretched to kiss the place he’d been petting. “Thanks. You are so good to me.”
“Always and forever. Now go to sleep so that when you wake, I can tire you out again,” he added with a grin.
“Yes, Bard, whatever you say. You’re the boss.”
Bard sighed. “If only, brat. If only.”




Epilogue
“Don’t be afraid, baby. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
Loki leaned into his mate’s side, taking comfort as he always did by his embrace. “I’m not. I know you’ll protect me, but it’s hard not to flee in the face of so many strangers.”
“Lorcan, Finn and Daniel have done as much vetting as possible and we remain on high alert. I’m not sure I agree with our alpha about this gathering, nevertheless.” He squeezed Loki’s shoulder. “I suppose that’s the new mate and expectant sire in me.”
Loki smiled. Yes, Bard was increasingly protective and solicitous since their mating. Loki couldn’t say he minded. The same behavior that used to drive him crazy as being overbearing, now gave him comfort. He saw it for what it was—love.
The wind picked up and with it came the first scents of the approaching guests. The alarm had already been sounded. The Strongbloods had come in wolf form, as expected, and had entered the Rogue pack lands minutes ago. Lorcan stood out in the middle of the compound to greet them. The dominants not on the perimeter stood ranged behind him, with Bard and Carr on the porch along with many of the servient pack members.
Lorcan had insisted that the pack put on a welcoming front, but with the more vulnerable among them close to the longhouse if retreat became necessary. Each of the dominants wore only jeans, ready to shift quickly if a fight broke out. They made an impressive display in Loki’s view. He couldn’t imagine either of the guest packs wanting to tangle with them.
The scent of the Strongbloods was pungent, a testament to how they remained close in nature to their shifter ancestors. They moved like large shadows among the trees, and when they broke through into the clearing, there was a collective gasp.
Bard stiffened. “Caleb warned us they were big. I had no idea the guy was prone to understatement.”
Snuggling close to his mate, Loki watched the massive black wolves approach. They weren’t so different from the bear that had attacked him, except longer and slightly leaner. The alpha stood out most of all, naturally. He loped over to Lorcan at the head of a triangular formation with two betas behind him and three gammas behind them.
Their pace was steady, non-threatening. Bard relaxed a fraction, which in turn, eased Loki’s tension. When he arrived within a few feet of Lorcan, the Strongblood alpha stopped, then shifted to human. He unfurled to stand a head taller than Lorcan. His skin was copper-colored and his black hair hung almost down to his waist. In that way, he reminded Loki of his own arctic people, except the Strongbloods were as dark as Loki and his kind were light. The alpha’s face held no expression.
Loki found himself attracted to the man despite being happily mated. It was natural to desire such virility, especially given the impressive cock hanging long and thick between the man’s legs. Some of the female sigmas nudged each other and shared grins. Loki bet this guest alpha would find many willing mounting partners and might even leave a pup or two for the pack to raise.
“I’m very glad we’ve mated already,” Bard murmured.
Loki pinched the gamma’s side and grinned. “Don’t be silly. You are twice the shifter he is.”
“I can’t imagine what metric you are using for that assessment, but thanks, baby.” He punctuated his approval with a kiss to the top of Loki’s head.
Lorcan stepped closer to the foreign alpha. “Greetings, Alpha Graydon. Welcome to the Rogue Pack.”
The Strongblood alpha said nothing in return for a few seconds, then his expression softened a hair. “On behalf of the Strongblood Pack, I thank you for your hospitality.”
At some unseen gesture, the rest of his men shifted to stand as humans. They remained in formation, stiffly formal, disciplined, apparently. They looked just like their alpha, albeit slightly smaller. They carried nothing with them.
Loki couldn’t help but wonder how his pack members were going to react to having huge, naked dominants milling about constantly. They would be a distraction, that was for sure.
“We are gratified that you agreed to this gathering and look forward to forging lasting ties between our packs,” Lorcan said. “Please tell us how we can make your stay more comfortable for you. We have a feast planned for later, but if there is anything you need…”
Graydon’s face betrayed a bit more relaxation. He might even have smiled—for about a half a second. “Your offer is kind, but as you see, we have few wants and live simply. A patch of ground within your compound that we can bed down on is all we ask.”
Lorcan nodded. “Certainly.”
Loki huffed quietly and rubbed his cheek against Bard’s chest. His fear had abated, but now he worried that this gathering was going to be a boring affair. So far, the interactions of their alphas had been stilted at best. It didn’t seem like the Strongbloods had any social graces and Lorcan had become used to living an isolated pack life.
