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            Most people assumed Buggy was a beta, maybe one that was posturing as an alpha if they were being particularly derisive of him. He didn't bother to correct them. They were basically right anyway—as long as he never ran into his mate again.
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    Chapter Text

    Buggy was sure he was going to die. He had barely gotten any treasures, and he couldn't swim anymore. He was just a freak who couldn't be cut, who had a nose as red as a signal flare. His life had been short and pathetic so far, and the end was only going to be made even worse by his cause of death.
He had suffered through blazing temperatures at summer islands, singed his hair and the tip of his nose from the roar of the furnace in the ship's kitchen, and had even once almost fallen into the bubbling lava of an active volcano. Yet none of those experiences could compare to what he was going through now. His body was scorching itself from the inside out, searing his organs like meat on a spit and charring his bones until they were black and brittle.
It was Buggy's first heat after presenting as an omega, and he was already in hell. How much worse would it be if he actually died? At least he wouldn't have to deal with the wretched experience of his body trying to burn itself alive against his will. At this rate, he'd be reduced to nothing but a crispy husk in mere hours.
Exhaling heavily through his nose, Buggy tried to calm himself down. Being angry or anxious only made the pain worse, until it consumed all his thoughts. Crocus had tried to teach him some meditation techniques before, but he had never been able to focus for long enough to get them to work.
They didn't work now either, even though he forced himself to count the seconds between his breaths over and over. He never got past three before pain caused his thoughts to splinter. I hate this, Buggy thought, gritting his teeth as the ache inside of him intensified. I hate this so fucking much!
Pirates were vulgar, and Buggy had heard more than enough about how amazing omegas were during their heats from horny alpha and beta crew members. He had never understood the appeal even before he had presented, but now, he knew there was nothing amazing about being an omega at all. Alpha and betas may have benefited, but there was only suffering for omegas.
Hot. Wet. Pain. Disgust. Those were all the feelings washing over Buggy right now. Any pleasure was long gone at this point, having been wrung out of him days ago. After the first day, it didn't feel good to come anymore; it just hurt, to the point where he couldn't even touch his cock directly.
Embarassingly, Rayleigh had bought him … toys to help with his heat at the last island they stopped at, but Buggy couldn't bring himself to use them. They were too rigid, too cold, and it felt gross to even hold them in his hands, much less push them inside of his body. During a check up, Crocus had explained why it was better to use toys during his heat, but considering the topic, Buggy had forced himself to zone out. He didn't need to hear Crocus talking about sex, even if it was largely clinical in nature.
So Buggy stayed empty, letting the ache inside his stomach grow and grow until it felt like it would swallow him whole. He had even tried separating his body to try and lessen the pain, naively thinking that distance would make things easier. All it did was enrage him enough to throw his severed abdomen against the wall. Somehow, blunt force trauma was more bearable than the unfilled hole inside of him.
Days passed, and Buggy remained alone, squirreled away in some tucked away room in the bowels of the ship. Every once in a while, someone—likely Crocus or another beta crew member—brought him a few supplies: water, non-perishable food, and new sheets. The contact was always brief, though, never longer for a few moments and always outside his door. Those moments just made the feeling of isolation worse as the days wore on.
No one here is like me, Buggy thought, blinking away wetness away from his eyes. He couldn't tell if it was sweat or tears at this point. No one can understand what I'm going through. What was he but a burden to the crew? He was barely better than a prisoner taking up space in the brig. It would be better to toss him into the ocean and let him drown. At least then he might finally feel cool again, instead of sweating like an overheated pig.
It took another day for Buggy's heat to finally break, and when it did, there was no sense of relief or clearing of his mind. He was still in pain, aching and sore, and he was disgustingly dirty. Instead of drinking the water that had been brought for him the day before, Buggy used it, along with the last remaining clean section of his sheets, to scrub himself down the best as he could. The scent of sweat and semen still lingered in the air, but at least he was marginally cleaner now.
Crocus was the first person Buggy saw after his heat broke. It had been days since he had seen another person, but he was still too tired to feel anything but a brief twinge of relief. "How are you feeling?" Crocus asked, kneeling down to where Buggy was lying on the bare floor. The dirty sheets were bundled into a corner, as far away as he could get them in the room's limited space.
"Awful," Buggy said, voice flat. The rage he felt before had all but disappeared, snuffed out like a candle. It took energy to be angry, and he didn't have any at the moment. He didn't know if he would ever have enough again, not if he had to go through this experience over and over without an end in sight.
"I see." Crocus' voice was softer than usual. Considering how rowdy and reckless the Roger Pirates were, Crocus' bedside manner usually matched that energy, but right now, he was almost gentle as he checked Buggy over. "It'll get easier over time, Buggy. It won't always be like this."
How would you know that?! Buggy wanted to scream. There were no omegas on the ship. Crocus was a doctor and had likely treated hundreds, if not thousands of patients over his lifetime, but seeing someone as a patient or knowing something factually wasn't the same as actually going through it. You don't know anything!
Instead, he kept quiet, curling up on his side once Crocus had finished his examination. Placing his hand on the top of Buggy's head, Crocus stroked his messy hair for a few moments before he stood up. "I'll be back in a little bit, okay? Just rest here for a while longer if you're still tired."
Once Crocus left, and he was alone again, Buggy felt himself start to shake, his shoulders curving into themselves even more. Tears ran down his face, dripping into the wood below him. They tasted like salt, like the ocean he could longer swim in freely. Being an omega was just another form of despair, and one that he couldn't even take advantage of, not like his devil fruit.
If Buggy had been more attractive, he might have considered using his pheromones to trick alphas, distracting them just long enough so he could steal their treasure or kill them with a knife in the back. Unfortunately, he was too scrawny, too weak, and the glaring blemish on his face already turned off more people than not. Who would even want an omega like him? Not that Buggy wanted alphas to look at him at all.
Although there were some exceptional omegas who could bend alphas to their wills, most omegas didn't have that luxury. They were vulnerable, easy targets for whatever unsavory person who happened upon them, alpha and beta both. At best, omegas were meant to be protected, and at worst, they were just convenient punching bags or holes for people to fuck. Neither experience was what Buggy wanted, and he hated that it was now forced upon him just because of a quirk of his biology.
For every high that life had given him—being able to travel with the Roger Pirates was the foremost one—there was another, deeper low. Buggy's luck had never been great, though, so it was obvious which side was going to win out in the end.
Buggy had basically cried himself dry when there was another knock at the door. He assumed it was Crocus again, coming to check up on him or bring him back upstairs so he could finally rejoin daily life with the rest of the crew. Instead, a straw hat and a flash of red hair peeked through from the doorway.
Shanks. It had been days since Buggy had seen him, but this wasn't how he wanted their reunion to go. Buggy was still a mess despite his brief scrub down earlier. The barely dried tear tracks on his cheeks probably weren't helping things either.
"Get out," Buggy snapped, putting as much irritation as he could into the words. The fact that his voice was hoarse and shaking undercut his efforts though. "You're not supposed to be here!"
"It's fine!" Shanks came into the room fully, closing the door behind him gently. Buggy wasn't sure why he bothered. It wasn't like anyone was down here except for Buggy after all. "Crocus said that your heat was over, so I wanted to check on you."
Shanks was an alpha—was it even possible for him to be anything else?—and alphas were not allowed to be around Buggy while he was in heat, per Rayleigh's strict instructions. Technically, he was out of it now, but that didn't mean that Shanks could just do whatever he wanted. "Did Crocus say you could come see me, or are you just here to bother me on your own?"
"Oh, well…" Shanks laughed sheepishly, one hand going to the back of his head. "Crocus doesn't know that I'm here, but I took precautions, so it should be okay!"
When Shanks came closer, it was clear what his supposed "precautions" were. Considering he had only recently presented himself, Shanks wasn't all that great at controlling his pheromones just yet. Buggy could usually smell him everywhere, even from a distance, but right now there was something covering his usual scent.
At Buggy's lack of protest, Shanks inched his way closer until he could lie down next to him. He pushed his hat back, letting it hang down behind him so the brim wouldn't be squished against the floor. "Are you feeling alright?" Shanks asked, big eyes staring at Buggy. "I wanted to check on you earlier, but everyone kept telling me no and that I had to wait until your heat was over."
Buggy knew Shanks was speaking, though it was likely nothing important, but he couldn't register any of his words for some reason. Whatever Shanks had done to his scent was more than just distracting—it felt wrong. As much as Buggy hated to admit, he knew Shanks almost as well as he knew himself most days, and he couldn't reconcile this new, muddied scent with Shanks.
Without thinking, Buggy shoved Shanks' shoulder, pushing him down until he was flat on his back. Shanks was making some kind of noise in protest, squawking up a storm, but Buggy ignored it as he climbed on top of him, settling down on Shanks' stomach.
This close, Buggy was finally able to identify the strange smell covering Shanks' natural scent. It was camphor oil, a smell that Buggy associated with injuries and the infirmary. Crocus had several ointments for aches and pains that used it as an ingredient, and the aroma was quite distinct.
Shanks had apparently swiped some of the ointment and rubbed it against his neck to cover up his natural scent. It muddled his pheromones to the point of being unrecognizable, something that made irrational irritation swell up like a wave inside of Buggy's chest.
Detaching his hands from his body, Buggy reached out toward Shanks' neck, rubbing against his scent glands to try and get the offensive smell off him. The ointment had left a slight waxiness on top of Shanks' skin, making it hard to remove completely, but a vigorous scrubbing from Buggy's fingers got most of it off. There was still the scent of camphor in the air, as well as Buggy's hands, but Shanks' normal scent was already blooming forward, like a drop of blood in water.
"Buggy? What are you doing?" Shanks' voice was shaking slightly, obviously bewildered, but the words seemed to disappear before Buggy's mind could register them. Instead, his attention was concentrated almost entirely on Shanks' neck and his scent slowly but surely building in the room.
How many days had Buggy been stuck here on his own? Alone with nothing but the smell of himself, which became increasingly mired in sweat, tears, and semen. It had been suffocating to the point of madness.
But now, there was Shanks. And without the camphor oil mixing up his scent, Buggy could finally smell him clearly again. What was usually overpowering and annoying was now desirable and alluring, drawing Buggy in until he had his face buried in the crook of Shanks' neck.
The top of Buggy's head rubbed against Shanks' chin as he pressed his cheek more firmly against Shanks' scent gland. As Buggy inhaled, Shanks' scent seemed to stick of the back of his throat: dark, rich, and just slightly bittersweet. It made his mouth fill with saliva, and he had to remind himself to swallow to stop from drooling.
Shanks had gone silent and still underneath Buggy. Pressed together as close as they were, Buggy could feel the rise and fall of Shanks' chest as he breathed. Shanks' heartbeat was surprisingly rapid, like the flutter of hummingbird wings. When he swallowed roughly, Buggy could feel the bobbing of his Adam's apple.
A hush fell over the room. The only audible sounds were their quiet breaths. For the first time in days, Buggy felt himself relaxing. All he could see, smell, and touch was Shanks, and it was exactly what he needed after the painful ordeal of his heat.
Buggy twitched when he felt a hand touch him, but when he didn't react more than that, Shanks placed his hand fully on Buggy's back. For a few moments, he didn't do anything but rest it there, but then, slowly, he began to rub Buggy's back, stroking down the line of his spine in a gentle, rhythmic motion.
Shanks' other hand reached up to Buggy's hair, brushing the crown of his head gently first to gauge whether the touch was okay. Buggy's answer was a tiny nudge against Shanks' hand, which he took as permission to start running his fingers through Buggy's hair. After almost a week in the throes of his heat, Buggy's hair was surely a mess, tangled and greasy, but Shanks didn't seem to mind.
Shanks' scent, combined with the gentle touch of his hands, had Buggy going limp, all the tension leaving his body until he was completely covering Shanks like a blanket. Distantly, Buggy knew he needed to get up—there was so much he wanted to do now that he could finally leave the confinement of this tiny room—but he didn't have the energy to do much more than let himself be pet.
Without Buggy realizing, their positions had shifted over time, and Shanks was now wrapped around Buggy instead of just lying underneath him. They were even closer than before, arms and legs tangled together. The hand that had been in Buggy's hair migrated to the back of his neck, keeping his face pressed to Shanks' bare skin.
Buggy wasn't asleep, but he was close to it, lulled by Shanks' comforting smell and touch. If it was up to him, he would spend hours just floating along in this fluffy haze. When was the last time he had felt so comfortable? Without being exhausted and aching all the way to the marrow of his bones? It must have been an eternity.
"Buggy." Shanks' voice was quiet, soft, parting the silence like a gentle hand brushing aside a curtain. His hand was still on Buggy's neck, thumb rubbing right at the edge of his scent gland and making him shiver involuntarily. "Are you feeling better now?"
"Mmh." The tiny sound of agreement was the best Buggy could do right now, mind still too hazy to formulate real words. Of course he was feeling better now. He finally had his alpha with him, someone to take care of him.
… Huh? 
The comfortable fog that had been clouding Buggy's mind cleared so abruptly that he almost felt dizzy. What had he been thinking? Shanks was certainly an alpha, but his alpha? The mere idea made nausea bubble up in Buggy's stomach. Surely, it was only the last remnants of his heat warping his brain, omega biology out to ruin his life once more. There was no other explanation for why he would think that Shanks of all people was his alpha.
The closeness that had brought Buggy so much comfort just moments before now felt stifling and oppressive. Shanks' hand on his neck had become a noose, a death sentence just waiting to happen. He had been right at the start: Shanks shouldn't have come here. It was his fault that Buggy was losing his mind right now.
"Get off me!" Buggy yelled, one hand flying around to slap Shanks' hand away from his neck. The other shoved at Shanks' chest, sending him sliding across the floor. The rest of Buggy's body floated in the air, trying to put as much space between them as possible. "That was—that was just… nothing happened, okay?! Nothing! Why did you come to bother me anyway?!"
Shanks sighed, though he didn't seem too angry at being pushed around. He was more than used to Buggy's wild mood swings at this point. "Well," he said, dusting off his hat before he placed it back on his head, "if you have enough energy to get mad at me, then I'm sure you're fine."
"That just means you get to go back to doing chores with me all day, though!" he added with a laugh. "No more slacking off!" Shanks stuck his tongue out the end, barely dodging Buggy's fist flying at him. "I'll see you back in our room later, Buggy!"
"Shut up!" Buggy shouted, one hand shoving Shanks out of the door of the room. "The room better not be a mess when I get back, either, or I'll kill you!"
Shanks' laughter followed him out of the room, the door slamming closed behind after. Buggy's face felt hot, though he wasn't sure if it was anger or embarrassment. Alone again, Buggy didn't bother to hold back his groan of frustration, knocking his head roughly against the wall.
That was what his relationship with Shanks should be like: rough and argumentative, frequently annoying and sometimes friendly. They were pirates, not some soft civilians on land. Not that Buggy would want to do anything romantic or sexual with Shanks—or anyone!—even then, ugh.
Buggy was an omega, but that didn't mean he needed, or wanted, anyone's protection. He would never have an alpha, never be stupid enough to let someone mate him—especially not someone like Shanks.
I'll kill myself first, Buggy thought, biting his lip hard enough to bleed. I don't need an alpha! And I certainly don't need Shanks!
The declaration would've been more convincing if he hadn't buried his face in his shirt right after, clinging to the last vestiges of Shanks' scent still in the room. It's just lingering insanity from my heat, Buggy thought. It would've been the same with any alpha who came to see me.
Maybe if he told himself it enough times, it would eventually come true. He would only be so lucky.
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    Chapter Text

    Over twenty years of taking a daily suppressant, and Buggy still couldn't get the bitter, slightly chalky aftertaste out of his mouth whenever he swallowed. No matter what kind he bought (or stole)—a commercial brand sold on most islands, a homemade concoction made by some witch doctor in the woods, or even the heavy-duty, supposedly top secret ones used by the marines—he was always left with a lingering unpleasantness on his tongue.
Technically, Buggy didn't need to take suppressants. As a mated omega, his heats were generally less frequent than those who were unmated. He didn't have to worry about accidentally attracting perverted alphas or betas during his heat either; there was only one person who could sense Buggy's pheromones now, but he hadn't seen him in over 20 years. Buggy could only hope it would be 20 or 40 years more before they ran into each other, or maybe if he was lucky, never again.
Still, he had gotten into the habit of taking suppressants, and when his heat did come, they were less painful and annoying. Instead of being completely incapacitated, he was almost functional. Functional enough to yell at his crew whenever they tried to bother him at least.
After a while, they knew to just leave him alone during his random bouts of "sickness." If they thought Buggy was strangely prone to food poisoning or the flu or whatever illness he happened to be using as an excuse this time, they never said anything, at least not to his face. That didn't mean that Buggy didn't hear all their complaints and grumbling when his heat made him more irritable than usual, but since none of them had managed to guess what was actually ailing him, he let them off with only a light stabbing or two.
Buggy supposed he should be grateful. Here he was, mated but not tied down by some tyrannical alpha. He had fewer, less intense heats, and he wasn't phased by the reek of posturing alphas when they were getting into stupid arguments—which was way too often. It had been his dream once, to get some gullible alpha to mate him and then run away, praying that they would just leave him alone after instead of chasing him down and taking what was supposedly rightfully theirs.
He'd gotten that alright, even if he hadn't meant to at the time. Arguably, it was one of the best case scenarios for an omega. He got all the perks of being mated without any of the actual downsides—like being stuck with an alpha in his space all the time.
It was something Buggy had been telling himself for years now. Over and over, like repeating it for the hundredth, thousandth, millionth time would make it stick. His brain knew it was true, but his body, with its instincts and hormones and cursed biological needs, kept trying to convince him otherwise, especially during his heats, as few as they were now.
Whenever his heat hit, Buggy was always transported back to his teenage self. The one that had been scared and angry about being an omega all the time. There were very few pleasant moments associated with his heat, only pain and discomfort. But the few fleeting moments that he had managed to get had always been with one person.
Even after forcibly severing their relationship all those years ago, his body, weak and desperate, wouldn't let him forget about his mate. Red hair like the shine of rubies. The bright gleam in his eyes as he smiled. The rough calluses on his hands as he touched Buggy's body, gently, like he really mattered.
The mating bite on the back of his neck always ached terribly during these moments of weakness. Buggy didn't need an alpha, but somehow, his body never seemed to get the message no matter how many years passed.
Sweat soaked and shivering, Buggy had to bite his fingers to stop himself from calling out for his mate. His body might have betrayed him, but he wouldn't stoop so low as to beg for someone who would never come. Behind his closed eyelids, there was a vision of red hair flickering in the wind, the brim of a hat, and an outstretched hand reaching for him—taunting him like a vengeful ghost.
Every morning, Buggy took a suppressant. The mornings after his heats, he took two, sometimes three. They never did anything in the end, never made it easier to forget or the chasm in his chest less wide. But he still took them anyway. It wasn't like he could do anything else.
 

 
The East Blue was quiet, boring almost, especially compared to the Grand Line and New World where Buggy had grown up traveling with the Roger Pirates. Although his younger self would have been spitting mad if he could see Buggy now, as an adult, Buggy knew that this weak sea was where he was most suited. Even as weak as it was compared to the rest of the oceans, it wasn't like it was totally devoid of treasure. Buggy could still do what he wanted, even if it wasn't as grand as he originally envisioned as a child.
Mediocrity, Buggy concluded long ago, was fine. Being a big fish in weak sea was better than nothing. If that was the only way he could keep being a pirate, than so be it.
Unfortunately for Buggy, his semi-idyllic days in the East Blue were soon about to come to an end—and the culprit was the same as it had always been. Almost every source of trouble in Buggy's life could be traced back to one person.
The straw hat brat, much like the owner before him, seemed to be bent on ruining Buggy's life. Buggy had gone over 20 years without coming into any contact with Shanks outside of passing mentions in the news, but now here was a tangible reminder of his existence, not only in an object, but also a person.
Like Shanks, Luffy was reckless, self-righteous, and always sticking his nose where he wasn't wanted. The little brat had come in like a wrecking ball and destroyed all of Buggy's efforts in one fell swoop. It was a small comfort that Buggy had managed to damage the straw hat. In his mind, his blades had gone through something—someone—else that deserved it much more than an innocent object.
Buggy's mind was a mess, dizzy with irritation and burning hot with anger all at once. Even when he wasn't here, Shanks was a thorn in Buggy's side. He'd been so close, just a short distance away on some small East Blue island, and they still never ran across each other.
It doesn't matter that he was here, Buggy thought, teeth grinding together furiously. It doesn't matter that some impudent brat has his hat, like he's some kind of successor to the throne. 
As far as Buggy could tell, the straw hat brat was a beta, and one that seemed to be basically nose blind at that. He shouldn't have triggered any of Buggy's omega instincts, but apparently just seeing him with Shanks' straw hat was enough to push Buggy into an early heat.
Going into heat, much too soon after his last one, and in front of some stretchy, idiotic gremlin had Buggy incandescent with rage. He'd blow the both of them up with his bombs if he had to. His life had been full of embarrassments since the beginning, but this was just a step too far, even for him.
Luckily, or unluckily, depending on how you viewed it, Buggy managed to escape that particular indignity by being subjected to another one. If it wasn't bad enough to get his (regular) Buggy balls attacked, being reduced to a mere head, hands, and feet before being launched to who knows where was just the final humiliating blow.
The only upside was ending up far enough away from the rest of his body that his heat seemed to be abruptly halted. Apparently unwanted hormones couldn't fuck you up if there wasn't enough body for them to actually affect. Too bad he couldn't do this every time he went into heat. Buggy had tested splitting himself apart as a way to reduce or stop his heat symptoms plenty of times when he was younger, and all it had done was make the ache inside him worse.
As he made his way back to his crew, Buggy was certain he was going to die multiple times, but thankfully, his luck, as wild and erratic as it usually was, held up this time around. Despite all the twists and turns along the way, he managed to reach his crew intact and only slightly worse for wear, with the last leg of the journey courtesy of Alvida, who had also had the bad luck of running across the straw hat brat.
"Captain Buggy! You're alive!" his crew members cried, rushing to surround his miniature body with tears in their eyes. Buggy wasn't sure if he should be moved that they cared enough to mourn him, or annoyed that they even assumed he was dead in the first place. Regardless, the first order of business was to dig up the rest of his body so he could reattach himself. At the very least, he was grateful his crew hadn't decided to cremate him or give him a burial at sea, which was customary for many pirates.
Reattaching all of his severed limbs was easy enough, even though he'd been away from most his body for longer than he ever had before, but the moment his body was all back together, Buggy's knees buckled, sending him to the ground. The heat that he thought he'd managed to avoid had come back with even greater ferocity. The mark on the back of his neck ached even more than usual, like teeth were still embedded in his skin.
I should've just stayed in my miniature form, Buggy thought, trying to control his breathing. Sweat was already forming on his brow and dripping down on the dirt below him. He wasn't sure what was a worse humiliation: the miniature version of himself with no body or going into heat in front of his crew the second he returned.
"Captain Buggy!" Cabaji and Mohji hurried to his side, helping him stand up again. "Are you alright?! Are there still lingering effects of being apart from your body for so long?"
Shoving the two of them off of him, Buggy forced himself to stand on his own, or at least float on his own. Separating his body at the ankles and hovering just above them made it so it wouldn't have to bear his own weight at least. "I'm fine," he said, his voice rough. "Who do you think I am?! I'm the great Captain Buggy! Nothing keeps me down for long!"
"Captain Buggy!" his crew cheered. "We knew that you'd come back to us!" Buggy called for a celebration soon after that, to commemorate his grand journey back to his crew and to thank Alvida for her help in the endeavor.
Using the lively atmosphere and free flowing alcohol as a distraction, Buggy managed to slip away without notice, heading back to his room on the ship. The bottle of suppressants by his bedside, unlabeled to prevent snoopers from realizing what was inside, was nearly empty. There were only five pills left; he'd have to restock soon.
Emptying all five into his palm, Buggy swallowed them dry before he let himself fall apart on his messy bed. In the back of his mind, he heard a voice that sounded suspiciously like Crocus lecturing him on the dangers of overdosing on suppressants. He paid it no mind, though. Who cared about his fertility or hormonal function or whatever. As long as he could force his heat under control as quickly as possible, then that was all that mattered.
Before his body finally gave out, there was a flicker of red hair and a straw hat at the edge of his vision, following him all the way down into his dreams.
 

