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Chapter One

Steffan tightened his grip around his shaft as his hand moved more and more rapidly
beneath the sheets. The back of his fingers rubbed annoyingly against the underside of his
blanket with every stroke, but he still couldn’t risk throwing the covering back.

The night was warm enough that he’d have welcomed the caress of any breeze that
crept into his bedroom through the open window, but the chance of another wolf coming
into the room and catching him was far too high.

Squirming on the mattress, Steffan pressed his head back into his pillow as his hips
thrust up, pushing his cock into the tight channel between his fingers and palm once more.

Biting his lip to keep back a moan, he rubbed his palm across the tip of his erection,
gathering the pre-cum that leaked from the slit and smearing it down the length of his shaft.
He closed his eyes for a moment and images immediately flooded into his brain.

A smaller, fairer wolf stared down at him, pleasure filling his eyes as he reached out to
him. A moment passed, the picture flickered and changed. The same wolf lay naked,
sprawling on a big soft mattress. He smiled and beckoned Steffan closer. Another second
brought another scenario. Steffan tilted his head back and looked up at the other wolf as the
familiar face loomed over him.

Steffan whimpered then, as if the other man’s fingers really were tangling in his hair.
A hand failed to hold him still as his head moved against his pillow, but the vision before
him still lowered his head until their lips were just a second away from a kiss.

At the last possible moment, Steffan flung open his eyes. Gasping for breath, he
pushed the silly little daydreams out of his head as hard as he could, flinging them away
from him with all his might.

He stared helplessly up at the beamed ceiling above his bed, but even reality couldn’t
kill the fantasy completely. It was still there, tempting him with a quicker path towards
pleasure.

A slow blink threatened to turn into something longer. Steffan let out a frustrated little

groan. He couldn’t let that happen.
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Friction was all he really needed. Steffan knew that. Part of him even believed it.
Enough friction against his shaft and he’d come. It was a simple fact of biology. It still took
all his strength of will to pry his eyes open.

Those sorts of daydreams had no place in his head —not even in the middle of the
night. It would only make things more painful for him in the long run. It was pointless to
torture himself.

Steffan repeated all those facts to himself over and over again as his strokes sped up
around his shaft once more. It was far better that he should content himself with his own
touch and leave a deeper sort of pleasure to other wolves.

Without any warning, a howl cut through the air, damn near loud enough to shake the
dust from the rafters. Steffan held back a low, heartfelt moan. The alphas were obviously
having a good time that night. He couldn’t bring himself to be surprised. There didn’t seem
to be many nights when they didn’t enjoy themselves loudly enough to wake every wolf in
the pack.

Reluctantly removing his grip from his aching shaft, Steffan let his hand drop to rest
idly next to him on the mattress. Pushing his other hand into his hair, he counted very slowly
inside his head. The only important thing now, was to stay on schedule. By the time he
reached five he had to have his mind out of the gutter. By ten it was vital that he’d forced his
breathing back in to something like a normal rate.

Fifteen seconds counted out, and Steffan made a conscious effort to try to slow his
racing heart. Twenty. Right on cue, his bedroom door creaked open. Soft footsteps padded
across the bare floorboards towards him. Steffan drew back the blankets, just far enough to
welcome the other wolf into his bed, without letting his friend catch sight of his still
flourishing erection.

Francis quickly joined him on the mattress. Steffan lifted one arm and welcomed the
smaller wolf to rest at his side. Francis shuddered slightly as he curled up against him.

Carefully tucking a bit of blanket between Francis and his cock so the younger wolf
wouldn’t notice how hard he was, Steffan encouraged him even closer, trying to make sure
he felt as safe and cosseted as possible. His friend quickly took him up on the invitation,

hiding his face in Steffan’s shoulder as he snuggled up against him.
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Francis had plenty of blankets in his own room. Steffan had checked, and added an
extra one to the bottom of the other wolf’s bed, just in case his smaller frame needed extra
insulation and he was too proud to ask. Yet his friend still felt cold on the nights the howl
went up from the alphas’ room and he came to his friend seeking comfort.

“You know that it was a good kind of howl?” Steffan asked him, as gently as he knew
how.

Francis nodded against his shoulder, but the words seemed to do little to reassure
him. He huddled against Steffan’s side, as if he was afraid the meagre comfort he found in
his friend’s bed was about to be taken away.

Steffan immediately held him more securely in his embrace, wishing he could spoon
behind him properly and wrap the smaller man in another wolf’s presence without giving
away far too much.

He held back a sigh at his inability to offer his friend that simple reassurance. Francis
might be distracted enough that he couldn’t read his scent too accurately, but he’d have to
notice a hard cock pressing against his arse.

But at least, he hadn’t let Francis even further into his fantasies this time, Steffan told
himself. That was something to be grateful for. At least, he could hold the slightly younger
wolf close and offer him what comfort he was capable of without feeling guilty for using him
that way.

Rearranging them slightly in the bed, so they could fit more neatly together, Steffan
buried one of his massive hands in Francis” hair, stroking the think blond strands as gently as
he could.

His friend made a contented little noise. Steffan smiled in the shadowy light. “That’s
right,” he whispered. “Good wolf.”

Taking one deep breath after another, Steffan let each one out very slowly, trying not
to jostle his friend. The smaller wolf made a soft little noise in the back of his throat as he
started to drop off, almost like a pup’s whimper. He rubbed his cheek against Steffan’s
shoulder, pressing his naked body firmly against Steffan’s side as sleep settled over him.

Closing his eyes, Steffan did his best to remember that he was just a wolf resting with
another member of his pack. He was just comforting a friend who was put ill at ease when

woken in the middle of the night by a sound that stirred up memories he’d rather forget.
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As his friend drifted into a sound asleep, Steffan’s own slumber remained far away.
He could hardly let himself doze when he was still hard and aching with the frustration of
not being able to finish what he’d started.

If Francis woke in the morning and felt Steffan’s erection pressing against his skin,
he’d no doubt write that off as nothing more than a natural part of waking up. It would
hardly be the first time one of them had woken up that way since they’d come of age. But
Steffan would cheerfully be damned before he did anything that might make his friend
wonder if his hard-on wasn’t a reaction to more than the rising of the sun.

No, far better to stay awake than to have Francis wake up in five minutes and find his
friend responding to his presence in a way they both knew he shouldn’t.

As if reading his mind, Francis stirred.

“Hush,” Steffan whispered automatically. “Hush. I've got you. You're safe now. Good
wolf.”

The softly spoken words seemed to help a little. Within a few moments, Francis had
stilled and dropped back into a deeper, more restful sleep. Steffan smiled at the top of the
other wolf’s head in spite of his frustration.

It was easy to wish for privacy and space when he was on his own. But once Francis
was there with him, it always became impossible to remember why he’d ever wanted to be
away from his friend’s side for a single second.

This was better than his silly fantasies. It wasn’t what Steffan had wanted with Francis
for as long as he could remember. But it was real, and anything that brought the younger

wolf closer to him was something to be cherished.

8k kX

Steffan stared at the envelope pinned to the kitchen cabinet for several long seconds.

Only to be used in a real emergency.

He looked over his shoulder towards the crowd of wolves who'd just arrived on his
pack’s lands. His attention ran quickly over the visiting alphas before finally settling on the
young couple who stood together near the far corner of the room, their hands entwined and

her head resting on his shoulder.
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Steffan’s gaze went hopelessly back to the envelope.

He knew how many weeks worth of work Marsdon and Bennett had put into the talks
with the other pack as they negotiated the transfer of the mating pair.