Caleb’s warning howl grabbed everyone’s attention in the next instant. The gamma was watching the road, so that could only mean the Green Mountain Pack had arrived. The two alphas turned almost as one to face the direction the other pack’s vehicles would come from. They stood looking like a united front as the first rumbling of engines could be heard. The show of unspoken alliance wasn’t lost on Loki. That Graydon had taken up a stance of protection for the Rogues without request spoke well of him.
“I think I’m liking this Strongblood alpha already,” Bard said under his breath.
“Yeah.”
They didn’t have long to wait for the second guest pack to arrive. A couple of minutes later, two SUVs and a small camper rumbled up in a line. They didn’t just stop, but parked next to the pack’s vehicles as if dropping by for a visit was an everyday event. Only the alpha hopped out, however, from the lead SUV, a tall, lean man dressed in rugged work clothes. His light brown hair was pulled back in a messy man bun and his tanned face sported a wide grin.
He walked right up to Lorcan and extended his hand. “Elijah, alpha of the Green Mountain Pack.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Lorcan took it. “I am Lorcan. Welcome to the Rogue Pack.”
“Damn glad to get the invite, man.” The Green Mountain alpha turned to Graydon and once again held out his hand.
The Strongblood alpha took longer to respond. When he did, he clasped Elijah’s entire forearm and shook it once before letting go. He opened his mouth, but before he could say whatever he’d intended, his attention abruptly changed to a spot past the Green Mountain alpha.
Even at a distance, Loki could see the man go stiff and his massive chest rose on a deep breath. He tracked the alpha’s stare back over to the SUVs. The other Green Mountain delegates had gotten out. Among them, incredibly, was…
“You brought an omega.” Graydon’s observation was issued with almost a growl.
“Yup,” Elijah confirmed amiably. He held out his hand and the omega came trotting up to his side.
Loki’s first assumption was that they were mated, but their features we so similar, the omega simply a smaller version of the alpha, that they appeared to be blood relatives. The only difference between the two was size and the fact that the omega had shaved the bottom third of his head.
“This is my brother, Ethan.” The alpha put his arm around the omega’s shoulders.
Graydon stared at the boy. “I will give you five bear skins and contribute to your pack seven winters’ worth of fresh kills for him.”
The abrupt offer caused another collective gasp.
“Gods,” Bard murmured, “this is some old time shit going on. The council had hoped for some trading among the packs, but not this kind. Not like this, anyway.”
If the Green Mountain alpha was insulted, he didn’t show it. In fact, he chuckled, although the sound had an edge to it. Then he said, “Sorry, man, he’s not for sale.” And that tone he used held the same sternness, reminding everyone that however casual he appeared, he was an alpha shifter.
The Strongblood alpha didn’t like that answer. He stood even straighter than before and glared down his nose. “Then why bring him to this gathering?”
Elijah pulled his brother in closer to his side. “Because he wanted to come.” His tone implied that the answer was obvious, no big deal, and still managed to add in a measure of warning that he wasn’t to be questioned.
And we Rogues pride ourselves on being progressive? Who would be so foolish as to bring a mature omega into the orbit of strange alphas? That had to be the one thing on everyone’s mind.
The boy answered the unspoken question himself. “Besides, I’m barren, so you wouldn’t want me anyway.” The information was delivered in the same breezy tone that his brother used, but Loki heard the hints of bitterness and sadness.
“Oh, that poor boy,” he whispered. His hand went to his abdomen as it always did. With each day, he felt his pup more and more. An omega who couldn’t breed was a rare and pathetic thing.
He’s going to need a friend. Loki silently resolved to be that for him.
“Your brother is welcome to bed down in the longhouse during your stay,” Lorcan interjected.
Elijah flashed a grin. “Thanks, man. He’ll be fine with us. The last man who tried to hurt Ethan didn’t fare too well, if you get my meaning. I take care of my own.”
Again that easy-going appearance was overshadowed by a hint of steely alpha. And, he might have been directing that comment to the Graydon, as well. “All we need is a place to set up our camper and tents.”
“Certainly. We have space cleared for both your packs.” Lorcan gestured toward a sigma. “This is Thomas,” he said when the pack member approached. “He will see to all of your needs. We have an evening feast planned. I hope that our packs will form strong alliances and friendships for generations to come.”
There were a few more pleasantries exchanged, mostly between Lorcan and Elijah. Graydon contributed little, although he stayed to listen. His focus remained on Ethan, despite the obvious dead-end the boy represented.
“Come, Loki,” Bard said steering him away from the porch railing. “I have need of you before the gathering begins in earnest.”
Loki allowed his mate to guide him past the others, through the longhouse and over to their hut. They took an indirect path, although it served to keep them well clear of their guests. He would have asked what was going on, except he could scent his mate’s arousal, see the evidence of it in the bulge that pressed against the gamma’s jeans. And, his wolf had gone from on alert to prancing and yipping with Bard’s.