 
Chasing after that straw hat brat to Loguetown had been a disaster, but Buggy should have expected that. Being back in the town where his captain had died, even at the platform where he had been killed, had surely warped his karma in the worst possible way. The freak bolt of lightning that hit him was a sure sign of that.
Maybe a lesser pirate would have turned tail and headed back to East Blue proper to lick their wounds and regroup, but Buggy had grown tired of this sea by this point. Hiding out here for the last 20 or so years hadn't done him much good, so Buggy didn't see a benefit in staying for much longer.
"We're going to the Grand Line," he declared, standing before his crew with his hands on his hips. He was trying to project an aura of confidence, but still being singed by lightning was probably impacting that. "It's going to be more treacherous and dangerous than anything we've ever faced before, but there's also more treasure than could ever be found in the East Blue alone! If you don't think you can hack it, throw yourself off the ship before I do it myself. I don't need any cowards holding me back along the way!"
"We'll go anywhere you go, Captain!" Mohji cheered, prompting a chorus of agreement around him. Next to him, Richie roared in excitement. "You haven't let us down yet!"
"Uh, what about the time when—agh!" Buggy's knife hit the offending crew member right in the shoulder, and he was carted off by a few others before Buggy could throw another one in retaliation.
Buggy flipped a knife between his fingers, scanning the faces before him for any signs of dissent. "Anyone else have anything to say aside from 'yes, Captain Buggy'? 'Cause I have more than enough blades to go around if needed."
"We support you wholeheartedly, Captain Buggy!" his crew cheered, though some were more sincere than others.
There were plenty of preparations that needed to be made before they could get to the Grand Line, but Buggy had more than enough experience at this point. He'd delegate all the tasks to the appropriate crew members in the morning, but for now, he let them work themselves up into an excited frenzy about what the Grand Line could possibly hold for them.
At the back of the room, Alvida was leaning against the wall, her trusty mace at her side as usual. As he walked toward her, Buggy asked, "Are you coming with? Or do you need a ride back somewhere else?" Just because they had an alliance didn't mean that she would want to keep sailing with Buggy and his crew.
"I'll come along," Alvida said, her painted lips curving up into a smile. "The Grand Line sounds interesting at least, more so than the backwaters of East Blue."
Alvida, like Buggy, was an omega. Unlike Buggy though, she made no effort to hide her designation. Not that Buggy had realized it when they first met. He had been too busy trying not to drown and then working to get back to his crew. He'd just assumed the slightly sweet scent coming from her had been perfume.
Annoyingly, it was an alpha member of Buggy's crew causing trouble that brought it to his attention. Some horny idiot decided to proposition Alvida like she was some common bar wench that happened to tag along after Buggy instead of a vicious pirate in her own right. A heavy swing of her mace took swift care of him though, sending him nearly into a stack of crates behind him.
"Is there going to be a problem with me being an omega?" Buggy's stupid crew members looked from Alvida's pleasant smile to the blood staining the end of her weapon and shook their heads rapidly. "What about you, Buggy? Any complaints?"
"No," Buggy said, glaring at his cowering crew. He didn't care about protecting another omega or ensuring equal rights or whatever, but alphas and betas thinking with their dicks were a massive pain in the ass, and Buggy would rather kill them now than keep them on his ship. "I don't give a shit what you horndogs do when we're on land, but I'll skin you all alive if you try anything on the ship. Do whatever you want with troublemakers, Alvida. I don't care."
"Captain Buggy is even considerate of omegas!" said one of his crew members, wiping away a tear from his eye. "I knew I was right to join the Buggy Pirates!" Any other time, Buggy would have accepted the praise with glee, but considering the topic, he just frowned and turned his head away. All this designation talk just left a bad taste in his mouth.
 

 
It'd been years since Buggy had had any extended contact with another omega, and it was the first time he was traveling with one who was unmated. Since his crew was primarily betas with a few alphas, the only time he ran into other omegas was when they docked at an island, and even then it was only briefly in passing.
Even with his limited experience, though, Buggy knew Alvida was different from the other omegas on land. Whether that was because she was a pirate or just something unique to herself, he wasn't sure.
Unmated omegas had plenty of ways to hide their designation or protect themselves against unwanted alpha attention. Aside from suppressants to control or delay heats, there were also patches and soaps to block out their scents so people wouldn't know they were omegas. Some omegas even wore collars to protect the mating gland at the back of their necks to prevent an accidental bonding, though Buggy thought that doing so was like putting a blaring target on themselves. It was stupid to make it obvious you were an omega, even inadvertently.
Alvida, on the other hand, used none of these things, not even suppressants. When Buggy had broached the topic—after making sure her mace had been put away for the night—she just gave him a smile. "My heats have never been too bad," she said. "It's fun to be able to have an alpha under your control for a day or two, as well. The way they beg and cry after being wrung dry is just so satisfying, you know?"
Buggy didn't know, and he didn't really want to either. "Okay," he said, "whatever works for you, I guess. It just seems like it would be easier to avoid that kind of mess in the first place."
"Sometimes the mess is the fun," she said, sending him an indulgent look. "But I suppose you get more enjoyment out of treasure than sex though."
Buggy frowned. Alvida made it sound like a bad thing, but treasure never disappointed him like sex had. "Whatever," he said, with a sniff. "My treasure will last longer than any romp in the sheets at least."
It took a few months of traveling together before Alvida's heat hit. Buggy's own had passed uneventfully two weeks before, mostly because he had taken triple his usual dose of suppressants to continue treasure hunting instead of taking a few days off as usual. The decision paid off, though, leading him to a hefty chest of jewels.
Instead of being out at sea, they were docked at a spring island for the next few days as they restocked any necessary supplies. While Buggy would have just taken advantage of the ship being mostly empty to ride out his heat in peace, Alvida had other plans.
Recently, brothels that catered exclusively to omegas were becoming more popular. There, omegas could have their pick of alphas, betas, and even other omegas to help them through their heat, or any other time if they wished it. "If you pick an alpha, you can ask them to be muzzled if you're worried about a potential mating," Alvida explained, even though Buggy hadn't asked her to. "I just enjoy the way it looks when they're trying so hard not to bite, though. It makes them look like puppies, hehe."
Although Buggy usually left watch duty to one of his crew members, he stayed behind on his own this time, waving off the others to do whatever they wanted until the log pose set and they were out to sea again. Alvida would be preoccupied with her heat for the next few days, while everyone else could go get drunk or hit up a brothel of their own.
With everyone gone, the ship was quiet, a rarity. Buggy usually preferred noise and the company of others, but with how out of sorts he'd felt over the last few weeks, the silence was just what he needed. It was probably just lingering symptoms from taking too many suppressants to forcibly end his heat early, but he had plenty of experience with that over the years by now.
Although Buggy had planned to use his alone time to relax on the ship, he never seemed to be able to get comfortable. It was almost the third day they'd been docked at this island, and he still hadn't been able to get much sleep, an unusual bout of insomnia keeping him up and tense with energy.
It was past midnight, and the moon was high in the sky. After tossing and turning in his room for hours, Buggy decided to go outside to get some fresh air. As expected of a spring island, the temperature was mild, with a lightly cool breeze blowing through his hair messily.
The moon was bright enough tonight that most of the dock was illuminated in its white glow. That made it easy to see whoever was coming up to the ship. Making her way toward the ship, with a swing in her hips and a cheery hum, was Alvida. She looked like she just had a spa day instead of going through a heat.
"You're back early," Buggy said, once she was close enough to hear him. When he was still unmated, his heats used to last five days at their shortest. It had only been a little over two since Alvida left.
"I told you my heats weren't too bad," she said as she hopped onto the ship and made her way over to where Buggy was leaning against the railing. "You could make things easier on yourself if you did the same as me, you know. I get you're a bit of a prude, but there's nothing wrong with finding someone to spend your heats with."
"…Huh?" For a few moments, Buggy just stared at Alvida, mouth slightly open in shock. Had he heard her right? "What do you mean 'your heats'? I don't have heats!"
Embarrassingly enough, Alvida gave him a pitying look. "You don't have to lie to me, you know. I don't care what you tell your crew members; whatever makes things easier for you, I guess. But I've known about you being an omega for a while now. Not right when we first met since you barely had a body then, but definitely soon after that."
If Buggy had more energy at the moment, he definitely would've defended himself, protesting ferociously against such a baseless accusation. Him, an omega? No way! Instead, he just groaned, letting himself slump over the ship's railing.
"What gave it away?" he asked, burying his face in his arms. "No one should be able to tell." As far as he knew, he barely gave off any pheromones anymore. His heats weren't even that bad either, more like a mild flu most of the time than anything. They were erratic, too, so it wasn't like there was a specific timing that could be pinpointed.
"It wasn't anything obvious," Alvida said, leaning against the railing next to him. "I just have a bit of a sense when it comes to this sort of thing. It helps if you can tell who's another omega if you're ever in trouble."
There was a pause, before she sighed a bit. "And well… I also saw the bite mark on the back of your neck. I don't know if your crew just hasn't seen that part of your body before, or if they're just stupid if they have, but it's clearly a mating bite. No one's going to have one of those unless they're an omega, or have strangely specific kinks."
Buggy thumped his head against the railing, hoping it would knock him out so he could avoid this conversation. His ears and the back of his neck were burning hot. How mortifying to be found out so easily, after hiding his designation and bond for so many years. "Any other secrets of mine you want to reveal?"
Alvida hummed, taking his question seriously since she apparently wanted to get everything out of the open tonight. "No more secrets," she said after a few minutes of consideration, "just a word of advice. It's easier to deal with your heats with someone else rather than gobbling down suppressants like candy everyday. We're past the age where omegas died when their bonds were broken, you know. No need to martyr yourself by clinging to some alpha who's dead or cast you aside."
"He's not dead," Buggy muttered, unable to help himself. "And the bond's still active, thank you very much. So I don't need your advice."
"What?" It was Alvida's turn to be surprised now, and she nudged Buggy's side roughly to get him to look at her. "What do you mean? If your mate's alive, then why do you keep taking all those suppressants? It can't be one of the crew members, can it?"
"Gross, no." Buggy wrinkled his nose in disgust. "It's not any of them. He's not dead, though, just… not here. We went our separate ways a long time ago, and I'm not eager to reunite anytime soon."
"Your alpha let you go?" Alvida asked skeptically, her brow furrowing. "Just like that? Or is this a situation where you tricked some drunk alpha into mating you and then ran? If he was drunk enough, he might not even know that he mated you."
"No!" Buggy scowled at her, offended at the accusation. "I wouldn't do something that stupid. God, picking some random alpha would have been a hundred times worse. Whatever. It doesn't matter. Just know that you're wrong."
"What's the problem then? Clearly, whoever your alpha is doesn't care what you get up to. If he's not around to take care of your heats, then you can just find someone else," Alvida said. "Maybe it won't be as good—I've heard all the talks about how amazing bonded sex is, like everyone else—but it'll get the job done, and without all the nasty side effects that come with taking suppressants all the time."
"I don't want to," Buggy said. He never wanted to take care of his heats. He wanted them to go away, to pretend they never existed. Being mated to an alpha was supposed to help with that, and it did, even if being away from his mate made things worse in some way, too. He was still better off that most omegas. Alvida, who flaunted her designation, was a rare exception among omegas, not the norm.
Alvida sighed again, clearly frustrated by Buggy's stubbornness. "Are you still pining for your alpha or something? I wouldn't have expected it from you, but it explains things at least. If you're still thinking about him even now, no wonder why you're so against having sex with other people."
"No way!" Buggy's denial was even stronger this time. "Who would be pining over some loser alpha? I just—I don't need anyone, okay? Not the stupid alpha who mated me, or any other one to get me through a heat. I got this far on my own, and I'll go even farther the same way."
The idea of him staying celibate all these years out of some misguided loyalty to his alpha was laughable. Who gave a shit about that? The bastard probably had a harem of mated omegas alongside Buggy by now. As long as he didn't break their bond, Buggy didn't care about anything that he did.
It didn't matter that the rare times Buggy did have sex with other people were always outside his heat. He felt like shit during his heats, of course he wouldn't want someone else around. It was better to deal with them alone than with some annoying alpha or beta or even another omega. The existence of another person in his space during his heat just made things worse.
Except for that one time, a tiny, secret thought in the back of his brain said. There was one heat that felt good with someone else, wasn't there? The only heat you had ever spent with another person. A person who you still can't forget even now.
"Fine, be that way," Alvida said with a shake of her head, pulling Buggy out of his spiraling thoughts. "You're obviously too stubborn for your own good. If you ever want to stop torturing yourself all the time, though, let me know. It'll finally get you out of this funk with this deadbeat mate of yours, I'm sure."
"Shut up." Buggy thumped his head against the railing again, letting the curtain of his hair hide his face. God, he needed a drink. Or to stab a few annoying people. Anything to get the frustration boiling up inside of him out.
"Come to my cabin, and we'll have a drink," Alvida said, like she read his mind. When he didn't move, she tugged at the end of his hair lightly. "You've been looking like a wreck lately. At least if you get drunk, you'll finally be able to sleep, right?"
Buggy knocked her hand away from his hair, but he didn't refuse the offer. "Fine," he said. "Might as well drink myself to sleep since nothing else has worked."
In the end, Buggy managed to have a deep, dreamless sleep for the first time in days, though they had to clear out more of the ship's alcohol stock than he would've liked. The massive hangover the next day almost negated any benefits of sleep he'd gotten, but at least the pain distracted him from anything else.
 

 
There was no quiet in Impel Down, not with every corner of the prison filled to the brim with the world's worst criminals. Arguments, insults, screams of pain, and pleas for mercy were everyday noises in the prison, and they only grew more grating as time passed.
Impel Down wasn't the worst place Buggy had ever been in his life, but that was likely only due to the fact that they were keeping him on the first level. Even the first level was awful though, and he knew he had to escape as soon as possible.
Buggy never bothered to keep track of his heat. Years of taking a daily suppressant had messed up his cycle, so it wasn't like he could predict when it would come with any accuracy either. If it came, it came, and he would either ride it out for a few days or force it down once again with a double-triple-quadruple-however many he needed dose of suppressants.
He had no access to suppressants in Impel Down, though that was probably due to the fact that the guards had labeled him as a beta on their paperwork when they admitted him. There was a moment, though, when he thought he had been found out, during a strip search to check if he was hiding anything under his clothes.
The guard performing the search had paused momentarily when he got to the back of Buggy's neck, his gloved hands touching the scar where Buggy's mating bite was. He had to bite his tongue to stop himself from jerking away from the touch; no one had touched him there in years, and it felt wrong now.
"It's an animal bite," he said, forcing the words out even as he felt tremors start to run through his body. It was a poor excuse, but he had to do whatever he could to convince them. He hadn't gone this long hiding the fact that he was an omega just for the marines to get the information now. "I have a lion on my crew. When he was younger, he had a teething problem. Look, you can check my arms and my sides. There's loads of bite marks there, too."
Buggy wasn't even lying. Richie had been a menace growing up, and he liked to chew on anything or anyone that was close by. Usually it was Mohji, but Buggy had been on the receiving end of his teeth more than once. Even if Richie's teeth were as sharp as blades, a bite wasn't the same as a slash or cut, so Buggy had inevitably been injured and scarred. The teeth marks of a lion and an alpha were clearly different, but hopefully the guard wouldn't look too closely.
"Right," the guard said, sounding bored. He took a step back, reaching for a clipboard on the table. "Notable scars for identification: multiple bite marks from a lion. Not that we'd need anything like that to identify you in the first place. That nose of yours stands out more than enough."
"Who has a big red nose?! You bastard, I'll kill you!" The angry outburst had only gotten him kicked in the stomach, but at least the guards didn't seem to realize that he was an omega. In the end, they threw him into a cell full of betas, assuming he was one of them.
Buggy was always planning to escape, but being without suppressants sped up that timeline. It had been years, decades even, since he had gone without suppressants for any extended amount of time. It had been a while since his last heat, too, so who knew when the next one would come, especially since he didn't have any suppressants to hold it back.
Even though his pheromones were basically nonexistent now, he didn't want to test out what would happen if his cellmates found out he was an omega, especially if it happened due to him going into heat. Alphas were the only ones who could mate omegas, but betas could fuck them just fine, too. Most of these prisoners were so depraved and sexually frustrated that they'd likely try to fuck a hole in the wall if it wouldn't end up with them bleeding copiously from abrasions.
In Buggy's opinion, it was mildly insulting that he was being kept on level one instead of any of the lower ones, but that dismissiveness worked in his favor this time. Level one was full of nobodies, so the security was much more lax. The fact that no one had ever managed to escape from even level one of the prison was just a minor issue that Buggy was sure he could overcome.
Of course, once Buggy actually put his escape plan into action, he ran into someone he never wanted to see again: the straw hat brat. "What the hell are you doing here?!" he yelled as they ran through the halls of the prison together. Around them, the prisoners stuck in their cells hurled insults and pleas to let them out as well, all of which Buggy ignored.
"I'm here to get my brother out!" Luffy shouted back. "He's going to be executed soon if I don't!" As if seeing this annoying idiot wasn't bad enough, finding out that his brother was Ace of all people gave Buggy another shock that he did not need today.
The straw hat brat was an idiot, though. No one ever wanted to go down a level here, and he was sure to die somewhere in the middle, if he even got that far. That wasn't Buggy's problem, though. He'd already given Buggy Captain John's treasure marker, like the too trusting idiot he was. If he could provide a distraction for Buggy to escape on his own, that would be more than enough.
Buggy had been too optimistic to expect anything to go right when Luffy was involved, though. Level one, Crimson Hell, had been nothing for Buggy considering his immunity to blades—and the fact that the guards hadn't even bothered to use seastone cuffs on him—but every level lower was a brand new, even worse torture.
Things got worse and worse for Buggy the further they go down. It was only when he finally managed to abandon the straw hat brat that the situation improved slightly. The progress back up to the less dangerous levels was slow, but Mr. 3 was a useful ally at least, without any delusions of heroic rescues. The only thing they could count on right now was saving their own skins.
Even when they did eventually manage to escape—already a miracle—they just headed straight toward even more danger at Marineford instead. The damn marines even found out about Buggy's connection to the Roger Pirates. It made the other prisoners revere him for no reason, which Buggy was more than eager to accept, but at this point every secret he had spent the last 20 years hiding would soon spill out into the open.
Marineford, Buggy was quick to realize, was where the real trouble was, especially as Whitebeard's fleet began their assault on the marines in earnest. At least in Impel Down, there were places to hide and rest. On the battlefield of Marineford, the options were to fight or run, and Buggy kept getting pulled into battles when all he wanted to do was get away.
I wasn't made for this, Buggy thought resentfully as he continued to weave his way rapidly through the massive crowd. He could barely tell who was friend or foe anymore, knives and guns and blood quickly turning everything to a blur. I didn't even want to be here!
Ace's death was the collapse of everything, sending them all into a free fall toward a true hell. The air was thick with ash, gunpowder, and blood, making it nearly impossible to breathe. The only thought on Buggy's mind was escape, but of course even that was interrupted when Jinbe and Luffy both collided with him in the air, almost like a pair of cannonballs being shot away.
He barely managed to get the two of them into that submarine with the strange group of pirates who claimed they wanted to help the straw hat brat before the air around him shifted suddenly. The hair on the Buggy's arms started to stand up from the tension, and for some reason the back of his neck began to ache fiercely. He found out the answer when he turned, giving himself the biggest shock of the day.
"Shanks?!" That was the name that came out, but inside his head, all Buggy could think was alpha. The ache in the back of his neck, where his mating bite was, only got worse.
"Buggy!" Shanks' voice was deeper and rougher than it was before. It was the first time Buggy had heard it in over 20 years, and it was like being hit in the face with a bomb, his body trembling from just the sound of one word alone.
It was an unmistakable reminder that Buggy was an omega. He had a mate, an alpha who had claimed him as his own. He would never be able to forget that, no matter how much he tried or how far he ran away.
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    Chapter Text