The other pack turning up while neither alpha was there and Steffan was in charge
certainly constituted an emergency as far as he was concerned. At the same time, he could
remember just how serious Marsdon had been when he said not to contact them unless it
was a real emergency.

A hand reached past Steffan and yanked the envelope off the cabinet. Steffan turned to
Francis as the smaller wolf silently handed him the envelope.

His friend was right. There was no way to avoid it. Their alphas would have to be
fetched.

Steffan tore open the envelope as carefully as his overly large fingers would allow.
Inside, in Marsdon’s scrawling hand, were directions to where they could be found if they
were needed.

“I'll fetch them,” Steffan said, doing his best to hide his reluctance.

Francis nodded. “I'll come with you.”

Steffan looked from his friend to the other wolves in their pack, all of them chatting
politely with their visitors. His gaze fell on where Alfred was speaking to the visiting alpha
female. Heaven only knew what trouble the other gamma was already trying to stir up.

Francis was right. The sooner the alphas were brought back to deal with it, the better.
As he made his excuses to the alphas from the other pack and headed for the door, Steffan
couldn’t bring himself to tell Francis it would be better if he stayed there and tried to keep
Alfred in check.

Francis wanted to go with him, and there was no decision left for Steffan to make.

They were soon in the car, Francis behind the wheel and Steffan reading the directions
to him. Wherever their alphas disappeared to when they wished to spend an evening away
from the pack, it wasn’t in a part of town Steffan was familiar with.

The building they finally stopped alongside was low and dark, all its windows
blacked out and barred. A leather clad man stood by the entrance. As they climbed out of the
car, the scent of sex and leather seemed to reach out from inside the building and pull them

closer.
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Steffan frowned and glanced towards his friend. Francis didn’t say a word, but he
didn’t need to. Steffan could practically hear the wheels turning faster and faster inside the
other wolf’s head.

The man at the door looked them up and down as they approached. Steffan hesitated
for just a fraction of a second before forcing himself to keep striding purposefully forward.
The human was far smaller than him. He wasn’t a threat. There was no need to be wary of
him.

Relief still rushed through Steffan’s veins as the doorman let them pass without a
word.

Inside, the combination of scents was far stronger, they seemed to fill the air until it
was impossible to take a single breath without risking making the atmosphere part of his
very soul.

Frantically trying to keep his attention on the job at hand, Steffan glanced down at his
instructions again. Just as Marsdon’s note promised, there was a bar and a man standing
behind it.

“The back room,” Steffan said, as confidently as he could manage. “The men who've
booked it are expecting us.”

“Down that corridor, last door on the left,” the human said, pointing to a doorway on
the other side of the room.

Nodding his thanks to the other man, Steffan strode past an archway that seemed to
lead into the main part of the building and straight on towards the other door. Francis didn’t
stray far from his side. Steffan still kept a careful eye on him. The idea of his friend being
alone in a...in whatever this place was, sent a shudder through him.

Reaching the door at the end of the gloomy little corridor, Steffan glanced to Francis
for guidance. The smaller wolf shrugged. Lacking any better ideas, Steffan raised a hand and
tapped gently at the woodwork.

For several long seconds, nothing happen. Steffan looked to Francis once more, before
knocking slightly more loudly.

A few sounds made it through the heavy wooden door then. One of them, Steffan

recognised easily. Marsdon’s cursing was quite distinctive. He couldn’t hear any sound
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coming from Bennett, but Steffan doubted the other wolf would be any happier about being
interrupted.

The door jerked open a few inches. Marsdon glared through the gap. “What
happened?” he demanded, the moment he set eyes on them.

“The pack you've been in talks with—they’ve brought the mating pair to speak with
you.”

Marsdon found a few new curses. He looked over his shoulder, no doubt towards
Bennett, but the other alpha didn’t appear at the door.

“Five minutes,” Marsdon snapped, and slammed the door in Steffan’s face.

“We should probably go back to the car,” Steffan suggested.

Francis nodded as if he agreed, but as they walked towards the exit, his friend’s
attention wavered from their destination. He turned towards the archway leading through to
the main part of the building.

Unwilling to let the other man out of his sight, Steffan was barely a step behind him as
Francis stopped in the arch. The younger wolf was small enough for Steffan to easily see over
his head and gain just as good a view as his friend.

The room was full of humans.

Francis took another step forward, into the darker, more shadowy space beyond.
Steffan helplessly followed him, his eyes darting from one group of men to the next.

Most of them wore strips of leather that did little to conceal how much they were
enjoying themselves. All the men in there were turned on, their cocks hard and curving back
towards their stomachs. The combined pleasure in their scents made Steffan’s head spin as
he focused in on certain details.

Some of the strips of leather bound men to various objects.

A huge diagonal cross on the far side of the room housed a young, fair man, each of
his limbs tied to one of the four lines of dark, polished wood. His back was to the room. His
face couldn’t be seen, but his arse was displayed very nicely for any man who wished to
glance in his direction.

The skin covering his backside was reddened and sore. As a man to the left of the
cross brought some sort of implement down across the bound man’s buttocks, it was clear

how he’d gained that rosy hue.
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The leather snapped as it landed against the young man’s skin, making the man, who
wielded the whip, smile. Steffan watched them both, completely mesmerised, until a
movement in another part of the room caught his attention.

A larger, older human was bound, bent over what looked like some sort of wooden
box. One man stood in front of him, lines of bare skin visible beneath his chaps as his cock
thrust rapidly into the restrained man’s mouth. A third man was positioned behind the guy
bent over the box, his cock impaling his arse again and again, as his hips pushed savagely
forward with little apparent concern for the man he was mating with.

Steffan looked quickly away from that scene, only for his eyes to be drawn to another,
where a seemingly omega human sat at the feet of his mate, his eyes looking worshipfully up
at a man who couldn’t be anything other than the human equivalent of an alpha. As Steffan
watched, the omega lent forward and lapped gently at his lover’s stiffening cock, and
received a caress from the alpha as a reward.

The wolf’s mind spun as he tried to make sense of it all. His cock rose, not caring how
illogical it all was. There was a part of him that would have given anything to be the guy
hanging from the cross, kneeling at the feet of his lover or... Steffan glanced back to the box
for a moment. If there were only one man, or one wolf using him, he’d have happily taken
that human'’s place to. There was only one wolf Steffan had thought about that way for years.

At that moment, a little gasp pulled his attention back to Francis. He was watching it
all, just as intently as Steffan. In spite of all the confusion surrounding him, Steffan could
make out the scent of the other wolf’s arousal. He blinked as he realised he wasn’t the only
one enjoying the view.

For one brief moment, he tried to picture Francis in leather bonds like the men on the
other side of the arch, but his mind rebelled. It was one thing to see humans in those kinds of
restraints. But, Francis...

Steffan stared down at the top of his friend’s head. No wolf should be treated like that.
No wolf should want to be treated like that, either. Some of his pleasure, at the multitude of
scenes before him, drained away.

That was for humans. It wasn’t for wolves.

“Steffan! Francis!”
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Steffan looked over his shoulder. Marsdon stood in the middle of the lobby, his
expression very serious. Bennett was right next to his mate, but the other alpha didn’t say a
word as they all walked out to the car. Sitting in the back with Francis while the alphas took
the front seats, Steffan studied the other wolves very carefully.