Bard sighed. It was the only warning he gave before turning to scoop Loki up in his arms. “Sorry, baby.”
Wrapping his arms around his mate’s neck, Loki giggled. “For what?”
“Being so possessive.”
“Is that what this is?” he asked in a teasing tone.
“Yes, as you well know. All those dominants entering your orbit are making my wolf a little crazy. He needs some affirmation.”
Loki laughed. “Oh, your wolf does. I understand completely.”
Bard managed to swat Loki’s ass even as he picked up speed. “Brat.”
Loki was still laughing when they reached their hut. Bard stripped them both before they’d reached their bedroom. After tossing the beautiful quilt aside, the gamma tried to place him on his back. But Loki was too quick for his mate, and instead twisted to throw a leg across him. Surprise gave him the momentum to turn the tables, toppling the gamma. Bard looked up at him in shock, then delight.
“My frisky, little mate. What do you have planned?”
Loki flashed his eyes before saying, “This.”
He shimmied down the broad body, running his fingers over every inch of skin he could reach. This was one of the best things about being mated—having access to Bard’s powerful body and being able to enjoy it almost any time he wanted and in all ways that pleased him. Bard never denied him.
He slid his ass over the hard length jutting out. He moaned at the delightful way it rubbed at his typically itchy hole. Bard grunted and bucked up.
Loki pressed on the man’s pelvis to hold him in place. Bard let him, even though they both knew that if the gamma wanted, he could toss Loki off with no effort. He gave Loki the illusion of control and for that alone, he loved the man.
Once Bard settled down, Loki wrapped both hands around the thick shaft. One hand was not enough to enable him to jerk the gamma’s cock. He slid his fingers slowly up and down, using his thumbs to rub along the bundle of nerves underneath the glans and goose the tight balls. The skin was lightly stained red, but satiny smooth except for the blue veins bulging beneath. He played with the cock for long minutes. Bard’s breathless pants told him he was doing it right.
This was only the warm-up, though. Loki wanted more. He wanted a taste. Wetting his lips, he bent over and swirled his tongue around the cockhead. The salty tang of pre-cum exploded on his taste buds. He knew from recent experience that he would coax a lot more out if he kept up the blowjob.
He also knew that he had no hope of giving his mate a proper one. The gamma’s dick was too big and Loki’s mouth too small. Still, he did his best, sucking on first the glans, then sliding more of the shaft along his tongue.
“Gods, what you do to me.” Bard groaned long and deep, bucking his hips.
The movement sent the rod deeper into Loki’s mouth, causing it to hit the back of his throat. He suppressed the gag it brought on, determined to take more in.
“Easy, baby. It’s no good for me if you make yourself sick.” Bard’s hand landed on Loki’s head and petted him.
Loki raised his eyes to stare at his mate as he fed himself even more cock. A pulse of cum dribbled down, making him cough and watering his eyes. And yet, he didn’t stop trying until Bard curled his fingers around his hair and gently lifted his head up.
“Enough, Loki. Do you not hear your wolf’s cries? He wants you to find your own relief and so do I.”
Some part of the brat still lived inside him, so he let his teeth scrape across Bard’s sensitive slit as he pulled off. Bard hissed and shot Loki a good-natured grimace. He grinned in return, but also wasted no time in sliding up to impale himself on his mate’s dick.
They both moaned as the rod slid all the way in. Loki sat squarely on Bard’s pelvis, closed his eyes and began to slowly ride him. Fingers clenched his dick and jerked with the same rhythm. For all his insistence at mounting Loki, Bard let him set a languid pace. It was this kind of consideration that told Loki he was the luckiest of omegas. Instead of pounding his way into his mate’s body to reclaim and mark what was his, Bard gave over control. It was a show of trust and respect and a direct contrast to the ancient customs of their kind.
This was the new way. Had he stayed in the arctic, Loki knew he would have been mated to someone not unlike Graydon—primitive, controlling, and seeing him as something to be bartered over and dominated. An object to possess and a vessel for pups. A shifter such as his sire. In that moment of perfect clarity, Loki gave up his anger. In the end, his sire’s perfidy had been a blessing.
Loki’s salvation.
Feeling lighter in spirit and overwhelmed with happiness, he picked up his speed. Soon, he rode his mate with an unbridled pleasure that made his wolf jump and howl. The gamma wolf responded in kind, encouraging him to break free. As he reached his peak, Loki cried out and savored the pulsing reply of his mate coming inside him. He grasped Bard’s hand, feeling his own cum coating their fingers together.
He held on tightly and poured all of his love into his touch. This was who they were, a mated pair with a bond that could never be broken. Whatever this gathering of packs brought, Loki knew in his heart that Bard was his forever and their life would be whatever they wanted.
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