    Buggy had grown up on the Oro Jackson, and the ship's gentle sway as it traveled the world's oceans was infinitely more familiar to him than the steadiness of land at this point. Unfortunately, the ship's constant movement was the bane of his existence right now, making his stomach churn uncomfortably like the sea during a storm. Even though there was nothing in his stomach to throw up anymore, he still gagged as the ship shifted suddenly, head falling back down into the bucket cradled in his lap.
"Maybe you should stop taking suppressants for now," came Crocus' voice from above Buggy's head. There was the gentle touch of a hand on Buggy's back; he really must have looked terrible if Crocus was trying to comfort him. "It's the third one you've tried, isn't it? The side effects have to be worse than going through a heat at this point. We can always try another one later on."
"Nngh, no way," Buggy said, the words scraping roughly against his sore throat. He had thrown up so much over the last few days that his throat felt permanently abraded by stomach acid. "I'm fine. This one isn't even that bad. I'm only throwing up at night now, right? That's an improvement!"
Crocus sighed. "You're even more stubborn than Roger, I swear." He didn't bother to continue trying to dissuade Buggy from taking suppressants. They'd had this conversation multiple times over the last few weeks already, usually after Buggy dragged himself into the infirmary with another debilitating side effect or another.
When another round of dry heaving started, Crocus left Buggy alone, closing the curtain around the cot he was occupying to preserve the last remaining tatters of his dignity. Buggy wasn't sure how long this particular cycle of nausea continued, but by the time his stomach finally stopped its revolt, he was exhausted. Swallowing was difficult with his sore throat, and his chest and stomach ached from prolonged retching.
The infirmary was quiet for a stretch as Buggy slowly got his bearings again. It seemed like the worst of the nausea had finally passed, though it had taken a couple of hours. He still had a small headache throbbing at his right temple, but that was manageable compared to all the throwing up he had been doing.
A few minutes later, the curtains around his cot rustled slightly as Crocus pulled them aside, poking his head inside. "Here," he said, holding out a cup of water. "Rinse your mouth. If you can manage it, drink a bit, too, but I don't know if that'll trigger your stomach again."
Buggy took the offered cup from Crocus' hand, bringing it carefully to his mouth so he could take a sip. After swishing the water around and spitting it into the bucket on his lap a few times, Buggy's mouth felt a little cleaner, less sour and acrid from stomach acid-tinged saliva. He knew he should probably drink the rest of the cup to rehydrate after puking for so long, but the last time he tried to consume any kind of liquid, he had just thrown it right back up after.
Buggy started with a small, tentative sip, not even half a mouthful, before he swallowed it slowly. Once he felt the water settle in his stomach without any ill effects, he drank a little more, each time waiting several seconds before he took another sip.
By the time Crocus came back, Buggy had managed to drink roughly half of the remaining water. Since he didn't feel like he could drink anymore, he offered the cup back to Crocus once he was close enough. "I'm done," Buggy said, clearing his throat roughly afterward. His throat still felt a bit phlegmy, but hopefully that would pass soon enough.
Crocus frowned when he saw how much water still remained in the cup, but he didn't push Buggy to drink any more. "If you're feeling a bit better now, you should get some rest," he said, turning back to Buggy once he set the cup aside. "I would tell you to stay here for the night since it's so late, but I'm sure you won't listen to me about that either."
Buggy didn't reply, ducking his head with a sniff. Crocus was right; there was no way Buggy was spending the night in the infirmary after puking his guts out over the last few hours. If he was going to get any rest at all tonight, he was going to do it in the comfort of his room, not here where the predominant scents were antiseptic and vomit.
Crocus sighed again, but he didn't try to keep Buggy in the infirmary. "Alright," he said, turning away to rifle through some items on his desk. "If you're not going to stay, take some of these with you at least. They'll help if the nausea starts up again."
What Crocus came back with were several small cellophane-wrapped balls, golden yellow and flecked with some darker bits inside. "What kind of medicine is this?" Buggy asked, rolling the balls around in his palm. They looked less noxious than the usual medicine Crocus usually forced on them at least, but appearances could be deceiving.
"It's candy," Crocus said. "It has ginger, honey, and lemon. I'd usually give you some ginger tea, but since you're having a hard time keeping liquids down, I thought this would be better. Don't swallow them whole or bite them, though. You can just suck on one slowly if you're feeling nauseous again, and that should help."
Bringing one of the candies up to his nose, Buggy took a sniff. Like Crocus said, it mostly smelled of ginger, with a light touch of sweet and tart notes from the honey and lemon. It wasn't like Buggy didn't trust Crocus, but it also wouldn't have been the first time he tricked him into taking some kind of gross medicine by disguising it as something else.
"Okay," Buggy said, shoving the candy into his pocket as he pushed himself off of the cot. "Thanks, Crocus."
"Yeah, yeah," Crocus said, waving Buggy off. "Try not to land yourself in here again anytime soon, okay? Think about what I said about the suppressants, too. It's not good for you to be pushing your body like this, Buggy."
"Whatever," Buggy muttered, scurrying out of the infirmary before Crocus could pull him back for another lecture. For someone who claimed that he was done pushing Buggy about all his issues with suppressants, he sure brought them up a lot.
The halls of the ship were quiet as Buggy made his way back to his room. He was still sharing with Shanks despite being offered a room of his own by Rayleigh. It was an offer he would've jumped at before presenting, but now, it just seemed insulting. Buggy didn't need special treatment just because he was an omega. And certainly nothing would ever happen between him and Shanks, even if he was an alpha.
If Buggy didn't know better, he would've thought Shanks was a beta considering how little he reacted to Buggy or any other omega they happened to run into when docked at an island. Even when some of the older crewmates dragged him to a brothel, all he ever said was that the smells inside were too strong for his taste.
It was pitch dark in their room, and since Buggy didn't want to fumble around trying to find a lamp just to get in bed, he separated his hands and feet and let them feel out a clear path before the rest of his body followed.
When his hands and feet safely reached the edge of the bunk bed, Buggy reconnected his body. Placing one hand on the ladder to the top bunk, he hesitated instead of climbing up like he should've.
In the bottom bunk, Shanks was fast asleep, his slow and even breaths the only sound in the room. His scent was stronger than usual, likely because he wasn't consciously holding it back right now.
I shouldn't, Buggy thought, before it quickly flipped to Why shouldn't I? It wasn't like it would be anything new or strange for the two of them anyway. They'd only had the bunk bed for a year or two now. Before that, they basically slept on top of each other on a shared mattress in the middle of the room.
The bunk beds were narrow, and there was barely enough room for one person, much less two. Since Shanks was already taking up most of the space on the bed, Buggy had to make some room for himself, which he did with a none too gentle knee to Shanks' side.
"Ugh." Shanks jerked awake as Buggy shoved against him. "Huh? What? Buggy, is that you?"
"Budge over," Buggy said, ignoring Shanks' nonsensical question. Who else would be in their room this late at night other than him? "You're hogging the bed."
Instead of protesting that the bed was his to hog and that Buggy had his own place to sleep right above, Shanks just rolled over, leaving a small strip of space for Buggy to slot himself into. Even with Shanks scooting almost all the way to the wall, it was a tight fit for the two of them, but Shanks didn't complain.
It took a bit of adjusting for the two of them to find a comfortable position, with both of them bumping elbows and knees before they finally settled down. Once Shanks got his arm under Buggy, he pulled Buggy closer so that he was pressed against his side.
In Shanks' bed and curled up against him, he was all Buggy could smell, and the scent was helping his brain finally slow down and relax. He had been kept up by pain and discomfort earlier, but now he felt comfortable enough to fall asleep, even though he'd only be able to get a few hours before they had to be up for the day.
Shanks' nose pressed gently against Buggy's face before he inhaled deeply. "You smell better now," he said, his voice still thick with sleep. "Less like you're in pain. And hmm…" He trailed off for a moment before he pressed his face closer to Buggy's cheek, right where there was a small bulge in his mouth. "Like candy, too…"
"It's medicine," Buggy said. He had tried one of the ginger candies Crocus gave him on his way back from the infirmary, tucking it against his cheek so it could slowly dissolve. He wasn't really lying anyway; Crocus had told him to use them to treat his nausea. He was just taking it preemptively right now. "So don't ask for any."
"Wasn't gonna," Shanks grumbled, tightening his hold on Buggy briefly. He moved his face away, resting it near the top of Buggy's head instead. "You're feeling better now though, right?"
"Yeah," Buggy said, his voice quiet. "I am. Now let's go to sleep. I'm exhausted."
Shanks hummed in response, pulling Buggy closer to him again before his breathing evened out once more. He was out like a light, and Buggy could only hope he could fall asleep just as easily.
He's like a teddy bear, Buggy thought, squeezing his eyes shut. It's not because he's an alpha or that I like him or anything. Instead of counting sheep, he just repeated the words to himself until he felt sleep start to tug at his mind.
Surrounded by Shanks' warmth and his scent, it only took Buggy a few short minutes to fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 

 
"Ouch!" Blood welled up from Buggy's thumb where he had accidentally bitten through the skin. Anxiety had driven him to nail biting recently, and now there was nothing left but the sensitive skin of his nail beds on several fingers.
Two weeks had passed since he had stopped taking suppressants entirely under Crocus' order, which was further backed by Rayleigh's iron fist when he tried to protest. Just because the fourth suppressant Buggy picked up turned out to be a nearly-deadly poison that left him bleeding from every open hole on his face and half blind for four days straight didn't mean that all suppressants disagreed with his constitution.
"We'll try a different—and safer—suppressant after your next heat," said Crocus as he changed the bandages around Buggy's face. "I'll let you try as many as you want, but only ones that I've vetted first. No more following people promising miracle suppressants into back alleys, got it?"
"Her stall was out in the open at the market, not some back alley," Buggy grumbled, though it only earned him a whack on the back of the head.
His next heat was coming on quick, barely a week away if he had to guess. Even though Crocus lectured him over and over about the negative side effects of suppressants—usually when Buggy was hunched over with a migraine or after he had finished throwing up the minuscule amount of food he'd manage to keep down that day—it wasn't like a heat was any better. His pre-heat symptoms were just as annoying, if not worse. He was constantly too warm, achy, and his mood spiked and dropped with no rhyme or reason, leaving him frazzled and jittery.
Irritably, Buggy wiped the blood from his injured thumb onto his pants, ignoring the mild sting of pain as his raw skin rubbed against the fabric. His right leg jiggled up and down irritably, sections splitting and reattaching over and over in a useless attempt to work out some energy.
What's taking Shanks so long? he thought, fighting back the urge to start chewing on his nails again. If he did, he might end up bleeding from all ten fingers.
Instead, Buggy tugged roughly at the ends of his hair, the slight pain providing him with a minor distraction as he waited. Although he usually kept his hair tucked into his hat, it was down today, sticking to the back of his neck as the strands dampened with sweat due to the blazing heat. Why couldn't they have stopped at an autumn or winter island instead of a summer one for once?
Even though they hadn't moved since he placed them on this morning, Buggy compulsively checked his scent blockers again, fingers running over the thin patches near the base of his neck. Crocus had said that these were the strongest blockers available, but he still couldn't help but be nervous that his scent was somehow leaking through. They held, though, even as sweat soaked the edges and Buggy prodded them incessantly.
With his pheromones so thoroughly blocked, no one should be able to tell Buggy was an omega, but paranoia continued to circle around him like a relentless pack of dogs. At the last island they stopped at, an alpha had even grabbed him when he was passing through the market on his way back to the ship, sticking his face uncomfortably close to Buggy's neck to scent him. There had been nothing obviously marking him as an omega then, but even the slight scent of his pheromones seemed to be enough to attract unsavory attention. If Buggy thought his nose was bad enough, then being an omega was 10 times worse.
Buggy usually thrived off other people's attention, but this wasn't the kind he wanted. He hated people knowing he was an omega. The shift in interest when people found out he was an omega was almost sickening. It always twisted their perceptions of him, made him into something he was not. There was no Buggy in their eyes, just an omega, less of a person and more of an object to own.
Feeling a headache steadily building, Buggy pushed his palms into his eyes, hoping that the pressure would ease the growing ache. He just wanted to be back on the ship, where no one would even think about touching him just because he was an omega.
A touch against his arm, unknown and unexpected, had Buggy jerking away in fear, hands flying for his tucked away blades almost automatically. Once his fingers closed around the handles of his knives, he let them fly loose, aiming for whoever had been unlucky enough to sneak up on him.
"Whoa!" Whirling around, Buggy came face to face with a startled Shanks, who had barely managed to dodge the pair of blades flying toward his face. A few other people at the market had turned their attention toward them at the sound of Shanks' yell, and not wanting to draw even more with his devil fruit powers, Buggy quickly called his hands back to him, tucking the knives away into their hidden holsters in his clothes.
"You scared me!" Buggy shouted, feeling his cheeks grow hot. Whether it was from anger or embarrassment, he couldn't tell. "No, I mean—where were you?! I've been waiting here forever!"
Instead of answering Buggy's question, Shanks just frowned at him. "Are you okay?" he asked, a small, worried crease forming between his brows. "I called your name a couple times when I came up to you, but I guess you didn't hear me."
"I'm—I'm fine," Buggy said, though he felt the prickle of anxiety creep up on him again. How much focus was he losing if he hadn't even heard Shanks calling for him multiple times? He kept his hands tightly clenched at his sides, not wanting Shanks to see any of his new nervous tics. "You just took too long, so I was getting bored. Are you done? If you are, let's go back to the ship! It's too hot out here!"
Shanks tilted his head back, looking up at the sky. The sun was out and shining, but there were plenty of clouds to provide shade. "Is it?" he asked. "I thought it was a pretty nice day, actually, but if you're overheated, then let's go back now."
Even when Buggy hurried Shanks along, he didn't complain, just picked up his steps to keep pace. Any other time, Buggy would have proposed that they race back, but right now, all he cared about was getting back to the safety of the ship.
After they dropped off their supplies, Buggy headed straight to their room, almost running through the halls. Although some crew members tried to ask him what was wrong, others just got out of the way, not wanting to be barrelled over by a frantic apprentice.
Throwing open the door to their room, Buggy stumbled inside, barely managing a few steps before he fell to his knees. Something's wrong with me, he thought, heart racing and fingers growing cold. His heat hadn't even hit yet, but it was already making his life hell. Crocus didn't know shit when it came to being an omega. How were suppressants worse than this? He'd take any number of side effects over the wild maelstrom of feelings he was mired in now.
Buggy didn't know when Shanks caught up to him, but he could hear his footsteps coming into the room, as well as the door shutting softly. A few moments later, a blanket was draped over Buggy's back. It was the one from Buggy's bed, not Shanks', and he had to push down an instinctive feeling of disappointment.
"Do you want me to stay with you?" Shanks didn't touch Buggy, but he knelt down on the ground next to him, meeting Buggy's eyes when he finally turned his face up. "Or do you want me to go get Crocus?"
"No," Buggy said, pulling the blanket closer to his body. "I don't want to see Crocus, not when he won't give me any suppressants until after my heat."
"Okay," Shanks said easily, "no Crocus. Do you want me to stay though? Or go?"
"… You should go," Buggy said. As much as he hated to admit it, Shanks' scent usually calmed him down when he got too stressed. Right now, though, the idea of being so close to an alpha, even if it was just Shanks, was only making him tense up again. "I think I just need a nap or something right now."
"Alright," Shanks said, pushing himself up from the ground. "That's fine. I'll come check on you later, okay? I hope you feel better soon, Buggy."
Once Shanks was gone, and Buggy was sure he wouldn't be coming back anytime soon, he crawled into Shanks' bed. If asked, he'd say it was closer than his own; he just didn't have the energy to make it up to the top bunk right now. The real answer was that he just wanted to have some of Shanks' scent near him. The real person was too much, too scary, right now, but the lingering scent on his sheets was just fine.
Shanks teased Buggy for anything and everything, but he never touched his issues with being an omega. If Buggy had been in a more clear-headed state of mind, it might have been something he thought to use to his advantage, but right now, he was just quietly grateful that Shanks never pushed him when his heat or awful suppressants were making him feel crazy.
 

 
A few days later, Buggy was feeling even worse than before. He could barely focus for more than a few minutes at a time, and his energy was completely sapped, like he was constantly submerged in seawater. His heat was expected to hit either tomorrow or the day after, and he was dreading what the next week would entail.
Although Crocus advised him to take it easy and focus on resting, Buggy ignored him, choosing to go about his regular chores and activities to the best of his abilities. Buggy was no stranger to slacking off, and even welcomed it most of the time, but doing so now felt like he was giving in to his omega biology. Alphas in rut were told to go cool their heads or kept away from delicate operations, but they were never hovered over and coddled like Buggy was. Just because he was an omega didn't mean he was an invalid.
He and Shanks were on deck cleaning duty right now, and they usually made it a contest to see who could get done first. Today, though, Buggy was only half-heartedly pushing his brush around, mostly shifting the dust than actually pushing it off the ship's edge. Shanks had slowed down as well, checking on Buggy over his shoulder more than actually cleaning.
Shutting his eyes, Buggy leaned heavily on the deck brush, using it to support his weight. He'd barely even done anything today aside from wake up and pick at his breakfast, but even standing was exhausting him. It didn't help that he felt too warm even under the morning's overcast sky.
I'm just going to rest for a few minutes. A few minutes wasn't the same thing as the whole day. Buggy was fine, still, no matter what any of the crew members said. If they wanted him to be on bed rest for no reason, then they'd have to lock him up.
"Enemies incoming!" Jumping at the shout, Buggy whipped around to see several enemy pirates boarding the ship, with more on the way in the distance. As their own crew descended on the deck to fight back, any fatigue dragging down his body had been blown away, quickly replaced by adrenaline.
"Buggy, over here!" Shanks called, his sword already pulled out. Muscle memory had Buggy moving forward, sending his upper body flying to where Shanks was while his feet weaved through the mess of bodies.
Belatedly, Buggy remembered Crocus telling him to avoid fighting until his heat was over. Clearly, that wasn't possible, not on a pirate crew as notorious as Roger's. Even if his heat was on the way, he was still a member of the crew, which meant he had no choice to throw himself headfirst into the battle as well.
After so many years together, Buggy and Shanks were a seamless team in battle, and today was no different. Every time Buggy managed to block a blade coming Shanks' way or send his knives flying toward a far away enemy before they could even ready their shot, his mood was buoyed higher and higher. He might have been an omega, but he was still useful. All those people who had told him he needed to rest could go eat their words. Where would the crew be without him now? Surely, cowering in tears without his great prowess on the battlefield!
The higher you got though, the more disastrous your fall would be—and Buggy's was just that, a swift and direct hit that sent him plummeting not just back down to the ground, but all the way to the depths of the sea.
It only took a split second for Buggy to lose focus—a split second where a sudden cramp had his stomach clenching hard enough to throw him off balance—for one of the enemy pirates to find an opening, the blade of his axe swinging down.
If the axe had been coming toward Buggy, then it wouldn't have been a problem. His body would have split with ease, hopefully shocking the other pirate enough that he could sneak a blade into his gut. He wished it had come toward him instead; Buggy was made for a battle against blades.
Instead, the axe was aimed toward Shanks, in his blind spot that Buggy usually covered. Although Shanks was typically fast enough to avoid even sneak attacks, he was already preoccupied with a pair of opponents in front of him. The axe, which Buggy should've taken in his place, was coming down like a striking meteor, prepared to rend his body in two.
"Shanks!" Buggy couldn't completely shield him in time, but he sent his hands flying so he could at least shove Shanks out of the axe's trajectory.
The axe embedded itself into the deck with the booming thud, hard enough to shake the ground beneath them. The relief Buggy felt at Shanks stumbling away from the heavy blade was short-lived.
Shanks gasped in pain as a knife was stabbed into the back of his arm, his hand dropping his sword in shock. Buggy had gotten him away from the axe aimed at his head, only to send him straight into the path of another enemy.
"Look at how useless the Roger Pirates are!" one of the enemy pirates crowed. "They're sending out some little brats with can barely tell which end of the sword is the pointy one. If this is what they think is their best, then let's rip them apart—starting with these two brats!"
Buggy had been nervous in battle before, had yelled and cried and run away multiple times, especially when he was younger, but he had never been hit by such primal fear before, like he was watching the world end right before his eyes. Shanks' color had always been red, but not like this, not spilling out messily out from his flesh.
Whether it was the shock of seeing Shanks injured or the stress of his looming heat combined with the chaos of the battle around them, Buggy felt himself collapse, both mentally and physically. Even the heavy-duty scent blockers Crocus had given him were useless as sweat and dirt and exertion loosened them from his skin. Within moments, the scent of his pheromones, wild and terrified and overwhelming, bloomed in the air, turning the heads of every nearby pirate.
"Oh, they've got an omega, too!" another enemy pirate laughed, his nose upturned to take in Buggy's scent. "That red nose is an eyesore, but it'll be no problem if we fuck him face down. Looks like we'll have another treasure to haul back—even as ugly as this one is, haha!"
All of the pirates around him were alphas, their pungent pheromones filling Buggy's lungs and stealing his breath away. This was something out of his worst nightmares, worse than any lingering looks from interested alphas at the crowded port markets. If he didn't get away, then he was going to be torn apart, rendered even more useless than he already was.
If Buggy had been in his right mind, he would have thought of a dozen ways to retaliate or escape. He could have split his body apart into pieces, made these brain dead alphas chase after his wrist or ankle until they all ran into each other in their confusion. He could have shot up into the sky, taking his body to safety in the air, where none of them could reach him.
His body didn't work, though, refusing to listen to him even as screaming danger! signs blared in his brain. All Buggy could do was try to scramble away—away from the hands trying to grab him, away from the ugly, leering faces coming closer and closer.
"No, no, no! Don't touch me!" He couldn't see, couldn't hear, over the sound of his own thundering heartbeat. All he knew was that he needed to get away. He needed to get to his room, to safety, but the only path available to him was toward the edge of the deck.
The first emotion that hit Buggy when he fell over the side of the ship was not fear, but relief. He was out of reach from the alphas on the deck. He was safe, at least for now.
"Buggy!" Shanks' terrified voice shocked Buggy out of his stupor, the reality of his situation hitting just too late for him to do anything but hit the water with a painful splash. There was no way Shanks would be able to dive in after him and pull him out this time, not with how badly he was bleeding.
I'm going to die, Buggy thought, before it shifted to I should just die. It was his fault that Shanks had gotten hurt, that he had been thrown off the ship like a sack of rotten potatoes. If he had been an alpha, or a beta, or anything but a stupid, cursed omega, then he wouldn't be here now.
Instead, he was pulled out of the water, who knows how long later, by a well-muscled arm around his chest. "I got him!" a voice yelled, Gaban by the sound of it.
They were back on the ship a few short moments later, and Buggy stumbled his way out of Gaban's arms, falling to his knees to the deck. The wooden boards were stained with blood and dust, but there were no more enemy pirates in sight. They were likely sinking to the bottom of the sea Buggy had just been in, or if they were lucky, hightailing it back to their own ship to lick their wounds after a well-deserved beating.
Buggy was alive, saved once more by his caring and reliable crewmates. This wasn't anything new, and yet, a new sense of shame clung to him this time. This is what happens when you're an omega, he thought, pressing his forehead roughly to the blood-stained deck. His breathing became more strained as his distress continued to grow. You're weak. You get people hurt. Nothing good will come from you being here.
"Buggy! Are you okay?" Shanks' familiar scent flowed over Buggy, but instead of being comforting, it only caused him to shrink further into himself. Entwined with his usual scent was the smell of blood and antiseptic. Shanks was still injured, still bleeding, and it was all Buggy's fault.
"Shanks, don't crowd him." It was Rayleigh, his footsteps coming closer to where Buggy was still curled up on the floor. "Did Crocus even finish bandaging you up or did you do that wrap job yourself? Now go get it fixed before you injure yourself even more."
There was a noise of protest from Shanks, quickly followed by a yelp, likely after Rayleigh shoved him back to where Crocus was.
"Hey, Buggy, are you alright?" Gaban asked, kneeling down to check on him. His hand had barely brushed Buggy's back before Buggy jerked away, recoiling from his touch.
"What's wrong with him?" Rayleigh's voice was closer now, like he was right above Buggy. "Did something happen in the water? Do we need to call Crocus over?"
"I'm not sure," Gaban said. "He was breathing just fine when I brought him up. He won't stop shaking, though, and his pheromones are so muddled that I can barely tell that he's feeling."
Rayleigh and Gaban were both alphas, and although they usually had their pheromones well under control, Buggy's impending heat had heightened his senses to a near detrimental point. Every emotion he sensed was amplified and twisted until they barely resembled what they really were. Worry became disdain, and concern became contempt.
"Buggy, can you look at me?" Rayleigh's voice was even closer now, and Buggy could feel an additional presence at his side. "Tell me what's wrong, and we can fix it."
There's no fixing me. Buggy's breathing grew more shallow as tears began to prick at his eyes. They really should've just left him in the ocean with the rest of their enemies.
"Please… don't make me leave," Buggy barely managed to get the words out past the heavy lump in his throat. He was crying in earnest now, tears running down his face and soaking into the wooden floorboards below. He didn't lift his face, though, couldn't bear to see what expressions Rayleigh and Gaban might have. Even now, he was too cowardly to accept his fate; all he could do was beg for their undeserved mercy.
"What? What are you talking about? Who said anything about you leaving?" There was anger in Rayleigh's voice now, his scent twisting sharply into something sour and acrid. "Who said that to you?"
"Rayleigh, calm down," Gaban said. "And chill your scent. Buggy's obviously stressed enough without you going all angry alpha on him. Save it when he's not soaked and shaking from the ocean."
The conflicting alpha scents—one trying to the be calming while the other spiked with irritation—combined with Buggy's own distressed thoughts only worsened the maelstrom of his feelings. Even as Rayleigh and Gaban hovered over him, all he could do was flinch away from their presence.
When a third alpha scent joined them, Buggy curled into himself even tighter, like if he could try hard enough, he would just disappear like smoke in the wind. Heartbeat rabbiting in his throat, it took all his focus to just keep breathing and stay conscious.
"Ray, Gaban, give him some room." Buggy recognize the sound of Roger's voice, though it was calmer than it usually was. "Let me talk to Buggy, alright? Nothing that your captain can't fix after all!"
Rayleigh muttered something under his breath irritably, but he relented after a few moments. "Don't make things worse, Roger," he warned, before Buggy felt him move a few steps away, Gaban following with him.
"When do I ever do that, hmm?" Roger said with a light laugh. "Things will be fine, don't worry."
A hand touched Buggy's back gently, not moving away even when he started to tremble. As captain, Roger had the final say on who was allowed in his crew; if he wanted Buggy gone, then he would be in a heartbeat.
"Buggy, listen to me," said Roger, curving his body so that Buggy was hidden from view. His hand was still on Buggy's back, a firm pressure that was helping ground him back in his body. "Do you want to leave the crew? Yes, or no, that's it. You don't need to say anything else, okay?"
"… No," Buggy managed to choke out, the single word making his chest ache with emotion. Of course he didn't want to leave. But he had to, didn't he? Because he was a mess and a liability. There was a reason why omega pirates were so rare. They just ruined everything, just like Buggy.
"Then you won't." Roger curled his arm around Buggy's back, shifting him so his face was no longer pressed against the wooden deck floor, but instead against the warm skin of Roger's chest. "It's that simple, so don't worry about stupid things like that anymore. You made a mistake, but we all do. Shanks is fine, and so is everyone else, so no harm done, really."
"You're fine, too," Roger said, one big hand reaching up to stroke Buggy's head. The touch was firm, but gentle. "As long as you're one of my crew members, then I'll take care of you, okay? It doesn't matter what happens."
"Even though I'm an omega?" Buggy couldn't help but ask, reaching out to clutch at the fabric of Roger's shirt. "I feel so—sick all the time. Like my body isn't my own. I just… keep making things worse. For everyone."
"You, too, huh?" Roger laughed. "If we kicked off all the sick people on the ship, then we'd have to start with me. In any case, there's nothing wrong with being an omega, even if it's hard for you right now. Or if you're causing a bit of trouble. That's just what life is about anyway. It'll get better, though, and if it doesn't, then we'll find a way to make it better anyway."
Maybe they were just empty words, but Roger always had a way of instilling confidence even in the most hopeless of moments. Right now, Buggy wanted to believe him, clinging to the promise like a lifeline. Things would get better, wouldn't they? And if they didn't, his crew wouldn't just abandon him like he was a useless piece of trash either, even if he felt that way more often than not now.
"Okay," Buggy said, his eyes falling shut. Slowly, he let himself relax against Roger's chest, the tension locking his muscles slowly dissipating. He was just so tired, of being an omega, of being scared every time he was around strange alphas and betas, of absolutely everything.
"Everything's going to be alright," Roger said, his voice softening. He stroked Buggy's head once again, not minding the dampness of his hat or hair. "I'll make sure of it."
 