The way Marsdon was looking at Bennett was different. He seemed to be watching
over his mate, as if he was concerned for him. Maybe he had reason to be. Bennett, for his
part, was very quiet, almost withdrawn. Steffan dropped his gaze, wishing that he’d been
stronger, that he had been able to deal with the situation without needing to fetch his alphas.

When Steffan finally looked up, he found Francis watching him. The other gamma
offered him an encouraging smile. Steffan smiled back, but the expression quickly faded as
their car pulled up outside the pack’s old farm house.

The vehicles belonging to the visiting pack were nowhere to be seen.

As the alphas climbed out of the battered old 4x4, Steffan spotted a face peeking out
from behind the curtains of the main hall. It quickly disappeared. No one came out to greet
them.

As Marsdon stormed into the house, Bennett just a pace behind him, Steffan tried with
increasingly little success to hold down the growing sense of dread bubbling in the pit of his
stomach.

“What happened?” Marsdon demanded as the other members of the pack looked up.

No one said a word, but everyone in the pack already knew the answer. Alfred was
looking innocent. The only time he ever looked that way, was when he had something to feel
very guilty about.

Marsdon took a deep breath. “Did they say anything before they left?” the alpha
asked, with obviously forced calm.

Not a single syllable left any man’s mouth.

Marsdon turned to the omega and simply stared at him, knowing he’d be the first to
break.

Talbot swallowed. “Their alphas said they’d contact you tomorrow to discuss the
arrangement that they’d intended to make.”

“Intended?” Marsdon echoed, with a kind of calm he only ever managed when he was

royally furious. He took another deep breath. “It’s late. It's time you were all in bed.”
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The whole pack immediately headed towards the stairs.

“We’ll deal with you after we've spoken to the Ridgeway alphas,” Steffan heard
Marsdon snap to Alfred as the other gamma walked past him.

Alfred said nothing, but his steps sped up as he seemed to scurry away from the
prospect as fast as his legs would carry him. Steffan joined the end of the line of wolves
making their way towards the stairs.

“We'll speak in the morning too,” Marsdon said as Steffan reached him.

Steffan nodded, knowing exactly how Alfred felt. Marsdon’s voice may have been
kinder when he spoke to him than it had been when he addressed the other gamma, but

Steffan still had no doubt about just how badly he’d screwed up.

8 O F X

“Steffan!”

Steffan set down the axe he’d been using to chop wood and looked over his shoulder.
Marsdon stood in the kitchen doorway looking out over the courtyard. When the alpha
beckoned to him, Steffan knew the moment he’d been dreading wouldn’t be put off any
longer.

He made his way into the house, through the kitchen and the main hall, and into the
small room at the back of the house that the alphas used as an office. With every step it was
harder not to feel like his neck rather than a log was going to be under the axe any moment.

Bennett was already in the office, sitting behind the desk. Marsdon walked around to
sit on the cabinet behind his mate.

“You're aware that we’d planned to make you the beta wolf of the pack for some time
now,” Bennett began as Steffan lowered himself into the chair opposite the desk.

Unable to bring a single word to his lips, Steffan nodded.

“However,” Marsdon took over. “It's recently become clear that the pack would
benefit from a new beta being brought in from outside.”

“The decision’s no reflection on you, or on your actions last night,” Bennett added.

Steffan looked from one alpha to the other as relief sung through him. Perhaps there

was a way to say that he was glad, that he’d dreaded the day they’d name him as the beta of
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the pack. Maybe there was even a way to say it without sounding ungrateful or petulant, but
Steffan didn’t know what those words were.

“Maybe it would have been better for you to send one of the other wolves to fetch us
while you stayed here and tried to limit the damage,” Marsdon said with a rueful smile. “But
we all know there’s only a certain amount you could have done. A beta who’s a blood
relation to Alfred will never be able to tame him.” Truth rang from every word. Whatever
anger lingered in Marsdon’s words was for Alfred, not him.

“Whatever is best for the pack,” Steffan managed to stutter out. It was generally a safe
answer. This time, it had the additional benefit of being true.

Bennett smiled at the sincerity that came through in his words. Marsdon nodded his
approval too.

Steffan hesitated, knowing this was the perfect chance to find out what he suddenly
realised he needed to know, but uncertain how to frame the question.

“Stetfan?” Bennett prompted after silence filled the air for several long seconds.

“The new beta—you intend him to be mated to Alfred?” Steffan asked.

“Betas are traditionally very good matches for troublemakers,” Marsdon muttered.

“We hope a good match can be made between Gunnar and Alfred,” Bennett added,
with a slightly reproachful look at his mate.

“Hope?” Steffan jumped on the word. “The final decision’s not been made yet?”

“He’ll be joining the pack, regardless,” Bennett said, not unkindly.

Unease prickled down Steffan’s spine. Every instinct he had, screamed at him to stop
pushing. It wasn't his place to question his alphas. Still, he forced himself to keep going.

“If he should take an interest in another wolf instead?” he asked.

His alphas exchanged glances.

“I didn’t realise you were so eager to find a mate straight away,” Marsdon admitted.

“Me?” Steffan blinked. He shook his head very quickly. “No, I didn’t mean...I just—if
the beta should pick one of the other wolves—Francis or...?” he cast about for another name
to hide his real question. “...Or Talbot?”

“Gunnar’s younger brother, Caden, will be joining the pack with him. From what

we’ve heard, he might prove a nice match for Francis,” Bennett offered.
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Not about to agree or disagree until he’d met both the wolves in question, Steffan
merely nodded his understanding as he rose to his feet. It was possible that a gamma like
Caden could prove a suitable match for his friend. Possible, just very, very unlikely.

As they returned to the big hall that occupied most of the ground floor of the house,
every wolf’s attention shifted towards them.

Steffan pretended not to notice. He walked across to one of the big sofas where Francis
sat and took a seat next to him. The smaller wolf caught his eye. Steffan quickly smiled his
reassurance.

He kept his attention on Francis when the announcement was made, too. Other
wolves asked questions, but Francis just listened, taking it all in without saying a word.

“You're pleased,” Francis eventually said, as they all walked outside on their alphas’
order. It was an observation, not a question.

“I'm not cut out to be a beta. I made my peace with that a long time ago,” Steffan said.

Francis glanced up at him. “You think new wolves joining the pack will be a good
thing, then?”

“Yes.”

“Because Alfred will —”

“Nothing has been decided there, yet,” Steffan cut in.

Francis glanced up at him again, his surprise showing in his eyes.

“Marsdon said that Gunnar could still choose to be mated to a different wolf. He and
Bennett wouldn’t object,” Steffan pointed out, trying with all his might to make that sound
like something he’d welcome.

Francis made no comment.

Steffan glanced sideways at his friend before dropping his gaze to study the ground in
front of them. The new beta would be a good thing, he reminded himself, very firmly. It was

well past time Francis found a good, strong wolf to be his mate.
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Chapter Two

Francis smiled slightly as he saw the cars pull up outside the farm house at almost
exactly the same moment as the entire pack walked into the courtyard. Their alphas had
obviously timed their announcement very carefully. Alfred wasn’t going to have even a
single second in which to plot the downfall of the new arrivals.

Marsdon and Bennett immediately strode forward to greet the alphas of the other
pack. From his vantage point hanging back with the others, Francis quickly inspected each of
the newcomers as they came into view. For what felt like several lifetimes, it was impossible
to pick out which of the wolves were the brothers destined to join their pack.

Finally, he saw Marsdon and Bennett lead two wolves towards them.