 
After that disastrous battle and going through another hellish heat, Crocus allowed Buggy to go on suppressants again, though only under his strict guidance. In the end, it took another two suppressants before Buggy finally found one that was bearable. Once he figured out that it wouldn't make him puke or break out into hives, he got a year's supply of the medication. Right now, these suppressants were more valuable than gold or any jewel in his collection.
After Buggy finally got his suppressant situation figured out, there was another change among the crew: Oden and his family were joining them from the Whitebeard Pirates, the final key to their captain's journey.
The Oro Jackson was a crew of men, mostly betas, though at least a third were alphas. For the longest time, women and omegas had been foreign to Buggy; he only ever saw them on land, and never for too long either. That didn't change even after he presented as an omega himself.
Toki, Oden's wife, was the first woman and the first omega that Buggy had ever had prolonged exposure to. Before Oden and his family joined the crew, Rayleigh had lectured them about being respectful, especially to Toki and the children, since they would be traveling with them for a while.
To be honest, Buggy didn't care much for Momonosuke or Hiyori, though he and Shanks were continually being dragged into playing with them. Just because he and Shanks weren't adults yet didn't mean they were children either, but he supposed that playing hide and seek for a few hours was preferable to peeling vegetables in the kitchen or doing laundry.
Buggy didn't have too much interaction with Toki, at least not outside of when he returned her children to her after a few hours of playtime with him and Shanks, but he couldn't help but be curious about her. Not that he would admit it. He was doing just fine on his own, wasn't he? Especially now that he had his new suppressants.
Still, he felt his attention being drawn to Toki again and again. Even though they were both omegas, Toki seemed to be so different from him, self assured and comfortable in her own skin. Most of the omegas that Buggy ran into on land weren't like that; the worst ones lived their lives nervous and cowering, covering themselves in scent blockers and collars and everything they could to protect themselves from alphas.
Maybe it was because Toki was mated. She and Oden were also the first mated pair Buggy had spent any time with. None of the Roger Pirates were mated, and most were more interested in quick and casual romantic relationships than long-term ones. Love and romance were just as unknown to Buggy as women and other omegas.
Having a mate never appealed to Buggy, and after presenting as an omega, the idea became even more repellent. The idea of some alpha biting him, owning him just because of that stupid bite, just made Buggy angry. He was less reactive around alphas now, especially ones he didn't know, thanks to his new suppressants, but there was still an underlying sense of distrust that he couldn't seem to shake.
Toki and Oden looked happy together, though, and while Buggy couldn't care less about romance, it was still… interesting to know. A mate wasn't in his future, not if he could help it, but if their relationship was anything like Toki's and Oden's, then maybe it might not be so bad.
"Buggyjiro?" Buggy twitched at the sound of the nickname, still not too fond of being referred to as the second son. When he looked down from where he was perched, he saw Toki looking up at him, one hand raised in a wave.
"Could you assist me with something?" she asked. "It won't take too long."
Although slightly annoyed at being asked to do another chore, Buggy agreed, assuming it had something to do with either Momonosuke or Hiyori. If he really didn't want to do whatever it was, he'd just go find Shanks and drag him into it as well so they could share the work.
Buggy followed after Toki as she led him back to her room. He had never been inside, only ever dropping Momonosuke and Hiyori at the door or knocking on the outside when he was sent to fetch Oden for some business with the senior crew members.
Inside, the room was empty, so it was unlikely that Toki needed his help with her children, at least for now. "What is it that you needed help with?" he asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
Toki pulled out a pair of cushions and set them up on the ground, sitting down on one before she patted the other. "Come sit," she said. "I don't actually need help with anything. I just thought that you might want to talk."
Buggy tensed, and he had to clench his hands to stop them from twitching nervously. "About what?"
"You're an omega, too, aren't you?" she said. "The Roger Pirates are wonderful, of course, but they're all alphas and betas. I know how difficult it is being an omega, so if you have any questions or concerns about anything, I'm more than happy to help."
"You can tell?" Buggy frowned, tensing up even further. He felt random parts of his body start to split, a nervous trait that manifested soon after he accidentally ate the devil fruit. With great effort, he managed to force all his body parts back together. "How? I shouldn't smell like anything right now. And I obviously don't look like an omega."
As far as Buggy knew, none of the crew had mentioned him being an omega to Oden or Toki. He hadn't had a heat since they joined either, so there shouldn't have been anything obvious to give away his designation, no matter what some crass alphas said about just being able to tell who was and wasn't an omega.
"There are all kinds of omegas," Toki said, keeping her voice gentle. "So it's not about looking or acting in a specific way. Your scent is still covered, by the way, if that's what you were worried about. But it was exactly that that let me know. Most alphas would never think of covering their scents, and betas' scents are usually so weak that it wouldn't matter if they tried to cover it. But when a person's scent is completely missing, it usually means they're an omega trying to hide themselves."
Buggy scowled, ducking his head so he wouldn't have to look Toki in the eye. "So what?" he asked. "What's so wrong with hiding? It's not like being an omega is a good thing. For me at least." The last part was awkwardly tacked on at the last moment, in deference of Rayleigh's reminder for them to be polite, especially to Toki.
"There's nothing wrong with it," Toki said. "Everyone's circumstances are different after all, so I'm not trying judge you. But, if you want to talk to someone who understands, then I'm always happy to listen."
Buggy went silent, gaze fixed on his feet for a few long minutes. Honestly, he would've preferred to pretend he had never presented as an omega at all, but there was something tempting about Toki's offer. How many times had he thought no one understands me when he was around his crew members? Crocus could tell him the pain of his heat would pass, but he'd never experience it himself. Gaban could say that omegas were just as strong as alphas, but he'd never actually have to prove that himself.
Toki and Buggy were certainly not the same, and in all honesty, were probably more different than they were alike, but they were still connected by their shared designation. She had seen him and thought I understand, extending her hand even with no expectation that he'd take it.
Why does it hurt so much during a heat? Does being with an alpha during your heat actually help? Does your body ever step being so weird and awful and not like your own? Buggy had so many questions and even just complaints that were waiting to spill out of him that he didn't know where to start.
"Does it really… get better?" he asked finally. "Being an omega that is. Right now, I don't think there could be anything worse." Not like being a devil fruit user was all that great either, but at least it had given him a unique set of powers.
"Yes," Toki said firmly, holding Buggy's gaze when he lifted his head to look at her. "Of course it does. I don't know what life will hold for you, but I'm sure you'll find a way to be comfortable, maybe even happy, with being an omega. I know I did, and I would never choose to change that part of me."
Was it different when Toki, another omega, gave him those reassurances rather than Roger, an alpha? Honestly, Buggy wasn't sure if he really believed either of them, but it wasn't a terrible thing to hear either. It was better than the constant negativity that filled his head when he thought about being an omega at least.
"Okay," he said. "I'm not saying I believe you, but… I trust you a bit more at least. I, uh… have some more questions, too, if that's okay…"
"Of course," Toki said, giving him a smile. She patted the cushion next to her again, and this time, Buggy didn't reject the offer. "Come sit, and we can talk for as long as you want."
After that, Buggy started to visit with Toki semi-regularly, though the first few times she had to use the guise of asking him for help again before he actually came. Most of the time, Buggy didn't have any questions for her, or really much to talk about at all. Usually, he just wanted a place to rest comfortably when the conflicting scents of all the alphas on the ship became overwhelming.
"Everyone just smells so—gross!" Buggy complained, flopping back on the cushion that he now considered his since Toki always brought it out for him during his visits. Even Rayleigh, who was typically fastidious about his appearance, had an strange underlying musk about him this week. Buggy attributed it to his hormones acting strangely, even though his suppressants should have helped managed those sensitivities.
"Even Akataro?" Toki asked, paying no mind to Buggy's dramatics. She was more than used to it by now. As usual, they were alone at the moment, with Momonosuke and Hiyori with Oden or another member of the crew. It was the only way Buggy felt comfortable enough to talk freely and broach certain topics with her.
"Huh? Yes, even him," Buggy said, wrinkling his nose. "Why would he be any different?" Never mind that it was rare for Buggy to say anything bad about Shanks' scent. Everything else about him, sure, but his scent was one of the better things about him in Buggy's opinion.
Toki hummed lightly, one hand rising to her mouth to hide her laugh. "I wonder," she said. "Usually you don't mind his scent, right? Since you usually wear blockers, I tend to smell him more than I do you."
"That's just because we share a room! If I wasn't wearing blockers, he'd probably smell like me, too!" Buggy grumbled, rolling over onto his stomach. He peeked up at Toki, meeting her amused eyes. "All the alphas really don't smell nasty to you right now? Most of them smell like wet, sweaty socks and old cheese to me right now."
"No more so than usual," Toki said, hiding another laugh behind her hand. "Perhaps it's a mere shower issue and not a pheromone one, then, hmm?"
"Is it because you're mated?" asked Buggy, frowning slightly. Toki could relate to many of the omega-related struggles he was going through, but some of them, like the alphas on the crew smelling off, only had a suffering population of one.
"I assume so," she said. "After Oden and I became mates, I became much less sensitive to other alphas' pheromones. I do recall it being quite difficult at times before we mated, though, especially since Whitebeard's crew also had many alphas."
"Lucky," Buggy sighed, burying his face in his arms. He still wasn't particularly interested in actually having a mate, but the benefits that came with being mated were becoming more and more appealing.
Mated omegas like Toki weren't affected by alpha pheromones, at least from anyone but their own alpha. Other alphas could no longer detect her pheromones either. The time between her heats was also longer, and they were less severe when they did occur, even when she didn't take suppressants. Outside of her heats, she essentially lived as a beta—something that was basically Buggy's dream.
"Don't do it, Buggyjiro," Toki said, smacking the back of his head gently. If only Rayleigh would hit him as gently when he was telling Buggy off for something.
"I didn't even say anything!" Buggy protested, head popping up so he could glare at her.
"No, you didn't, but I could hear your thoughts loud and clear," Toki said, her tone slightly scolding. "I know you think getting a mate will solve all your problems, but it's not something you should jump into so easily. You have to find the right person, someone who will treat you well."
"I'm a pirate, I don't need any of that," Buggy muttered, turning his face away. The first time he had asked Toki about what it was like being mated to Oden, she kept telling him about how they had fallen in love with each other, how they made each other stronger (emotionally, not physically so whatever), and all other kinds of nonsense he didn't care about. All he wanted to know was if she felt better after, if she could do more now without having to worry about her pheromones attracting unsavory alphas or her heat knocking her out of commissions for days, if not a week.
Toki was likely one of the few lucky omegas, too, one who was able to find an alpha she loved to be her mate. Buggy didn't need something as soft as that; he was more pragmatic. Though the main issue was finding an alpha who would let him do what he wanted, not keep him chained down.
"You're still young," Toki said, sighing lightly when Buggy kept his face hidden. "You don't need to be looking for a mate just yet, especially if you only want one for so-called 'practical' reasons. Doing so will only hurt you and the other person in the end."
"Whatever," Buggy said with a sniff. "Maybe I just won't have a mate. It's not like I need one anyway!"
"Hmm, that's fine, too, if that's what you want." Toki set her hand on Buggy's head, unhidden by his hat for once, and when he didn't brush her off, she stroked his hair gently. "No need to worry yourself too much about mates right now, though. Everything will work out as it should in the end, whether that's with or without a mate."
As usual, Buggy didn't really believe Toki's reassurances, but he didn't bother to say it out loud. She probably knew anyway and still let him come complain all the time regardless. For now, he just let himself enjoy the touch of her hand on his hair. Unlike some people, Toki knew how not to press down too hard or pull the strands harshly.
It wasn't until after the Roger Pirates left Fishman Island that Toki suddenly fell ill, the long and chaotic journey finally catching up to her. With Toki confined to her bed, Buggy rarely got to see her anymore, aside from small glimpses when it was his turn to bring her meals during the day.
He expected Toki to stay with them on the journey, just resting until she got better, or more likely since Oden hadn't left her side for longer than a few minutes since she had gotten sick, that he'd leave with her and his children when they reached Wano. There was no way Oden would abandon his mate, especially not when she was this sick.
Except, it was Toki who told Oden to stay with them. "If you're the type of man who stops now, then I'm getting a divorce!" she yelled, loud enough for even Shanks and Buggy to hear in another part of the ship. Even in the face of separation from his mate and children for the first time, Oden could do nothing but bow to Toki's wishes.
It was the night before they reached Wano that Buggy snuck into Toki's room. Oden was with Roger and some of the other senior crew members right now while Momonosuke and Hiyori were sleeping in a separate room to avoid getting sick themselves. This was probably the last chance Buggy would have to talk to Toki alone before she and her children got off the ship at Wano. He didn't want to admit it, but he was quite worried about her. Oden might have been staying with Toki's blessing (and by her demand), but who knew how long they would be apart, or if Oden would be able to return to Wano at all.
Even though he kept at quiet as possible when he snuck inside, Toki was still able to hear him, stirring slightly as he made his way to her side. "W-who is it?" she asked, her voice hoarse from coughing.
"It's just me," Buggy said, sitting down next to her bedside. "I, um… came to check on you. Before you leave tomorrow."
"Oh, Buggyjiro, thank you for coming," Toki said, giving him a small smile. "Though I don't know if I'll be good company right now."
"That's fine." Buggy looked down at his hands, hesitating for a moment before he glanced at Toki. "Um… are you… are you going to be okay after you leave? Oden's your mate, but… who knows how long he'll be gone."
Oden wasn't abandoning Toki, but Buggy had always heard it was difficult for mated alphas and omegas to be apart for long periods of time. And if Oden died while he was away, what would happen to Toki then? He had heard more than enough horror stories of omegas going crazy after being abandoned by their mates or their mates dying.
"I'll be fine," Toki assured him with a gentle smile. "Even with the distance and the time apart, he'll still be with me no matter what. Our mating bond is more than strong enough. When I'm in Wano, and he's here on the Oro, we'll still be each other's strength, as always."
Are you sure? he wanted to ask or How do you know? Or even, how do you ever trust someone that much? Toki's faith in Oden was always unshakeable, much like their crew's faith in Roger. Maybe it was something like that driving her forward, even if the future was scary.
"Okay," Buggy said, taking in a deep breath. "That's good. I hope … I hope you stay safe. I'll make sure Oden comes back to you, too."
"Thank you." Toki's hand reached out to grasp Buggy's, squeezing it gently. "I wish all the best for you, Buggyjiro, no matter what path you end up taking."
He stayed with Toki for a little while longer after that, just until she fell back into a fitful sleep. After this, he would be alone again as the only omega on the ship.
 

 
Even after Toki was gone, all the tips she shared during their regular talks, like the best way to reduce pain during a heat or gentler ways to mask his scent, still stuck with Buggy, and it made it easier to bear being the only omega on the ship again.
He thought a lot about their discussions on alphas and mating, too. It was something they circled countless times, mostly because Buggy had plenty of aspersions to cast on alphas, largely the ones outside of his crew. Sometimes not even the ones on his crew were exempt, particularly if his suppressants were failing him and he had to get a big whiff of their stench.
Toki made her relationship with Oden sound like some kind of romantic dream, a serendipitous meeting that bloomed into love. But she also knew that not all matings were like hers, just as not all alphas were like Oden. "Buggyjiro, you must be careful," she told him. "Finding the right alpha is not an easy task. They have to be kind to you, someone who you can spend time with without worry, who can support you when you're at your weakest."
Buggy didn't care about romance, or even kindness really. He was a pirate, and he didn't want or need the kind of relationship Toki had with Oden.
What he did want though were the benefits of being mated. As a mated omega, Toki seemed to move through the world so easily. She didn't flinch in the face of raging alpha pheromones, and she never worried about someone catching her own scent and following her. Even the heat she had experienced on the ship had been short and quick, barely a day, though Oden had been there to help her through it as well.
As much as Buggy hated the idea, he needed an alpha. Although Toki tried to encourage him to find someone suitable for him, someone he liked, not just the first alpha he could tolerate, he didn't think he had the patience to wait that long. Other than dying young, getting an alpha to mate him was the only way Buggy would be able to escape the consequences of being an omega.
Unfortunately, he had limited options. Almost all the alphas he knew were other members of the crew, and they were much too old for him. It didn't make sense to try to find an alpha on some random island either, since they never docked in one place for too long. Even if he did manage to get one to mate him, they'd likely just break their mating in retaliation for him leaving rather than chasing after him, or ideally leaving him alone. If that happened, he'd be even worse off than an unmated omega.
There was … one option, but Buggy had initially struck him off the list totally. It wasn't until he had run out of everyone else that he even started to consider it seriously.
Shanks was an alpha, something that still ticked Buggy off a little bit if he was being honest. He was also Buggy's age, not dozens of years or decades older, and, if Buggy was absolutely forced to admit it under the threat of death, he wasn't totally ugly.
And as much as Buggy found Shanks annoying, he did have one appealing trait: his scent. Somehow, Shanks' scent was more calming and soothing to him than any other. Shanks had never shared Buggy's heat with him—Rayleigh likely would've killed them both if he had managed to sneak inside during one of Buggy's heats—but he always came after it was over, when Buggy was still recovering and hadn't had enough energy to go back to their room just yet. He'd open his arms and let Buggy wind his way around his body, faced tucked against his neck, just breathing, until he finally felt like himself again after so many days of struggling alone.
Shanks was kind, and Buggy never had to worry about anything aside from getting into trouble for their arguments when he and Shanks were together. He even fit Toki's recommendation for what to look for in a potential mate.
Most importantly, Buggy didn't think Shanks would mind if they didn't stay together after they mated. What had he told Buggy that one night? That since they were too different, they should just take their own paths. If Toki could last months or even longer without Oden, then who was to say that he couldn't do the same with Shanks? It wasn't like Shanks couldn't take another omega as his mate either, someone he actually wanted. Buggy, on the other hand, only had one chance to get this right, to choose an alpha who could give him what he wanted.
Unfortunately, Buggy wasn't sure how to get Shanks to agree to the request, that was if he didn't immediately run away screaming when he heard it. If mating was just a simple bite to the back of the neck, then they could've gotten it done in minutes, but Shanks would also need to share his heat with him, something Buggy was sure was deeply unappealing to both of them.
It didn't help that Shanks seemed to be wholly uninterested in omegas or romance or anything close to it. He was always popular when they docked at islands, drawing people's eyes wherever he went, regardless of their designation. Omegas, both boys and girls, seemed to like him best, and he often came back from a trip to the market smelling heavily of omega pheromones. He never did anything with the people who chased after him, who looked at him through their eyelashes, and asked him to keep them company a little bit longer, though.
Instead, he always stuck to Buggy, but that was because they were apprentices together. Even before he could remember, it had been drilled into their heads to stick together. It had largely been for safety reasons at first, but over time, it just became habit.
Habit wasn't interest, though, and Buggy needed Shanks to be interested in him as an omega, a potential mate, instead of his usual fellow apprentice. If he had even an inkling of attraction to Buggy, then it would be easier to get him to agree to be mates.
Seduction, however, was not Buggy's strong suit, and honestly, what little he did know was mostly focused on the alpha's perspective instead. Most of the crew had romantic inclinations, but Rayleigh and Gaban were the most notorious, picking up (and dropping) women in nearly every port they stopped at. Buggy had never talked about the reverse—how an omega would attract an alpha—with Toki either, deeming it ridiculous and unnecessary.
Buggy was adaptable, though, and it wasn't like what alphas and omegas or even betas did to attract attention were totally different, was it? He'd seen Rayleigh lean in close to some beta or omega woman to get her attention, before he said something about her hair or her face or maybe her scent, all to get her to blush at his low and soft voice. Toki had also been able to command Oden's attention just as easily, her small hand on his wrist pulling his attention to her like a magnet. Oden also puffed up terribly whenever Toki praised him, no matter how small it was. Compliments and physical touch were things Buggy could do easily enough.
"Your hair looks good today," Buggy said to Shanks while they were on watch duty together. He wasn't even lying, not really. Shanks' hair did look extra shiny today.
"Oh, really?" Shanks ran a hand through his hair, pushing his bangs back from his face. "I actually haven't washed it in a few days, but if you think it looks good, then I can go a while longer!"
Realizing that the shine on Shanks' hair was days of grease and not some new conditioner, Buggy quickly shoved him away. "Ugh, go shower! And wash your hair! Twice! I should've known better than to think you put some effort into into your appearance for once."
"Ugh! Buggy!" Shanks pushed himself up from where Buggy had shoved him, looking up at him with a slight frown. "C'mon, it's not that bad is it? You just said it looked good, too!"
"Well, I was wrong," Buggy said, crossing his arms over his chest haughtily. "Now go wash your hair before you start leaving grease stains on your pillow, blegh." Thankfully, Shanks did end up going to shower, though not without a few grumbles.
Complimenting Shanks, Buggy quickly came to realize, was much harder than he expected. Somehow, every time he tried to say something nice, whether about Shanks' appearance or his fighting prowess, it ended up backfiring somehow. Telling Shanks good job on a battle had even led to a minor fistfight after Shanks had been smug enough to try and offer Buggy some lessons.
"This is all your fault," Buggy grumbled as he scrubbed roughly at the dirty pots and pans. They were on dish duty after a feast as their punishment for fighting earlier.
"It's your fault!" Shanks protested. "I was just trying to be nice!" Unfortunately, that only set off another round of arguing, and they never got the dishes done. Rayleigh trapped them in the kitchen that morning and made them rewash everything.
Physical touch, on the other hand, was much easier to handle. They basically already lived in each other's pockets and were constantly brushing against each other as they went about their day to day tasks. In fact, it was Shanks who initiated most of their physical contact, throwing an arm around Buggy's shoulder or leaning against his side when they were doing chores.
It wasn't hard for Buggy to throw an arm around Shanks' shoulder in return or press closer to him, knocking their arms together. The problem was that none of these touches were particularly romantic. Even when Buggy tried to escalate things, Shanks just seemed to take it in stride.
"Are you scared that you'll get lost?" Shanks asked, after Buggy reached out to hold his hand when they were walking through the main square of a city together.
"No way!" Buggy was annoyed enough that he wanted to pull his hand away, but all he did was squeeze Shanks' fingers roughly in retaliation. "Just… let me do this."
"Sure," Shanks said, "but that means you have to go where I go, you know?" And with a laugh, he started running, forcing Buggy to run as well, much to his annoyance.
In the end, after weeks of effort, Buggy realized that he had basically gotten nowhere. Shanks never looked at him with any kind of special interest. It was just the same easy and friendly gaze as always, no different from how he treated other members of their crew. At this point, he might as well as ask Shanks to be his mate point blank. It was basically a business transaction after all, not an actual romantic relationship.
 

 
Another day, another island for the Roger Pirates to resupply at. It was a spring island this time at least, which meant that the temperature was more pleasant and less surface of the sun scorching.
Buggy was waiting for Shanks, who still had to pick up some obscure item on his supply list before they could head back to the ship. They had plans to explore the more forested areas of the island after that, with Shanks hoping for some strong beasts to fight and Buggy hoping for some hidden treasure.
He still hadn't asked Shanks to be his mate yet, which was becoming a growing source of frustration. The worst thing thing Shanks could say was no, but that was exactly the problem, and Buggy still couldn't bring himself to risk it just yet. It meant he couldn't get a confirmation yet either, so he was just trapped in a cycle of uncertainty for now.
Suddenly, a shiver ran down Buggy's back despite the warm weather, but before he could turn, there was a body, taller and broader than his own, pressed against him. Before he could move or scream or do anything useful at all, a face leaned uncomfortably close to his neck, clearly scenting him. "You've got quite the scent, omega," a low voice said, gravelly enough to grate against Buggy's ears. "We might be especially… compatible."
Even though he wasn't being restrained in any way, Buggy couldn't bring himself to move. The man, the alpha, behind him had unleashed a wave of dominating pheromones, choking Buggy with the molasses-thick scent. Internally, he cursed himself for going out without scent blockers for once. His heat wasn't due for another month and a half, so he mistakenly believed that his pheromones wouldn't be that strong. He had also gotten complacent after being on suppressants regularly again.
"Fuck off," Buggy bit out, rage building up inside him like a pot on the verge of boiling over. Even if this asshole was bigger than Buggy, he was just some weak civilian. Buggy would gut him like a fish if he could just move. "I'll kill you if you touch me."
"Feisty," the man said, clicking his tongue. He sounded amused, though, not frightened or even the slightest bit worried, which only pissed Buggy off even more. "Don't worry, I'll teach you until you know better. I've done it to plenty of omegas just like you."
The man pressed his mouth against Buggy's ear, causing him to shudder with revulsion. "I'll even mate you after, just like the others, so all you'll ever know or want again is me. Wouldn't that be nice?"
I hate this, Buggy thought furiously. And I'm going to kill this guy. I'll kill any fucking alpha who tries this with me ever again. "I hope you like your guts on the outside," Buggy said, venom dripping from his voice. "Because that's where they're going to end up when I'm done with you."
It was broad daylight, and there were plenty of people in the town square, but none of them even bothered to look Buggy's way despite the obvious harassment going on. He knew they were aware of the alpha's disgusting pheromones spreading like a miasma, but they all just looked away. The island had seemed perfectly safe when they landed, and maybe it was—except if you were an omega.
Buggy was sweating now, and his heartbeat raced with the effort it took him to move his hands just enough to reach the blades he kept tucked away. Even one good stab to the abdomen would distract the alpha enough so he stopped his pheromones, allowing Buggy to quickly escape.
"What do you think you're doing?" Relief and anger warred in Buggy's chest at the sound of Shanks' voice. He shouldn't have needed Shanks' help to get out of this mess, but he did.
"Piss off, boy," the man growled. "This omega is—eugh!" Shanks hadn't even bothered to pull out his sword, instead choosing to punch the man directly in the face. The crunching of his nose as it broke rang in Buggy's ears, a dreadful and yet deeply satisfying sound. The moment the alpha hit the ground and his pheromones finally dissipated slightly, Buggy lurched forward, right into Shanks' arms.
As the man began to curse them out, struggling to his feet, Shanks grabbed Buggy's hand and dragged him along, expertly weaving through the afternoon crowd to get them back to the ship as quickly as possible. The supplies they were supposed to bring back still lay in the street, covered by dust and forgotten.
After they were back on the ship, Shanks took Buggy all the way to their room, not letting go of his hand the whole way there. Once they were inside, though, Buggy shook Shanks off, his anger returning anew now that they weren't focused on getting away.
"You should've let me kill him!" Buggy yelled. You should've killed him for me. His limbs split erratically, flying around the room in too quick circles, a reflection of the own chaotic nature of his mind at the moment. Even though he was away from that godawful alpha now, he was still shivering, jittery with the sense memory of the dominating pheromones that held him still against his will and the almost slime-like touch of the alpha's lips against his skin.
Buggy wanted to scream, wanted to throw things, wanted to claw at his own skin so that maybe he could make himself anew. Make himself into something less awful, less weak, less omega.
Arms wrapped themselves around Buggy's body, pulling him close, and he jerked, furious, before Shanks' familiar, soothing scent hit him. His face was pressed against the bare skin of Shanks' neck, right up against his scent gland. Alpha, Buggy thought, shamefully, resentfully, and worst of all, gratefully. After the hell of the other alpha's pheromones, Shanks' scent was a welcome and necessary balm.
"I know," Shanks said, sounding choked. He inhaled deeply, rubbing his face against Buggy's hair. "I'm sorry that I grabbed you so quickly, but we had to go. Your scent was so—it was so scared, Buggy. I couldn't let you stay there any longer."
Scared. Was that how Buggy supposed to live his life now? Covered in scent blockers, full of suppressants, and still jumping at the shadow of every potentially sketchy alpha regardless.
There was a solution though, and it was right in front of him. Shanks might not have been interested in him as an omega, but he cared about Buggy in his own way, and Buggy was going to use that to his advantage now.
"I want you to be my mate," Buggy said, pushing himself away from Shanks' chest so he could look him in the face. Even as his hands shook, he forced himself to keep Shanks' gaze."I… I need you to be my mate."
Stunned, Shanks just stared at Buggy for a few long moments, his mouth wide open with shock. "W-what are you talking about? Is it because of what happened today? Or is it…" he paused, swallowing roughly. "Or is it because you… do you… like me?"
Buggy scoffed. "Don't be ridiculous. It has nothing to do with liking or disliking you. That's not the point of having a mate. Not for me." Most people weren't so lucky as Toki when it came to their mates, and Buggy was no exception.
"Buggy, if you're worried about what happened today, there are ways to get around it!" Shanks argued. "You can wear scent blockers more often, or maybe we can do some training with alpha pheromones from some crew members, so you have more of a resistance. You don't have to jump to getting a mate right away. I'll protect you. Everyone in the crew will protect you, no matter what."
"What happens when I can't get a hold of scent blockers for a while? Look at what happened today! I'm not always going to be as well supplied as I am now," Buggy countered. "Or what's going to happen when I get off the ship? You're not always going to be around nor is everyone else. I also just don't want to be protected all the time! I may not be as strong as you, but I'm not completely weak either, you know! I'm not some princess who needs a bodyguard!"
"I know that! I know you're not weak, okay, but… a mate is forever. You can't just pick anyone." Shanks shook his head, frustrated. "It's the same for alphas, too. We can't just choose to mate with any omega."
"You can," Buggy said, because alphas took multiple mates all the time. Maybe not the alphas on their crew, but they were exceptions to the rule, not the norm. "It's not like you're limited to one omega. You can have as many as you like, I don't care. But I only have one chance, and I'm choosing you."
"If you care about me at all…" Buggy trailed off, turning his face away from Shanks as his heart clenched. With anyone else, it would have been a weak, pointless argument. Pirates were ruthless, focused more on do or die than anything else. If he were in Shanks' shoes, Buggy would have refused without a second thought, no matter how much he begged. Shanks, though, was soft-hearted, and he'd never abandon a fellow crew member in need, even when the request was just—awful, ridiculous, life-changing, whatever. It was why they were so different, and why Buggy needed him so desperately right now. If he couldn't have Shanks as his alpha, then he would never have one at all.
"You're the only option I have," Buggy said, squeezing his eyes shut as tears started to spill out and roll down his cheeks "If it's not you, then there's going to be no one else. And I'll be stuck like this forever." Hiding, worrying, always vulnerable to some alpha who decided they liked his scent, who thought that Buggy being an omega meant they could control him like chattel.
"… Why me?" Shanks asked, after a few long minutes of silence. He still didn't look happy, but he wasn't protesting as heavily anymore. "If you only have one chance, why use it on me of all people?"
"Because you … you won't hurt me," Buggy said. He kept his gaze on the floor, not looking at Shanks anymore. "Not like other alphas would. You wouldn't use your pheromones against me. You wouldn't break the bond just to let me suffer. And… you'd let me go, so I could follow my own dreams."
There was a still a chance that Buggy was wrong. Maybe Shanks would become twisted and cruel, using their bond to trap Buggy against his will. Maybe he'd end up destroying Buggy worse than any other alpha out there. He didn't think so, though. Even at his lowest, Shanks was still kinder, more upright than Buggy. It's why Buggy thought he was a bad pirate at times. He was a good person, though, and that was the only thing Buggy had faith in now.
Silence stretched between them like a yawning abyss. They were on opposite sides of each other now. Buggy had no more to say. He had begged enough. All that was left now was Shanks' answer.
"… I'll do it," Shanks said, finally breaking the silence. "I'll—I'll become your mate, okay? But we have to wait until we're off the ship. I don't want to just rush into things. If you still want to do when we're on our own and not with Captain Roger and everyone else anymore, then I'll do it."
Relief flooded Buggy's body, his shoulders slumping as the tension keeping his muscles tight and rigid finally released. "That's fine with me," he said, closing his eyes as he felt tears prick at them again. "I can wait that long. But you better not go back on your word."
"I won't, but you can change your mind, okay? I know what you think, but it doesn't have to be me, even if I—" Shanks cut himself off with a shake of his head. "Just…. just know that you don't have to worry about me not going through with it. I will, no matter what happens."
"Okay," Buggy said, feeling a strange kind of happiness fill him now that he had Shanks' official confirmation. Letting one hand float toward Shanks, Buggy tugged him back to where he was before, and when he was close enough again, Buggy rested his forehead on Shanks' shoulders, wrapping his arms around his back. "Now, stay still. I still feel gross from that other alpha."
Shanks returned the hug, pressing his face against Buggy's hair once more. "Nothing like that will ever happen again," he said, voice rough. "I won't let it."
Buggy could wait until the end of their journey with the Roger Pirates. He could be careful for a little bit longer, when he still had the protection of the crew behind him. Once they were off the ship and on their own, he would only have Shanks—and not for long either, only until their mating was complete, but that would be enough to give him peace of mind and freedom from the worst parts of being an omega.
 

 
At the end of their journey, Roger was the first to leave, and following in their captain's example, crew members left one by one to their own destinations, scattering across the sea. The Roger Pirates, the greatest crew to ever live, would soon be no more, existing only in whispered stories and the memories of each and every one of its members.
The Oro Jackson, once as bustling and lively as any port city, was now quiet, slowly stripped of all the vitality that powered it forward for so many years. At this point, there were only a few remaining crew members left to say their goodbyes.
While the other crew members had hometowns to return to or destinations that they had stayed longer than others before starting their pirating journey, Buggy and Shanks had only ever had the Oro Jackson. Home was the ship, constantly traveling from place to place, not some random city on land. For them, leaving was even harder. Once they left, they could never go back, not even for a short, nostalgic visit years later.
After being surrounded by so many people for so long, it felt strange to be mostly alone now. Buggy could walk the length of the ship and not see anyone at all, when it used to be almost impossible to turn a corner without bumping into someone.
Maybe it was just loneliness or anxiety about their upcoming departure, but Shanks couldn't seem to be alone anymore. The crew used to tease them by saying that they were attached at the hip, but it was basically true now. Shanks had become Buggy's shadow, trailing after him wherever he went on the ship.
"Stop clinging to me all the time!" Buggy griped, sending an elbow flying into Shanks' stomach. He was attached to Buggy's back like a monkey, arms looped over his shoulders.
"Don't be like that, Buggy!" Shanks whined, scooting closer instead of away like Buggy had intended. With how close he was, it was miracle they could walk at all. "Isn't the ship kind of scary right now? It's so dark and empty that it feels like a ghost could come out at any time!"
In Buggy's opinion, they and the rest of the remaining stragglers were more likely to be the ship's ghosts than any random supernatural entity. They were already haunting the now-desolate halls, their steps often unsettlingly loud amid the new silence.
Still, there was some merit to Shanks' uneasiness as well, especially this late at night. The shadows in the hallways looked darker and longer, like they were just waiting to swallow them whole, never to be seen again. Maybe they should've gotten off sooner, with some of the other crew members who had invited them along, instead of choosing to stay on the ship as long as possible.
It didn't help that their shared room was in one of the ship's lowest areas, so it took a while to get back after they were on the upper decks. It would've been smarter to move to one of the open rooms, or even sleep on the deck since the weather was nice right now, but it just seemed like a waste of energy when they were going to move everything out soon enough anyway.
On the way to their room, they had to pass the hall where Captain Roger's quarters used to be. While it should've been dark like the rest of the unoccupied areas of the ship, there was a beam of light stretching from the cracked open door of Roger's room.
"It's the Captain's ghost!" Shanks' arms tightened around Buggy, squeezing him almost to the point of pain.
"Don't be stupid," Buggy said, knocking his head back so he could whack Shanks' forehead. "He's not dead. It's probably just Rayleigh in there, no big deal."
It wasn't their business what Rayleigh was doing in Roger's old room, something that Buggy was about to say before a heavy thump cut him off. It was followed by a string of low curses, though neither of them could make out the exact words.
"We should check what happened," Shanks said, finally coming out from behind Buggy's back. He wrapped a hand around Buggy's wrist, tugging him forward. "Maybe something broke?"
In Buggy's opinion, an irritated Rayleigh was worse than any ghost. At least ghosts couldn't touch you physically. Rayleigh's iron fist never missed. He didn't have time to protest, though, not with Shanks pulling him forward. It only took a few short steps before they were in front of the door to Roger's room.
Peeking their heads through the open door, they were greeted with the sight of at least a dozen or more bottles of alcohol spread across a table on rolling around on the floor. Most of the bottles were empty, but some, including a whiskey that their captain preferred, were still halfway full, the liquid inside gleaming in the weak lamp light.
Buggy couldn't see what had caused the crashing sound—the room had always been a bit of a mess when Roger was still staying in it, and it was no different now that he was gone—but there didn't seem to be any broken glass anywhere. And as he expected, there was Rayleigh, slumped halfway across the alcohol-strewn tables.
"Boys," Rayleigh said, barely lifting his head in greeting when he spotted them in the doorway. "Not asleep yet, huh? Did you need me for something?"
They had seen Rayleigh drunk plenty of times before, but never like this. There was no cheer in his voice or a happy, red glow to his cheeks. Even when he was drowning his sorrows after a rejection or two or three, he didn't look as bad as he did now. His hair and beard were both a mess, tangled and unkempt, and his face was pale and wan, except for the stark redness of his bloodshot eyes.
"No," Shanks said, "we just saw the light on in the captain's room and got curious, so…" Maybe it would have been better if there had been a ghost inside the room instead of Rayleigh, Buggy thought, gripping Shanks' arm tightly. They could've handled a ghost; this situation was totally out of their current experience.
"Hmm." Bracing an arm against the table, Rayleigh pushed himself back into an upright position, the chair under him creaking with as his weight shifted. "Well, since you two are already here, why don't you come in and have a drink with me? There's still plenty to go around—for now, haha!"
Unable to decline the invitation, he and Shanks entered the room and made their way to where Rayleigh was sitting. The large table, which Roger had used for meetings or just drinking sessions with his senior crew members, was almost completed covered with glass bottles, most of them empty aside from the ones closest to Rayleigh.
The table was sticky with spilled alcohol, and Buggy kept his arms and hands away from the surface as much as possible. Shanks, on the other hand, seemed to pay it no mind, as he reached for the unused cups at Rayleigh's side.
He and Shanks were no strangers to alcohol, but they mostly just drank watered down rum or wine during parties. The only times they got to drink harder liquors were when another crew member snuck them a glass, or someone was too drunk to notice that their glass of full-proof alcohol had been swiped by some tricky hands.
Rayleigh poured a generous amount of amber liquid into both of their cups, filling them over halfway full before he took a generous swig for himself straight from the bottle's mouth. "This whiskey is Roger's favorite," he said, wiping his mouth roughly with the back of his hand. "Almost every night, we'd share a glass together and talk about what happened that day. At this point in my life, I think I've had more glasses of this whiskey than water."
Buggy and Shanks shared a glance before they turned their gazes to the cups before them. The whiskey gleamed in the dim light of the room, and they both reached out their hands at the same time to pick up their cups.
On the first sip, the bitterness of the alcohol made Buggy hold back a frown; he didn't want Rayleigh to think he couldn't handle his alcohol. The second was easier, and underneath the bitterness, the flavor was smooth, almost silky, with the slightest hint of sweetness at the end.
"It's good, isn't it?" Rayleigh asked, mouth quirking up slightly in a grin as he watched both of their reactions. Shanks had already drank half of his glass, clearly having no trouble with stronger alcohol. "You two probably don't remember, but Roger used to give you guys a tiny sip of it when you were babies and couldn't sleep. I gave him hell for it when I saw him do it the first time, but well, you guys slept like logs after. That was worth a bit of recklessness in my opinion, though I'm sure Crocus wouldn't agree. I told Roger he didn't have to use his good whiskey just to get you two to sleep, but he said he wanted to his crew to have the best."
Rayleigh was right; Buggy didn't remember, but somehow, as he sipped the whiskey, a feeling of nostalgia began to envelope him. In the future, whenever he drank this whiskey, he would think of his captain, of Rayleigh, and everyone else who had been with them on the Oro Jackson over the years.
The three of them sat in silence for a while after that, lost in their own thoughts and memories. This would likely be his last time in the captain's room, Buggy thought, the last time he would share a drink with Rayleigh, too, at least for a long while. Who knew if they would see each other again in the future?
In the end, it was Rayleigh who broke the silence. "This is really the end, isn't it?" he said with a heavy sigh. He pushed a hand through his hair, messing up the strands even more. Behind his glasses, his eyes were bright and shiny with unshed tears. "I guess I'm just realizing it now. Roger's not coming back. Neither is Gaban, Crocus, Oden, or anyone else."
Covering his face with his hand, Rayleigh took in a deep breath, slumping further down into his seat. "Even with all the time we had together, I still can't help but wish we had more. Maybe not forever, but close enough to it."
Buggy ducked his head, not knowing what to say. He stared down at the worn grain of the table, hoping it would give him an answer or at least a hint at what he could do. Roger had always been the one to provide them with comfort in low moments, who kept them going forward with confidence even in impossible situations, but he wasn't here now—and none of them could measure up to him.
"Hah, guess I'm not suited to leading anyone now if I'm getting morose in front of some brats," Rayleigh said with a laugh. He picked up the bottle of whiskey again and drained the rest of it in a few long gulps.
"Shanks, Buggy … keep each other safe, alright?" Rayleigh said, his voice growing soft. "Once you two get off the ship, you'll be full-fledged pirates, not just apprentices. Even if we're not all together anymore, I don't want anything to happen to you two."
"Yes, Rayleigh," they said, a response that had been ingrained in them after countless years of lectures and commands. By the time they finished the remaining whiskey in their glasses, Rayleigh was slumped over the table again, more than halfway to sleep. Before they left, they carried him to the captain's bed, so he could rest more comfortably. The bed was bare of sheets and pillows, but it was more comfortable than the rigid table at least.
After that night, until Buggy and Shanks left the ship, they never saw a light on in the captain's room again. Rayleigh, when he saw them off, was as put together and composed as ever, only giving them a wave and an encouraging smile as they disembarked. Their time with the Roger Pirates had well and truly come to an end.
 