It wasn’t hard to spot which brother was which, then. The larger of the two wolves
screamed his status of a beta with every step he took. Tall and broad, compared to almost
any wolf except Steffan, he had more swagger to him than any gamma would ever adopt,
and more attitude than any competent alpha would even need to display.

While both Marsdon and Bennett walked tall, calmly confident that there was no
reason for anyone to challenge their leadership, everything about this new wolf seemed to
invite a confrontation, just so Gunnar could have the pleasure of putting an uppity gamma
back in his place.

Francis had plenty of time to study him as the other members of his pack formed a
line and waited to greet him.

Steffan was one of the first to meet their new beta. Even from a distance, Francis saw
the skin on Steffan’s hand turn white as the other wolf made some sort of stupid attempt to
assert his rank and dominance through a damn handshake.

Francis” opinion of their new beta suddenly dropped not just to the ground, but
several yards beneath it, buried beneath layer upon layer of accumulated dirt and debris. The
fact the pillock didn’t repeat the stupid move with the other wolves in the line only set
Francis” hackles up further than ever.

“ And this is Francis.”
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Gunnar barely spared Francis a glance before he silently nodded his greeting and
favoured him with the briefest possible handshake. Francis nodded in return, tensing as he
realised he’d been firmly filed under the heading ‘not a threat” in the new wolf’s head.

It was a pity the stupid oaf hadn’t been so quick to stick the same label on Steffan.
There wasn’t a wolf in the pack, except possible their omega, who'd be less likely to
challenge the beta. If he couldn’t see that then...

Another hand was suddenly there, being offered for Francis to shake. Pulling himself
out of his thoughts, he traced a line from the hand, along an arm, and to a man.

“Caden,” the other wolf said.

This was Gunnar’s brother? It was hard to picture a wolf more different. Caden
was...Francis tried to think of a word other than gorgeous and failed.

“You're very welcome here,” Francis said, politely.

Caden nodded his thanks with equal courtesy, but his brilliant blue eyes danced with
amusement as he glanced across at his brother, strutting around, making sure everyone
knew there was a new beta in town. “He’s not quite so bad once he’s made his point.”

No doubt, Caden was right. A beta had a place in the pack that he had to maintain.
Establishing that position probably put a lot of pressure on him and made him look like far
more of an idiot than he’d actually turn out to be. However, it didn’t excuse the way he had
squared up to Steffan.

“Sometimes being a gamma is good,” Francis offered.

Caden smiled his complete agreement as he pushed a lock of impossibly golden hair
out of his eyes.

“You've met Steffan?” Francis checked as his friend joined them. He looked up at the
larger wolf, wondering what he thought of the stunning little beauty who’d just joined their
ranks.

Steffan smiled civilly at Caden, but he didn’t seem the least affected by his rather
blatant charms. His gentle brown eyes didn’t linger on the new gamma. “Most of the others
are going inside. Have you met Talbot yet?” he said to Caden.

“Your...our omega?” Caden checked. He nodded.

“You should make time to get to know him better,” Steffan suggested. “I think you’'d

get along very well.”
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“I'd like that.”

Francis had always wondered about phrases like, “his smile lit up his face’, but Caden
really did appear to shine with a special inner light that made most of the wolves around him
look rather bland and ordinary. Francis wasn’t sure if speaking to the omega was the single
most wonderful thing Caden could imagine doing with the rest of his life, but it was hard to
believe such a beautiful smile could be an act.

Still, smile or no smile, within mere moments, Steffan had deposited Caden with a
rather wary looking Talbot and, before Francis could even work out what his friend thought
of the beta or the beauty, he found himself being gently shepherded towards Gunnar.

The new beta didn’t seem particularly impressed with either of them as they reached
his side, but he reserved the worse of his glare for Steffan.

“You've met Francis,” Steffan reminded him.

Gunnar folded his arms across his chest said nothing.

“I should go and see what work needs to be done.” And Steffan walked away without
another word.

Francis watched him go, a frown gathering between his brows.

Gunnar squared his stance, stamping his work boots into the ground as he glared after
Steffan too. “You're mate’s—"

“Steffan’s not my mate,” Francis cut in, wondering where the hell the beta got that
idea from.

Gunnar glowered at him as if he actually doubted he was telling the truth. Then he
shrugged the whole matter aside as if he couldn’t bring himself to care either way.

Francis cast about for a suitable topic of conversation, sure that the beta would think it
an insult if he just stood there and ignored his existence, no matter how much he was
inclined to turn his back on him and walk away without another word.

No appropriate subjects came to mind. He glanced across the courtyard again. Steffan
was talking to the alphas. Whatever they were talking about, it didn’t seem to be going well.
The muscles along Steffan’s shoulders were all bunched up with tension. As Francis
watched, he lifted a hand and pushed it through his hair, disordering the short brown
strands the way he only ever did when he was really anxious.

“Tell me about Alfred,” the beta suddenly ordered.
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Francis looked up at the taller man.

“I heard what happened when the mating pair was brought to visit you. I'm not a fool.
I know why I was invited to join your pack.”

“Stetfan says that nothing’s certain there, yet. Marsdon and Bennett want to see how
well you suit before any final decisions are made.”

Gunnar raised one dark eyebrow at him.

“They were a love match,” Francis confessed, with a small smile. “I think they’d like
all the wolves in their pack to be the same.”

The beta’s brows came together. His jaw clenched. All things considered, he looked
more than slightly horrified by the idea.

“They’re good alphas,” Francis snapped.

Gunnar went back to glaring across the courtyard. “I'd never imply otherwise. They're
my alphas now too.”

Francis pushed down his anger as he forced himself to return to the original question.
“Alfred is...inclined to create a lot of trouble where only a little existed before. He pushes at
cracks and makes them wider. But...” Francis sighed as he struggled to put his feelings about
a wolf he knew so well, into words an outsider might understand. “There’s always a crack to
start with. It's as if he can’t help but pick at existing wounds, no matter how tiny they are.
Steffan doesn’t think he’s a bad wolf —he says Alfred just needs to find peace with his place
in the pack. When he does that, he’ll settle and become a good wolf.”

Gunnar made no comment. Francis looked across the paved area to where the other
wolves were still talking.

“Steffan’s a good wolf already,” he informed Gunnar, as his gaze came to rest on his
friend. “You'll like him.”

“He’s built like a brick wall.”

“He’s a good wolf —a good gamma,” Francis bit out.

“It wasn’t an insult.”

“You won't find a better gamma than Steffan,” Francis added. “Just because he’s built
to a larger scale, that doesn’t mean he should be treated any differently to any other gamma.”

Gunnar seemed to turn his complete attention towards him for the first time in the

conversation.



THE STRENGTH OF A GAMMA Kim Dare 21

“Strangers see his size and they think he must want to be an alpha or a beta, but he
doesn’t. Anyone who knows him can tell you that. And anyone would see an attempt to put
him down as what it was. Challenging him won’t make you look like a beta in anyone’s eyes,
just like a bully.”

“I'll remember that.”

The way he said it made it sound like more than a polite little throw away phrase. He
looked to Steffan, then back to Francis, apparently thinking very deeply about something.

Francis nodded, but a second later, as he ran the conversation over in his head, he
became aware that he probably hadn’t been as polite to the beta as he should have been. He
muttered a few mental curses.

“Caden seems nice,” he offered, as enthusiastically as he could manage.

Gunnar didn’t smile at the mention of his brother, but a touch of amusement made its
way into his dark brown eyes. “He’s not as stupid as his looks lead people to think. There’s a
brain hidden somewhere beneath all that floppy blonde hair.”