 
The island they were dropped off on was a busy, populous port city with both merchant and pirate ships coming from all over for trade. Since neither of them had a destination in mind, Rayleigh had chosen it for them, picking somewhere they could blend in more easily and have ample supply options for what they wanted to do next.
Since the Roger Pirates had been quite successful treasure wise, they had a bit of money to keep them afloat, not forever, but at least a few months if they were careful about their spending. As much as Buggy wanted to splurge, he knew that it was better to be frugal until they could find ways to procure more money, either legally or illegally.
Currently, they were sharing a room at a small inn on the outskirts of the city. It wasn't exactly run-down, but it was clearly more weathered and less taken care of compared to other lodgings in the city. This meant that the room was cheap, but also that all the guests were of the rougher, more violent sort. Buggy and Shanks, as young as they were, fit right in.
They hadn't talked about becoming mates since Buggy first asked Shanks, but he knew they would have to soon. Buggy had been off his suppressants for almost two weeks now, and he could feel symptoms of his pre-heat starting to intensify. He would be in full heat in a few days to a week at most.
The closer his heat got, the more anxious Buggy got. He had never had a pleasant heat, and it wasn't likely to change just because Shanks was around. At least, if he hadn't changed his mind at the last minute. Buggy couldn't blame him if he did either. Even he was having second thoughts, but the idea of another incident with some entitled alpha like the one who cornered him before kept him firm in his decision.
"Buggy, your heat is coming up, isn't it?" Even though Buggy had been putting off the topic of his upcoming heat and their subsequent mating, Shanks had obviously been able to tell it was coming, likely due Buggy's pheromones becoming stronger over the last few days.
"Yeah," Buggy said, eyes glancing at Shanks before they quickly darted away. "You remember what you promised me, right? Or are you gonna back out?"
"I told you that you didn't have to worry about me," Shanks said, frowning slightly. "I just wanted to make sure you didn't change your mind. It's going to affect both of us, but you more so than me."
"I haven't changed my mind," Buggy said firmly. "You don't have to keep checking either. I told you already, didn't I? If it's not you, then it won't be anyone else. Ever."
Shanks shut his eyes, scrubbing a hand over his face frustratedly. "That's not—Buggy, you know… I just… I don't want you to regret this. Once we do this, there's no going back, for either of us."
For me, Buggy thought. Shanks could break the mating bond anytime he wanted, erasing what happened between them like one of the wonky sand castles they used to build on the beach when they were children. Buggy would forever have Shanks' mark on him, even if the other end had been ripped away like nothing. That was a risk with any alpha, though, and with Shanks in particular, the chances of that happening were close to zero at least.
"It doesn't matter," Buggy said. "Even if I do end up regretting it, it's still my choice, and that's more important." Even if Shanks ended up being the wrong choice in the end, at least it was one Buggy made of his own free will, before it ended up being taken from him.
"…Okay." Although Shanks' voice had softened, his eyes were almost blazing, his resolve having been strengthened even further. "We'll be mates soon then. I'll take care of you, Buggy, so don't worry about anything."
Instead of staying at the inn they were currently in for Buggy's heat, Shanks moved them to a different one. It was still on the outskirts of the city, but it was bigger, nicer, and instead of having a room among several others in one building, they had their own separate guesthouse.
Based on the privacy and seclusion offered, Buggy assumed that the cost was significant, and he wouldn't have bothered wasting money on nicer accommodations just for his heat. He was going to be uncomfortable and sweaty most of the time, so there was no point in getting a slightly better room. Shanks was paying, though, and he had refused to even consider staying at their current inn for Buggy's heat.
"There's way too many alphas here," Shanks had said, shoulders tensing at even the footsteps moving past their room. It was unlikely they could smell Buggy's pheromones in the room, even if it wasn't already saturated with Shanks' own scent. "And the door's too flimsy. Even a half-hearted kick could break it down. I want us to be somewhere safer at least."
When they arrived at their new accommodations, the innkeeper, an older beta woman, showed them to their room, telling them to call her on the den den mushi or come find her if they needed anything before she left. The room wasn't that big, but it had a tiny kitchenette, as well as its own private bathroom. Most of the space was dominated by a large bed, neatly made with plenty of pillows.
Now that they were alone, Buggy peeled the heavy-duty scent blockers he had been using off of his neck. Even though his heat wasn't quite here yet, they were a necessity as they traveled from their old inn to this new one. His scent glands felt sore and swollen; they really had just gotten here just in time before his heat started.
"I'm going to take a shower," Buggy said, already walking toward what he presumed was the bathroom without waiting for an answer from Shanks. Aside from washing off, he needed some time alone for a little bit. It was likely his only chance since he and Shanks were basically going to be confined to the bed together for a while after his heat hit in earnest.
Buggy was petty enough to use up all the hot water before Shanks had to shower, but unfortunately, even spending a few minutes under the steamy spray was enough to get him lightheaded. His heat was coming on sooner than he expected, causing his temperature to quickly spike. In the end, he had to brace himself against a quick, icy spray to cool himself down enough so he could drag himself out with stumbling.
Unfortunately, he barely made it out of the bathroom before he was falling, his knees giving out on him. Shanks barely managed to get across the room in time to catch him before he hit the floor.
"You're burning up," Shanks said, his arms tightening unconsciously around Buggy. Based on the slight trembling of his hands and the way he swallowed almost nervously, it was clear he was affected by the burst of pheromones floating out from Buggy right now. "Let me… let's get you to bed, okay? I'll go shower quickly, too, and then I'll join you."
Take your time, Buggy wanted to say, because the theoretical was becoming reality much too quickly for his taste now. He was in heat, and Shanks was going to fuck him through it. He was going to pin Buggy down and bite him, making him his mate, a choice that could never be taken back once it was made.
At the same time, he wanted to tell Shanks not to bother. They could just get started now, let Buggy's awful pheromones do their job and drag both of them down into a haze of lust. Biology would take care of things for them soon enough, instinct overriding any awkwardness.
He didn't say anything though, just let Shanks carry him to the bed, the towel he had managed to hastily wrap around himself barely hanging on around his waist. "I'll be back as fast as I can," Shanks said, giving Buggy's hand one last squeeze before he moved away.
As Buggy waited for Shanks, he curled up on the cool sheets, shuddering as he felt his body began to heat up even more. Between his legs, he felt the telltale dampness of his body getting aroused, preparing itself for an alpha's cock against his will. Shanks wouldn't be cruel, at least not on purpose, but just the thought of having sex for the first time, even though it was necessary for them to become mates, made Buggy feel vaguely nauseous.
Between his apprehension about what was going to happen next and his quickly building heat, Buggy's already shaky emotional state was getting worse by the minute. As much as he wanted to hide under the covers, he knew that he had to get himself ready for Shanks.
Buggy knew from the vulgar talks shared by his former crew members that the standard mating position for omegas was on their hands and knees or just face down with their asses up, but the thought of not being able to see if Shanks was coming or what he would be doing was too uncomfortable for Buggy to consider. He'd just lie on his back and shut his eyes, counting gold coins in his head until everything passed.
"I'm back!" Shanks called, coming out of the bathroom shirtless and with water still dripping from the ends of his hair. He bounded over to the bed just as Buggy finally decided to flop himself backward onto the bed and let Shanks do what he wanted with him. Buggy hadn't been brave enough to be completely naked, so his bottom half was still covered by this bath towel.
"Just get it over with," Buggy said, breath quickening as the first cramps began to hit him. He threw his arm over his face, not wanting to see Shanks' expression as they did this. "Fuck me and mate me, and then hopefully we'll never have to do this again."
"No." At Shanks' refusal, Buggy whipped his arm away from his face, ready to scream at him for backing out now of all times, but Shanks cut him off before he could continue. "I'm not just going to 'get it over with.' I want it to be good for you, too. I don't know why you're so set on this being the worst thing ever."
Because it is one of the worst things ever, Buggy thought. If he had his way, he'd never go through a tortuous heat or have to mate with anyone at all. He'd be an alpha, or really, even better, a beta, and be free of all these stupid biological instincts.
"It's just me," Shanks said, leaning down to catch Buggy's eye when he turned his face away. "So don't worry about what's going to happen. I'll take care of you. If you don't like something, you can tell me, and I'll stop."
Buggy wanted to scoff, to deny that Shanks was capable enough of taking care of himself, much less someone else, but all his usual deflections and snippy comments wouldn't come out right now. "… Fine," said Buggy finally, after a long, heavy pause. "But if you don't stop, I'll stab you." The threat was weak, and Shanks knew it, but he looked relieved anyway that Buggy was still comfortable to push back against him.
"That's fine," Shanks said, smiling down at Buggy. "I won't even dodge if you do."
Instead of being held down and thrust into like Buggy expected, the first thing Shanks did was give him a kiss. It wasn't Buggy's first kiss, but it might as well have been considering how few he'd had before. It wasn't just one kiss either, but several, over and over.
Shanks' mouth was soft and warm, and he clearly knew what he was doing, expertly cradling Buggy's face and changing the angle of the kiss so their noses wouldn't bump into each other uncomfortably. Although Buggy had started out clutching at the sheets, his hands slowly migrated to Shanks' shoulders, pulling him closer until their bare chests brushed.
"Open your mouth," Shanks said. He had only pulled away just far enough to speak, and the words still brushed against Buggy's lips. He leaned down again, giving Buggy another quick kiss before he pulled back again. "Please?"
Buggy did as requested, mouth dropping open just for Shanks to lick his way inside. It was startling enough that Buggy unconsciously jerked away, but Shanks held him in place with a firm, but gentle hand on his jaw. Buggy kissed back clumsily, trying to copy the movement of Shanks' tongue until the lack of air forced him to pull away.
"A-are you trying to suffocate me?" Buggy accused, his voice stuttering embarrassingly. He didn't see the point of kissing; it wasn't doing anything for his heat except making him hotter, arousal growing but going nowhere in the pit of his stomach.
"Breathe through your nose," Shanks said, though Buggy was distracted by the shape of his mouth and the flash of his tongue. Before Buggy could answer, Shanks kissed him again, pulling away slightly right as Buggy was about get out of breath, a signal to inhale.
Right when Buggy seemed to get the hang of kissing, Shanks pulled away from his mouth completely, instead pressing his lips against Buggy's jaw before he moved down to his neck. As Shanks got closer to the base of his neck, Buggy tensed, anticipating a bite, but it never came.
"Not yet," Shanks said, pressing a sucking kiss against one of Buggy's scent glands. They were already sensitive during his heat, so feeling Shanks' mouth on them had an aching sort of pleasure shooting through Buggy's brain. "I want to be inside you before I bite you."
I want to be inside you. The words had Buggy feeling dizzy, though he wasn't sure if it was from fear or anticipation. "Hurry up, then," he said, feeling inordinately proud that he was able to get the words out without sounding shaky.
"There's no need to rush, you know." Shanks looked up at Buggy through his lashes, pressing a kiss to his neck to punctuate his words. "I want you to feel good first anyway."
Everywhere Shanks' hands touched, his lips followed, heightening the sensation until Buggy's whole body was tingling with sensitivity. His shoulders, his nipples, the curve of his chest, all the way down to his clenching, Shanks carefully caressed them all.
By the time Shanks reached Buggy's cock, it was already starting to leak pre-cum, the head leaving small drops across his stomach. Even this close to where Buggy wanted him to touch the most, Shanks took his time, pressing his face into the crease of Buggy's thigh and inhaling the scent of his skin there before he worried a sore, red mark that Buggy knew he would end up feeling for days after.
Even more than Buggy's cock, he was dripping wet from his hole, which clenched around nothing. If he was alone, he would have shoved a few fingers inside of himself already, but Shanks still hadn't even touched him there, even though his hands seemed to be everywhere else on Buggy's body.
"Just—shove it in, you idiot," Buggy groaned, trying and failing to squirm away from under the grip of Shanks' hands. "I'm ready! I've been ready!"
"Are you?" Shanks asked, taking a moment to lick the tip of Buggy's cock instead of where he actually needed to be touched. "I should check first, though. I don't want to hurt you, Buggy."
Even though Buggy had touched himself plenty of times, the feeling of Shanks' fingers against his hole were completely different from his own. Maybe it was because he had calluses in different places from handling a sword instead of knives, or maybe it was because Buggy couldn't anticipate what he would do next, but it made Buggy feel like it was his first time being touched there all over again.
"Oh," Shanks said, his voice losing the self-assured confidence it had before. He swallowed roughly, gaze transfixed on where his finger was slowly pushing inside of Buggy. "You're so soft."
The awe in Shanks' voice at a mere biological quirk of his heat had Buggy's face flaming in embarrassment. That was just what his body did, make him open and soft so he could be fucked more easily during his heat. It's not because of you! Buggy wanted to yell, but it wouldn't have mattered anyway. Shanks would be the one to benefit from that softness, how wet and open Buggy was now.
Shanks kept his touch gentle the whole time, stretching Buggy bit by bit until he could fit three fingers inside. Whenever Buggy flinched or twitched slightly, even if it was Shanks' fingers brushing a pleasurable spot, he would stop, waiting until Buggy gave the go-ahead before he started moving again, even if the signal was usually a glare or irritated insult thrown his way.
After what felt like an eternity, Shanks finally deemed Buggy ready. This whole time, Buggy had been focused on what Shanks was doing to him, but he never bothered to think about how Shanks was feeling, if he was also affected by what was happening.
As Shanks stripped off the rest of his clothes, Buggy couldn't help but stare as his naked body was revealed. It wasn't like they hadn't been around each other in various states of undress before, but it was different when the both of them were aroused and about to have sex with each other for the first time.
Seeing Shanks' cock for the first time, hard and dripping with pre-cum, and not just an accidental glimpse in the baths or while changing, sent a jolt to Buggy's brain. That's going to be inside you, he thought, mouth going dry.
"Are you ready, Buggy?" Shanks asked. He was back in between Buggy's legs, pressing their bodies together. His cock—hot, hard, and bigger than any number of fingers Buggy had ever had inside him—brushed against Buggy's entrance, but didn't push inside yet.
Swallowing roughly, Buggy didn't answer for a moment. He had to close his eyes, not wanting to be confronted with the reality of what was about to happen just yet. Despite all of his earlier bravado, a part of him was still deathly afraid. Desire and revulsion both warred inside of him. He wanted Shanks to stop the ache inside of him. He wanted to run away and forget he ever brought up the idea of them becoming mates. There was no right answer, and unfortunately for Buggy, there was nothing left for him to do but press forward.
"Yes," he said finally, keeping his eyes shut. Would it be more or less terrifying if he couldn't see? "I'm ready." At this point, Buggy couldn't tell if he was lying or not.
Even as well-prepared as Buggy was, the first push inside was still difficult, and his breath caught in his throat as the head of Shanks' cock spread him wide open. He couldn't even run away, not with Shanks holding his hips in a vise grip as he slowly pressed the rest of his cock inside Buggy.
Once Shanks' cock was fully inside, Buggy expected him to start fucking him in earnest. Shanks had shown great restraint so far, slowing down the pace and focusing largely on Buggy, but there was only so much an alpha could hold back before they just took what they wanted.
Seconds, then minutes passed. Shanks' hands were still gripping Buggy's hips, but they hadn't moved, only slightly twitching now and then. The rest of Shanks' body also seemed similarly tense, almost like he had been suddenly frozen.
The lack of movement was so strange that Buggy peeked open one eye, then the other to check if something had happened. What he saw, though, made him burst into laughter.
In front of him, Shanks' face was so red that it was nearly purple, and his face was twisted in a near comical grimace as he desperately tried not to come from just sticking his cock inside of Buggy. He looked like one wrong move or twitch of Buggy's body would have him blow his load in an embarrassing mess.
"You look so stupid!" Buggy burst out, laughing hard enough that tears started to form at the corners of his eyes. What had he been so scared of? It was just Shanks, annoying and ridiculous as ever. They were having sex and about to become mates, but that didn't mean Shanks was some cool or intimidating stranger now.
"Buggy, stop!" Shanks complained, which only made Buggy laugh harder. His face was even redder now, and that stupid, scrunched up expression of his had transformed into a deep scowl.
"Are you going to come right away?" Buggy teased, still slightly breathless. "Is this how omegas in brothels make all their money? Milking quick shots like you in minutes? Maybe it's something I should look into if all alphas are like you, ha!"
"Shut. Up." Shanks growled, switching from mildly embarrassed to almost angry in a heartbeat. "Don't even think about other alphas, not right now, not when you're with me. You said it before, didn't you? That if you had to have an alpha, then it was going to be me, not anyone else. So don't talk about letting other alphas see you like this."
Any other time, Buggy would have brushed off Shanks' words as stupid, possessive nonsense, but right now, in the throes of his heat, it only sent a thrill through him. Shanks wanted him, wanted Buggy so badly that he was about to come from being inside him, that he would lose his mind at just the thought of some imaginary alphas touching Buggy. It was a heady feeling, and for once, Buggy didn't mind this kind of attention from an alpha.
Splitting his head and hands away from his body, Buggy flew toward Shanks' face, cupping his hands around his cheeks and leaning in to give him a quick, affectionate kiss. "Alright," he said, smiling at the bewildered look on Shanks' face. "I'm all yours, then. So show me what you can do, unless you really are just a quick shot."
"Fine," Shanks said, his eyes narrowing in an uncharacteristic glare. "But don't regret what you asked for later." Whether it was Buggy's goading or something else, Shanks quickly fell into motion again, moving his hands from Buggy's hip to his legs, hooking one over his shoulder and spreading the other one wide open. This new position put Buggy even more on display, but before he could protest, Shanks was pulling out his cock and thrusting back in, hard.
It should've been scary, the sudden switch from gentle to rough in Shanks' movements, but it seemed like this was exactly what Buggy's body was waiting for, his back arching as Shanks' cock rubbed firmly against his prostate, over and over.
"Are you feeling good, Buggy?" Shanks asked, hitching Buggy's ass higher onto his lap so he could fuck him even deeper. "C'mon, tell me. I promised that I would make you feel good, didn't I?"
Even if Buggy wanted to, he wouldn't have been able to answer Shanks. His thoughts were scattered and disconnected, and it was all he could do to cling to the pleasure assaulting his senses now. The only sounds out of Buggy's mouth as Shanks continued to fuck him were gasps and moans.
For once—finally—Buggy understood the appeal of alphas, why omegas needed them so badly during their heats. His fingers, the rare toys he used, would never be able to compare to a real person, to Shanks.
As Buggy's pleasure intensified, so did his pheromones, which triggered Shanks' scent to spike as well. That dark, rich scent, the one Buggy had found so much comfort in before, was now strong enough to choke him, erasing every thought but Shanks from his mind.
Alpha, Buggy thought, desperately, deliriously, alpha, alpha, alpha! PLEASE!
"Come for me, Buggy," Shanks said, panting with exertion. His cheeks were flushed red, and his eyes were dark like the sea at night, just as fathomless and just as terribly inviting. Buggy couldn't look away from that greedy, devouring gaze. "I want to see you fall apart, just for me, only ever for me."
For the first time, Buggy came untouched, his cock spurting white all over his stomach. The feeling of Shanks coming inside him soon after, spilling his cum into the deepest parts of him, exactly where it was meant to be, was another kind of pleasure altogether, scratching the basest and most primal parts of him.
"More." The word spilled out of Buggy's mouth without conscious thought. It was a deeply ingrained instinct, to keep his alpha with him. His heat had been momentarily sated, but it still wasn't done. "Shanks, please."
The kiss Shanks pressed to Buggy's brow, gentle and cool, felt like a blessing. "Of course," he said, his voice soft and low. "I'll give you whatever you want, whatever you need."
After that, time started to blur for Buggy. His heat had long since consumed him by now, familiar desires and aches making themselves known more fervently than ever. This time, though, he wasn't drowning alone.
Buggy was on his stomach, his legs spread wide as Shanks' fucked into him from behind. With every thrust, more cum spilled out, soaking the sheets even more.
Even though he couldn't see Shanks' face, Buggy could feel him all over: his body pressing Buggy into the mattress, his scent filling Buggy's lungs with every breath he took, and his cock filling him where he ached the most.
Shanks' face was buried in the nape of Buggy's neck, mouth pressed against the sensitive skin. Every kiss felt like a burn, a quick jolt of pain that Buggy's exhausted brain tricked him into thinking was pleasure.
Bite me, Buggy thought. Bite me, bite me— "Bite me!" The words burst out of him like a bullet, a scathing demand rather than a request.
"Finally," Shanks muttered, the words lost in the tangles of Buggy's hair. Opening his mouth wide, Shanks bit down on the back of Buggy's neck roughly. Even as Buggy jerked against him, his body instinctively trying to get away from the pain of being bitten, Shanks held him still until he finally broke skin and the taste of blood spilled over his tongue.
For Buggy, pain twisted with pleasure until the two of them became indistinguishable. His body was begging him to run even as his mind was flooded with endorphins, melting him into mush. Mate, he thought, almost dreamily. Shanks. Mine.
He should've been done by now. He had his mate. What more did he need? What more could his body want? Still, like a cursed specter, Buggy felt heat rising in his body again, pushing him for more and more and more until he was nothing but a burned out husk.
Even without Buggy saying anything, Shanks seemed to instinctively know what he needed. "I know," he said, pressing a kiss to the raw wound that was Buggy's new mating bite, feeling his shoulders shudder with pain, pleasure, and everything in between. "I'll take care of you, Buggy. Always."
How many times had Buggy come by now? How long had it been since his heat started? Buggy couldn't remember, could barely think at all. The only thing he could bring himself to focus on was Shanks, his alpha, his mate. 
Buggy was sitting on Shanks' lap, impaled on his cock as Shanks roughly kneaded his sore, red ass. They were both completely soaked, with sweat, spit, and cum, but Buggy still couldn't get enough, clinging to Shanks like he was the lone life raft in a wild and stormy sea.
He was enveloped in a sea of red: red hair, red eyes, the red flush of skin from Shanks' face, all the way down to his heaving chest. Even Shanks' scent felt like a red haze, filling every inch of his body until it was all he could think about. He was drowning in red, in pleasure, in his one and only alpha.
"Shanks," Buggy whimpered, clinging to his shoulders desperately. His face was wet with tears, and his heart felt like it was going to pound out of his chest. Was he dying? If so, he was going to take Shanks with him. He didn't want to be—couldn't be—alone anymore. "Please."
"I'm here, Buggy," Shanks murmured, pressing a tender kiss to Buggy's cheek, followed by another and another, soaking up all his tears. "I got you." It was the last thing Buggy heard before he lost consciousness, finally letting go of every single worry and anxiety weighing him down. It was fine. Shanks, his mate, would take care of him now.
 

 
A few days later, once his heat had finally run its course, Buggy woke to an aching body, his back and hips the sorest parts of him. Yet, even with the pain radiating throughout his body, he felt better than he ever had after his other heats.
There was a problem though: he was alone. The bedsheets next to him were still warm, suggesting that Shanks hadn't been gone for too long, but it still soured his mood slightly to wake without his alpha, his mate, by his side.
The remedy came mere moments later though, when Shanks nudged open the door to their room with an elbow, both of his hands full with a tray filled with food. Buggy couldn't tell what it was, but the smell alone was enough to trigger his hunger, a rumbling growl coming from his stomach.
"Buggy!" Shanks' eyes lit up when he saw Buggy was awake, and he hurried over to the bed, setting the tray down on the nightstand before he sat down himself. "Are you alright? I wanted to be back before you woke up, but the innkeeper kept giving me more things."
A brief spike of irritation hit Buggy at the thought of Shanks talking to someone else, even if it was the older, beta innkeeper who had checked them in. What was so important that he had to go see her instead of staying with him? "You should've been here," Buggy grumbled, giving Shanks a cold look.
"Sorry," Shanks said, though his face was surprisingly cheerful for someone who just got snapped at. Leaning over, he draped himself over Buggy's back, giving him a tight hug in apology. "I just wanted get you some food and water. I won't go anywhere else."
"Will you forgive me?" Buggy didn't have to look at Shanks to know that he was giving him a stupid puppy dog look. It never worked before, and usually only pissed Buggy off even more, but when Shanks punctuated his words with a kiss to the back of Buggy's neck, right where his new mating bite was, all he could do was give in.
"Fine," Buggy muttered, burying his face in his pillow so Shanks couldn't see how red his face was getting. "What did you bring me at least? It better be something good."
Shanks shifted out of the way so Buggy could sit up, bringing the tray on the table closer. It mostly had easy-to-eat finger foods like bread, cheeses, some dried meat, and cut fruit. There was also a pitcher of water, and strangely enough a steaming mug next to it.
"What's this?" Buggy picked up the mug, bringing it closer he could give it a sniff. It smelled mostly herbal, with a slight hint of mint. "Some kind of tea?"
"Ah, the innkeeper said it's something you drink after heats to prevent pregnancy," Shanks said, sounding a bit embarrassed. "She said we should avoid being, uh, 'brats raising brats.' Her words, not mine."
"Right," Buggy said, mouth twisting into a frown. That was another unfortunate part of his biology, one that he had basically forgotten about until now. Instead of waiting for the drink to cool, he gulped it down in three long swallow. His tongue was slightly burned after, but that was better than accidentally getting pregnant.
"Gonna tell me off?" Buggy asked, raising an eyebrow as he caught Shanks watching him. "Were you hoping to knock me up on your first try?"
"No, I think that would have been terrible for both of us," Shanks said, with a wry smile. "And, well, I kind of want it to be just the two of us for a while. For a long time, really."
Buggy felt his cheeks heat up again, and his chest began to ache strangely. He wasn't in pain, but he couldn't tell if the feeling was good or not. "Don't get ahead of yourself," he said. "Who says we're going to stay together after this?" It felt wrong to say or even think. He didn't really want to leave Shanks, but that's what they had agreed on, hadn't they?
"We don't have to go our separate ways just yet, do we?" Shanks asked. "We just got mated, so let's spend a little bit of time together first. See how everything settles, and then we can decide what we want to do from there."
Shanks leaned in closer, slowly, so Buggy had a chance to pull away if he wanted to. When he didn't, Shanks closed the final few centimeters between them, pressing a kiss to Buggy's mouth, once, twice, and then three times, when Buggy didn't protest. Each time, Shanks slowly deepened the kiss until his tongue was swiping across Buggy's lips.
They hadn't needed to kiss during their mating, and they certainly didn't need to kiss now. Buggy should've pushed Shanks away, but instead, he wrapped his arms around Shanks' shoulders, pulling him down on top of him.
Shanks' tongue was slick and warm as it tangled with Buggy's own, and Buggy felt his head growing fuzzy, lost in the sensation. The kiss continued for ages, with the two of them only parting long enough to take in a few breaths.
Shanks was the first to pull away, only going far enough to he could look down at Buggy's face fully. He had the same expression as last night, the one that turned the bright red of his eyes into something darker, sweeter, almost like cherry liqueur. It made Buggy feel strange, like his heart was being squeezed and his stomach was being tossed around at the same time. He didn't want Shanks to look at him like that, but at the same time, he wanted Shanks to always look at him like that.
"I want to stay together," Shanks said. "I want to be with you as much as I can. That's okay, isn't it?" His voice was low and gentle, a sound that Buggy wanted to swallow down and keep for himself only. Even if Shanks took more mates in the future, Buggy hoped he wouldn't use that voice with them. It would be Buggy's alone, that sweet voice, that hungry expression—absolutely anything Buggy could claim now, he would.
"Yeah," Buggy replied, his mouth dry. All he could do was stare up at Shanks, at his alpha. This was right. This is what they were meant to do. They were meant to be together. "I want to stay together, too."
Right now, they had nothing to do, and nowhere to be. They could take their time to figure out what they wanted to do in the future. For once, the thought of running away from his mate didn't cross Buggy's mind even once.
 