Francis bit his lip to stop himself from laughing. It wasn’t perhaps the kindest
description of Caden, but as he watched the other wolf smile up at Steffan on the other side
of the courtyard, he couldn’t help but think it was a very accurate one. Floppy blond hair, a
perfect smile, and an apparent inclination to linger at Steffan’s side...

Gunnar was right. There was more to Caden than first met the eye. He was definitely
a wolf who warranted careful study. As Francis observed him, the pretty little wolf put his
hand on Steffan’s arm to stress some point he was making. Very careful study...

A few seconds later, Francis met Gunnar’s eyes as he turned his attention back to the
beta. “I'm sure you’ll both be very happy with us,” he muttered, quickly leaving Gunnar
behind as he crossed the courtyard.

When he was just a few yards from Steffan’s side, the pretty new gamma walked
away to speak to someone else. For some reason, Francis found himself quite pleased at the
idea of not having to make small talk with him.

Steffan turned towards him, as if he sensed his approach. “How’s Gunnar?”

Francis shrugged, only managing to resist the temptation to say he was a complete
arsehole because he wasn’t inclined to hear his kind-hearted friend stand up for the man.

“He looks like he’ll be a good beta—strong, confident.”
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Francis shrugged again. “Caden seems nice too,” he forced out.

Steffan made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat.

“You don’t like him?” Francis realised, more than a little bit fascinated with the idea.
He’d never known his friend not to like another wolf. Hell, he even managed to think kindly
of Alfred!

“I'm sure he’s a fine wolf,” Steffan conceded. “He and Talbot could do very well
together.”

Francis tilted his head to one side. It was hard to imagine Talbot with anyone. The
arrival of the new wolves seemed to have thrown him back into the persistent state of panic
he’d resided in for those first few weeks when the pack was first formed. Perhaps, when he
got used to them, it would be different. Right then, Francis was pretty sure their omega
would hyperventilate if anyone mentioned the possibility to him.

“And Gunnar and Alfred?” Francis prompted.

“No.”

Francis glanced up at his friend. He sounded more certain than he had ever heard
him. “You don’t think they’d suit?”

“I think it would be very wrong of us to assume that Gunnar will choose Alfred as his
mate,” Steffan replied.

Francis nodded as he looked from one of the wolves in the courtyard to another. If

nothing else, the brothers” arrival was certainly going to make things interesting.
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“This is Alfred’s responsibility.”

Francis put down the box he’d been filling and mentally counted to ten, then to
twenty. It did him little good. By the time he’d forced himself to turn around and face the
beta, he was no calmer than he’d been as he first heard the other man’s voice.

Gunnar’s head and shoulders were already visible through the trap door leading
down into the room below the attic. He looked thoroughly pissed off with the world. Francis
couldn’t bring himself to be particularly surprised. That seemed to be pretty much par for the

course.
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“One of the other wolves asked him to go into town with him to pick up some
supplies,” Francis said, careful to keep his tone of voice polite.

“You mean Steffan took him into town with him,” Gunnar growled as he climbed the
last few steps up the ladder and joined Francis in the attic. He was taller than Francis. He had
to stoop considerably until he reached the high point under the roof’s ridge, and even then
he wasn't able to stand at his full height.

Francis met the other wolf’s eyes as Gunnar stopped directly in front of him. “Yes.”
There didn’t seem to be any reason to apologise for the fact.

Gunnar glowered at the attic’s beams as if their existence personally offended him.

It was amazing just how much room the man managed to take up. He wasn’t half so
broad across the shoulders, nor as tall as Steffan, but he still managed to expand to fill all
available space, as if he thought the world was his personal entitlement and everyone else
should be happy that he let them reside there at all, let alone exist in comfort.

The cottage wasn't large, and its attic was perfectly in proportion. There wasn’t a lot
Francis could do to sort out the mess of clutter that had been left behind by the previous
occupants of the cottage while a hulking great beta loomed in the middle of the space. Taking
a seat on one of the boxes he’d already filled, he waited as patiently as he could for the
lecture to commence.

Gunnar might not have proved to be much of a talker during the weeks since he’d
joined the pack, but he did like to bloody well babble on once he got going.

“While Alfred is doing God knows what with Steffan, and you're doing Alfred’s
duties, whose doing your work?” the beta demanded, as he turned back to him.

“Bennett says that we should all be able to take care of each other’s duties, just in
case,” Francis observed, with only slightly strained calm. “It's always useful to—"

“ Answer the question,” Gunnar cut in.

“I've already finished my duties,” Francis said, his civil tone of voice already slipping.
The words came out clipped, frigid and unlikely to appease the other man’s bad mood in the
slightest.

Gunnar turned around as if he wanted to try and pace. Quickly discovering there

wasn’t room, he spun back to frown at Francis.
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The gamma tried not to be disappointed that the larger wolf hadn’t tried to stomp
about the same way he did in the rest of the house. Steffan might not seem to be bothered by
the way the beta constantly sniped at him, but Francis would have dearly loved to see the
other wolf slam his head into one of the beams and drop through the laths that bridged the
gaps between the joists beneath them. Perhaps falling through the floor into the room below
would knock some better manners into him.

“What's Steffan’s interest in Alfred?” Gunnar suddenly growled, jolting Francis out of
his thoughts.

Francis frowned. “Why would you think —?”

“It would be far easier for me to take care of my duties if every time I sought out
Alfred, I didn’t find you in his place.”

Francis tilted his head to one side and studied the other wolf for a few moments. He
tried to picture a world in which Gunnar’s accusations could be well founded. It wasn’t
possible. Just picturing Steffan and Alfred together sent an uncomfortable feeling down his
spine, making him squirm in his seat. It couldn’t be true.

“Steffan is the only wolf who has ever been kind to Alfred,” Francis said, carefully,
feeling his way forward into a new idea. Yes, that made far more sense. He wasn’t fussing
over Alfred because he had any interest in making the other man his mate. He was doing it
because he’d always been soft-hearted that way.

“And that’s what they’re doing now, is it—sneaking off to be kind to each other?”

Pure fury shot through Francis, hot and burning, unlike any anger he’d ever felt
before. “Perhaps he’s just trying to make sure Alfred’s in favour of the match before he ends
up mated to you whether he likes it or not!”

“The alphas will make their decision. We'll respect it,” Gunnar bit out.

“Yes, they will,” Francis spat at him, knowing there was no way in hell either
Marsdon or Bennett would ever force a wolf into a match he found truly distasteful. Gunnar
would find that out soon enough. The alphas might be inclined to let him settle in and find
his feet for a little longer, but they wouldn’t let him be a pillock forever.

“Tell your friend that whatever they decide, it'll happen regardless of his opinion,”

Gunnar snapped.
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Francis suddenly found himself on his feet, standing right in front of the larger wolf,
glaring up at him without any attempt at due respect for the beta’s place in the pack or for
anything else. “Steffan would never challenge his alphas!”

“That’s not what I heard.”

Francis lifted his chin, not about to let the beta use all their stupidity as a weapon
against one wolf —and especially not against Steffan. “He didn’t make the challenge —we all
did. He’s no more to blame for it than anyone else.”

Gunnar merely grunted as he turned away, dismissing the truth, dismissing Steffan,
as if he was nothing,.

Francis grabbed his arm. “Steffan is the last wolf in the pack who’d want to challenge
anyone.”

“He was still the first to step into the challenge ring.” Gunnar glared down at Francis’
hand on his arm as if he expected to be able to put him in his place with nothing more than a
look.

Well, sod that. He was a beta not an alpha, and as far as Francis could see, he was a
pathetic excuse for second in command for them, too. “We all stood on the other side of the
ring. We were all at fault.”

Gunner just continued to glower at his hand on his arm. Francis let him stare. Right
then he didn’t give a damn what the other wolf thought of him. If he became the target for
the beta’s temper, at least it would give Steffan a break from the other man’s sniping.

“You challenged Bennett?” the other wolf sneered.

Francis raised his gaze and met the older wolf’s eyes. “Yes.”

“ Any fool can see that there was only one wolf in this pack who’d ever have a chance
against Bennett. It wasn’t you.”

Francis shook his head. That wasn’t fair. Francis could guess how heartbroken Steffan
would be by the other wolf’s accusations. The worst thing of all was that his friend might
actually believe there was some sort of truth in them.

Steffan hadn’t been the same wolf since the two brothers joined them, and suddenly

Francis was sure he knew why. “You said that to him!”
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Gunnar turned away, dismissing him as if he was nothing more than a little pup
yapping around his heels. Francis lost his grip on the other man’s arm, but he lunged
forward and caught hold of him again.

If Gunnar had put some stupid notions into his friend’s head, he had to know what
they were so he could replace them. The thought of Steffan suffering in some idiotic silence
because the beta had shot his mouth off, over things he could never understand, sent fresh
anger streaming through his blood.

Gunnar growled at him, pushing him out of his way as he moved towards the step
ladder. Francis fell back against the boxes. Pain shot through his shoulder as he collided
heavily with the corner of one of them. Without thinking, he launched himself at the larger
wolf. His hand wrapped around thin air as the beta moved away from him. Another step
forward along the narrow beam and he snatched at Gunnar’s shoulder again.

“Francis?” Steffan’s voice floated up through the trap door.

Francis looked to the ladder, then back to Gunnar. The expression in the beta’s eyes
told him everything he needed to know about what was going to happen next. He lunged
forward, determined to stop his friend becoming the victim of another one of the beta’s
temper tantrums.

His foot landed awkwardly on the edge of the beam.

He looked down just in time to see his ankle twist out from under him. His other foot
came down heavily on the laths between the beams. Gunnar turned back to him. The beta’s
eyes opened very wide beneath those heavy eyebrows. He reached out to catch him, but he
wasn’t quick enough. Francis felt the insubstantial laths give way beneath him.

Twisting frantically, he tried to catch hold of the thick oak beam as his side slammed
into it. His hands scrabbled at the roughly hewn hulks of wood as his feet kicked out against
nothingness. Air rushed around him. Dust and plasterwork filled the air. Then, there was just

pain...
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Francis tried to blink open his eyes.
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Darkness continued to surround him. He wasn’t sure if that was because his eyes were
still closed in spite of his best efforts or if the world really was that black. His whole body
throbbed with a kind of pain he’d only known once before.

He tried to lift his head, but nothing would move. There was no way he’d be able to
undo his seat belt. Even his lips didn’t want to obey his brain’s commands. Francis forced his
mouth open and tried to summon up the energy to howl. Fire shot through his ribs as he
attempted to drag the necessary breath into his body. The sound that emerged from between
his lips was pathetic, barely more than a whimper.

No one would ever hear that. No one would ever find the car and come to help them if
he couldn’t do better than that. Another tiny little whimper escaped from the back of his
throat.

“Francis?” The word seemed to come from a long way away. A hand touched his
cheek —a very big, very gentle hand.

Steffan was there. Francis tried to blink his eyes open again, but the darkness
remained. He had no way of telling how badly the larger wolf was hurt.

“You're going to be fine.”

Francis tried to nod, to reassure his friend that he was already fine, but no part of his
body wanted to cooperate with his plan.

“What did you say?”

Francis couldn’t even manage to frown as the beta’s voice pushed its way into his
consciousness. He tried to raise a hand and reach out to Steffan, to protect him from the other
man’s angry words, but it felt like someone had drilled a metal spike through his wrist while
he’d been...sleeping?

He didn’t remember going to sleep. He just remembered being angry with Gunnar.
The beta had said something about Steffan. Francis tried to pull his thoughts together. His
mind didn’t seem to work properly.

“I said everything’s going to be fine,” Steffan repeated.

He sounded very sure—or perhaps as if he wanted to be very sure. Either way,
Francis didn’t doubt he was right. Steffan was there and everything would be fine.

7

“No,” Gunnar snapped. “Before that you said ‘the wolf you're going to be mated to’.
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Silence fell over the world. As another wave of pain rolled through Francis, it was
easy to believe that he was once more trapped in the back of a car, that his parents were in
the front seats but that they weren’t answering his pleas because they were no longer able to
speak, because they’d never be able to say another word.

Not again. Francis pursed his lips. He managed a howl. But it was still too weak. He
was too weak. No one would ever hear such a feeble little sound. No one would come to
help. If he’d howled louder last time then maybe other wolves would have come in time to
save his alphas and...

No. That wasn’t going to happen again. He was bigger now, stronger. He could howl
louder. Help would come. Steffan would be fine.

“Hush. Hush. It's okay. Good wolf. I've got you safe. It's okay...”

Steffan...Francis let out the breath he’d been trying to form into a howl. A mewing
little sound escaped with it.

“You said, ‘the wolf you're to be mated to’,” Gunnar repeated from somewhere close
by. “You called Francis the wolf I'm going to be mated to.”

“You're a good match for him,” Steffan whispered as Francis felt his friend slip
something soft beneath his head.

“You're trying to set me up with Francis?” The beta sounded angry now, but Francis
still couldn’t make sense of the words.

“He deserves a good, strong mate,” Steffan informed him. “To be mated to a beta.”

There were several seconds of silence. Even angry voices were better than that. Francis
tried to make his throat work.

“Bloody hell! You really are in love with him, aren’t you?” That was Gunnar again.
Even he was better than silence, better than being trapped out in the middle of nowhere with
no way to raise a large enough howl to summon help. But he was no replacement for Steffan.

Francis wanted Steffan. He wanted his best friend. He tried to raise his head.

“That’s not important,” the other gamma whispered.

Francis felt Steffan’s hand begin to move over his body, as if checking for injuries. His
touch was as gentle as it always was, but everywhere he examined still hurt.

“What the hell’s going on?”
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Bennett. A very angry Bennett, Francis realised. That was good too. The alphas were
here. They could take care of everything now, they could take care of Gunnar and leave him
and Steffan to rest.

“He fell,” Gunnar said.

Yes, Francis thought. He fell. The attic. The world swirling around him. The floor.
He’d fallen. He was in the old cottage near the main farm house. The whole pack was close
by. There was no need to howl, no need to call for help.

There were no more silences after that. Words swirled around him. Orders and
responses. Questions and answers. More wolves came. Others hands roved over his body,
checking him for injuries.

“...carry him through into the main house...”

“...sofa in the main hall...”

“...going to hurt...”

A hand stroked his cheek.

Steffan. Francis would know the other wolf’s touch anywhere. He managed to turn his
face slightly into the other man’s palm. A moment later, he felt strong arms lift him from the
floor. Pure agony cascaded through him. In the blackness behind his lids, a deeper darkness
seemed to encroach further into his mind.

“I think he passed out...”

The words pricked at the edges of Francis consciousness as the deeper darkness closed
in even further.

“...probably for the best...”
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Francis tried to blink open his eyes. Somehow, he expected them to stay closed
regardless of his wishes, some scared little part of him assumed he’d remain surrounded by
nothing but blackness forever. But his eyes opened. The light blinded him. He tried to lift a
hand to shield his eyes. Fire shot through his wrist.