 
In the end, there was barely any time for the two of them at all, not when the news of Roger's impending execution reached them. The day their captain died, Buggy's heart broke twice.
First, when the blade came down on Roger's neck, spilling his blood across the wooden execution platform as the idiots in the crowd cheered on his death. Loguetown would soon be a hunting ground for pirates, overeager civilians and bumbling Marines chomping at the bit for so-called justice.
Second, well—
It had been stupid of him to think that he and Shanks could ever stay together. That was all.
(What did it matter that his mating bite burned and ached the farther he ran away? Despite everything, Buggy still had standards, and he wasn't going to stay with a coward who threw their captain's dream away so easily.)
The rain, which came down hard enough to soak him to the bone in minutes, was the only comfort that day, as small as it was. It washed away his tears faster than they could fall, and by the time it finally stopped, hours later, Buggy's eyes were dry, and he was ready to be on his own. He had to be.
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    Chapter Text

    Marineford was in bad shape after the battle, half destroyed and the air heavy with ash and blood. It was the perfect time for an escape, something Buggy was more than used to, but with neither a ship nor a reliable crew on hand, it was something easier said than done.
"You owe me," Buggy said, still floating slightly above Shanks. It was petty, but he wanted to have the upper hand on Shanks in some way, even if it was manufactured. "Since you lied about having a treasure map, the least you can do is give me a ride out of here so I can meet up with my crew again."
"Sure," Shanks replied, easy as anything. The fierce expression when he was facing down the admirals before had at all but disappeared, making it seem like they had run into each other at a random bar and not in the middle of a battlefield. He tilted his head toward the area behind Buggy. "Are all those guys coming with you as well?"
Buggy split his head to look behind him. There were dozens of prisoners watching his every move, some with hearts growing in their eyes. "Captain Buggy!" they exclaimed. "What's the plan now?"
A refusal was on the tip of Buggy's tongue. He barely knew any of these criminals and cared about them even less, but they were strangely enamored with him, something he knew he should capitalize on before they decided to change their minds.
"Of course!" Buggy said, raising his voice so he could clearly be heard. "I wouldn't go anywhere without my men! I take care of my people!" Sweat trickled down the back of his neck, though whether it was from the proximity to Shanks or the crowd of criminals at his back, he didn't know.
With Shanks' permission—though Buggy framed it as a negotiation he had cleverly manipulated into his own favor to his newly devoted followers—Buggy and the other prisoners boarded the Red Force, leaving the wreckage of Marineford behind.
If the romance serials Cabaji pretended not to read were to go by, Shanks should have swept Buggy off his feet the moment they reached the deck of ship, pulling him away from any prying eyes so they could have a private moment. He would get on his knees before Buggy, begging for his forgiveness, claiming that he would be a better alpha, a better mate now. In the serials, the simpering omega protagonists would swoon, falling into the arms of their alpha before being carried away so the two of them could make sweet, sweet love. Buggy, on the other hand, was looking forward to the opportunity to turn Shanks down as viciously and cruelly as possible.
Instead, all Shanks said to him once they were on ship was a brief, but cheery, "Let's have a drink together before you get off and reunite with your crew, okay?" Then, he was gone, swept away by a few of his senior crew members to discuss what to do next, especially where they planned to bury Whitebeard and Ace.
Buggy didn't know whether to feel relieved or offended by Shanks' casual response to their reunion. Even after the initial shock of seeing Shanks again after so long wore off, Buggy was still hyper-aware of his presence, the mating bite on the back of his neck more sensitive than ever before. It felt like a hot brand against his skin, painful and sore. Buggy's stupid body also kept urging him to get closer to Shanks, different parts splitting off and floating toward where Shanks was before Buggy viciously pulled them back, connecting them to his main body again with a snap.
Look at me, Buggy thought, followed immediately by Don't look at me! Resisting his instinctive urge to drag Shanks' attention toward him was like fighting back the jailer beasts in Impel Down: difficult, frustrating, and all around hell for Buggy's mental state. This detestable neediness was much worse, though, and it was something Buggy needed to stamp out completely—soon.
Since Shanks didn't seem to care about him, at least no more than he would any other person he was acquainted with before, Buggy wouldn't care about him either. They were mates in name only. It was what Buggy had wanted since he first presented all those years ago after all. He didn't need Shanks to pay attention to him or treat him differently than anyone else. Unless it was to give Buggy all his treasure maps and jewels, but even he knew that was unlikely.
Buggy hadn't managed to contact his crew since he had been taken away to Impel Down, but he knew that they couldn't have been that far away. They had been fine enough to survive the first half of the Grand Line, but treading too far into the New World, especially with the only person who had any experience with it gone, was just asking for trouble. If everything went well, he'd would be back with them in a few short days, and then he could forget all about Shanks again for another 20 years or more, until they were just bones and none of their designations mattered anymore.
Just a little longer, Buggy thought. Then everything will be fine. He was good at pretending, so good that he often eventually convinced himself that whatever harebrained, ridiculous idea he or someone else had come up was actually genius. This time wouldn't be any different.
 

 
Sweat beaded at Buggy's temple, dampening his hair and making the Marine captain hat he swiped earlier even stuffier. He shoved the hat off his head in a weak effort to cool down, letting it fall to the ground with a soft thump. Hands in his hair, he yanked the strands roughly, using the slight pain to distract himself from the discomfort starting to grow rapidly inside of him.
Buggy was good at pretending, the whole fake-it-until-you-make-it kind of thing, but he had apparently forgotten about his atrocious luck. If something could go wrong in a situation he was in, it would, and this time was no different.
How long had it been since he had taken any suppressants? At least as long as he had been in Impel Down, but time passed strangely in the prison, and he didn't know the exact number of days or weeks. Before this, he hadn't been without suppressants for more than a few short days at a time in over 20 years. The heat that he feared would come on while he was in prison was beginning in earnest now.
Even though the Red Force was clearly safer than Impel Down, at least when it came to physical dangers, it had a much bigger problem for Buggy: Shanks was here. He likely wouldn't want to deal with Buggy while he was in heat, but that didn't mean that Buggy's body wouldn't punish him severely for having the gall to try and go through a heat on his own when his mate was so close by.
Go find Shanks, his body said, even as his mind was yelling Run! At the very least, he needed to get out of the open. Even if there was only one person on the ship who could smell his pheromones now, going into heat in front of who knows how many alphas and betas, especially those who were barely tolerating him on Shanks' word, would only further add to his humiliation. As long as he hid well enough, no one would ever know anything was wrong.
Stumbling, Buggy hurried away from the deck of the ship, doing his best to avoid members of the Red-Haired Pirates and former Impel Down prisoners both. He didn't know where he was going, just that he need to get away to somewhere safer, more enclosed. At one point, he realized that he had unconsciously been following a scent—Shanks' scent—through the ship and forced himself to go in the opposite direction instead.
He didn't know how long he stumbled through the ship, jolting and hiding whenever he felt the presence of another person, but eventually, Buggy found himself in a small, most-likely forgotten storage room. Even though it was packed with boxes, most of them were dusty, obviously haven't been checked in a long while.
The room was cramped and messy, with only a half-working light that flickered erratically after Buggy turned it on. It was completely unsuitable for an omega to spend their heat in. Even though Buggy had been in plenty of precarious positions before, he had always been relatively lucky with his heats before this. On the Oro Jackson, the crew had prepared a special room for him. After, when he was on his own, he had always managed to skip his sporadic heats with suppressants or spend them holed up in the safety of his room on his ship. He couldn't afford to be picky now, though. As long as he could hide out here until his heat was over, he'd be fine.
Buggy had barely managed to close the door to the storage room before his knees buckled, sending him to the hard, dirty floor. Curling into himself, he squeezed his eyes shut, shuddering as he felt his body heat up even more.
"Ugh." Buggy couldn't help but let out a pained groan. No matter how many heats he went through, they never got any easier. His head was pounding like a festival drum, pulsing frantically at his temples and making it near impossible to concentrate. His clothes, borrowed and covered in dust and blood, clung to his sweaty body uncomfortably, but he couldn't find the energy to pull them off.
Worst of all, he could already feel the ache in his stomach intensifying. Unwilling arousal spread throughout his body like the spill of blood in water. He needed something—someone—to fill him, to fuck him, even as nausea and dread rose up in a terrifying wave to drown him.
"What's wrong with you?" The words were the first sound to fill the room aside from Buggy's own pained noises and pants. "Are you dying?"
Mr. 3, his signature hairstyle slightly wilted but still perfectly legible, peeked out from behind a stack of storage boxes further into the room. He wasn't the worst person for Buggy to run into here, especially out of the prisoners who had escaped Impel Down, but even going from zero to one person seeing him like this was too much for Buggy.
The last time someone accidentally stumbled upon Buggy during his heat, he stabbed them to get them to leave. He wanted to do the same now, but his hands were shaking too badly to even reach for the daggers he had stolen before the battle. In this state, he'd just end up slicing parts of his own body by accident instead of anyone else.
"I'm—fine," Buggy forced himself to say, even as he curled up even more on the floor. He didn't know what designation Mr. 3 was, but he hoped it was beta at least, just so he'd be marginally less interested in an omega going into heat, even if it was someone was rough and unpleasant as Buggy. "Just … get out of here!"
"Get out of here?" Even though he wasn't without looking at him, Buggy could hear the incredulity in Mr. 3's voice. "I was here first! You're the one who came stumbling in like a drunken boar and looking like death!"
The sharpness and volume of Mr. 3's voice pierced through Buggy's skull like a blade. He wished it had been an actual blade instead honestly. At least those couldn't hurt him anymore. "Okay, well, who cares if you were here first," Buggy snapped, finally lifting his head so he could glare at Mr. 3. "I need to be here more than you do. Why are you even hiding anyway? Or are you planning to steal some of Red Hair's treasure?"
"Are you crazy?!" Mr. 3 glared back at him, crossing his arms over his chest. "I'm not reckless enough to piss off an emperor. You might get a pass because you're old buddies with Red Hair, but none of us have the same luxury!"
"We're not 'old buddies,'" Buggy said caustically. He had taken advantage of his association with Shanks to hitch a ride, but that didn't mean he was willing to call Shanks his friend. If only if that was the worst thing Shanks was to him. "I hate him!"
"Okay, well, go hate him away from me! You can only say that because of your past connection, but he's definitely not going to be lenient with some random person like me!" Mr. 3 said with a scowl. "Why are you even hiding here anyway? It's not like Red-Hair has a grudge against you or anything, does he?"
Buggy opened his mouth to retort, but the only thing that came out was a barely bitten back groan as a cramp twisted his stomach sharply. "Fuck," Buggy spat out, forehead pressed against the hard floor. Why the hell was he feeling so badly so quickly this time? Was it because it was his first heat after not being on suppressants for a while? Or was it because he had run into Shanks again after so many years?
"Seriously, what's wrong with you?" Mr. 3's voice grew louder, and Buggy heard the sound of his footsteps as he came out from behind the stack of storage boxes where he was hiding. "Did Magellan hit you with some kind of long-acting poison or something? Or did you pick up something at Marineford? What if it's contagious!?"
"Shut up!" Buggy yelled. "It's not anything like that. I'd much prefer if it was, though, ugh!"
"If you're not poisoned or sick with some kind of infectious illness, then what's—" Mr. 3 stopped speaking, his words cut off abruptly like all the air in the room had disappeared in a blink of an eye.
It wasn't until Mr. 3 fell to the ground, his knees hitting the floor with a harsh crack, that Buggy finally realized something was wrong. He had been so focused on his own pain and discomfort that he completely missed the danger signs creeping up on him.
The air in the room, which had already been dusty and stuffy, was now heavy and oppressive, much like how it was before lightning struck during a severe storm. It was the same feeling that heralded a certain emperor's arrival at Marineford just a few hours earlier, when he came to end the war.
There was no need for Shanks to unleash his Conqueror's haki on his own ship unless they were under attack, and even then, it would be directed outward toward enemies rather than the people on the ship itself.
In front of him, Buggy watched as Mr. 3 struggled to breathe, body twitching sporadically like a fish suddenly pulled out of water. His eyes, wide open and terrified, were fixed somewhere behind Buggy until they suddenly rolled into the back of his head as he mercifully passed out.
Shanks' haki wasn't comfortable by any means, but at least Buggy could handle it easily enough after being surrounded by some of the most powerful pirates imaginable for years. Though, he would soon wish he had been just as susceptible as Mr. 3 and probably countless others on the ship right now. Being knocked unconscious would have been less humiliating at least.
In moments, Shanks' scent, something that Buggy hadn't smelled in over 20 years, crashed over him like a tidal wave, unavoidable and brutal. He hadn't realized how much Shanks had been holding back his scent before this, how restrained he must have been if Buggy had only managed to get the barest whiff until now.
Over the last 20 years, Shanks' scent had matured into something even more seductive and compelling, like a fine, aged whiskey, and it quickly permeated every part of Buggy's body until he was too dizzy to think, much less speak. Every breath he took was suffused with Shanks' scent, marking him from the inside out even without a physical touch.
"Buggy." Shanks' voice was low, almost angry. He wasn't speaking loudly, but in the silence of the room, it sounded deafening. "Come here."
Go to your alpha, Buggy's body said, though whether it was called by Shanks' command or by his own instinct, he didn't know. It didn't matter, though, since before he could even twitch a finger, Shanks was at his side, tossing his cloak over Buggy's prone body.
This was the perfect opportunity for Buggy to protest. He should've rejected Shanks' command, throwing off his cloak. He should've fought back, clawing at Shanks' face in a fit of rage. He should've screamed and howled in protest until even ships in the East Blue could hear him. What right did Shanks have to tell him what to do? To come barging into Buggy's hiding place? He should've, should've, should've—
He didn't. Instinct, biology, his own disgusting, innate weakness betrayed him once again. When Shanks knelt down to pick him up, Buggy wrapped his arms around Shanks' shoulders to make it easier for him. Even as hatred—toward himself, toward Shanks, toward the whole goddamn world—grew in his heart, Buggy still couldn't help but bury his face into Shanks' shoulder, inhaling as much of his scent as he could.
"This is your fault," Buggy said, though his actions clearly contradicted his words. He still hadn't pulled his face away from Shanks' shoulder, and he tightened his hold around Shanks instead of trying to push him away. "I was just fine before I met you again!" We never should have seen each other again.
Buggy felt Shanks' deep inhale more than he heard it, his chest moving under Buggy's own. "I know," he sighed, his voice softer, gentler than before. "So I'll take care of you, okay? You'll be fine, Buggy. I'll make sure of it."
 

 
Shanks took them straight to his private quarters, following a path that Buggy half-recognized from his first failed attempt at finding somewhere to hide, when his body had instinctively taken him to the place where Shanks was most likely to be instead. Even though he knew the Red Force should've been crowded with people, they didn't run into a single person the whole way there, likely due to the oppressive aura still surrounding Shanks like a second skin. Anyone who had even an ounce of common sense would know to stay far, far away from him right now.
Once they were inside the room, Shanks carried Buggy to his bed, setting him down onto the messy sheets almost roughly. Buggy would have protested the rude treatment except being tossed onto Shanks' bed, where his scent was most concentrated after countless nights of contact with his skin, quickly drove all thoughts out of Buggy's brain.
Between Shanks' cloak and his sheets, Buggy was absolutely inundated with his pheromones. He couldn't help but bury his face in the mess of fabric around him, sucking in more and more of Shanks' scent. It was easier, less terrifying, to get his fill of Shanks through his cloak and bedsheets, even though the actual person was right next to him.
Now that they were alone, Buggy expected Shanks to jump him as soon as the door was closed. Wasn't that what happened when alphas encountered omegas in the throes of their heat? They were so overcome with lust that they couldn't help but tear off an omega's clothes and have their way with them?
It wasn't like Buggy would really know, not when his only experience with an alpha had been Shanks over 20 years ago. But alphas were all the same, weren't they? Even an omega as old and unappealing as Buggy could stir an alpha up, and right now, the only alpha that was even possible with was Shanks.
I want it, Buggy thought, head growing dizzy as his body heated up even more. I need it. He was already getting wet, slick dampening his thighs and slowly staining the sheets below him. All he needed to do was shove his pants down and spread his legs, and Shanks would take care of him. He'd fuck Buggy until he never had to worry about being empty and aching ever again.
There was no point in resisting his urges right now, not when his heat was on the verge of swallowing him whole. Buggy wanted Shanks, had always wanted Shanks during every single heat over the last 20-something years, and now that Shanks was here again, he was finally going to get what he wanted. His alpha. His mate. At last.
The bed dipped under Shanks' weight as he sat down. Buggy couldn't see him, but he could feel the heat of Shanks' body as he leaned over him. The tension in the air was so thick that Buggy could barely breathe. He felt like he was on top of a tightrope barely balancing. Just a little bit more, and he'd be falling, right into Shanks' arms, ready to be torn apart by their desires.
Shanks' chest was pressed against Buggy's back, a warm and heavy, but not crushing, weight. A moment later, he buried his face into Buggy's shoulder, mere inches away from his swollen scent glands and the aching mating bite at the back of his neck. His breath was hot against Buggy's skin, and even this brief contact was enough to get Buggy shaking.
Anticipation had Buggy's body trembling, and he went almost limp below Shanks, making it easier for him to do what he wanted. Buggy wanted—expected—a bite, wanted Shanks to claim him once again, like he had so long ago.
Bite me, Buggy opened his mouth to say, but before he could do more than take in a breath, Shanks was gone, off the bed, away from where he should've been.
The sudden absence was startling enough that it managed to break through Buggy's heat-addled brain. It took some effort, but he managed to drag his body out of the mess of Shanks' cloak and sheets, pushing himself up so he could look at Shanks.
Shanks' shoulders were tight with tension and his hair was a mess like he had just dragged his hand through it roughly. When he caught Buggy looking at him, he forced a smile on his face. "Sorry," he said, not meeting Buggy's eyes. "I'll… go get some suppressants for you. It's too late to completely stop your heat, but they'll make it easier, right? You can just… stay in my room. I'll bring—I'll have someone else bring you whatever supplies you need."
"Suppressants?" The word tasted like poison on Buggy's tongue. They would've been a godsend if Shanks had offered them to him before his heat, but it was too late now. On top of that, why would he even need suppressants when he had an alpha—his alpha—in front of him? "That's your solution? You're just, what, going to leave me with some pills and supplies and say good luck while I fuck myself through my heat?"
"I can't stay, Buggy," Shanks said, swallowing roughly. "Just because we're … we're mates doesn't mean I get to spend your heat with you. It'd be better if I left."
What was the point of Shanks subverting alpha stereotypes right when Buggy needed him to fulfill them the most? If Shanks was the one to lose control in the face of Buggy's heat, then he could say that it was Shanks' fault that they slept together. Now, it was clear that Buggy was the only one with any lingering attachment, who couldn't escape from their bond as mates.
"You impotent, limp-dicked bastard! What the fuck is wrong with you!?" Incandescent with rage, Buggy's vision was filled with red as he screamed out his frustrations. "I hate you! I hate you so fucking much! What's the use of having a mate if you can't even fuck me through my heat?! Is it because you have other omegas? Other mates? You can help them but you can't help me? Just, fucking, go DIE!"
Buggy buried his face in his hands, chest heaving. Part of him wanted to shove Shanks out of the room and destroy everything inside as punishment. If he was going to be stupid enough to leave Buggy alone in his room during his heat, then he was going to make sure Shanks regretted it. Another, larger part of him wanted to cling to Shanks, wanted to tie him down onto the bed and keep them there for hours, days, until Buggy's heat broke.
"Are you really going to make me beg?" Buggy asked. He didn't bother to look at Shanks, letting his long hair fall around him like a curtain. "Is that what you want to hear? Fine. I want you to fuck me. I want you to help me through this cursed heat." Like you were meant to.
For a few long moments, there was only silence before Buggy's ears picked up the sound of footsteps. Instead of going toward the door, though, they came closer to the bed, until Buggy could clearly feel Shanks' presence next to him. The bed dipped again before Buggy felt himself being pulled into Shanks' arms. The embrace, although gentle, was one Buggy knew he wouldn't be able to easily escape.
"Okay," Shanks said, his voice whisper soft. "Just… don't regret this when it's over."
What's one more? Buggy thought, letting Shanks push him back down onto the bed. It wouldn't be the worst of his regrets anyway, so he wasn't going to worry about it. Not now, at least.
 

 
When Shanks leaned down to kiss him, Buggy blocked his mouth with his hand, taking advantage of his ability to split his limbs to shove him even further away. "There's no need for that," he said with a scowl. "We're not brats anymore. You can just shove it in and get it over with. I don't need to be coddled."
Instead of heeding Buggy's wishes, Shanks just kissed his palm instead before taking two of Buggy's fingers into his mouth, sucking on them lewdly. The wet heat had only been around Buggy's fingers for a few seconds before he jerked them out of Shanks' mouth, not caring about the scrape of teeth on the way.
"It's not coddling if I want to make you feel good," Shanks said, sliding his hand up Buggy's shirt. When Buggy didn't resist, he tugged the fabric free before tossing it somewhere behind him. "Just let me take care of you, okay? You don't have to worry about anything, not right now."
This time, when Shanks moved to kiss him, Buggy let him. That was how things started the last time they shared a heat, too, with a kiss.
The kiss was rougher this time, though, with their beards scraping roughly against each other's skin. Shanks also hadn't bothered to ease Buggy into the kiss, immediately licking his way into Buggy's mouth and sucking on his tongue. It took all Buggy's remaining brainpower to remember to breathe through his nose, especially since Shanks wouldn't let them stop kissing for more than a few moments at a time.
When Shanks finally pulled away, Buggy's mouth was wet with spit, and when he swallowed he wasn't sure if it was Shanks' saliva or his own sliding down his throat. "Your mouth feels so good, Buggy," Shanks said, leaning down to kiss him once more. "I could kiss you forever, you know."
"Is kissing all you can do?" Buggy sniped, though he was sure the effect was undercut by how red his cheeks were. "I didn't know your mouth was enough to get me through my heat."
Unfazed by Buggy's complaints, Shanks just smiled. "Do you want to try?" he asked, fingers hooking into the waistband of Buggy's pants and tugging them down. "There are plenty of other places I could kiss you as well, you know."
Buggy expected Shanks to go for his neck, where his sensitive scent glands were, or his nipples, which were already peaked in the cold bedroom air, or maybe even his cock, which sprung out hard and leaking when Shanks managed to pull his pants off, leaving him naked. Instead, Shanks draped Buggy's legs over his shoulders, pulling his hips completely off of bed while his upper body was still flat against sheets.
"What are you—Ah!" Buggy's hands flew to the back of Shanks' head, tangling in his hair as he tried to yank him away, but it only made Shanks bury his face even deeper in Buggy's ass. He sucked at the furrow of Buggy's hole before his tongue slipped inside, licking along the sensitive walls. If he had been wet before, it was even worse now that Shanks' saliva was added to the mix.
Buggy meant to drag Shanks away, but all his hands could do was clench uselessly in Shanks' hair, even dragging him in closer at times before he remembered himself again. Shanks' mouth felt good, but it certainly wasn't enough. His tongue couldn't get deep enough. Even his fingers, broader and bigger than before, wouldn't be enough.
"Stop… messing with me, you bastard," Buggy gasped out, head falling back onto the sheets. "Give me your—your cock. Or is it just too puny now? Did you grow everywhere but down there?"
"Hmm?" Buggy actually had to shove him away from his ass with a hand to Shanks' forehead, though he almost wished he hadn't when he saw how he looked. Shanks' face was absolutely soaked, and his cheeks were bright red, like he was running a fever, or more likely, from a lack of air over the last several minutes.
"It's big enough for you, Buggy," Shanks said, turning his face to leave a damp kiss against Buggy's inner thigh. "It'll fill you up all the way to, hmm… here?" It was awkward with only one hand, but Shanks managed to tap a spot on Buggy's stomach.
This time, Buggy successfully kicked Shanks away, sending him almost off of the bed with an angry foot to the chest. "Prove it then," he said with a glare. If his fingers trembled a bit when they brushed against the spot that Shanks had touched, no one had to know but him.
Stripping quickly, Shanks was back on the bed in moments, sliding in between Buggy's spread legs. His cock, already hard, rubbed against Buggy's own, leaving a trail of pre-cum in its wake. It was bigger than before, back when Shanks was a teenager, but that was to be expected. Buggy refused to look at it more closely than that; he'd feel it inside of him soon enough.
"Are you ready?" Shanks asked, shifting their bodies a bit so he could position his cock at Buggy's entrance. Even the head felt huge, though it hadn't done much more than tap at the sensitive skin of Buggy's hole. "Buggy?"
"Just do it," Buggy said, half-annoyed. He was already wet and open. It didn't matter if Shanks was too big or too small; he just needed something inside of him.
Although Buggy often complained about Shanks taking things too slowly, he was grateful for it this time. Stupid Shanks with huge, stupid dick. If he tried to thrust that weapon in all at once, Buggy likely would have died trying to split apart and get away. The slow, steady press inside, spreading Buggy open wider than anything he'd ever taken before—which was arguably very little—was already difficult enough, even though the pleasure of being filled surpassed every twinge of pain.
So good, Buggy thought, body twisting roughly on the sheets as he panted open-mouthed. Feels so good so so good. God, Shanks' cock was filling him up in the best way possible, big enough to rub up against every sensitive spot without even moving.
Shanks only stayed still for a few short moments, barely enough time for Buggy to catch his breath, before he was dragging his cock out and thrusting back in with one, rough snap of his hips. The slap of their bodies together was loud, almost loud enough to cover the sound of Buggy's gasps and moans.
Buggy tried to cover his face or his mouth, anything to hide his unseemly face and noises, but he barely managed to raise his hands before Shanks was pinning them down with a firm hand. "How am I supposed to know you're feeling good if I don't hear you?" he asked, leaning down to kiss away some of the tears flowing down Buggy's cheeks. "You can be as loud as you want, Buggy. I wanna hear every sound you make."
"Pervert," Buggy accused, but he stopped trying to hold back his moans. He could hide his face at least, dragging Shanks down until he could hide his face in against Shanks' neck. His scent was even stronger here, and Buggy inhaled it almost greedily.
"Call me whatever you want," Shanks laughed, though he sounded breathless. "Aren't you the same, though? It feels good, doesn't it, Buggy? You don't need to hold back with me."
It didn't take much more for Buggy to come, the feeling of Shanks fucking him and the friction of his cock rubbing against Shanks' hard stomach more than enough to send him over the edge. His orgasm felt like it was being ripped out of him, strong enough to have him arching off the bed, chest heaving as everything went white.
He hadn't even managed to come down from his high before Shanks was pulling out and flipping Buggy over. Buggy had barely turned onto his stomach before Shanks' cock was fucking back into him, hitting him even deeper than before. His body jerked, frightened by the new, almost painful sensation, but Shanks pinned him down with a hand against the small of his back before he could move more than a few inches.
"Don't run, Buggy," Shanks whispered. His voice was gentle, almost sweet, but his thrusts were brutal, slapping Buggy's ass hard enough to turn the skin red. Even though he had just come, his cock was quickly hardening again, even as it was pressed tightly against the messy sheets. "How am I supposed to give you what you need, hmm? I said I'd take care of you, didn't I?"
Buggy was long past moaning now. It took too much air to moan, and all Buggy could do now was try not to hyperventilate from the pleasure. It was already hard enough to breathe, especially with Shanks' pheromones curled around him as possessively as the actual person.
Above him, Shanks kept talking, but Buggy barely heard any of it. It was all nonsense anyway, about how pretty Buggy looked, how good he felt, or how well he was taking Shanks' cock. Shut up! Buggy wanted to yell, but even this ridiculous, meaningless praise was making his head spin.
Leaning forward, Shanks pressed them together chest to back, leaving almost no space between their bodies. It shoved his cock even deeper inside Buggy, though he didn't know how much further it could go before it was carving out a brand new space inside of him.
The feeling of Shanks' mouth against the back of Buggy's neck—on his mating bite—was like a hot brand, sending a jolt of white hot sensation through his body. It was just his lips at first, then his tongue, but neither were enough. They weren't what Buggy wanted, what he needed, from Shanks.
"Can I?" Buggy almost didn't hear Shanks at first, and he didn't even manage to register the words until Shanks asked again, this time punctuating the question with the sharp edge of his teeth. "Buggy, can I bite you?"
Why ask? Shanks had to have already known Buggy's answer, but he always made him say it first. Like he wanted to know that Buggy couldn't say no to him. "Just—do it!" Buggy gasped out. "Bite me!"
Permission received, Shanks' teeth tore through the thin skin at the back of Buggy's neck, renewing his mating bite. Buggy jerked as if electrocuted, his limbs nearly splitting apart due to the absolute tidal wave of pain and pleasure crashing over him.
The sheets were wet underneath him, from the tears spilling out endlessly from his eyes, from the spit drooling from his mouth, and from the cum leaking from his untouched cock. He could barely move, could barely breathe as Shanks' teeth marked him again and again, each touch further enhancing his pleasure.
Buggy didn't even need to beg for more, not when Shanks never let up. He kept Buggy pinned and filled, coming inside of him again and again until it was impossible to hold anything inside. His thighs and ass were soaked with slick and cum, and Buggy could barely twitch without more spilling out.
"I'm here," Shanks said, the rumble of his voice against Buggy's ear only making him dizzier. Between Shanks' body holding him down, his voice ringing through his ears, and the inescapable scent of his pheromones, Buggy was just drowning. Everything was Shanks. Everything was red.
All Buggy could do was surrender, letting himself be dragged further and further down by his heat, until he knew nothing else but Shanks, the feel of their bodies together, the scents mingling together until they were virtual indistinguishable.
 

 
At the center of every storm, no matter how terrible or destructive it was, there was a small window of calm and safety. You couldn't stay in the eye of a storm forever, but it could at least give you a momentary reprieve.
This was the eye of the storm for Buggy, the part of his heat where he was mostly clearheaded and satiated for once. It wouldn't last too long, maybe an hour or two at most, but it was enough time for him to hydrate, eat a bit, and scrub himself down so he was marginally less disgusting before his heat started all over again.
Usually, Buggy would chug as much water as possible, eat a few bites of whatever food he had managed to squirrel away in his room beforehand, and take a quick shower to wash away the sweat and other fluids off of his skin. He had been alone all those other times, though, with no one to rely on.
This time, Shanks was in charge of making sure Buggy was hydrated, fed, and clean, at least until the next time they had sex. Even though he hadn't had time to prepare anything beforehand, he was still as solicitous as their first time, bringing Buggy anything he needed even before he had a chance to ask.
"Are you alright?" It was a stupid question, but Shanks was a stupid person, so Buggy wasn't surprised. Even 20-plus years wasn't enough to change who Shanks was at his core. It wasn't like Buggy was all that different either: still loud, still caustic, and still at the whims of his disgusting biological urges.
"Shut up," he said, his voice hoarse. He split a hand from his body lazily, letting it float over to Shanks and grab his arm. "Why are you so far away?"
Shanks didn't protest, just let Buggy pull him until they were pressed together again, chest to chest. Arguably, it wasn't all that comfortable considering how messy they were at the moment, but skin to skin contact always made Buggy feel better during his heat.
"You stink," Buggy complained, even as he pressed his face closer to Shanks' neck. Dried sweat and semen weren't exactly pleasant smells, but Shanks' pheromones, rich and slightly bittersweet like high-quality whiskey, were still strong enough to make his Buggy's mouth water.
"It's not like you're much better," Shanks said, though that didn't stop him from inhaling Buggy's scent either, even scraping his teeth against a scent gland to stimulate another burst of pheromones. Wrapping an arm around Buggy's hips, Shanks lifted him up with ease before he made his way over to the bathroom. "Let's get cleaned up a bit at least. If you're feeling up for it, we can soak in the bath for a while, too."
Shanks' private bathroom wasn't extravagant or anything, but it was large enough for the two of them to fit inside comfortably without feeling cramped. Considering Shanks' limited dexterity with just one arm, Buggy took over scrubbing them down, though he grumbled the whole time his hands were flying around over the both of them.
"Did you forget everything Rayleigh taught us about hygiene?" he lectured, forcing Shanks to bend down so he could work shampoo through his hair. It was probably a miracle he even had shampoo instead of just soap.
By the time Buggy had washed them both to his satisfaction, the floor of the bathroom was totally soaked, but at least they were clean. While Buggy let his hands fly out to pick through Shanks' room and find something to tie his damp hair up with, Shanks went to fill the bathtub with hot water.
In a few minutes, steam filled up the small room, and Buggy felt his skin dampening again. When the water finally turned off, Shanks came over and wrapped his arm around Buggy's waist. "C'mon," he said, pressing a kiss to Buggy's shoulder. "Let's soak for a bit."
Steam rose in lazy plumes from the bathwater. When Buggy dipped a hand in, the water was pleasantly hot, but not to the point where he felt like he'd be boiled alive.
The tub was big, but with two men of their size in it, there was little room to spread out. Without asking, Shanks pulled Buggy into his lap, plastering them chest to back. His arm wrapped around Buggy's waist, like it naturally belonged there. "You can lean against me," he said, shifting so Buggy could rest more comfortably.
Buggy didn't bother to protest the intimacy, just did as Shanks said and leaned back, letting him take his weight as he sunk deeper into the water. It had been a long time since he soaked in the bath like this; his devil fruit made it harder to stay underwater for extended periods of time, even if it was just in a bathtub.
Shanks had done this for him before, Buggy realized, mind wandering as the hot water relaxed the ache in his muscles. Not in the exact same way, but similar. Back when Buggy first ate his devil fruit, he had been even more susceptible to the weakening effects of water. For a while, they always went into the bath together, with Shanks holding him up as they soaked.
In the confined space of the bathroom, Buggy could smell Shanks' pheromones even more strongly, especially as they infused with the steam in the air. He knew Shanks smelled something like whiskey, deep and rich, but it was only now that he was reminiscing that he realized exactly what kind of whiskey it reminded him of.
It was Captain Roger's favorite whiskey, the one they had shared with Rayleigh right before they departed from the Oro Jackson. Bitter, just slightly sweet beneath, and one of the few reminders of home Buggy had left now.
Was it the heat of the water? Or finally placing why Shanks' scent made him feel so safe and comfortable? Whatever it was, Buggy could feel arousal building up inside of him again—something Shanks could also clearly detect if his arm tightening around Buggy's waist was any indication.
"Again?" Shanks' hand trailed down from Buggy's stomach to between his legs, stroking his hardening cock briefly before slipping further down. They had just barely managed to get cleaned up, but there was no helping it when another wave of Buggy's heat hit. They were moving past the eye of the storm now, the brief restful period over much too soon.
Buggy took in a deep shuddering breath, letting his head fall back against Shanks' shoulder. "Again," he said, swallowing thickly as he inhaled more of Shanks' scent in the air. Even in the water, he could feel himself quickly growing slick, his body dragging him down for another round of lust.
Shanks' cock was already hard again, and it didn't take Buggy much effort to lift himself up until the head was pressing against his hole. It only took another nudge before Buggy was sinking down, taking Shanks inside inch by inch until his ass was pressed flat against Shanks' hips.
Even though they had been having sex for hours, days, however long by this point, Buggy still couldn't get used to Shanks' cock filling him up. It just felt too good, even though the size made him want to die sometimes. What did an idiot like Shanks need with a dick that huge? The only thing it was good for was fucking Buggy through his heat, like a dildo specifically designed for his pleasure.
This time, there was no urgency in Shanks' movements, not like before when he was fucking into Buggy like a man possessed, cutting off his taunts before they could even start. His hips moved leisurely, almost lazily, focusing on grinding his cock as deep as he could.
"Do you like that?" Shanks murmured into Buggy's ear when he felt Buggy tighten in response to a particularly deep thrust. He slid his hand to Buggy's abdomen, right above his groin. "You like feeling me here, right? When I'm as deep inside as I can go?"
Buggy whimpered instead of answering, his body shivering under Shanks' touch. Even when he tried to move away, Shanks just pulled him back down, keeping Buggy full. It felt good, but it was also just—too much. The heat of the water, the heat inside of him, everything just overflowed, and Buggy soon came untouched, clenching down on Shanks' cock hard enough to drag out a groan from his chest.
"Fuck," Shanks cursed, panting against Buggy's shoulder. He fucked up into Buggy more roughly now, water splashing over the sides of the tub messily. "You drive me fucking crazy."
It didn't take long for Shanks to come after that, spilling inside the warmth of Buggy's body. The water, once clear, was now cloudy and filthy. They hadn't even managed to stay clean for an hour before they got dirty again.
By now, the water had cooled down significantly, and there was no longer any steam in the air. "It's cold," Buggy said, shivering slightly. He twisted around, wrapping his arms around Shanks' shoulders and pressing himself closer to Shanks' warm skin.
There was a soft puff of breath against Buggy's ear, a sigh or a laugh, he couldn't tell. "Let me warm you up again, then," Shanks said, pressing a kiss to the side of Buggy's head as he lifted the two of them out of the water.
They were still damp when they got back to the bed, but Buggy didn't care about that, not when he was already growing dizzy with arousal again. Right now, all he could think about was getting his fill of Shanks, again and again and again, until his heat finally burned out.
 

 
The next few days and nights melded together as Buggy's heat ran its course, more severe than any of the ones he had over the last several years. When he woke up again, who knows how long later, he was alone, and an aching soreness kept him immobile on the still messy sheets. Even without looking, he knew he was bruised all over, fingerprints and the indent of teeth covering the bare expanse of his skin. His mind was clear, though, refreshed even, but that only meant he was cognizant enough now to regret the last few days.
At least Shanks isn't here right now, Buggy thought—not that it really mattered with how saturated his scent was on the sheets and Buggy's body. Every breath he took was tinged with the bittersweet flavor of whiskey in the back of his nose and throat. If Buggy wasn't careful, he'd likely get drunk on this scent alone, even as secondhand as it was at the moment.
As much as Buggy wanted to say that Shanks' scent was repulsive to him now that his heat had passed, it was warm and inviting as ever, wrapping around him like a tight embrace. It was sheer folly that had him pressing his face into the sheets, immersing himself in Shanks' scent for just a little while longer, instead of running to the bathroom to scrub away all evidence of what happened between the two of them.
The click of the door opening had Buggy twitching, but he didn't bother to move. Based on the scent coming into the room, it was only Shanks, not any of his crew members.
"I brought some food and drinks if you're up for eating," Shanks said. Buggy shifted slightly, peeking one eye out of the sheets to watch Shanks carry a full tray to a nearby table.
"Do you want me to bring you something?" Shanks asked, turning to look at Buggy over his shoulder. "I know you're probably still tired." He had obviously already showered and was dressed in his usual clothes. His pants were awful, but the shirt was fine, especially since it gave Buggy a front row view of his broad chest.
Buggy couldn't quite see what was on the tray, but there was a distinctive smell that immediately caught his attention. Herbal, with a slight undercurrent of mint.
Right, that was something he had to worry about. Sort of. It might have been easier to get pregnant during a heat, but Buggy figured his older age reduced the risk significantly.
"Bring me some tea," he said. A lower risk didn't mean no risk after all. And knowing Shanks, if Buggy didn't drink it on his own, he'd just take it as a challenge to make it a guarantee that Buggy needed it.
The cup of tea Shanks brought him was still steaming gently, and Buggy let the warmth transmit to his palms momentarily before he brought the cup to his mouth and drank it down quickly. Even though he hadn't needed to drink the tea since he last saw Shanks, the flavor was still familiar all these years later.
Many things had been familiar honestly, down to how he had woken up this morning. Last time, Shanks had also been gone when he woke up after his heat, only to return soon after with food.
Unlike last time, though, Shanks wasn't hovering over Buggy like before. There was no hug to Buggy's back as he lay sore on the bed or a gentle kiss to his lips as Shanks' hand rested over his mating bite. Instead, there was a casual and polite distance, with Buggy on the bed and Shanks at small dining table nearby.
It wasn't like he wanted Shanks hanging all over him, especially now that the burning urgency of his heat was over, but somehow, Buggy was still annoyed. Why did it feel like he had just gone to an omega brothel instead of being with his mate? "Are you like this with all your omegas?" Buggy asked, eyes narrowing in irritation. "Or is it just me?"
"There aren't any other omegas," Shanks said, meeting Buggy's eyes briefly before he looked away. "Just you."
"Huh." Well, there went Buggy's idea of Shanks' harem of omegas. Just you. The tea he just drank obviously wasn't sitting with him well if he was feeling a strange sort of warmth in his chest and stomach now.
Buggy waited for Shanks to say something else, to bring up maybe staying together now, like he had suggested when they first got mated. It wasn't like Buggy wanted to accept an offer to stay, but the lingering hormones from his heat were making him needy. He wanted to feel wanted, wanted to know that Shanks was desperate for him just as he had been desperate for Shanks.
In the end, Shanks didn't say anything at all, just busied himself with making up a plate of food as Buggy watched him from the bed. "Here," Shanks said, bringing the plate over to where Buggy was lying. "You should try to eat a bit to build up some energy. Benn managed to contact your crew while we were… indisposed, and we'll be meeting up with them soon. Later this afternoon at the soonest, or tomorrow morning at the latest."
Buggy didn't take the plate offered to him, leaving Shanks to eventually put it on the nightstand instead. "I can leave you alone, too, if you want," he said, offering Buggy a weak smile. "You can take as long as you need to clean up, eat, whatever. The clothes you were wearing before have been cleaned, too, so you can just come out when you're ready."
"That's it?" Buggy asked, voice flat. "We're just going to go our separate ways again after this?" Wasn't Shanks being the textbook perfect alpha right now? Polite, considerate, not pushy at all. And yet, all of it was just making Buggy more and more irritated.
"It's fine, isn't it?" Buggy couldn't see Shanks' expression, but his voice was light and casual. "You have your own crew to get back to after all. I won't keep you somewhere you don't want to be."
This was what Buggy wanted. Or at least it should've been what he wanted. He had never wanted a mate who tied him down or expected him to be at their beck and call. Before he had ever been an omega, he was a pirate, and pirates did what they wanted, whenever they wanted.
And yet, he was inexplicably furious about Shanks' apparent indifference. It was the same all those years ago when he said he wasn't going after the One Piece. He should've been the next king of pirates—but he wasn't. He should've cared more about Buggy as his mate, should've wanted to stay together—but he didn't.
Buggy had spent years, decades, tormented by his bond with Shanks. You were supposed to be the same, he thought angrily. We were supposed to be together. At least in this. At least in our suffering. 
That was just how it was for alphas though. They got to do whatever they wanted with omegas and then discard them after without a second thought. A mating bond wasn't exactly one-sided, but omegas were clearly more affected. Only one of them had to take a mating bite after all. Even if Shanks hadn't taken a mate after Buggy, it didn't mean he didn't have plenty of casual relationships. All the alphas on the Oro Jackson were like that; no one ever really settled down, just chased after whoever caught their eye at the time. It was clear Shanks was the same. He didn't want or need an omega—didn't want or need Buggy.
I'll make him suffer, then, Buggy thought. I'll make it so he'll never be able to forget about me again. 
Splitting his hands from his body, Buggy grabbed the front of Shanks' shirt, forcibly yanking him down to the mess of the bed. Even though Shanks could have easily resisted, he just let himself be shoved down onto the bed.
"Buggy…?" Shanks stared up at Buggy, slightly startled but mostly confused. He didn't try to move, though, just let Buggy hold him in place with a hand on his chest.
"Shut up," Buggy snapped. He yanked Shanks' shirt out of the way, baring his chest even more. It had to be somewhere visible, but not totally obvious. Somewhere Shanks would be able to see and feel, a reminder that he couldn't easily put out of mind.
There were already a few marks and bruises on Shanks' chest, but they would fade within days. Buggy was going to leave something more permanent. Omegas didn't usually bite their alphas, at least not in the same way, not to stake a claim, but Buggy was going to change that now.
Leaning down to Shanks' chest, right above his heart, Buggy opened his mouth wide and bit down—as hard as he could, until he tasted blood. Underneath him, Shanks twitched at the pain, but he made no effort to move away. He could've thrown Buggy off him, or at least triggered his armament haki, but he did nothing, letting Buggy vent his frustration through violence, even if he didn't know the reason.
The taste of blood was metallic and salty in Buggy's mouth. It wasn't a pleasant taste, but he still forced himself to bite down harder, tearing into Shanks' skin even more. The bite wasn't even a fraction of what Buggy wanted to do to Shanks, how much he wanted to hurt him.
"There," Buggy said, finally pulling his mouth away. The bite he left on Shanks' chest was deep and jagged, blood welling up from the open wound before it dripped slowly down his chest. "You'll have to live with that forever." Just like the scars on Shanks' face, like his missing arm. Buggy had finally left his own irreversible mark on Shanks. He'd never be able to forget Buggy was his mate, that they were cursed to be tied together until the end of their days. Even if Shanks broke their bond someday, Buggy's mark on him, ugly and painful, would remain.
"… Forever," Shanks repeated softly, the word barely audible. His gaze was focused on his chest, on the red and angry mark Buggy had left on him. Raising his hand, he brushed against the mark gingerly at first before he covered it completely, smearing blood across his skin.
With Shanks' head bowed, Buggy couldn't read his expression clearly. His scent, still heavy in the air, was no help either, too muddied and twisted to tell anything at all.
When Shanks finally lifted his head, his eyes were a dark, burning red. The color of blood, of cherry liqueur. They were the eyes of a hungry beast waiting to eat its fill, the same way Shanks had looked at Buggy all those years ago when they first became mates.
"… It's a promise, Buggy," he said, voice low and deep. "No matter what." Somehow, without even touching him, it felt like Shanks had left another mark on Buggy, one that was as permanent as the mating bite now burning on the back of his neck once again.
Forever. A curse. A promise. Whatever it was, they were both tied to it now, even if they didn't want to be.

  

  

    
      
        Notes:

        
          Yes, they're still extremely divorced + they continue to be stuck in miscommunication hell. BUT, good (?) news: their feelings for each other are extremely twisted and they can't stop thinking about each other + they're mutually pining in their own way.

I'm a happy ending truther, though, so please know that Shanks and Buggy do eventually get their shit together and be mates for real in this universe. Keep an eye out for an eventual Shanks POV/sequel fic too if you'd like to see them get there! Won't be for a while though, since I'll be busy writing for other fandoms for a bit, but it'll come out when I have more time.

Thanks so much for reading! (+ big thanks to everyone who left a comment along the way! I'm always so happy to read everyone's thoughts 😊)
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