He winced as he peered at the bandage cocooning the joint.
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“Everything would probably hurt a lot less if you stopped wriggling about so damn
much.”

Francis managed to turn his head to one side. The blinding light slowly became more
bearable. The blurry shape on the other side of the room morphed into Gunnar.

“Where’s Steffan?” Francis rasped. His throat felt like someone had poured sawdust
down it while he slept. “What happened?”

“You fell through the attic floor. The whole ceiling will probably need to be re-
plastered now.”

Francis tried to nod as memories slowly came back. “You were shooting your mouth
off about Steffan, again.” Swallowing several times did little to make his throat work.

“I was right.”

Francis ignored him. His frown deepened as other memories hovered around the
edges of his mind and tried to draw attention to themselves, only to refuse to form into
anything recognisable when he tried to make sense of them. “Where’s Steffan?” he asked
again.

“The alphas ordered him to get some sleep.”

Francis looked around the main hall, at the bright sunlight streaming in through the
windows.

“He sat with you all last night,” Gunnar informed him.

“Oh...” Francis glanced at his bandaged wrist, wondering if that was Steffan’s
handiwork. “He...you said...after I fell...” he remembered. More details came back to him,
and he quickly cut off the direct route his brain seemed to have to his tongue.

“You weren’t completely dead to the world then?”

“I'was...it's all a bit hazy...” Francis hedged.

“Steffan’s in love with you.”

Francis tried to take a deep breath. His ribs wouldn’t let him.

Gunnar had accused Steffan of being in love with him. He remembered that now.
Gunnar had said it, and Steffan...Steffan hadn’t said he was wrong.

Francis rubbed at his temple, but that just made both his head and his wrist hurt all
the more. And Steffan wasn’t there. That was more wrong than anything else. Steffan should

be there. Steffan was always there.
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He looked across to Gunner.

The beta raised one dark eyebrow at him.

Pushing himself into a sitting position took every scrap of energy Francis possessed. A
cold sweat broke out across his skin with the effort.

“Bennett says you'll be fine, but it'll take you another few days to heal —and your
ankle will probably take an extra week or two.”

Francis swung his feet over the side of the sofa. His ankle ached like hell, and he
hadn’t even tried to put any weight on it.

“Where do you think you're going?”

Francis” head spun. “Steffan —"

“—has been ordered to sleep,” Gunner cut in. “And you've been ordered to rest,
there.”

Already exhausted, Francis slumped back against the sofa cushions. “When you see
Steffan, will you tell him I'd like to speak to him, please?” he asked, as politely as he could
manage.

Gunner grunted. Francis had little choice but to hope that meant yes, but by the time
he was finally helped up to his bed that night, he still hadn’t set eyes on his friend.

He was more than ready to believe the beta hadn’t passed on his message. But, he
wasn’t sure why none of the other wolves in the pack would have refused to let Steffan know
he wanted to see him. He couldn’t understand why the other gamma wouldn’t have sought
him out without any prompting, either.

With his mind full of Steffan, and with his friend suddenly invading parts of his head
where he’d never ventured before, Francis was sure he wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink.
There were too many memories that needed to be re-examined with a different perspective,
too many things that suddenly made him wonder about facts he’d never thought to question
before.

Steffan was his friend —his best friend. He was the one wolf Francis knew would
always be there, who would always be at his side. Steffan was the one man he needed to be
close to whenever a howl in the night reminded him how painful it was to lose someone he

loved...
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Francis jerked awake. He tried to sit up in his bed, but pain quickly pushed him back
against the mattress. His eyes darted desperately around the room. No one was there. He
pushed his uninjured hand through his hair. A sheen of sweat clung to his skin. His breaths
came in pants, much to the horror of his bruised ribs. When Francis pushed at the blankets
that pooled over his lap, his hand came away sticky with cum.

Letting out as deep a breath as his lungs would allow, he looked around the shadows
of the room, again. There was still no one there, but the dream had been so real.

Steffan had been right there in his bed and...

Francis closed his eyes and images came rushing back.

Steffan had been there, lying on the mattress, staring up at him as Francis straddled
the large wolf’s body and held him in place. He’d seen the desire as well as the love in the
older man’s eyes.

Francis” palms itched as he watched the version of himself, that had come to life
within his dream, reach out and run his hands over his lover’s body. It was just like watching
the men in that club where they’d found Marsdon and Bennett.

Steffan gasped and arched into his touch as enthusiastically as any human ever could.
He made no move to take over, to tell Francis what to do. That was the thing he remembered,
almost more than anything else.

Steffan had lain there and let Francis do as he pleased with him, until Francis had felt
his friend’s pleasure rush through his body and saw Steffan throw his head back and howl
his ecstasy loud enough for the whole world to hear.

It had all been so simple, so perfect. Steffan had been his to do whatever he wanted
with and —

Francis turned to face the door as it creaked open. “Who's there?”

“It's only me.” Steffan stepped quietly into the room, closing the door behind him.

“Steffan?”

“I heard the alphas. I thought you might...”
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So the howl hadn’t been entirely in his imagination then. Francis had just been wrong
about the source of it. It hadn’t been Steffan’s pleasure he’d heard splitting the air. He still
didn’t know how Steffan would sound when he screamed his release into the night.

Francis swallowed. Suddenly not knowing something so important felt incredibly
wrong. “I1...”

Steffan stepped closer to the bed. He frowned as he studied him in the moonlight
pouring in through the open window. His hand went to Francis forehead to check his
temperature.

“It just startled me,” Francis whispered. “I wasn’t expecting...”

He hadn’t expected Steffan to sneak into his dream that way. He hadn’t expected a
man he knew better than any other wolf in the world, a wolf he’d been raised beside ever
since his parents’ death, to suddenly turn into someone he didn’t know how to talk to.

Steffan nodded. “Maybe you should speak to Gunnar about it.”

“What?” Francis snapped.

“Tell him about how the howls startle you,” Steffan said gently. “He might be able to
help.”

“I spoke to Gunnar earlier,” Francis blurted out.

Steffan half smiled, even while his eyes continued to look sad. “I should fetch him for
you...”

Francis shook his head. “You help,” he rushed out. When he heard a howl, Steffan was
the only wolf who helped.

The older man began to pull away from him regardless. “Gunnar could —”

“Stay with me?”

Steffan hesitated. “I just came in to check you were okay. I really shouldn’t be...” He
looked to the door as if planning his escape.

“Please?” Francis asked, feeling as lost and as alone as he ever had when he went to
the other man’s bed.

“ Are your wounds bothering you?”

Francis shook his head. No matter how much he wanted him there, lying and making

Steffan worry would still be inexcusable.
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Steffan rocked on his heels as he seemed to consider his decision for a long time. “I'll
sit with you until you fall asleep,” he finally offered.

“Until morning?” Francis asked.

“You'll rest better on your own,” Steffan protested.

That was nothing more than a pure lie. Francis just wasn’t sure if Steffan knew it or if
he’d really convinced himself it was the case. “Stay?” he asked again.

Steffan took a step closer.

“Do I spoil your rest when I come to your room?” Francis asked, as Steffan reluctantly
settled himself on the bed next to him.

“It's hardly the same thing,” Steffan said, spreading one of the spare blankets from the
bottom of the bed over his body, keeping Francis” blanket firmly between them.

Francis supposed he should be glad for the barrier, should be glad that Steffan would
never guess how much he’d been enjoying the dream the alphas jolted him from. But he still
wanted, needed, to feel the other wolf’'s skin next to his. As Steffan turned on his side and
spooned behind him the way he so often had in the past, Francis pushed the blanket between
them down to his waist, so he could feel his friend’s bare chest against his back.

Steffan made an attempt to straighten the blanket. Francis pretended not to notice.
Eventually, his friend gave up and accepted things the way Francis wanted them. He
followed meekly along when Francis tugged at his wrist and pulled him close to press
against his back too.

The larger wolf’s presence immediately surrounded him. As easily as that, Francis felt
some of his worries ease. Steffan remained tense for a little while longer, but he gradually
relaxed, as well.

Everything always felt right with the world when Francis was wrapped up in Steffan.
It wasn’t possible to believe that everything couldn’t be sorted out when he was held in the
larger man’s embrace. Just like it wasn’t possible to imagine sharing his bed with any other
wolf—or to imagine any wolf but him being permitted into Steffan’s bed, either. Francis felt a

growl building in the back of his throat at the very thought.
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Chapter Three

When Steffan heard another man step into the kitchen, he didn’t need to look over his
shoulder in order to know who it was. Even if he hadn’t heard the tap of a walking stick
against the tiles, he’d still have recognised Francis” presence in the room.

No matter how much he wanted to turn and check that his friend was okay, Steffan
remained facing the sink and kept his attention on his work. It wasn’t his place to fuss over
the other wolf. Far better that he leave Gunnar to do that, once and for all.

“You're in love with me.”

For several seconds, Steffan clung to the belief that he’d somehow misheard the other
wolf’s words, that his fear of discovery had turned the syllables that had left his friend’s
mouth into something different as they passed through his ears.

“I know you heard me, Steffan.” The other wolf took a few more shuffling steps
forward, still aided by the stick Marsdon had made for him to use until his ankle healed.

Very slowly, Steffan turned to face the smaller man. Their gazes met. There was no
doubting the look in his friend’s eyes.

“Of course I do,” Steffan managed to say, his voice almost calm. “I...I care for all the
wolves in the pack.”

Francis didn’t even blink. “I heard what you and Gunnar said to each other after I
fell.”

“You'd hit your head really hard,” Steffan reminded him, trying not to sound as if he
was frantically trying to dig himself out of a very deep hole, but not sure he succeeded.

“Did Gunnar hit his head as well?”

“What?”

“Gunnar remembers things the same way I do,” Francis informed him, still perfectly
composed.

“You must have misunderstood,” Steffan started to babble. “He must have meant he’d
realised how much I cared about you when he saw how afraid I was that you were badly

hurt. Members of the same pack—"
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“He wasn’t talking about that kind of love,” Francis cut in. “And I understood exactly
what he meant.”

Turning his back on him, Steffan returned his attention to the plates he’d washed and
was now drying. It wasn’t easy to hide how badly his hands shook as the layers of chinaware
rattled against each other when he tried to pick them up.

Gunnar couldn’t have told him. The beta couldn’t have been that cruel...

“He was talking about the sort of love a wolf has for his mate,” Francis said, softly.

“Then he was mistaken.” The words sounded wrong, even to Steffan’s own ears. They
sounded like a lie. Steffan cleared his throat and tried again. “He’s new to the pack. He
doesn’t understand us yet.”

“Or maybe he sees things more clearly because he’s looking at them with fresh eyes,”
Francis suggested, the sound of his voice warning Steffan he was moving closer with every
word.

“If you didn’t know they were brothers, it would be easy to see Gunnar and Caden
together and think that they were more than friends.” It was a good comparison, Steffan
decided. He and Francis were like brothers. Yes, that was right.

“But we’re not brothers,” Francis said, from right behind him.

“We might as well be,” Steffan rushed out. “We were practically raised in the same
pack.”

“But we still grew up knowing that there was no blood shared between us, that there
was no reason why we couldn’t be —*

Steffan couldn’t listen to another word, not and stay sane at the same time.
Abandoning his duties half completed, he twisted away from his friend and rushed out of
the kitchen without a word.

He'd paid attention when the alphas were giving Francis his orders that morning. His
injured ankle meant he’d remain confined to the house for several more days. Francis was
effectively trapped.

All the way across the courtyard, Steffan felt the other wolf’s eyes on his back. He
turned the corner and kept going, not heading anywhere except away from the wolf he’d
been in love with for longer than he could remember. Crossing one of the fields, he strode

into the orchard towards the south side of their lands.
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“Where are you going?”

Twisting around, his gaze darting between the trees to every side of him, Steffan
finally spotted Gunnar. The very sight of the beta made him freeze.

“Are you going to answer me?” the other wolf demanded.

Steffan swallowed. “You told him I was in love with him.”

“Yes.” And he said it so calmly, as if he had the right. As if his sudden appearance in
the middle of the pack gave him the privilege of breaking all the bonds that existed before his
arrival —bonds that it had taken an entire lifetime to form.

“You'd no right to—"

“It's the truth,” the beta cut in, dismissing everything he had to say in just a few
snapped words.

“No, it's—="

“Any wolf in the pack could see the same if they just looked at the two of you
together,” Gunnar threw at him as he closed the gap between them, ducking under low
hanging branches along the way.

The other wolves in the pack weren’t the point. “He didn’t need to know,” Steffan
yelled, unable to keep his anger in check as he felt his friendship with Francis slip through
his fingers and found himself unable to save even the tiniest scrap of it.

“Yes, he did.”

“Because you say so?”

“Yes.” Gunnar moved forward. He pushed his shoulder against Steffan as he stepped
past him, as if he sensed a challenge in the offing and was determined to slap it down before
it could take hold.

“I've no interest in being a beta,” Steffan snapped. As if he could care about that while
his bond with the most important wolf in his life was crumbling before his eyes.

Gunnar growled. Catching hold of Steffan’s arm, the beta spun him around and made
him face him. And Gunnar was right there, in Steffan’s space. And he was pushing, pushing
all the time. And he’d told Francis.

Steffan flung the other wolf away from him. Just for a fraction of a second, he forgot to
be careful with wolves who were weaker than him. He forgot everything that had been

drummed into him about playing carefully with others since he was a pup.
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Gunnar stumbled backward. His footing failed him. He tumbled into the dirt beneath
one of the apple trees. The beta immediately launched himself up, anger flooding his eyes
and a snarl building in his throat.

Steffan knew what he should do then. He should lower his eyes, offer his apologies
and make it clear that he wasn't trying to challenge the other wolf for his place in the pack.

But as he glared at the beta, Steffan found himself completely incapable of doing the
right thing. For the first time in his life, Steffan wanted another wolf to push him, to confront
him, to try to fight him. He wanted an excuse to lash out in return.

Meeting Gunnar’s eyes, he unflinchingly held his gaze as the beta started to circle him.

“I've the right to do as I see fit,” the other wolf informed him. “To tell the gammas in
this pack whatever I please.”

Steffan made no comment as he turned to keep the beta in his field of vision. He
wasn’t even sure he could force any words out past the ball of pain and anger lodged in his
throat.

“Acknowledge!” Gunnar demanded.

Steffan stayed silent. His hand clenched into a fist at his side.

Gunnar stepped forward, but the gamma was incapable of backing down right then.
The other wolf growled and pushed his shoulder against Steffan again before starting to
circle him once more.

Steffan merely stayed exactly where he was. He was bigger and stronger than the
other wolf —if Gunnar wanted to 